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Annex

WOMEN, THE JUSTICE SYSTEM AND POVERTY: THE INTERNATIONAL
EXPERTS MEETING (PUNE, INDIA, 26-30 January 2004)

1. The International Experts Meeting on Women and Justice was held in Pune, India from 26 to 30
January 2004. The meeting was sponsored by the Asian Women’s Fund and hosted by the Nav
Maharashtra Community Foundation in Pune.® Six members of the Sub-Commission on the Protection
and Promotion of Human Rights - Ms. Lalania Rakotoarisoa, Ms. luliazAntoanella Motoc, Ms. Leila
Zerrougui, Mr. José Bengoa, Mr. Soli Jehangir Sorabjee and Mr. Yozo Yokota - took part. The agenda of
the meeting enabled Sub-Commission members from Africa, Asia, Europe and Latin America to consider
closely, along with experts from India and Asia and women living in poverty and those accompanying
them, several aspects of the human rights of women and poverty and extreme poverty.” The agenda
covered the draft guidelines on women and justice, presentations and discussions on women and poverty,
and the need to develop guiding principles on human rights and extreme poverty within the framework of
the ad hoc group’s mandate.

Draft guidelines on women and justice

2. Draft guidelines on women and justice reflecting the concerns of women about their access to
justice and treatment within the justice system were discussed based on contributions made by NGOs and
individuals at three previous meetings. The guidelines thus dealt with a wide range of issues including:
the principal of equal access to justice, influences affecting justice, women as victims/survivors of
violence (rape, trafficking, domestic violence, honour killings, harmful practices), family law, foreign
women workers, protective custody of women, women as accused, conditions of detention, and
implementation and follow-up. Throughout the draft, the impact of poverty on the access of women to
justice and the denial of justice to women as a cause of poverty were of central concern. The discussions
highlighted the many concrete steps that must be taken to ensure equal and effective access by women,
including women living in poverty, to justice. It was also clear that access to justice and equal protection
of the law for women could be a mgjor contribution to eliminating poverty and extreme poverty. The final
version of the guidelines will be widely distributed, including to the Sub-Commission and other relevant
United Nations bodies.

Women and poverty

3. The meeting discussed the issue of women and poverty on the basis of a number of papers
analysing different aspects of women and poverty, the efforts of women to overcome poverty in
developed, transitional and developing countries, and those living in extreme poverty and the need to
develop partnerships with them.® In connection with this item, a project initiated by the Pune Municipal
Corporation (see below) that provides support to women in slum areas in fighting poverty, was described,
as was a project of an association of architects (Shelter Associates) that assists the poor in gaining access
to housing. Further, a number of local NGOs described their activitiesin the area of women and the fight
against poverty. Subsequently, a visit to one project supported by the Municipality and to a housing
project sponsored by Shelter Associates took place.

4, The information provided during the meeting made it clear that social and cultural practices had
had a marked impact on the poverty of women. In many situations women were less educated and in fact
many were till illiterate. Girls drop out of school earlier or simply did not go to school because the
schools were located far from their places of residence. Girls who do attend school are thought to be at
risk. Early marriage and concubinage are considered to be solutions for protecting girls against possible
abuse and attacks on their virginity. In terms of employment, companies employed young women under
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unfavourable conditions, e.g. work schedules included restricted time for rest room visits. Women's
contribution to national political life was low and this made responding to the needs of poor women more
difficult.

5. Women remained segregated in low-paying, low-status jobs and often did not enjoy the same
level of hedth and nutrition as men. Yet most of the poverty alleviation programmes focused on a
household as unit of assessment, which meant that no special programmes for poor women were
established. Although there had been attempts to remove impediments to women’'s opportunity to work
and own property, the disadvantaged status of women had not been adequately addressed. Those
disadvantages were intrinsically woven into the structure and fabric of the society, where more positive
measures were needed. Gender segregation started in the home and school and has perpetuated
throughout a women’s life. Violence against women was also directly related to poverty. Violence against
women took a variety of forms- dowry-related offences, domestic violence, etc. Finally, domestic
violence was afact, but it was often ataboo subject unless a woman was prepared to accept an impending
divorce.

6. Women also suffered the double burden of both paid and unpaid labour (as principal caregiver at
home and domestic work). The latter was considered unproductive work and not recognized in the labour
market. Therefore, women had less time for training or for overtime at the workplace and missed out on
advancement opportunities. That double burden must be recognized and benefits given to support women
in discharging both types of work.

7. Women living in extreme poverty and exclusion often lacked legal identity documents and thus
were not even recognized by the law since their very existence was not recorded. Peopleliving in poverty
experienced many forms of discrimination and had multiple and bad encounters with the law. Their
distrust of law enforcement and government agencies meant they would not easily turn to them for
assistance. The legacy of extreme poverty perpetuated denial of human dignity. Poverty reduced a
person’s dignity and subjected her to insecurities, which resulted in the absence or denial of fundamental
human rights. Sometimes mothers resorted to extreme measures like begging to earn sufficient amounts
for school fees. In cities, it was important to study the pull factors that drew the poor to the citiesin search
of work, but instead they ended up living in Slums or on the streets.

Acting against poverty: the women’s perspective

8. Overcoming women's subordinate status inside and outside the home was largely dependent on
her ability to generate income and own property. Whenever women had access to finances, either through
the microcredit programmes or other forms of enhancement of their financial capacities, violence against
them was found to have reduced and they were even accorded a degree of respect and immunity from
abuse. However, it was noted that employment guarantee schemes, while creating employment
opportunities for women, could also result in allowing men to neglect their responsibilities.

9. Governments in several countries had developed plans to combat poverty whereby the benefits of
programmes was required to accrue more and more to the poor. Women were worst affected by poverty,
yet they coped with it the best and therefore they required maximum support. Most poverty alleviation
programmes were gender neutral but with increasing awareness and international attention, women's
policies and programmes were being introduced by both NGOs and Governments.

10. Governments had adopted national polices to promote women which granted priority to economic
development and the fight against feminization of poverty. Different programmes looked at specific
marginalized groups which were most vulnerable: urban poor were given support by providing low-cost
housing, education, training and other facilities; reserved seats in local political bodies and decision-
making bodies encouraged women's empowerment; the private sector also helped, e.g. with primary
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education and health. But most effective change was brought about by women'’s collectives. Self-help
groups had proved necessary in creating more effective programmes. The success of those programmes
required that trust be built up between the people and government authorities, which was often not the
case. Access to justice was essential. A programme in one country of free legal aid that had proved
effective was described.

11. It was emphasized that programmes aimed at poverty alleviation must involve the extremely poor
as participants to ensure that the programmes were relevant to them. Those programmes should be seen as
partnerships in capacity-building, understanding one’s rights, taking on responsibilities, etc. It was also
important to provide ongoing training. The European Court of Justice had issued some good decisions on
the issue of poverty and the affirmative action permitted to address it.

12. The need to develop a working definition of poverty and to distinguish between poverty and
extreme poverty was underlined, extreme poverty being understood as a situation of deprivation of human
rights, including dignity, reflected through contemporary forms of slavery and vice versa. There arelegal,
socia and economic considerations involved in the definitions of poverty: women divorced and without
support or shelter and with children are literally on the street and are seen begging with their children;
women widowed by terrorism were without any support. There was also a need to define poverty in a
legal framework.

13. There was no uniform standard of poverty and want. Different women experienced different
degrees of poverty. Some might suffer from abject poverty and want while others might suffer from
different connotation of poverty - cultural, political and economic. There were levels of poverty and each
level had different requirements for combating it. The issue of poverty could not be addressed in isolation
since many factors influenced poverty and the empowerment of women. Many related topics, like land
reform, education, etc. needed to be addressed to aleviate poverty and devel op opportunities for the poor.
It was important to study the impact of culture on poverty and in particular women and poverty. It was
recognized that women living in poverty and those working with them had a deep understanding of
poverty, its causes, and what steps and methods were necessary to eliminate it. The knowledge and
experience of women living in poverty were essential in designing anti-poverty programmes that took
into consideration the specific characteristics of each situation.

Sudy visits

14. The study visits showed how women’s groups that began as savings associations could raise the
socia status of women, enable them to conduct business with local government and extend their activities
to income generation, cultural activities, and health and neighbourhood improvement. The visit to the
housing development project showed that early consultation with the potential owners of the apartments
enabled them to be designed to better respond to the needs of the future users and make better use of the
limited resources in land and money available. This contrasted with other apartments visited which were
not designed in consultation with the future users. The following is a summary of one project visited.

Urban anti-poverty initiative

15. The Pune (India) Urban Community Development (UCD) programme is a government initiative
targeting selected communities to aleviate poverty. The programme supports the establishment of
women (only)-centred neighbourhood groups (NHG) in all targeted urban slums, each consisting of 50
members. Since the members come from the same community, the programme fosters close links,
attachments and intimate knowledge about each family. In general, identification and recommendations
for any government grants need to be confirmed by the president of alocal NHG. One fifth of Slum
dwellersin the city of Pune are covered under this scheme.
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16. The women meet every week. Various training programmes and vocational training courses in
different disciplines are provided under this programme. Products manufactured in these groups may be
placed with the UCD central marketing outlet. The NHG is empowered to solve their local problems
without actually approaching local authorities. Women in the communities start saving money within the
groups. They also help each other by lending each other money, in particular in times of crisis/emergency,
thus changing their roles from mere recipients to donors or support givers.

17. During a visit to one slum area, the Sub-Commission members met with over 100 women of the
Neighbourhood Group. Severa women related their experiences as a result of the project as follows.
They said that they were now working and earning income through different activities. Sometimes
women came together and, in groups of two or three, undertook income-generating activities like
operating a canteen (generating at least Rs50 each day per woman), a patchwork quilting group (the
groups buy cloth remnants from nearby tailors; each piece, taking 15 days to complete, could sell for up
to Rs500), spice packaging, bag-making, etc. Sometimes these small groups would take orders from
retailers (e.g. making jewellery pouches).

18. The women started savings groups and appointed treasurers amongst themselves. They opened
saving accounts in the bank. The women collectively opposed the consumption of illicit liquor by their
spouses. The women now know each family and help each other. Previously, they did not even know the
names of the other residents. The women were able to negotiate with the authorities themselves instead of
going through intermediaries to obtain electricity connection, etc. and they knew their rights. They now
had the courage to |leave their homes because they were literate and could read the bus numbers and road
names, etc. They helped convince men in other families to allow other women to join their group because
it would generate income for the families. They did not have to wait for their husbands to return with the
daily wage, but could buy and prepare food from the money they had either earned or saved. On the
whole, the women felt that the programme had empowered them and although there were many other
challenges, they were happier.

Notes

a

The Asian Women's Fund, which organized and provided the financial support for the meeting, was
established in 1995 with the support of the Government of Japan to extend atonement and support to those who
suffered as “wartime comfort women” during the Second World War and to address contemporary issues
which affront the dignity and rights of women. The Nav Maharashtra Community Foundation provides
assistance to those working with urban and rural poverty in the State of Maharashtra.

® The participants in the meeting were: Dr. Nirmala Pandit, Managing Trustee of the Nav Maharashtra
Community Foundation; Mr. Persida V. Reuda-Acosta, Chief Public Attorney (Public Defender) of the
Philippines; Ms. Burnad Fathima Natesan, Women Training Centre, Tamil Nadu, India; Ms. Mangala
Daithankar, Nav Maharashtra Community Foundation; Ms. Zarizana Abdul Aziz, Attorney, Penang, Malaysia;
Ms. Marie-Claire Droz, Asian Representative of ATD Fourth World, Bangkok, Thailand; Mr. Ashok Kalamkar,
Joint Municipal Commissioner, Pune Municipal Corporation; Ms. Pratima Joshi, Shelter Associates, Pune;
Ms. Mizuho Matsuda, Asian Women’s Fund (Tokyo). In addition, Thomas McCarthy a consultant
(Switzerland) took part.

Cc

For more information on the draft guidelines on women and justice, contact the Asian Women's
Fund, 2-7-6 Kudan Minami, Chiyodaku, Tokyo 102-0074 Japan, tel: 813 3514 4071 Fax: 813 3514 4072
e-mail: matsuda@awf.or.jp.

4 These papers may be requested from the Asian Women'’s Fund.




