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Summary

Thisworking paper is submitted for consideration at the fourth session of the Social Forum
of the Sub-Commission on the Promotion and Protection of Human Rights, pursuant to
Sub-Commission resolution 2005/8 of 8 August 2005.

Increasing feminization of poverty and the fact that women are the main actorsin
organizations combating poverty and socia exclusion draw attention to the importance of the
role of women in development policies and programmes. The feminization of poverty must
be understood as more than a phenomenon of a growing proportion of women among the poor,
and the deep-rooted institutional causes and barriers which keep women caught in the cycle of
poverty must be tackled conceptually.

The Beijing Declaration and Platform for Action, the Convention on the Elimination of All
Forms of Discrimination against Women and other globally and regionally accepted documents
have already provided a basic framework for a holistic approach to the issue of women and
poverty. The Millennium Development Goals should be interpreted on the basis of interlinkage
among the Goals, and must be interconnected with far-reaching obligations and commitments
elaborating comprehensive ways to gender equality and the empowerment of women, using all
relevant human rights mechanisms.

There have been a series of programmes deployed in order to engender devel opment
programmes and enhance women'’s participation, which isavital and indispensable factor in the
efforts to eradicate poverty. Many experiences, however, show that the effective participation of
women cannot be achieved without creating an enabling environment by ensuring the enjoyment
of women'’srights asawhole. Participation processes should reflect the specific needs and
arrangements of the women living in poverty, and poverty reduction programmes must be
paralleled by the removal of the structural barriers and other human rights violations against
women, which impede the empowerment of women in the context of transformational change.
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Introduction

1 In its resolution 2001/24 of 16 August 2001, the Sub-Commission on the Promotion and
Protection of Human Rights requested the Commission on Human Rights to authorize the
holding of a pre-sessional forum on economic, social and cultural rights, to be known as the
Socia Forum. By its decision 2002/106 of 22 April 2002, the Commission on Human Rights
approved the resolution, and the Social Forum was first convened in August 2002.

2. The first session of the Social Forum examined the impact of globalization on human
rights and the state of hunger and poverty reduction strategies in the context of the right to
food (see E/CN.4/Sub.2/2002/18). The second Social Forum focused on the relationship
between rural poverty and the rights of peasants and other rural communities (see
E/CN.4/Sub.2/2004/26). The third Social Forum held in 2005 discussed economic growth
with accountability in a human rights framework (see E/CN.4/Sub.2/2005/21).

3. The third Social Forum paid special attention to participation and empowerment as an
indispensable factor in combating poverty, and acknowledged that the meaningful participation
of peoplein decisions affecting them is a central component of a rights-based approach to
poverty reduction. In hisworking paper submitted to the third session of the Social Forum,
Mr. José Bengoa emphasized that active participation of the poor during the entire
decision-making process, from project design to implementation and monitoring stages, is

a precondition for the success of poverty reduction programmes and thus for compliance

with the principle of democratic governance (see E/CN.4/Sub.2/SF/2005/3).

4, The present working paper is submitted pursuant to Sub-Commission resolution 2005/8
of 8 August 2005, which requested Ms. Chin-sung Chung to prepare a working paper on “The
challenges of women’s participation in policies and strategies to combat poverty and extreme
poverty”. In the resolution, the Sub-Commission decided that the theme for the fourth Social
Forum will be “The fight against poverty and the right to participation: the role of women”, with
the recognition of the increasing feminization of poverty and the fact that women are the main
actors in organizations combating poverty and socia exclusion.

|. UNDERSTANDING THE FEMINIZATION OF POVERTY

5. The term “feminization of poverty” originated in the 1970s and 1980s in the debates in
the United States of America about the high rate of poverty among female-headed households.*
Since then, the term has been generally understood as referring to the situation of the growing
proportion of women below the poverty line.

6. In both academic and development policy circles, there has been much discussion about
what the feminization of poverty means and about whether the trend of the feminization of
poverty can be empirically verified.> The feminization of poverty may be hard to statistically
document because of limited data on intra-household resources; however, if poverty isto be seen
as more than income poverty, that is, as low levels of capability resulting from denial of human
rights or as the failure of basic capabilities to reach certain minimally acceptable levels,®
evidence of the feminization of poverty can be easily brought into relief.
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7. Of the world’s 6 billion people, over 1.2 billion - or 20 per cent of the world’s
population - live on US$ 1 aday or less, and amajority of them are female.* The concept of
the feminization of poverty not only addresses this quantitative indicator of income poverty, but
also the qualitative nature of poverty, that is, the deep-rooted institutional barriers which keep
women caught in the cycle of poverty.

8. The capability failures which force more women than men into poverty are evinced by
many socia indicators, such as access to health care, maternal mortality rates, fertility rates,
literacy, primary and secondary school enrolment, access to land or employment, wage
differentials, etc. With regard to literacy, for example, almost two thirds of the world’'s

770 million illiterates are women. And, in almost all countries where literacy is below

90 per cent, women are more likely than men to be without reading and writing skills.
Literacy is afundamental skill, one that can empower women to take control of their lives,

to engage directly with authority and to gain access to the wider world of learning. Thus,

the failure of women’s empowerment due to illiteracy is one of the main causes leading to the
state of poverty.

0. All these gender-differentiated institutional outcomes are in turn shaped by a variety of
more systemic institutional factors of kinship structures and inheritance patterns, distributions
of power and access to decision-making, gender biases in legislation, and gender differencesin
space to organize and claim rights.® Women from ethnic minorities, Dalit women, indigenous
women, disabled women, girl children, elderly women, refugee women and migrant women’
are more likely to be found in poverty than others, as they are more often excluded from
societal institutions than others. When understanding the feminization of poverty, therefore,
what mattersis to address the deep-rooted gender-specific causes of poverty rather than the
symptoms.

10.  Asanother aggravating factor responsible for the feminization of poverty, the dominant
macroeconomic paradigm that prioritizes growth over equality, rights and sustainable

devel opment must be addressed aswell. While economic growth is critical, economic policies
that seek to meet the needs of poor people must start with a human rights-based framework with
specific attention to the rights of women. Growth-based policies, within a market-based rather
than social context, have made women worse off: paid work for women is increasingly insecure
and without social protection; formal sector jobs are decreasing, pushing women further and
further into informal and often precarious work; and increasing burdens on women'’s unpaid
work are evident as social safety nets are weakened or eliminated.®

11.  The process of globalization has also deteriorated women’s economic situation in

devel oping countries, accelerating the feminization of poverty. The negative impact of the
globalization of the world economy is borne disproportionately by women. Women are more
vulnerable to the uneven distribution of globalization. The trend of local economies becoming
increasingly linked to global markets is often accompanied by areduction in public spending and
socia programmes, pushing the costs on to the family, where it is most often the women who
shoulder the added burden.”
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II. EXISTING GLOBAL INITIATIVESTO ADDRESS
THE ISSUE OF WOMEN AND POVERTY

12.  ThePlatform for Action adopted by the Fourth World Conference on Women, held in
Beijing in September 1995 (A/CONF.177/20 and Add.1/Rev.1), addressed the persistent and
increasing burden of poverty on women as one of the critical areas of concern, and identified that
the eradication of poverty cannot be accomplished through anti-poverty programmes alone,
because demacratic participation and changes in economic structure are necessary in order to
ensure access for all women to resources, opportunities and public service.

13.  TheBeijing Platform for Action further elaborated that “ Poverty has various
manifestations, including lack of income and productive resources sufficient to ensure a
sustainable livelihood; hunger and malnutrition; ill health; limited or lack of access to education
and other basic services; increasing morbidity and mortality from illness, homelessness and
inadequate housing; unsafe environments; and social discrimination and exclusion. Itisaso
characterized by lack of participation in decision-making and in civil, social and cultural life”.
This complex nature of poverty acknowledged by the Beijing Declaration and Platform for
Action has provided a basic framework for a holistic approach to the issue of women and
poverty.

14.  The Genera Assembly launched the First United Nations Decade for the Eradication of
Poverty (1997-2006) in December 1995 under the theme of “Eradicating poverty is an ethical,
social, political and economic imperative of humankind”. Since then, the high incidence of
poverty among women has been afocus of all poverty eradication policies and programmes
taken by the international community, government and civil society.

15. In February 2006, the Commission for Social Development reviewed the implementation
of the First United Nations Decade for the Eradication of Poverty, and noted that the access

of women and youth to financial resources through microfinance is one of the success stories

in poverty eradication; however, asignificant portion of financial resourcesis being used

mostly for current consumption, rather than for investment in education, for example

(see E/CN.5/2006/6).

16.  Inhisreport reviewing the First United Nations Decade for the Eradication of Poverty
(E/CN.5/2006/3), the Secretary-General also recognized that gender inequality isamajor barrier
to progress in reducing poverty. Women have less access to paid employment than men in most
of the developing world. Women in Southern Asia, Western Asia and Northern Africa still hold
only about 20 per cent of the paying jobs in sectors outside of agriculture.

17.  The Secretary-General stressed in the report that empowered women can be the most
effective drivers of development, and that direct interventions to advance gender equality should
include measures such as increasing primary school completion and secondary school access for
girls; ensuring secure tenure of property for women; ensuring access to sexual and reproductive
health services; promoting equal access to labour markets; providing the opportunity for greater
representation in government decision-making bodies; and protecting women from violence.
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18.  The Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of Discrimination against Women, to
which 183 countries around the world are party, provides an essential text for overcoming
poverty and ensuring the rights of women by means of dealing with specific ways and factors
intensifying the women’s poverty.

19.  With regard to women’sright to participation, the Convention puts specia importance
on the participation of women in the public life, including development/poverty eradication
programmes. In the preamble, it states that “ Discrimination against women violates the
principles of equality of rights and respect for human dignity, is an obstacle to the participation
of women, on equal terms with men, in the political, social, economic and cultural life of their
countries, hampers the growth of the prosperity of society and the family and makes more
difficult the full development of the potentialities of women in the services of their countries and
of humanity”. The Convention further obligates States parties to “take all appropriate measures
to eliminate discrimination against women in the political and public life of the country” (art. 7).

(1. MILLENNIUM DEVELOPMENT GOALSAND
GENDER MAINSTREAMING

20.  There have been anumber of criticisms of the fact that the promotion of gender equality
and the empowerment of women were reduced to one of the eight Millennium Devel opment
Goals (the Goals) which were adopted during the United Nations Millennium Summit in
September 2000 as a set of objectives to be achieved by 2015 in response to the world’ s main
development challenges. The criticisms point out that gender equality is more than amere single
goal initself and that it must be recognized as essential to the achievement of al the remaining
seven goals.™®

21. In particular, Goal 1, to eradicate extreme poverty and hunger, neither explicitly mentions
the gender dimensions of poverty nor designs specific actions and indicators to reduce the
feminization of poverty.

22.  The consequences of these limitations are already apparent. The country reports on the
implementation status of the Goals tend to confine gender equality only to the Goals that relate
to health (Goals 4, 5 and 6) and girl’ s education (Goal 3), and appear to exclude it from Goal 1,
to eradicate extreme poverty and hunger; Goal 7, to ensure environmental sustainability; and
Goal 8, to develop a global partnership for development.™

23. In thisregard, if the Millennium Development Goals are to be an effective tool to pave
ways for the eradication of poverty, it isvery important to bear in mind that the Goals are not
exhaustive and that there is a need for mutually reinforcing strategies that create interlinkage
among the Goals - specifically, interlinkage between Goal 1 and Goal 3 in pursuit of addressing
the feminization of poverty - which in turn must be interconnected with the more far-reaching
obligations and commitments embodied in the Beijing Declaration and Platform for Action, the
Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of Discrimination against WWomen and other
globally and regionally accepted documents, which have aready adopted comprehensive and
in-depth ways to address gender equality and the empowerment of women using all relevant
human rights mechanisms.
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V. CHALLENGESTO WOMEN'SPARTICIPATION IN POVERTY
REDUCTION STRATEGY PROGRAMMES

24.  Atthenationa level, efforts to implement the Goals have manifested themselvesin
various policies, plans and programmes, including poverty reduction strategy papers (PRSPs).
In particular, PRSPs have become the main instrument for national development strategiesin
low-income countries. According to the World Bank, PRSPs are prepared by Governments
through a participatory process involving domestic stakeholders and devel opment partners, and
describe a country’ s macroeconomic, structural and social policies and programmes to promote
growth and reduce poverty.

25. From experience, the World Bank has affirmed that stakeholder participation is an
essential element in each stage of a poverty reduction strategy (PRS), to ensure that the views
of all groups are reflected in poverty diagnosis, selection of public actions, and evaluation of
outcomes and impacts. Recognizing the gender dimensions of poverty, the World Bank has
developed strategies and methodol ogies for removing barriers to women'’ s participation in PRS
consultations.

26.  Thebarriersto women's participation in PRS consultations identified by the World Bank
were as follows. women’s representation is generally lacking in national consultations; women’'s
participation is not considered by organizers; women do not attend meetings or do not speak;
women are not informed; culture may limit meetings of women with male facilitators or
outsiders; facilitators may be told information that the participants expect they want to hear; and
women's views are not heard nationally.*

27.  The problems addressed by the World Bank in its poverty reduction programmes actually
have a similar appearance to the general challenges impeding women'’s participation in public
affairs. Engendering the concerned policies and programmes is often misconstrued to simply
mean including women as well as men, rather than bringing “transformational change in gender
power relations’.™® The policy of “add women and stir”, without questioning basic assumptions
or ways of working, does not substantially contribute to women’s enjoyment of the right to full
and equal participation in shaping decisions of importance to them, their families and their
communities, including decisions relating to poverty eradication and devel opment.

28.  Inthe participatory approach to development, what should be remembered is that the
enjoyment of the right to participate is deeply dependent on the realization of other human rights.
For example, if the poor are to speak out, expressing their own voices and needs, and are to
participate meaningfully in poverty reduction strategies, they must be free to organize without
restriction (right of association), to meet without impediment (right of assembly), and to say
what they want without intimidation (freedom of expression); they must know the relevant

facts (right of information) and they must enjoy an elementary level of economic security and
well-being (right to a reasonable standard of living and associated rights). Thus, without parallel
arrangements to realize these other rights, the poor cannot participate, in an active and informed
manner, in the formulation, implementation and monitoring of poverty reduction strategies.™*
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29.  The enhancement of women’s participation in poverty reduction strategies cannot be
achieved without creating an enabling environment by ensuring the enjoyment of women’'s
rights asawhole. The following two examples™ show how existing human rights violations,
specifically violence against women, seriously hinder the activities and participation of women
in their efforts to emerge from poverty:

In aMexican project funded by the United Nations Development Fund for Women, the
participants experienced increased incidents of battering. It appeared that the men's
perceptions of the women’s growing empowerment escalated [the men’ 5] fears of |oss of
control over their partners. It is speculated that the increased abuse reflected the men’'s
attempts to reverse the women'’ s increased independence by disrupting their project
involvement.

[In Sri Lanka, awoman] participated in alocal credit scheme, [which] allowed women to
process cashew nuts in their homes. Asaresult of her economic success, the woman
initiated alegal separation from her abusive husband. Her husband and friends reacted
hostilely towards her. They subsequently branded her a*“hard” woman and allegations of
prostitution were made against her.

30.  Asthese examples suggest, devel opment programmes also have the potential to adversely
affect the prevailing social relations between women, men and their communities. Therefore, the
issue of women'’s participation must be understood in the context of all other human rights
violations against women, which result from differential power relations between women and
men.

V. CONCLUSIONS

31 Based on therecognition that poverty bearsawoman’sface, a series of programmes
need to be deployed in order to engender poverty reduction strategies and enhance
women’s participation therein. Much experience, however, showsthat development
policies and programmes should be paralleled by substantial measures addressing the
specific needs and conditions of women living in poverty.

32.  Thegéeffective participation of women, which isavital factor in the efforts to combat
poverty in society asa whole, can only be accomplished by removing the deep-rooted
structural barriersand other human rights violations against women which impede their
empower ment in the context of transformational change.

Notes

! The term “feminization of poverty” was first used by Diane Pearce, who observed that
women'’s economic status had declined from 1950 to the mid-1970s, and that in the United States
two thirds of the poor over age 16 were women. Pearce's study was followed by further research
that showed that femal e-headed households, elderly single female households in particular,
formed alarger and larger percentage of the poor. Diane Pearce, “The feminization of poverty:
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