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Introduction 

 

 

 

 

 

In 2013 Norway celebrated the Centenary of Women’s Suffrage. The 
anniversary was celebrated throughout the year with a series of events nationwide. 
The final event was a large international conference in Oslo, November 14 – 15, 2013: 
Women, Power and Politics – The Road to Sustainable Democracy (WPP). The focus 
of the conference was on the importance of women’s political rights in relation to 
matters of international peace, security and sustainable development. The conference 
aimed to look back in time as well as ahead to the future on how to involve new 
generations of women. 

This report on the outcome of the conference presents all the speakers at the 
conference. Where possible, their entire speech has been printed. All discussions and 
other content not in print is available on the recordings that were made of the 
conference, see end of the report, p. 97. 

The speakers are presented in order of appearance at the conference. They were 
grouped into seven thematic sessions. 

The conference was planned and organized by the Forum for Women and 
Development (FOKUS) and the Peace Research Institute, Oslo (PRIO) in close co-
operation with the National Suffrage Centenary Committee 1913-2013. The 
conference was funded by the Norwegian Ministry of Foreign Affairs and the 
Norwegian Ministry of Children, Equality and Social Inclusion. 

 

  

http://www.fokuskvinner.no/en/Frontpage-EN/Conferences/Stemmerettsjubileet/
http://www.fokuskvinner.no/en/Frontpage-EN/
http://www.fokuskvinner.no/en/Frontpage-EN/
http://www.prio.no/
http://stemmerettsjubileet.no/in-english
http://www.regjeringen.no/en/dep/ud.html?id=833
http://www.regjeringen.no/en/dep/bld.html?id=298
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Day One: Women, Power and Politics 
 

 

Opening panel. Gro Harlem Brundtland, Phumzile Mlambo-Ngcuka, Ingvild Næss Stub and Inger Skjelsbæk. 
Photo: Julie Lunde Lillesæter/PRIO 

Session One: Opening of Conference  
 

Moderator: Inger Skjelsbæk, Deputy Director, PRIO 

Kirsti Kolle Grøndahl, President of the National Anniversary Committee  

Ingvild Næss Stub, State Secretary of the Norwegian Ministry of Foreign Affairs  

Women’s Political Participation – Essential for Global Sustainable Development 

Keynote Speech by Gro Harlem Brundtland, Former Norwegian Prime Minister 

and Member of The Elders  

Phumzile Mlambo-Ngcuka, Executive Director UN Women  

Music by Queendom 

 

 Queendom. 
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Kirsti Kolle Grøndahl, President, National Anniversary 

Committee 

 
Kirsti Kolle Grøndahl. Photo: Julie Lunde Lillesæter/PRIO 

 

 

Welcome Speech: Women, Power and Politics: The Road to 
Sustainable Democracy 

 

Distinguished guests, ladies and gentlemen  

I am delighted to welcome you all to Oslo, and I hope our capital has treated you well 

- so far. I am also excited and very pleased to invite you to the conference Women, 

Power and Politics: The Road to Sustainable Democracy. 

This conference is the very last event celebrating the Centenary of Women’s Right to 

Vote in Norway. This year the centenary has set a distinct and vivid momentum on 

the agenda in Norway.  

As chair of the national committee for the Centenary, I am honored to welcome 

participants from Norway and from all over the world, to these two days.  

When all grown women in Norway won the right to vote in national elections in 1913, 

the law passed the Parliament after more than three decades of struggle and hard 
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work. The alliance of strong individuals, men and women, sided with the Women’s 

movement and the social-liberals, got their point through – at last.   

As a new century grew older, the labour movement, and the Labour Party, took the 

lead and challenged male dominated areas.  

Empowering women with the same political rights as men enjoyed, was important to 

spread democracy to the Norwegian population.  

Norway is often seen as one of the socially best and gender-wise equal countries, to 

live in. Still we face a number of challenges to gender equality, and new gender 

related issues keep surfacing - also in Norway.  

Earlier this fall national elections took place, but even as we celebrate the Centenary 

for Women’s Right to Vote, men are still in majority in national politics, holding 60 

per cent of the seats in the Parliament. As you can imagine, I was very pleased when 

Ms Solberg, our second female Prime Minister, three weeks ago presented her new 

government. Just as Prime Minister Stoltenberg, Ms Solberg presented a government 

with an equal share of men and women.  

Thus, we have to acknowledge that an equal society, where women participate on an 

equal footing with men – socially, politically and economically – does not exist in any 

part of the world – yet.  

This is why equal opportunities and rights for 

all – basic human rights for women and men, 

girls and boys –  still is at the top of the 

international agenda, not only in Norway, but 

in many other countries. 

An equal society does not just happen by 

itself. It is often a result of long and hard 

political struggle. When our foremothers and 

forefathers started the fight a hundred and 

fifty years ago, they argued for equal rights for 

girls and women. This fight still goes on in far too many countries today. In many 

parts of the world, women’s political and economic participation are still very limited.  

Many women lack control over their own sexuality or they experience gender-based 

violence. This is all a result of gender inequality and it undermines a sustainable 

development and economic growth.  

Gender-based violence is especially a devastating reality for women in areas that 

experience war and instability.  

As war starts, men and soldiers are the primary target and they make most of the 

fighting forces during the conflict phase. Nevertheless, we had to recognize that 

sexualized violence and attacks on the civilian population have become major 

features of modern armed conflicts. Actually, this is one of the major changes in the 

nature of conflicts in the twenty-first century.  

“An equal society 
does not just 
happen by itself. It 
is often a result of 
long and hard 
political struggle.”  

Kirsti Kolle Grøndahl 
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The pursuit of gender and women’s issues is often considered a «special interest» 

regardless of numbers involved. Women’s concerns tend to be treated as matters that 

can be attended to at a later stage. In fact, gender-neutral peace building policies tend 

to benefit men, and reproduce or reinforce previous power relations and traditional 

gender roles. Significant steps need to protect women, but also to give them a 

stronger voice and greater visibility.  

Even in “peacetime”, structures of most societies discriminate against women. The 

inequality in power results in lower status for women, which in many cases reinforce 

in political, economic and social discrimination. It gravely reduces women’s and girls’ 

ability to exercise their fundamental human rights.   

The National Committee has had this conference clear at mind from the very 

beginning when we started to plan this Centenary. I must say we are thrilled to see so 

many prominent, knowledgeable and famous speakers attending our conference.   

Through this conference, our Centenary’s aim is to address gender equality in an 

international perspective. As you can see from the program, many prominent women 

(and one man), most certainly will point out some of the remaining challenges, but 

also inspire and encourage us for further action.  

I am sure the audience here at the Radisson will enjoy the conference these two days. 

Viewers can follow the conference on the internet; others will read and hear about it 

through media for the days to come. I am confident that we all will agree that the 

conference is an excellent ending of the Centenary.  

I am also confident, that the speakers will challenge us, extend our minds, remind 

and inspire us all to further actions.  

Therefore; in solidarity with women fighting for basic human rights and democracy 

around the world, I hereby declare this conference opened.  
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Ingvild Næss Stub, State Secretary, Ministry of Foreign Affairs  

 
Ingvild Næss Stub. Photo: Julie Lunde Lillesæter/PRIO 

 

Women’s rights in Norwegian foreign policy 

Dear participants, 

It is a great pleasure for me to open this important conference. 

The Minister of Foreign Affairs, Mr Børge Brende, has asked me to convey his 

greetings to the organisers of the conference and to the participants here today. 

He was looking forward to being here with you today, but had to travel to Washington 

on short notice for a meeting with Secretary of State John Kerry. 

You represent a wealth of knowledge and experience in fighting for women’s rights. 

Fokus and PRIO have demonstrated a strong commitment to the promotion of 

women’s rights globally. 

Sustainable democracy starts with general voting rights for all women and men. 

108 years ago – in 1905 – Norway gained independence. But it took another eight 

years before it became a full-fledged democracy. 

Because it was not until 1913, that women were granted the right to vote – largely 

thanks to women activists and those politicians who gave their support to the cause. 

The general right to vote was the starting point for women’s political participation 

and influence. 

The right to vote for all women and men was a landmark that led to the development 

of our welfare state. 
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While celebrating this centennial, we need to remind ourselves that we must not take 

women’s rights and gender equality for granted. 

Women’s rights would not have been achieved 

without the activism and relentless struggle of 

women themselves. But to fully succeed, this 

agenda must unite women and men, world-

wide. 

Gender-sensitive policies and a vigilant civil 

society are the best tools for upholding women’s 

rights.  

Once they have been won, women’s rights need 

to be protected and monitored. We must not be 

complacent. 

Because rights can be reversed.  Some states, 

organisations and religious communities have been campaigning to reverse the 

results achieved at the Cairo Conference on Population and Development in 1994 and 

the World Conference on Women in 1995. 

In particular, sexual and reproductive rights are threatened. 

The opposition to these rights, which includes several countries in Latin America, the 

Middle East and Asia, has been strong in recent years, not least in multilateral 

forums. 

Dialogue with these actors is difficult, but we do not shy away from conveying our 

support for women’s rights and gender equality. 

The world’s governments have made huge commitments to women’s rights and 

gender equality. 

Both legal and political commitments. 

The Convention on the Elimination of all Forms of Discrimination of Women is now a 

nearly universal legal framework.   

The outcomes from the international conference on population and development in 

Cairo in 1994, and the women’s conference in Beijing in 1995, include strong political 

commitments.  

However, they have still not been followed up with binding agreements.  

Instead of having to defend old commitments, achieved almost 20 years ago, we 

should be moving forward to strengthen women’s rights globally. 

A lot remains to be done. Most importantly, the signatory states must implement the 

Convention on the Elimination of All Discrimination Against Women (CEDAW) and 

the other universal human rights conventions and instruments. 

“Once they have 
been won, women’s 
rights need to be 
protected and 
monitored. We 
must not be 
complacent. 
Because rights can 
be reversed.” 

State Secretary   
Ingvild Næss Stub   
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At this year’s UN General Assembly, Norway proposed a resolution on women human 

rights defenders. 

They are facing extraordinary risks, including arrests, killings and sexual violence. 

A dedicated resolution on women human rights defenders is a timely, if not overdue, 

response to the severity of the violations experienced by these women. It calls for 

their protection.   

Negotiations are still going on in New York, and I hope the resolution will be adopted 

in the next few weeks, with the strong support of other Member States. 

Gender equality is a goal in itself as well as a right.  

But it is also smart economics. 

Investment in gender equality accelerates development and economic growth. 

This includes investing in girls’ and women’s health and in education, expanding 

women’s share of the work force and giving women access to financial instruments.  

Women must be part of all decision-making. 

In a Norwegian context, nothing better 

illustrates how far we have come than the 

fact that our current – female – prime 

minister is not historic. And that a female 

minister of finance, and a government with 

equal numbers of female and male 

ministers, does not raise any eyebrows here.  

Norway has come a long way, but we still 

have work to do.  

The key for the future of any country, 

institution or business is the capability to 

develop, retain and attract the best talent. 

Empowering and educating girls and 

women, and making the greatest possible use of their talent and leadership, gives a 

country the competitive edge in the global economy.    

Leaving half of the population outside the labour market is simply bad economics. 

It is no coincidence that the World Economic Forum has been tracking gender gaps in 

key areas since 2006: 

In its annual Global Gender Gap Reports, countries are ranked according to their 

ability to close the gender gap in healthcare, access to education, political 

participation and economic equality. 

There is a strong correlation between a country’s gender gap and its national 

competitiveness, income and development. 

“Gender equality is 
a goal in itself as 
well as a right. But 
it is also smart 
economics. 
Investment in 
gender equality 
accelerates 
development and 
economic growth.” 

State Secretary   
Ingvild Næss Stub   
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In healthcare and education, the gap is closing. However, the gap between women 

and men in terms of economic participation and political empowerment remains 

wide. 

There is a long way to go before the gender gap is closed world-wide. 

And there is a need for consistent and comprehensive measurement of gender 

equality in order to track individual countries’ progress. 

There is also a clear link between gender equality and the eradication of poverty. 

Extreme poverty should be eliminated by 2030. 

For that to be possible, we need an ambitious post-2015 development framework 

reflecting the need to promote women’s rights and gender equality. 

The current goals do not effectively address the underlying structural causes of 

gender inequality. 

We need a stand-alone goal on gender equality, and gender equality also needs to be 

integrated into the targets and indicators for all the goals in the new development 

framework.   

Girls’ education is the single most important driver of other development goals. 

Equal access to education for girls will be a key goal in our development policy going 

forward. This is clearly reflected in the amendment to the national budget for 2014. 

Norway will focus on reaching girls who are being denied their right to education.  

Educating girls would give added value in many sectors of society, especially health. 

Norway will highlight the need for equal access to education for all. We need to reach 

marginalised and excluded groups of children; ensure quality and real learning in 

schools; and ensure that children complete primary school, and continue their 

education after this stage. 

Gender equality is important for security. 

The women, peace and security agenda of the United Nations Security Council has 

been instrumental in winning acceptance of the important role of women in 

preventing, managing and—not least—resolving conflicts. 

We have a long way to go before women and men share roles and exert influence on 

equal terms.  

The status quo is not only unfair, but also ineffective. History has shown us that peace 

processes that involve only the men who held the guns usually fail.  

Because peace processes must be inclusive to be legitimate  

Inclusiveness is, in other words, a key component to lasting peace. 

For all these reasons, gender equality is a high priority for the Minister and myself.  
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And therefore, Norway will be at the forefront of efforts to strengthen girls’ and 

women’s rights in global normative processes. 

We will enhance women’s political empowerment and rights. 

We will combat violence against girls and women. 

We will strengthen girls’ and women’s sexual and reproductive health and rights. 

We will secure women’s participation in the security sector and in peace building 

efforts, and combat sexual violence in conflict and post-conflict situations.   

And we will mainstream gender equality in major political efforts, such as energy and 

climate change.  

You may know that last time Minister Brende was in government, as Minister of 

Trade and Industry, a bill requiring a minimum of 40 % women on the boards of 

companies was introduced.  

In 2002, the previous Minister of Trade and Industry, Ansgar Gabrielsen, had 

proposed that companies should be required to raise the proportion of women on 

their boards to at least 40 %. 

At the time, most board members in Norway were men.  

The initiative was controversial; many business leaders expressed strong opposition. 

Not only are more women now serving on boards, but the governance of Norwegian 

companies has also improved. 

Other countries look to Norway, for our leadership and our national policy 

development.  

Norway will continue to be at the forefront – and seek to move the issues forward. 

We will continue to support efforts by partner governments, civil society 

organisations, the UN and the development banks.  

We will continue to build alliances in the fight for women’s rights.  

No country in the world has full gender equality. 

Women, power and politics – these are the key issues on the road to sustainable 

democracy. 

I look forward to your contributions, and wish you all a very productive conference. 

Thank you. 
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Gro Harlem Brundtland, Former Norwegian Prime Minister  

Keynote Speech 

 
Gro Harlem Brundtland. Photo: Julie Lunde Lillesæter/PRIO 

 

Good morning, 

It is great to be here today, celebrating progress and requesting change for all those 

women left behind, in large parts of our world. We are all proud to have among us, 

and to learn from; the new leader of UN Women. 

I have been asked to focus my remarks, at least partly, on my own and our Norwegian 

experience, as we celebrate the 100 years of right to vote for women in this country. 

Change has not happened over night.  

I remember a Norway, in the 1950-ies, when role expectations of girls and boys were 

still very different and still mostly set in stone. 

This was so in daily life in the home and at school. We had classes separating girls 

and boys, even fewer weekly hours in mathematics for girls, to give room for us 

instead learning how to cook! 

It is so easy to forget what things were like, only sixty years ago! For many girls, to 

marry and become a mother and housewife was the natural expectation of life. Higher 

education and preparing for a life in the workplace was often not on their horizon. 

On Women’s day this year we had a key event, with direct TV coverage, from 

Kristiansand, at the southern tip of Norway. As we all had too limit our remarks to 

only very few minutes, I spent considerable time deciding upon my key message. 
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Looking back now, I realize sharing it with you also should be the natural entry point 

for my remarks here at today’s conference.  

The decision in 1913 was a key breakthrough 

for our democracy, for a vision of justice and 

equality. 

We have moved way forward in Norway 

today. Still, I am concerned that we now too 

often forget the struggle it took, that we now 

risk taking things too much for granted, 

once we have won through, with new rules, 

attitudes and practices.  

Today, I am noticing that many among the 

young, both girls and boys, women and men, think we can forget all debate about 

equal rights and opportunities. Their opinion is: It is all done! We are already there, 

so no more concern to us!  

This is a dangerous attitude. Setbacks can easily happen, when our attentiveness 

recedes. New challenges, in a constantly changing society, need to keep us alert, need 

to be seen and acted upon. 

Still, my major concern is the enormous suffering that, even today, is the reality for so 

many girls and women’s lives, so many places across our globe. 

Girls who are not being born, because they are not boys- 

Girls who suffer from malnutrition, or plain hunger, because their father and 

brothers are being fed first. 

Girls that are not allowed to go to school, because they are obliged to gather firewood 

and generally contribute to letting boys learn how to read and write. 

Girls who are forced to marry, 10,12,14 years of age. 

Often, laws and constitutions say something very different, while outdated cultures 

and traditions prevail, and discriminate against the weakest, generation after 

generation. 

We need to conclude, I am afraid, that Human Rights, meant to be universal, are not 

taken seriously, and still have limited impact, in too many places. 

This is still where we are, globally, nearly two thirds of a century after the Declaration 

on Human Rights was unanimously agreed!  

Therefore, let me add: This is why we really need UN Women!! We need to promote 

the key role and the rights of women, as a central goal in itself. 

Why is it so important to promote and safeguard gender equality? It is a matter of 

human rights. It is a matter of democracy. Also, it is pure common sense.  

“The decision in 
1913 was a key 
breakthrough for 
our democracy, for 
a vision of justice 
and equality.” 

Former Prime Minister  
Gro Harlem Brundtland 
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I Norway’s efforts to develop a gender equal society have succeeded through 

determination, political work and commitment. Our society has certainly benefited as 

a whole. Most men indeed agree. And happily today, even many of those who once 

were skeptical.  

Maintaining equal opportunity and responsibility for men and women in all aspects 

of life and of society does require continuous awareness and commitment. And also 

in Norway, we still have work to do. 

I was lucky to be raised in a progressive home, with parents who looked upon the 

potential of girls and boys on an equal basis.   

Already as a young girl I decided my vision must be for all women to have the right 

and opportunity to pursue working careers, as well as motherhood. 

I knew that I would be working hard for equality and justice, not only in my own 

society, but in an international perspective. 

I gradually fully realized that this was not just a question of justice and fairness. 

Prosperity and sustainable development do depend on it! 

Societies, rich and poor, need to utilize all their human resources fully regardless of 

gender. Not only the 50% who are male. Both women and men must be able to 

participate in working life, social life and family life. Society as a whole is the loser, 

when the talent and efforts of women are not put to proper use.  

It is plainly smart economics to close the gender employment gap. 

We know that participation of women and girls in education, working life and the 

economy also gives a significant boost to the national as well as the global economy. 

It promotes the innovation and holistic approaches necessary for sustainable 

development.  

Many recent studies have confirmed the key role women play in the economy. In 

Norway’s own history it is clear that a policy of inclusiveness, investing in all of our 

people, was the strategy that led to continuous and sustainable growth.  

A recent analysis found that the centrality of women in the workforce, just the 

additional contribution of our higher than average women participation, is a larger 

part of my country’s GDP, than the whole of Norway’s petroleum sector! 

International studies also show that countries and companies with higher levels of 

gender equality have faster growth and better performance. 

Let me again go back to my own experience, as a young public health professional 

and as a mother, in the 1960-ies. It became clear to me that our societies needed to 

fundamentally change. We had to take a much broader social responsibility: Every 

woman should be able to breastfeed her child, have a much longer pregnancy leave 

and access to child care, to fulfil her intrinsic right to combine being a mother with 

her role in working life.  
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It was no longer acceptable that women were left to exclude crucial aspects of their 

lives, in a world so dominated by men, men’s lives and men’s choices. 

As I entered the political scene, at 35, having been asked to become minister of the 

environment, and soon even elected as deputy leader of my party, my chances to 

influence and argue for more progressive policies, also for more equal rights, equal 

pay, paid pregnancy leave and women’s rightful role in society, grew.  

New policies were pursued in all of these areas during the 70 – is and 80 –is. 

An important goal throughout my life and career has also been to fight for women’s 

access to all forums where decisions are made. A whole range of progressive 

legislation, has made it possible for men and women to participate in professional 

life, politics and government on much more equal terms.  

In order to improve political participation of women in public life, we introduced, in 

1981, a gender balance rule for appointed committees, boards and councils, based on 

the Gender Equality Act. 

In the following years, this principle was pursued inside my party, introducing a new 

rule, of at least 40% of either sex, in any of our elected bodies. 

When I formed my second government, in 1986, there were 8 women, 10 men. It was 

an international sensation at the time. Since then, gender equality in all our 

governments has been the norm. 

From 2006, gender balance rules, of at least 40 % have also been introduced in the 

private sector - on boards of publicly listed companies. In 2002 there were still only 6 

percent women on these Boards! A new legislative initiative really needed to be taken. 

Our hope is also to see women more visible in top 

management positions in the private sector – still 

only 20 % on average today.  

A progressive social policy is no less important as 

most modern societies are struggling with an aging 

population and decreasing fertility rates.  

We have seen in the Nordic countries a positive link 

between our family and gender equality policies, the 

fertility rate, and the employment rate. The labour 

force rate for Norwegian women is on the top in 

Europe. Norwegian women also have among the 

highest birth rates in Europe. 

It is indeed possible to combine empowerment, care 

and work.   

Each country has to find its own path. But if we want to ensure both women’s and 

men’s opportunity to work and to care for children and family, we need new and 

“If we want to 
ensure both 
women’s and men’s 
opportunity to 
work and to care 
for children and 
family, we need 
new and better 
policies and 
structures.” 

  Former Prime Minister  
Gro Harlem Brundtland 
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better policies and structures. Women should not be forced to choose one or the 

other, but be able to opt for both.  

Parental leave arrangements, for mothers and fathers, as well as early child care 

along with sufficient care systems for the elderly are crucial in the Norwegian 

experience. These arrangements are generous, but we can afford them. Why? Not 

because we have found oil- First of all because they increase employment, 

participation and productivity, so that they strengthen our economy.  

Gender equality is about both women and men, and closely linked to quality of life. 

Men also have to be involved in the gender equality project. Too many men find out 

too late that they should have spent more time with their families. We need to widen 

our understanding of men’s responsibility as fathers to include not only economic 

provision, but also psychological, emotional and physical care for children. Quality 

time with children is important for men as well as for women. Studies have shown 

that men do change traditional attitudes, and confirm they appreciate these broader 

experience and aspects of a full life.   

To drive such change, we introduced specific fathers’ leave arrangements in the early 

90 – ies, and now ninety per cent of the eligible fathers take such leave from work. 

Today, a period of up to 14 weeks, that until now, have been exclusively for fathers, 

also to benefit a more equal balance as employers look at men and women. These 

changes lead to new attitudes in the assessment of men and women who are now 

judged on a more equal basis than what has traditionally been the case. 

During a visit to Japan a few years ago, I had a special meeting with female members 

of their Parliament, the Diet, representing all political parties. They also asked me 

some personal advice. I told them one aspect of my life-long experience, watching 

men and women relate to one another. It does not work well to be shy and sit silently 

at the end of the table. I told them to use their voice fully, to stand up and speak loud 

and clear.  

Yes, women can!  

I told them to be ambitious and courageous.  Inspire your fellow citizens – men and 

women.  Mobilize your politicians. Motivate your fellow sisters. Educate your men. 

And teach gender equality to your daughters and sons.  

Of course, social change does not come by itself. It comes with political will. Targeted 

affirmative action and legislation in the field of gender equality and family provisions 

have been crucial to promote and safeguard social change.  

However, introducing laws and regulations and changing the attitude of men will not 

create the necessary result unless women seize new opportunities and are willing to 

opt for change. Women need to truly believe that we do have a wider role to play in 

governing society, and not be content only to govern the household!  If we are to 

stimulate men to give more family and household care, we must also be willing to 

hand over to them more responsibility in those areas.  
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As we turn to the global scene, challenges are enormous, even though considerable 

progress has been made over the last few decades. 

There are also several examples of setbacks, unfortunately. Inequalities have been 

increasing in many areas, across the world. To take just one example, from China, as 

we look at the disadvantage of women in society. Here, differences in income levels 

have increased enormously over the last two decades. 

In 1990, in cities, women were at 77,5 percent of men’s average wages. In 1999 it had 

slipped down to 70 percent, and by 2010 to the level of 67,5 percent. 

In the countryside numbers had fallen even more dramatically, from a level in 1999 at 

79 percent, to abysmal 56 percent ten years later!   

As you know, crucial international processes are now underway in key areas, such as 

the MDG’s and post 2015, the Climate negotiations, as well as the decisions on 

Sustainable Development Goals. 

I want to underline today that we now need to realize the centrality of women in all of 

these areas. 

Women are key when it comes to eradicating poverty, promoting prosperity and 

sustainability, securing health and education for all, as well as all other human rights. 

All these goals depend fundamentally on improving the lives and mobilizing the 

potential of girls and women. 

As I watch key actors today on the global scene, such as the leaders of the World Bank 

and IMF, I see real progress, better reason for hope that the world can be more 

effectively coming together to link key sectors, across the world and across countries, 

to improve our results on the crucial road ahead, for people and the planet. 

To quote just one key sentence from Jim Kim: “At a time when the world is looking 

for additional sources of growth, there is an untapped market out there that everyone 

should invest in more: Women”!  

As to IMF, here is a key quote: “ If the number of female workers was raised to the 

same level as that of men in the United Arab Emirates, GDP would expand by 12 

percent, in Japan by 9 percent, and in the United States by 5 percent.” 

Statistics are not as easily available in poorer and least developed countries. However, 

there is no doubt that raising women out of discrimination and unnecessary barriers, 

would mean a great boost to the prosperity and dignity of any county, rich or poor! 

I would like to share with you one final area of concern: The discrimination against 

women based upon religion and tradition. 

Nelson Mandela, in 2007, called together a group of former leaders to become 

“Elders” in a global perspective, serving humanity on an independent basis, focusing 

on overcoming conflict, promoting Peace and Human rights. 
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We, women in this group, were indeed impressed, when our esteemed colleague, 

President Jimmy Carter put his full weight and force of both conviction and 

convincing when he argued strongly against the use and indeed misuse of religion to 

discriminate against women. 

Based on our intensive debate, we decided to issue a concrete statement on this vital 

issue for so many women, across the word, and across all the main religions: 

“The justification of discrimination against women and girls on grounds of religion or 

tradition, as if it were prescribed by a Higher Authority, is unacceptable”. 

In a conference he called together at the “Carter Center”, President Carter concluded 

that “The truth is that male religious leaders have had – and still have- an option to 

interpret holy teachings either to exalt or subjugate women. They have, for their own 

selfish ends, overwhelmingly chosen the latter”. 

He also made clear that “Child marriage, the physical abuse of women, women’s 

slavery, genital cutting, are all excessive human rights abuses that exist in the world 

in direct contravention of the Universal Declaration of Human Rights, and, in my 

opinion, in direct contravention of the basic premises of every great religion.” 

All who have somehow been engaged in international negotiations, on a broad range 

of international negotiations, have observed how obstructive and unreasonable this 

type of misuse of religion has been in holding back or even undermining previous 

agreements, such as the results of the Cairo Conference in 1994. 

As we work together to get the most out of the crucial processes of consensus – 

building and mobilizing the world toward common goals, overcoming barriers like 

these, is one of our key challenges. 

Thank you! 
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Phumzile Mlambo-Ngcuka, Executive Director UN Women 

 

Electing women and putting them in office is not a trivial 
thing; it is destiny-changing: 

 
Phumzile Mlambo-Ngcuka. Photo: Julie Lunde Lillesæter/PRIO 

Ladies and Gentlemen, 

My distinguished and inspiring sisters who have just spoken – thank you so much for 

everything you have said this morning. How I wish the whole world was listening. 

How I wish those men negotiating in New York today were here to listen to what you 

have just said to us. Thank you so much.  

I am pleased to join you here today and to celebrate with you the closing of the 

‘Centenary of Women’s Right to vote in Norway’. 

I am particularly pleased to be in a country that has long been a leader for equality 

and global solidarity. 

Not just because of what you have done in Norway, but because of what you’ve done 

for the world. 

In my country, you played a pivotal role in the struggle against apartheid. And that, 

we will never forget.  

You continue to be a key player in international development and North-South 

cooperation as well as to champion the struggle for women’s emancipation. 
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A century ago you already recognized that a true democracy needed to include all 

citizens. 

We salute and congratulate you. I also salute and thank you for being one of the top 

supporters to UN Women. 

And just a week into my new position as Executive Director of UN Women, I had the 

pleasure of meeting all the Ambassadors from the Nordic Countries, where I was 

reassured of the good relationship that exists between UN Women and all the Nordic 

countries. And I’m feeling it now. 

On top of that I was also reminded of the musical talent of a solidarity group of young 

Norwegians that used to sing South African Struggle songs, which was called ‘Ten 

Sing’. I don’t know if maybe there are some of the singers in this room today, from 

that era? They sang a nice rendition of ’Thula mama’ which means ‘hush mama’ – a 

song consoling a grieving mother of a fallen freedom fighter. 

We shared the memory with a young Norwegian diplomat who was part of the 

meeting who had some association with Tensing. 

We continue to salute those mothers, sisters, partners of the many freedom fighters. 

My earlier association with the women and the people of this country was also 

inspired by a women’s movement, the YWCA, which I worked for when I first visited 

Norway. I am eternally grateful therefore, for this bond and association that I have 

enjoyed. 

It is also important to recognize and celebrate the fact that you have had two women 

prime ministers. And we’ve just listened to Madam Brundtland, and learned of the 

steps taken, of the planning and the strength of the vision. I have also learned that 

every political party in Norway has had a female leader. 

And the Nordic countries have the highest percentage of women in parliament and 

government in the world. And this we can see has led to great progress in closing the 

gender gap in the region, and is due in no small part to the hard work of many of you 

who are sitting here. 

And I urge you to continue to be torch bearers and champions for democracy and 

gender equality, because this is your contribution to humanity and this is your place 

in history.  

I am also aware that you attribute the success of your economy and social well-being 

to the inclusion of women early in your democracy. 

So we are here today in this room representing our organizations and countries, from 

different parts of the world. 

Yet we are also here with one vision of a better and brighter future for women, no 

matter where we come from.  
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We are united by a common desire for a better world free of hunger, violence against 

women, burden of disease and many other ills that still trouble us. That is why we are 

part of one global movement and that is why we believe in the multilateral system. 

In the past 30 years, almost every country in the world has ratified the international 

women’s treaty, the Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of Discrimination 

against Women. 

We have the Beijing platform of action and the Millennium Development Goals; these 

global instruments have been at our disposal, meant to enable us to work for common 

goals and a shared future. 

Some progress has been made that we must celebrate, but so much more still has to 

be done. In the remaining time ahead of the cut-off point for MGDs we are calling for 

the acceleration in improved maternal health, access to decent sanitation and clean 

water, and universal access to education for girls and boys.  

There are countries that can still make a difference, even within the limited time that 

is remaining. On the positive side, we have seen countries such as Bangladesh cutting 

down extreme poverty in large part because of education of women and girls and 

basic economic empowerment of women. 

So in one way we have heard about how Norway has taken its path. We’ve then seen 

another, very poor country taking its own. Common in these journeys is the 

empowerment and investment in women, leading to a better place for society. 

When the Beijing Conference took place in 1995, women constituted 1 in 10 

parliamentarians worldwide. Today that figure is 1 in 5. 

In 2000, the number of girls in primary schools was much lower than that of boys. 

Today we have gender parity in enrolment at primary school level with girls even 

outperforming boys. Even though the number of girls and boys who are out of school 

is still high and the quality of education for most of our schools still needs to improve 

significantly.  

We can however say that globally agreed goals can make a difference, and 

governments and civil society can work together for a better world, when we identify 

these interventions that lift us all. 

Again in 2012 women of the world from diverse backgrounds fought and won at the 

57th Commission on the Status of Women to ensure an outcome which included 

commitment to end gender-based violence. 

Together, we need to take action to implement this decision, as gender-based violence 

has reached unprecedented levels with one in three women expected to experience 

sexual or physical violence in their lifetime, and the number of victims of gender-

based violence is worse during conflict or times of emergencies such as natural 

disasters. 
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We are concerned for instance in the Philippines about the protection of women. To 

ensure that the victims of the disaster don’t end up in a camp to be raped in addition 

to the stress and the pressures they will be facing. 

We regard women in times of emergency as the first relief workers. Because it’s going 

to be the mother who lifts up the baby and run, irrespective of what will happen to 

her. It is going to be the women who will give whatever they have, and be hungry 

themselves, in order to make sure that the old people, the sick people, and anyone 

who is vulnerable in the family is taken care of. We have argued that when we plan 

relief work, our planning, in a gender-sensitive way, must consider women as part of 

our personnel. Because that is what they do. And they will do it until the crisis is over. 

The number of women who have been violated, and some further shunned by families 

and society; the number of children of rape means that, in the world, we have created 

a subculture of women and girls, as well as boys and men who are in pain and trauma 

for all their lives because of what they have experienced. If we consider the numbers, 

this is a significant number of people in our societies that are walking wounded. And 

this must concern us as a society – how are we going to protect and heal and prevent 

that in the future this does not grow. 

Yesterday, 13 November, I was in London in a meeting convened by the UK 

Government and Sweden, for a ‘call to action’ to end violence against women and 

girls in emergencies.  

One of the things we addressed there was the importance of finding a way in which 

we deliver infrastructure when there has been an emergency in a manner that will 

ensure that we institute the beginning of sustainable healing of the victims of such 

disasters. And this also speaks very well to what we say in relation to women in areas 

of violent conflict. 

The prevalence of gender-based violence is a universal challenge. It occurs in all 

societies and requires renewed joint efforts. Gender-based violence is increasing in a 

context where the violation of women’s rights – especially sexual and reproductive 

rights – and homophobia persist. 

UN Women is calling for renewed vigilance in the fight against gender-based 

injustices. The voices of women in these injustices must be being raised. And I want 

to repeat, and I could not agree more with the former Prime Minister: Women must 

not sit at the end of the table, quietly. Our voices have got to be heard; we have got to 

stand for the things that we believe in. 

In the work that we do at UN Women, we are currently supporting women in 85 

countries who are fighting gender-based violence and other human rights violations 

against women. These women walk an extra mile, to challenge the violations in their 

countries. And many times, at danger to themselves. 

Together with UNDP, UN Women also is working to support the provision of 

something as simple as ID cards to women, for example to 2 million marginalized 

women in Egypt. To enable more women to participate in, and influence the 
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outcomes of elections, so that women and women’s concerns can be better 

represented. 

In Pakistan, we have supported a targeted voter education campaign that reached 

over 26 million women.  

In Cameroon, we also supported and trained women candidates and helped to 

increase the number of women who got elected in the last election. 

Last week, I was in the Sahel region in western Africa with the UN Secretary-General, 

the President of the World Bank and other leaders. When we visited Mali, Niger, 

Burkina Faso and Chad, I saw first-hand there the women’s hunger for peace and 

security and the importance of ensuring that the resolutions that we have passed on 

peace and security are implemented, and translated into real change in the lives of 

women. 

Women are ready and able – and willing – to 

take their place at the peace tables as leaders, 

as peacemakers, as workers, as healers of their 

communities. 

As our latest resolution 2122 on women peace 

and security says: Women must be part of 

peace negotiations, their specific conditions 

which include the rights of widows, specific 

reparations, rights to land and conditions of 

orphaned children, restoration of economic 

well-being - all must be given attention. 

It is our observation that where women 

participate in the peace process, the 

participation of women in the political process 

and leadership of women in the country in general is enhanced and increases in 

numbers; quotas are secured and women work hard together to put together a 

program once they are in those positions of authority. 

We are currently working with Syrian women to ensure they are not pushed aside in 

the peace process – something that we fear a lot. They must be sitting at the main 

table during the upcoming Geneva II Peace talks. They are ready; they are organized; 

they are united across the spectrum of the divide in Syria. They are standing together.  

I also want to thank Norway for the positive role you are playing to support women’s 

participation in the Syrian peace process.  

My experience in an elected position as a woman is that when women are in office it 

is important to exercise power, to have definite goals and a clear agenda and to be 

firm and fair. And to liberate men in the process of empowering women. To keep the 

eyes on the ball and avoid to sweat the small stuff. To command respect and to lead 

by example. All of which we have had on the stage today. 

“Women are ready 
and able – and 
willing – to take 
their place at the 
peace tables as 
leaders, as 
peacemakers, as 
workers, as healers 
of their 
communities.” 

Phumzile Mlambo-Ngcuka,  
UN Women  
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It is important to maintain a dynamic link with women on the ground, and civil 

society especially, and to have clear targets of what needs to be done to improve the 

conditions of women and expect and insist that both men and women take up the 

work that supports women. 

Younger women and women who are new in the political arena need the veterans to 

support and mentor them, and the women in leadership positions need the support of 

other women, because it can be a very lonely place if you don’t have your sisters with 

you. And brothers.  

Women in political office also need to be high performers and deliver on the electoral 

promises. That too, is true of men. But because we are still fighting for our place, the 

pressure upon us as women tends to be extraordinary. I never know whether to defy 

that, or to just do the job. 

We have to keep up the pressure to increase the numbers of women in political office. 

We have seen the benefits of increased number of women heads of State, of ministers 

in many countries; we have seen it here in Norway. 

In the UK, at the conference, I could not help notice that the drivers of that process, 

with an amazing attention to detail, were women ministers. I don’t know if this 

agenda would have been raised to the level it has been raised if we did not have 

strong women in office. 

I have seen women leaders in Mali, in Senegal, in Brazil, in Chile. It does make a 

difference. So electing women and putting them in office is not a trivial thing. It is 

destiny-changing. 

And I urge you to be in solidarity with women around the world, where the leadership 

of women is not a given. Because the joint project we all have of changing the world 

and making a better place, hinges in part on supporting these women to get into 

office and to do a good job. 

Today 37 countries have reached the 30 per cent target for women’s representation 

set by the UN 30 years ago. 

And of these, 30 countries have adopted special temporary measures: legislated 

candidate quotas, reserved seats for women, or quotas adopted by political parties. 

I was in Namibia a few weeks ago and I learned that SWAPO has also adopted a 

50/50 measure. And they are taking that into government. I participated there in a 

training programme for women in private sector who are training to be on boards. 

They expect resistance from the private sector, so maybe you can share some tips 

from Norway? 

The results that have been achieved where special measures have been taken are 

impressive. In places as diverse as Rwanda, Sweden, Senegal, Nicaragua, Timor-

Leste, Algeria and my home country, South Africa.  

But of course, not without opposition. And not without difficulty. 
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So part of the journey is also learning how to deal with the opposition to the 

empowerment of women, sometimes within our own progressive party. 

In 2014, the 58th CSW will focus on the evaluation of the MDGs and acceleration of 

the underperforming MDGs. We will also kick-start a two-pronged process of what 

we want post-2015 and what we have achieved 20 years after Beijing. 

The process will need to tell us what victories have been achieved in the 20 years, 

identify the gaps and draw lessons. That process will also help to inform the post-

2015 agenda, in seeking the one goal for women that we want to see. 

We need to pay attention to detail. We now have experience from the MDGs, and we 

know that what we put in the goal determines what we will get. We also know that 

there is backlash, so how we operate, who we lobby, are details that will determine 

how this will impact the women on the ground. The goal must be a game-changer. 

In the 21st century, if we do not emerge with an intervention that lifts the majority of 

women out of the burden that they carry in different parts of the world, I think we 

definitely would have failed women. I don’t claim to know all the answers, the details 

of that goal, and I am appealing to you here, for us to pay attention to the context of 

that goal as well as to the mainstreaming of women’s issues in all the other goals. 

I have also decided to make women’s economic empowerment as one of our flagships 

in UN Women, to fight poverty, and to enable women to gain the possibility to stand 

on their two feet, regain their dignity and be in a position to make their choices. 

I am also aware that it is important and critical that women and girls have access to 

education. Because education is the closest thing to a silver bullet to the challenges 

we face for women and girls. 

While education is not a mandate of UN Women, it is something we are passionate 

about, it is something for which we want to make a positive contribution in 

collaboration with our leading sister agency UNESCO. And of course, we are also very 

much aware and very much committed to ensure that reproductive rights and 

reproductive services are addressed intensely going forward in order to ensure that 

women have got a starting chance. 

The many young women whose lives are cut short because of early marriages and 

having children early, contribute enormously to the complexity of the sustainable 

agenda and deprive women of reaching their full potential and become the citizens 

standing tall that we want them to be. 

And again, even if the agenda of reproductive health and its expertise do not reside 

within UN Women, we have a very tight and collaborative relationship with UNFPA, 

who is leading on this matter. 

Yes, we have made a lot of progress in the past century. Now we have to make the 21st 

century truly a century for women. A century in which women participate fully. 
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This requires collective effort in partnership with governments, with civil society, and 

with the international community. And I would like to expand our work to include 

men and boys and the private sector, in order for us to make sure that this burden 

that we have is shared and that this transformation that we are talking about is not 

just about women being transformed, but it is about society and it is about men being 

transformed. 

We must call for increased investment in women and gender equality and in UN 

Women as we still face considerable resource constraints – just like the women’s 

organizations we are supporting. I am very grateful for the continued support we 

receive from Norway. 

As we are approaching the 20th anniversary of the Beijing Women’s Conference, and a 

global agreement on the post-2015 development goals, we will need to work together. 

This is a once-in-a-generation opportunity, where there is this nexus of all these 

critical and iconic events in the calendar of women. It is an opportunity for us to take 

forward gender equality and women’s empowerment at the forefront of the global 

agenda 

Today I ask you to support UN Women, to collaborate with us, to stand together with 

us in order to make sure that what we bring forward for post-2015 is truly a GAME-

CHANGER for women and girls. 

I thank you. 

- See more at: http://www.unwomen.org/en/news/stories/2013/11/ed-speech-at-

women-power-politics-conference-in-oslo#sthash.GjIo3Ckz.dpuf  

  

http://www.unwomen.org/en/news/stories/2013/11/ed-speech-at-women-power-politics-conference-in-oslo#sthash.GjIo3Ckz.dpuf
http://www.unwomen.org/en/news/stories/2013/11/ed-speech-at-women-power-politics-conference-in-oslo#sthash.GjIo3Ckz.dpuf
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Session Two – International Legal Instruments for 

Women’s Rights 
 

Moderator: Ingunn Ikdahl, Faculty of Law, University of Oslo  

Keynote Speech: Louise Arbour, President and Chief Executive Officer, 

International Crisis Group (and Former High Commissioner for Human Rights)  

Comments by: Ruth Halperin-Kaddari, member of UN CEDAW Committee, 

professor, Faculty of Law and Director of the Ruth and Emanuel Rackman Center for 

the Advancement of the Status of Women at Bar-Ilan University, Israel 

Kate Lappin, Regional Coordinator of the Asia Pacific Forum on Women, Law and 

Development (APWLD) 

 

  

Session Two Speakers. Kate Lappin, Louise Arbour, Ruth Halperin-Kaddari, and moderator Ingunn Ikdahl.   
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Louise Arbour, President and CEO, International Crisis Group  

 

 

“Women’s Rights: Does the Law Matter?”  

Address by the Honorable Louise Arbour, President & CEO of the International Crisis 

Group, on the occasion of the International Conference: Women, Power and Politics 

– The Road to Sustainable Democracy, 14 November 2013, Oslo. 

 

For a right that is virtually universal now, it is hard to imagine that in 1911, there were 

only two countries in which women were allowed to vote.  Of course, we are here 

today in Oslo in celebration of this social and political progress, and specifically the 

centenary of women’s suffrage in Norway, a clear example – one of many – of why 

this country is often commended for its leadership in the promotion of gender 

equality.   

The history of the move towards universal suffrage, as well as the history of much of 

the human rights movement, reflects the interface between law and politics. Perhaps 

more surprisingly, it reflects also the increasing importance of international law - or 

maybe better put, international doctrine - in the advancement of rights at the local 

level. Conversely, legal blockages, particularly at the international level, have a 

deleterious impact on the more progressive national efforts. And ultimately, I 

suggest, a lack of application and enforcement of rights remains the greatest obstacle 

to the fulfilment of the universal promise of equality. 

Does the law matter? 

So the advent of women’s right to vote, the subject of long, protracted battles in many 

countries, should rightly be celebrated. It 

consolidates the right of women to participate in 

their own governance, and opens public space to 

women otherwise relegated - in most countries 

and across many cultures - to a place, often of 

submission, in the private affairs of the family.  

Securing the right of women to vote has thus been 

the product of a modern conflation of two 

important ideas: democracy and equality.  It has 

also been the impetus for advancing further the 

merger of these two concepts, by generating 

debate over the place of women in the work place, 

in government and in the private sector, and raising the questions of pay equity and 

the burden of child care. Not least, women’s suffrage has opened the doors to the idea 

“Securing the right 
of women to vote 
has thus been the 
product of a 
modern conflation 
of two important 
ideas: democracy 
and equality.” 

Louise Arbour, Crisis Group   
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of substantive equality, which asserts that true equality may require different 

treatment.   

The progress made in national legal systems on the democratic rights of women has 

often been accompanied by increased legal protection for women in the private 

sphere or, more accurately, in opening the so-called private domain of the family to 

public scrutiny, exposing and denouncing violence against women in its most 

prevalent and insidious form. 

The last part of the 20th century saw an increase, both domestically and 

internationally, in the legal affirmation and protection of women’s rights. The 

necessity to anchor rights in enforceable law has proven critical. Although some 

interests can be advanced politically, many can only be secured by law duly 

implemented. The right to vote is a prime example. No matter how much public 

acceptance full universal suffrage may get, it can ultimately only be ensured by law.  

The many manifestations of gender inequality are often said to be cultural, reflecting 

religious or historical traditions engrained in the diversity that we should celebrate 

and protect in this otherwise more integrated world. This suggests that they will 

probably disappear over time, as societies shed old practices and express their 

identities in more modern forms. However, this obscures the role that law plays in 

either freezing old norms or, on the contrary, propelling reforms. In the civil law 

system under which I was trained, the status of married women remained, until 1964, 

akin to that of minors and persons stripped of their legal capacity. Women in my own 

province of Quebec did not obtain the right to vote until 1940, after more than a 

decade of intense lobbying. In contrast, when gender equality was entrenched in the 

constitution in 1982, the enforceable legal requirement of equality opened the door to 

a range of courtroom victories for women’s rights, which transformed the reality of 

women’s lives in significant ways, most importantly, in my view, on the issue of 

reproductive rights, to which I will return later. 

There is therefore no doubt that the law has a critical role to play in the 

implementation of the idea of equality and non-discrimination. The question 

remains: how significant is international law? 

Does international law matter? 

Since the 1948 Universal Declaration of Human Rights, international law has 

provided a global framework for the promotion of equality, and has served as a 

critical impetus for the adoption of progressive legislation at the national levels. One 

fitting example – and I say fitting because it brings us back to the issue of female 

suffrage – is that of Kuwait in 2005.  

For decades, women in Kuwait fought for their right to vote and for political 

participation. In 1994, when Kuwait ratified the UN Convention on the Elimination of 

All Forms of Discrimination against Women, it did so with reservation to Article 7, 

stating that the ‘paragraph conflicts with the Kuwaiti Electoral Act, under which the 

right to be eligible for election and to vote is restricted to males.’ Ten years later, in 
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2004, Kuwait presented to the CEDAW committee its first report on the status of its 

commitment to the Convention. Unsurprisingly, Committee members rebuked the 

decision of Kuwait to ratify the convention with reservation to Article 7 (amongst 

others) and stressed the need for the parliament to extend voting rights to women. 

The next year, in 2005, Kuwait officially withdrew its reservation to Article 7, having 

finally granted women their full political rights.  

I have now mentioned CEDAW without any introduction, but I wouldn’t wish to 

discuss it further without first acknowledging my fellow speaker who sits on 

CEDAW’s Committee of 23 experts, Ruth Halperin-Kaddari. I very much look 

forward to hearing her intervention, and to hearing from Kate Lappin of the Asia 

Pacific Forum on Women, Law and Development. 

It is surely significant that CEDAW holds the dual qualities of being a treaty amongst 

the fastest to enter into force, and also the treaty with the most reservations. On the 

positive side, the rapidity of ratification demonstrated an emerging global alertness to 

what should have been the self-evident realization that human rights applied, in full, 

to women. Somewhat more cynically, when one couples that with the unprecedented 

number of reservations – some of which nullify the very commitment that is 

purported to being made – it leads one to question whether states consider that they 

get more benefit from treaty ratification than from implementation.  

Despite this apparent cynicism, I maintain that international legal instruments have 

proved invaluable in advancing women’s rights. Domestic courts, for example, have 

relied on international treaty obligations, including CEDAW, to decide that women’s 

sexual and reproductive health rights are recognized as human rights and therefore 

must be protected. The Colombian Constitutional Court’s 2006 decision to overturn 

the country’s total ban on abortion is one such example, and there are many.  

Reproductive rights. 

Reproductive rights are the most gender specific and, perhaps not surprisingly, they 

remain the least legally protected, both internationally and nationally, along with 

LGBT rights. They are the most relevant to all women, irrespective of race, wealth, 

education, or nationality. And so I believe that we cannot have a discussion about the 

empowerment of women without addressing this deficiency in the legal framework. 

Reproductive rights have proven to be some of the hardest-fought and most 

controversial of the modern era, spanning generations, cultures and stages of 

economic development. The specificity of reproductive rights is rooted in the fact that 

other inalienable rights of women – such as liberty, security, health and education - 

cannot be adequately protected and promoted without ensuring women have control 

over their bodies and sexuality, including decisions on when, how and whether to 

bear children. 

Few other rights are more vulnerable to the interpretation and opinion of those who 

hold power, usually men. In 2002, we saw, for example, how the Bush administration 

suddenly withdrew the United States’ 34 million dollars in funding to the UNFPA on 
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a basis that had been difficult to ascertain. This decision cut funding to an 

organisation that routinely proves instrumental in implementing family planning 

services, reducing maternal mortality, and combating the AIDS epidemic around the 

globe – to name but a few of its efforts. The hostility and potency of lobbies adverse to 

the very idea of women controlling their sexuality and fertility has few equivalents in 

the human rights environment.  

And yet remarkable success has been achieved in the advancement of every woman’s 

right to maternal health and reproductive freedom.  The U.S. based Center for 

Reproductive Rights has, for 20 years now, been using the law to advance this issue. 

Through legal action at every judicial level – including internationally – the Center 

has fought to secure and protect reproductive rights for women around the world, 

even succeeding in reframing preventable maternal deaths as human rights 

violations.  

There have also been remarkable advances in the movement to eliminate Female 

Genital Mutilation and that is largely due to the efforts of organizations such as 

UNFPA, Unicef, and No Peace Without Justice, who have launched a sustained 

campaign, leveraging legal, social, and political means through a broad based 

coalition led by women in the countries most affected. Entire communities have 

declared their commitment to renouncing the practice; numerous countries have 

passed laws banning it; and last year, the UN General Assembly unanimously 

adopted a worldwide ban against this abhorrent practice affecting millions of girls 

and women.   

Women, peace and security  

I would like to turn now briefly to a subject in which I have been more closely 

involved in recent years, that of women, peace and security. Broadly speaking, 

international human rights law and international humanitarian law, as seen through 

a gender lens, have much to contribute to a framework for the protection of women at 

times of conflict, and for their right to participate in mechanisms of conflict 

resolution. But this has been overtaken, to a large extent, by the enactment of 

Resolution 1325 of the UN Security Council in 2000, and by the many resolutions 

that have since followed. Despite being anchored in the authority of the Security 

Council, I’m afraid these resolutions have so far attracted more repetition of intention 

than success in implementation. Rather encouragingly however, the latest of these 

contains surprisingly progressive language on reproductive rights. SCR 2122, which 

was passed last month, includes in the preamble a reference to the need to provide 

women in armed conflict and post-conflict situations with ‘the full range of medical, 

legal, psychosocial and livelihood services’, and then – crucially – notes the need ‘for 

access to the full range of sexual and reproductive health services, including 

regarding pregnancies resulting from rape, without discrimination’. 

Over the past few years, there has been a lot of discussion on the ‘lessons learned’ 

from this much celebrated resolution, and as we draw nearer to its 15th anniversary, 

we’ll likely see more. Despite having given rise to a flurry of activities, I’m afraid that 
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Resolution 1325 and its numerous reiterations have fallen far short of accomplishing 

their intended objectives. Already the passage of 2122, despite its remarkable 

attention to reproductive rights, was met by some with expressions of ‘resolution 

fatigue’ and ‘resolution creep’. 

 It has been pointed out, repeatedly, that the problem with Resolution 1325 is one of 

implementation; that it lacks a necessary mechanism for follow-up and 

accountability. Nearly 14 years in, only 43 countries have implemented their National 

Action Plans. Norway – again, a consistent leader in advancing women’s issues – was 

one of the first countries to do so, but even here it took 6 years to accomplish.  

I would suggest to you that the problem with Resolution 1325 lies even deeper than 

its lack of an enforcement mechanism. I question whether the resolution’s 

positioning of women in relation to armed conflict accurately reflects all the 

complexities of war. By framing women almost exclusively as victims and 

peacemakers, the resolution not only ignores the reality of war - which is essentially 

about the power of arms and money - but it obscures the other roles and aspirations 

of women in war times. In particular, it overlooks the partisan role of women in 

conflict, sometimes as combatants, often in support roles, in the pursuit of a political 

agenda in which they often have a say. In this way the resolution embraces 

stereotypes about women, revealing an angelic view of their role in war, and therefore 

perpetuating their absence from the issues and the stakes that underlie the conflict.  

I don’t want to minimize the particular victimisation of women in armed conflict, 

including the atrocious scale of sexual violence that is often unleashed or exacerbated 

when all forms of violence become the daily afflictions of entire communities. Neither 

do I want to deny the importance of inclusive peace processes, and the necessity for 

all sectors of society, including women, to participate in the reconstruction of war-

torn communities. The reality remains that when peace is negotiated, the important 

players are those who have something real to put on the table; the deal makers are 

those who can surrender their troops and their weapons. Bringing women to the table 

with the agenda of mending the social fabric is no doubt useful, but it also serves to 

perpetuate the assumption that women only address the soft issues, thereby 

reinforcing stereotypes, rather than serving to displace them.  

Over the past decade, we have continued to see 

a notably low level of women’s participation in 

peace processes. While it remains essential to 

increase the representativeness of those who 

construct post-conflict environments, focus 

should shift to examining the more partisan 

role of women in conflictual environments and 

validating their leadership even when it is 

expressed in non-stereotypical ways, such as in 

combat, and more largely in political 

engagement. Women depicted as bystanders of 

“Women depicted 
as bystanders of 
history will find it 
harder to occupy 
their full place as 
citizens in 
emerging 
democracies.” 

Louise Arbour, Crisis Group   
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history will find it harder to occupy their full place as citizens in emerging 

democracies. The young women of the Arab uprisings, for example, who have taken 

to the street in remarkably large numbers, need to be supported on equal terms, as 

citizens and as women. And when they are given a seat at the peace table, it should be 

clear that they speak in both capacities.  

All is not wrong with Resolution 1325. It has helped to place women and security 

issues squarely on the international and national agendas, and it has spurred the kind 

of conversations – like the one we’re having today – which are attracting the 

attention they deserve.  

But I suggest that we must continue to be vigilant in confronting the gender 

stereotypes that have for so long precluded women from occupying their proper place 

first in their own governance, and then more broadly in the life and the future of their 

communities, on terms of their own choosing. For instance, I believe that we should 

be particularly attentive to the overuse of the expression “women and children”. 

While there are circumstances where it is appropriate to refer to the two as a single 

group, the suggestion that they are homogeneous, and stand as a group in contrast to 

men, who are different, is hardly a message of empowerment for women. Used 

automatically, even when there is no particular factual need to do so, perpetuates, 

and by doing so validates, a stereotypical view of women as less able and therefore 

less deserving, of occupying positions of power and authority. 

Lack of power - of control over one’s destiny - is both a lack of liberty and of security. 

In the context of armed conflict the security of women must therefore be understood 

to include their empowerment - quite a dilemma when power in war comes from 

money and arms, not from law suits and negotiations.  

The situation of women in conflict and post conflict environments could not be better 

illustrated than by the recent report we have published at International Crisis Group 

on women in Afghanistan. In the last decade, considerable advances have been made 

in the legal framework for protection of women from violence and abuse; however, all 

of this could unravel next spring in the political transition that Kabul is about to 

undertake with its elections and the withdrawal of international troops. It may be 

that a decade of legal progress is not enough to consolidate the reversal of a history of 

discrimination and repression. 

Conclusion 

When we look at the right to vote, an area in which women have made tremendous 

gains, we must not forget how long and hard fought the battle has been. Only now, 

some 150 years after the suffrage movement began, does the concept enjoy broad 

public acceptance.  

I say this to suggest that as we celebrate clearing one hurdle, and we discuss where 

and how to focus our efforts next, we do not become deterred by the inevitable 

setbacks and we continue to avail ourselves of the legal instruments that have served 

us well in the past. Through important advances in legal theory, such as substantive 
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equality and affirmative action, women in mature democracies have taken giant steps 

to overcome centuries of exclusion and discrimination. In many communities where 

women are still disproportionately afflicted by illiteracy, poverty and discriminatory 

practices, the influence of the international human rights framework offers the best 

hope for redress and change. Universal rights, enforced by law, will propel women 

fast into the 21st century. And with them many others who, in smaller numbers, are 

also asserting their equal rights.  

I began by saying that there is no doubt that the law has a critical role to play in the 

implementation of the idea of equality and non-discrimination. Perhaps this becomes 

clearer still, if through a gender lens, you consider the following articulation of the 

Rule of Law by Henri-Dominique Lacordaire: 

 “Between the rich and the poor, between the master and the servant, between 

 the strong and the weak, it is freedom that oppresses, and the law that sets 

 free.”  (52e Conférence de Notre-Dame, 1848) 

 

Thank you.  
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Ruth Halperin-Kaddari, UN CEDAW Committee Member and 

Professor of Law  
 

International Conference: Women, Power and Politics – The Road to Sustainable 
Democracy, 14 November 2013, Oslo. 

Remarks by Prof. Ruth Halperin-Kaddari, member (former Vice-Chair) CEDAW 

 

I am grateful for having had an advanced opportunity to go over Madame Arbour's 
forceful presentation, and so could have the time to locate the most appropriate quote 
to begin my comment with, dating to the exact same year – 1848 – from what is often 
perceived as the pioneering Bill of Women's Rights in the modern era – the Senneca 
Falls Declaration of Sentiments, written by the Founding Mothers of the suffragist 
movement - Elizabeth Cady Stanton and her colleagues: 

 

"The history of mankind is a history of repeated injuries and usurpations on the part 
of man toward woman, having in direct object the establishment of an absolute 
tyranny over her. To prove this, let facts be submitted to a candid world.  
He has never permitted her to exercise her inalienable right to the elective franchise.  
He has compelled her to submit to laws, in the formation of which she had no voice… 
Resolved, That it is the duty of women of this country to secure to themselves their 
sacred right to the elective franchise."  

  

I agree essentially with all of Madame Arbour's 
observations as well as her critical analysis, 
and I want to relate at this stage of our 
conversation to three points: the troubling 
reservations to CEDAW, particularly to Article 
16 and their meaning; CEDAW's recent 
jurisprudence on reproductive rights; and 
CEDAW's most recent GR on Women in 
Conflict Prevention, Conflict and Post-Conflict 
Situations – in relation to Madame Arbour's 
critic of SCR 1325.  

But before, I want to draw upon MADAME        
Arbour's strong emphasis on the role of law 
and the rule of law, and insist on what should 
be the obvious, but is too often overlooked: law 

is crucial, it is a prerequisite; rights-talk is a sine-qua-non for any progress and 
development; and CEDAW is the premier rights-providing, guaranteeing and 
safeguarding legal document for women on the international level, and it should be 
treated as such, preceding any development-talk, or rather – as a precondition tool 
and a platform for development.  

“CEDAW is the 
premier rights-
providing, 
guaranteeing and 
safeguarding legal 
document for 
women on the 
international level, 
and it should be 
treated as such” 
Prof. Ruth Halperin-Kaddari 
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First: The reservations to CEDAW. CEDAW is indeed the most reserved HR treaty, 
and Article 16 is the most reserved one. (Equality in Marriage and Family Relations). 
What makes this observation particularly pertinent for us here relates directly to what 
Ms Gro Brundtland addressed at the end of her inspiring presentation: it is the 
reasons that are given for the sweeping reservations (which, BTW, the Committee 
had found them impermissible as being incompatible with the object and purpose of 
the Convention): namely religion, custom and tradition; in complete denial and 
rejection of the representation principle and the right to vote and have voice and 
agency.  

What I'm simply saying is that the same elementary civil right of having a voice and 
representation and agency applies in this context of religion and culture just like it 
did in the context of national politics. Women own religion, culture and tradition no 
less than men, they have the right to define it, develop it, and lead it.  On this very 
troubling junction between religion and custom and women's rights within the 
family, CEDAW had just adopted a new GR (which I had the privilege to initiate and 
lead) on Economic Consequences… in which we also clarify that: 

States parties should adopt written family codes or personal status laws that provide 
for equality between spouses or partners irrespective of their religious or ethnic 
identity or community... In the absence of a unified family law, the system of personal 
status laws should provide for individual choice as to the application of religious law, 
ethnic custom or civil law at any stage of the relationship. Personal laws should 
embody the fundamental principle of equality between women and men, and should 
be fully harmonized with the provisions of the Convention so as to eliminate all 
discrimination against women in all matters relating to marriage and family 
relations.    

Second: CEDAW's jurisprudence on reproductive rights: we have been directly 
addressing this area that has always been problematic specifically because women's 
reproductive capacity has been treated historically as a sort of chattel, something that 
is bargained over without regard for the person who actually holds that capacity. Just 
as she is a vessel of honor in some societies, she has been a vessel of reproduction in 
most.  CEDAW places her in charge of herself and all her capacities. 

Example: Indonesia 2012: "(e) decriminalize abortion in cases of incest and where 
the health of the pregnant woman or girl is in danger, authorize women to undertake 
abortion without the consent of their husband and provide safe abortion and post-
abortion services;" Angola 2013: " consider removing punitive legislative provisions 
imposed on women who undergo abortion, .., and broadening the conditions under 
which abortion can be legally available, including when pregnancy is harmful to the 
mother’s health and in instances of rape and incest ;" 

The consistent approach recently taken: "legalize abortion in cases of rape, incest, 
threats to the life and/or health of the mother, or serious malformation of the foetus 
and decriminalize all other cases where women undergo abortion, as well as adopt 
necessary procedural rules to guarantee effective access to legal abortion." 

Third: SCR 1325 and its unfulfilled promise; "resolution fatigue" – it is precisely 
because of this perception that I share my colleagues serious concern from enacting 
yet another treaty will only lead to further fragmentization and dilute the system. 

The Committee's most recent GR30, supplementing SCR1325. 
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I believe this demonstrates that at least on CEDAW, we are at the next stage, of 
emphasizing women as their own agents, not just victims, but as agents, actors, and 
leaders. 

From my own tradition – Saying of our Fathers – of our Parents… 
"He would [also] say, It is not upon you to finish the work, but neither are 
you free to desist from it" (Avot B:16) 
 

[…] focus on the fundamental issues of women's human rights, which to my mind is 
the balance of power in private and in public, represented by family/property law and 
political participation.  Of course the first dictates the second, but throw the audience 
a bone--people are so hung up on how many women in Parliament, etc, Of course it 
doesn't make a damned bit of difference if they are taking orders from the men, are 
appointed wives and sisters-in-law, and/or cannot or will not deal with the hard 
political issues including corruption 

Empowering women as their own agents – GR29 – reinforce the existing 
mechanisms, so that more communications can be addressed more rapidly[…] 
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Kate Lappin, Regional Coordinator, APWLD(Asia Pacific 

Forum on Women, Law and Development)  
Text from blog post for the FOKUS 16 Days of Action Against Gender Violence Campaign. 

  

Women human rights defenders fight on despite threats 

On Friday, 29 November 2013, International Women Human Rights Defenders Day, 

people around the world will recognise the activism, advocacy and courageous acts of 

resistance of women working to promote and defend human rights and fundamental 

freedoms for all people.   

The day was chosen during the First International Consultation on Women Human 

Rights Defenders, organised in 2005 by the Asia Pacific Forum on Women, Law and 

Development (APWLD) and several human rights organisations in Colombo, Sri 

Lanka. Participants from that meeting then declared 29 November as the 

International Day on WHRDs.    

Recognition and remembrance of WHRDs and their allies are necessary, but WHRDs 

also need support, protection and justice. APWLD members and allies are regularly 

under threat. Because of their work, women such as Helen Hakena in  Papua New 

Guinea, Nimalka Fernando in Sri Lanka and Yorm Bopha in Cambodia face 

increasing attacks, threats, harassment and insecurity, including violations of their 

rights to life, liberty, free association and expression, as well as gender-based violence 

and attacks on their reputation, by State and private actors.   

In countries like Cambodia, where extensive land-grabbing threatens the land and 

homes of numerous communities, women play a critical role in defending land rights 

and demanding accountability for human rights abuses resulting from corporate and 

State activity.    

The recent case of the Boeung Kak 13, is another example of the use and abuse of law 

to criminalise the work of women human rights defenders. This group of 13 women 

from the Boeung Kak lake region in Cambodia were arrested and jailed after 

peacefully protesting their eviction. Although the sentences of the Boeung Kak 13 

were ultimately reduced, the subsequent arrest and imprisonment of prominent land 

rights activist Yorm Bopha, who was released on bail only on 22 November 2013 after 

spending 5 months in prison, demonstrates the continuing use of law to stigmatise, 

defame and undermine women human rights defenders.    

Fellow Cambodian Nim Chray was also arrested when she protested evictions in her 

village of Thmor Kol, located near Phnom Penh International Airport. Nim has been 

part of APWLD’s work to demand new models of development and joined our 

delegation to the UN General Assembly. “Being a land rights activist in Cambodia is 
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not easy. I am blacklisted. I am followed around by the police. And at any moment I 

can be killed in what the authorities can call an accident.”   

In the face of these difficulties, Nim finds the courage to go on: “Despite the danger, 

the loneliness, and the uncertainty, I can continue my activism because of support 

from a few committed members of my community.”  

In Sri Lanka, women’s rights activists continue to struggle against state sanctioned 

threats. Dr. Nimalka Fernando, former APWLD staff member, women’s rights activist 

and President of the International Movement Against All Forms of Discrimination 

and Racism (IMADR) was subject to public defamation and threats after an interview 

with HIRU TV was manipulated and rebroadcasted on a Sri Lanka Broadcasting 

Corporation (SLBC) radio programme.   

On November 3rd, only fragments of Nimalka’s interview was rebroadcasted on the 

radio programme, `Stoning the Sinner Woman,’ in an attempt to delegitimise her 

work of defending human rights in her country. Furthermore, she was subjected to 

derogatory comments from callers, some demanding that she should not be allowed 

to live in Sri Lanka and that such people should be destroyed. Meanwhile, Hudson 

Samarhinghe, chairman of SLBC, encouraged 

these comments and persisted on the smear 

campaign against Nimalka.   

This incident is part of an ongoing campaign of 

harassment against human rights defenders by 

public officials. In March of last year, the 

Minister of Public Relations, Meryn Silva, 

reportedly threatened Nimalka and other 

human rights defenders saying, “I will publicly 

break the limbs of people like Sunanda 

Deshapriya, Nimalka Fernando and 

Paikiasothy Saravanamuttu.” Dr. Nimalka 

Fernando has lodged a complaint with the 

Inspector General of Police (IGP) and the 

Human Rights Commission of Sri Lanka 

(HRCSL), demanding an investigation for criminal offense and violation of her 

fundamental rights.  

Despite these threats, women’s rights defenders continue to advocate and defend 

human rights and fundamental freedoms for all people worldwide. Helen Hakena of 

Bougainville, co-founder of the Leitana Nehan Women’s Development Agency 

(LNWDA) and APWLD member works tirelessly to ensure that women are central to 

peace agreements and development initiatives in the civil war torn island. Helen 

continues to promote women’s rights at the local level despite attacks and murders of 

women human rights defenders who are branded as witches. On November 25, Helen 

and the LNWDA, in solidarity with women’s rights activists globally, launched their 

16 Days of Activism Against Gender Based Violence Campaign.  

“Rather than 
hindering the work 
of women human 
rights defenders, 
States must enable, 
support and protect 
them. States should 
strengthen laws 
and policies to 
promote gender 
equality” 

Kate Lappin, APWLD  
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Rather than hindering the work of women human rights defenders, States must 

enable, support and protect them. States should strengthen laws and policies to 

promote gender equality, promote women’s autonomy and protect their equal 

participation and involvement in all decision-making processes, including through 

national implementation of the UN Declaration on Human Rights Defenders.   

This November the UN General Assembly, with initiative from the Norwegian 

government, has tabled a resolution for the Protection of Women Human Rights 

Defenders, highlighting the specific dangers and threats faced by women human 

rights defenders in the course of their work, including sexual violence, harassments, 

arrests and torture. However, this resolution is not receiving enough support from 

UN member countries, and is in danger of being weakened in its language as 

references to WHRDs working on sexual and reproductive rights and health were 

removed by hostile/unsupportive states. APWLD joins the global call for the passage 

of a strong resolution and for the strengthening the work of women human rights 

defenders all over the world.  

This year’s International Women Human Rights Defenders Day is also a fitting way to 

remember the work, friendship and inspiring leadership of Sunila Abeysekera, Sri 

Lankan woman human rights defender, who passed away in September of this year. 

Sunila was instrumental in establishing the Women Human Rights Defenders 

International Coalition and hosted the conference that marked the day. She gave 

much of her life and energy to advancing the rights and recognition of women human 

rights defenders and is deeply mourned by everyone who had the pleasure of knowing 

her. 

Read more: http://www.fokuskvinner.no/en/Frontpage-EN/16-Days-of-action-

2011/29th-November/     

http://www.fokuskvinner.no/en/Frontpage-EN/16-Days-of-action-2011/29th-November/
http://www.fokuskvinner.no/en/Frontpage-EN/16-Days-of-action-2011/29th-November/
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Session Three: Parity as a Tool for Women’s Political 

Participation 

 

Moderator: Helga Hernes, Senior Advisor, PRIO 
The Use of Parity Worldwide – Experiences and Lessons Learned 
Keynote Speech: Drude Dahlerup, Professor of Political Science, Stockholm 
University.  
Comments by: Bineta Diop, Founder and President – Femmes Africa Solidarité  

 
Session Three Speakers. Drude Dahlerup, Bineta Diop and moderator Helga Hernes.  
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Drude Dahlerup, Professor of Political Science 

Electoral Gender Quotas 

Electoral Gender Quotas
- a major global electoral reform 

Oslo, Nov. 2013

Drude Dahlerup. Professor of Political
Science, Stockholm University
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Bineta Diop, President – Femmes Africa Solidarité  

 

  
Bineta Diop.  

 

In 2011, Time Magazine declared Bineta Diop as one of the 100 Most Influential 
People in the World. Bineta Diop of Senegal is the Founder and President of Femmes 
Africa Solidarité (FAS). She has led numerous peacebuilding programmes, and she 
has led teams to observe elections in post-conflict countries such as Liberia, and 
peace missions in crisis situations, as in the case of the Democratic Republic of Congo 
(DRC) and Guinea. She has facilitated peace talks among women, particularly during 
the Burundi and the DRC peace negotiations. Ms. Diop played an instrumental role in 
achieving gender parity within the African Union Commission in 2003. 

 

  



58 
 

Day Two: The Road to Sustainable Democracy 
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Solveig Horne, Norwegian Minister of Children, Equality and 

Social Inclusion 

 

Opening Speech 

Good morning - and welcome to all of you.  

Welcome to the second day of this international conference on women, power and 

politics. I am delighted to see so many prominent guests taking part in the 

celebrations of the Centenary of Women’s Right to Vote in Norway.  

I understand there are quite a few gender equality experts here today. As Minister for 

Children, Equality and Social Inclusion I am happy to have the new leader for UN 

Women with us here at the Conference - Phumzile Mlambo-Ngcuka. 

This conference is the last big event in the ongoing national celebrations of the 

Norwegian Women’s Suffrage Centenary.  

A special thanks to the National Centenary Committee which, with the support of the 

Norwegian Government, has been responsible for all the activities in 2013.  They have 

done an excellent job. 

It is now 100 years since Norway formally became a fully democratic state. This year’s 

celebrations are an important reminder to us all that we can never take democracy for 

granted.   

The aim of this conference is to address gender equality in an international 

perspective. 

 
Solveig Horne. Photo: Julie Lunde Lillesæter/PRIO 



60 
 

 

Uneven distribution of power and resources   

The way formal and informal power is distributed between women and men – does 

have an effect on how our common resources are shared.   

I believe the lack of equality increases the risk for an un-sustainable development. 

Reports from recognized international organizations over the past years have shown 

an imbalance between women and men economically, socially and in decision making 

- in all parts of the world. 

The Norwegian experience  

Norway has come a long way with a universal 

welfare system - and a wide range of publically 

financed services, especially in education, 

health and care. 

In Norway today there are more girls than boys 

who complete higher education. 

Women in Norway have one on the highest 
rates of paid employment in the world today.  

The average employment rate for women in 

Norway is 74 percent in 2012,   compared to 78 percent for men. Women work almost 

as much as men in Norway. This is the basis of today’s welfare system. 

But - Norway still has some challenges.  

For example - the low level of immigrant women’s participation in the formal 

workforce. This is a priority for this government. Equality is also about making use of 

all our talents and resources irrespective of gender, age, disability and ethnicity.  

Why? - because human resources, the men and women of Norway, represent more 

than 80 percent of our national production value. Petroleum accounts for only 7 per 

cent 

Why are women able to participate so actively in formal workforce?  

The main reason for is that Norway has a generous parental benefit - and other 

schemes for parents with small children and a full coverage of Early Child Care 

Institutions throughout the country.   

In other words – paid leave from work and acceptance to be at home with small 

babies – for both mothers and fathers. And – further on: kindergartens where small 

children have a good and nurturing environment at daytime while parents go to work. 

This system is flexible and give the opportunity for every woman and every man in 

Norway to organise their lives in the way they see fit. In this way they can combine 

work and family life as it suits every family best.  

“The participation 
of women and girls 
in education, work 
life and the 
economy make a 
significant 
difference.”  

Minister of Equality Solveig 
Horne 
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The participation of women and girls in education, work life and the economy make a 

significant difference.  

Gender equality priorities 

But - globally women’s rights and gender equality are under pressure, especially 

sexual and reproductive rights.  

Norway will continue to be in the fore front to push the gender equality agenda 

forward on this issue. 

To me, gender equality is about securing equal rights and opportunities for all. 

Irrespective of gender, ethnicity, disability, religion, sexual orientation and age.   

We are facing an ageing population globally; the proportion of older persons is 

growing at a faster rate than the general population.  

It is no secret that elderly women are amongst the poorest in many countries.  

Gender equality is not only about women - it must also include boys and men.  When 

we talk about gender equality we to often forget that there is more than one gender.   

In Norway boys tend to drop out of upper secondary education on a much higher 

level then girls.   

Gender equality is also about reducing these drops-outs and about challenging men’s 

traditional gender roles.  

Women alone can never change the world.   

To have success we must actively reach out and mobilize boys and men. This 

especially concerns the younger generations, for gender equality and women’s 

empowerment.  

Gender equality is also about absence of violence.  

Violence results in inequality in power and reduces any person’s opportunities and 

ability to exercise their fundamental human rights.   

Most of the violence women are exposed to - is inflicted by those who are closest to 

them: their partners.  

Violence against women is often a result of gender inequality. Violence produces - 

and over generations - reproduces gender inequality.  

Recent research shows a negative correlation between the level of gender equality in a 

family and the level of violence.  

One will find domestic violence more often in families who base their everyday life in 

a traditional gender stereotypic way - than in families who share their responsibilities 

more equal. This correlation also applies in society as such.  

Violence has serious far-reaching physical and mental consequences for those 

exposed. For society the consequences are obstacles to real equality.  
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Multiple and intersecting forms of discrimination 

As newly appointed Minister the multiple and intersecting form of discrimination is 

one of the challenges that I would like to address.  

I plan to start the work for a universal anti-discrimination bill that will incorporate 

several discrimination grounds in the near future.   

I believe that a universal anti-discrimination act will ultimately provide for a stronger 

legal protection.  

It may enable us to become better in detecting multiple and intersecting forms of 

discrimination.  

I also believe that this may also create an understanding that discrimination - on no 

matter what grounds - is equally bad. 

Closure 

This conference covers a wide range of topics and also touches upon many of the 

ongoing international debates on gender equality. 

Women and girls make up one half of the world’s capital.  

If we empower and educate girls and women at the same level as boys and men, the 

world can make use of their talent and leadership in the global economy, politics and 

society in general. Girls’ education is the 

single most important driver of other 

development goals. Which is why the 

Government has made education of girls a 

priority in development policies in the way 

forward.  

We also have to strengthen girls’ and 

women’s sexual and reproductive health and 

rights.  Our common commitment to 

guarantee women’s fundamental rights and 

freedom, must not be undermined by those 

who fear progress.  

I am talking about the freedom to decide over one’s own body.  

The freedom to choose when to have children and when not to. The freedom to have a 

life free from the fear of violence.  

And the freedom to contribute to the sustainable development of society. 

Norway strongly supports the UN secretary-general’s recommendation that gender 

equality and women’s empowerment should be both a standalone goal and integrated 

through targets and indicators into all goals of the post-2015 development 

framework.  

“Our common 
commitment to 
guarantee women’s 
fundamental rights 
and freedom must not 
be undermined by 
those who fear 
progress.”  

Minister of Equality Solveig Horne 
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I look forward to the discussions at the Conference today and I would like to conclude 

my opening speech with a quotation from Malala Yousafzai, the world famous girls’ 

education activist who was almost killed last year near her home in Pakistan and 

whose voice now speaks to us all:   

"When I look at my goal, my goal is peace. My goal is education for every child." 

Ladies and gentlemen, it is as simple – and as difficult – as that.  

Thank you. 
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Helen Clark, Administrator, UNDP (United Nations 

Development Programme)  

15 Nov 2013 

Keynote Speech by Helen Clark on 

The Effect of the Global Financial Crisis on Women. 

 

Introduction 

Thank you for inviting me to contribute to this discussion on the effect of the global 

financial crisis on women.  

I look forward to engaging with State Secretary Hans Brattskar, Professor Radhika 

Balakrishnan, and with you all on this important topic. I trust that our moderator, 

Gro Lindstad, Executive Director of the Forum for Women and Development, co-

organizers of this conference, will steer us in the right direction.  

At the outset let me congratulate Norway on this centennial celebration of women’s 

suffrage. The right to vote and choose one’s parliamentary and subnational 

representatives is one of the most basic civil and political rights. In my country, New 

Zealand, we celebrated our centennial of women’s suffrage in 1993, and take pride in 

being the first nation in the world to achieve this. 

Article 1 of the United Nations Charter, states that one of the purposes of the UN lies 

in: “…promoting and encouraging respect for human rights and for fundamental 

freedoms for all without distinction as to race, sex, language, or religion”. A number 

of UN instruments and conventions, including the Convention on the Elimination of 

Discrimination against Women (CEDAW), the Beijing Declaration and Platform for 

Action – which will have its twentieth anniversary in 2015, and the Millennium 

Declaration of 2000, all reinforce the global commitments made to women’s 

empowerment and gender equality.  

Norway is among those countries with high levels of gender equality and has, in ten of 

the last eleven reports, ranked first in the world on UNDP’s Human Development 

Index. In the latest Human Development Report, it ranked first in the HDI, and fifth 

using the Gender Inequality Index.  

Gender equality remains an elusive goal in many parts of the world. A new report 

from UNDP to be launched shortly, Humanity Divided: Confronting Inequality in 

Developing Countries, argues that while women have experienced significant 

progress in education, with most countries coming close to achieving gender parity in 

primary education and almost three quarters of countries achieving gender parity in 

secondary school enrolment rates, women remain disproportionately represented in 

vulnerable employment and continue to earn significantly less than men. 

Furthermore, they remain grossly underrepresented among political decision makers.  

A number of structural factors, as well as social norms, are standing in the way of 

achieving gender equality in incomes, access to livelihoods, and decision-making. 
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This has implications for the way in which 

financial crises – and indeed other shocks – 

impact on women and girls. For example: 

• pre-existing inequitable power relations 

between men and women, and boys and 

girls, are exacerbated in times of crisis; 

• times of crisis may lead to a shift in 

national priorities away from efforts to 

empower women and girls, resulting in 

progress towards gender equality stalling or 

even reversing; and 

• social spending may be cut, increasing the 

burden on women and girls as carers of 

elderly, frail, and/or young family members - 

this may be one of the pressures leading to 

girls being pulled out of school. 

My remarks today will touch on these 

concerns.  

I will begin by discussing the economic and 

social impacts of the global financial crisis on 

women and girls, drawing on the available 

evidence. I will then provide examples of the types of policies and initiatives which 

could be implemented to mitigate such impacts. Finally, I will make the case that 

times of crisis – while challenging and painful – can offer opportunities to tackle 

structural barriers to women’s equality.  

 

A. The Social and Economic Impact of the Financial Crisis on Women 

 

Let me turn to the main question for our discussion today: Have women been 

disproportionately impacted by the financial crisis? And, if yes, in which ways?  

This is a challenging question to answer, because there is often not adequate gender-

disaggregated data for quality analyses of the differential impacts on women and for 

evidence-based policymaking. Studies looking at the impact of the global crisis 

consistently make this point.  

As well, women’s circumstances vary greatly across countries and regions. The impact 

of a global crisis on women living in a very high human development country like 

Norway will be very different from that on women in least developed countries, and 

where, for example, remittances have dried up because of the impacts of the crisis on 

migrant workers in countries far away.  

Differences may also be profound within the groupings of developed and developing 

countries, depending on a country’s level of exposure to the crisis and the way in 

which it responded – this has been very much the case in Europe in recent years. And 

“A number of 
structural factors, 
as well as social 
norms, are 
standing in the way 
of achieving gender 
equality in 
incomes, access to 
livelihoods, and 
decision-making. 
This has 
implications for the 
way in which 
financial crises – 
and indeed other 
shocks – impact on 
women and girls.” 

Helen Clark, UNDP 
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even within countries, developed and developing, certain groups of women may be 

harder hit, depending on their age, ethnicity, or socio-economic or immigration 

status – to name just a few factors.  

While some impacts of the crisis may have been immediate, for example where 

women lost their jobs, others, such as the impact on nutrition for pregnant women 

and subsequent poorer developmental outcomes for their children, may not be 

evident for years to come.  

With these caveats in mind, it is possible to assert that women will have suffered 

disproportionately from the crisis by extrapolating from the evidence available from 

study of previous crises, as well as from what we know about the recent one.  

 

1) Economic Impact: Labor Market Participation and Access to Credit  

 

The International Labour Organization’s Global Employment Trends for Women 

2012 report, finds that the conditions of women’s engagement in the labour market 

worsened during the global crisis, and that gender gaps in indicators of 

unemployment and employment, which had been reducing between 2002 and 2007, 

began to grow again from 2008 in many regions.  

In developed countries, evidence summarized by the IMF suggests that in the early 

years of the crisis, specifically from 2007 to 2009, fewer women than men in OECD 

countries lost their jobs, as male-dominated industries like construction were hit 

harder. Thereafter, however, as the male unemployment rate began to stabilize or fall, 

women continued to lose their jobs.  

In a number of developing countries, the economic crisis did affect women 

disproportionately from the outset because they dominated employment in export-

oriented industries. In Latin America, for example, sectors with a predominantly 

female workforce like textiles, apparel, and tourism, were hit harder. Evidence from 

Mexico suggests that women accounted for 71 per cent of all lay-offs there in 2008.  

Women are often over-represented in the informal sector, so the data available on the 

impact on jobs is unlikely to reflect the full impact of the global crisis on them. In the 

Central African Republic, for example, the mining industry was hit hard by the crisis. 

While men represent the majority of workers in the industry, women are over-

represented in the informal sector concentrated around the mines. It stands to reason 

that if the mines’ paid mine workforce is earning less, there will be impacts on the 

informal female workforce.  

For women who remained in the workforce, there is concern that the crisis has led to 

worsening conditions. For example, for self-employed women pre-existing barriers to 

accessing credit and financial services may have increased. Drawing on evidence from 

the Asian crisis, a report by the Levy Economic Institute of Bard College in New York 

suggests that policy responses should address the “limitations women face in gaining 

access to credit and assets, as these are all the more exacerbated at times of crisis”.  
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2) Social Impact: Health, Education and Unpaid Care Work 

 

The full social impacts of the crisis are still being documented, but we can expect 

there to have been education- and health-related impacts in the short- and long- 

term, with younger girls particularly impacted.  

A recent report by Plan International and ODI, Off the balance sheet: the impact of 

the economic crisis on girls and young women, reviews the evidence to date, and 

draws particular attention to the impact on this younger group. It notes that:  

• Infant mortality rates for girls are particularly sensitive to drops in per capita GDP. 

It has been calculated that a one per cent decline in GDP per capita increases average 

infant mortality by 7.4 deaths per 1,000 live births for girls, whereas for boys the 

increase is much smaller at 1.5 deaths per 1,000 live births. 

• For children under-five, the food crisis in 2010-2011, which pushed 44 million 

people into poverty, had a greater negative impact on the weight gain of girls than of 

boys.  

• During times of economic contraction, primary school completion rates often 

decline, with the decrease among girls being higher than that among boys (29 per 

cent versus 22 per cent). 

• Girls and young women are often compelled to take up riskier employment to 

compensate for decreases in family income. This can involve sexual exploitation, and 

can increase young women’s risk of contracting HIV. 

• For pregnant adolescent girls, who are already vulnerable to poor health outcomes, 

cuts in health budgets are particularly worrisome if they lead to fewer ante-natal 

check-ups and an increase in unattended home births, as in previous crises. 

Similar concerns are raised by a recent UNAIDS discussion paper which notes that: 

“During times of economic crisis, global gender inequalities mean that women and 

girls, particularly in low-income countries, are more likely to be taken out of school, 

are the first to reduce the quantity or quality of food they eat or forgo essential 

medicines, and are more likely to sell sex in order to survive.”  

It also notes that to compensate for shrinking wages and to remain competitive, 

women often need to work longer hours, at the same time as cuts in public spending 

in care-related sectors may have increased the burden of their work in the home.  

Given that the evidence points to these disproportionate impacts of the crisis on 

women and girls, it should be possible to design and advocate for policies which could 

avoid or at least mitigate such impact, and help remove some of the structural 

barriers to gender equality.  

 

B. Building the resilience of women to economic crisis 

 

In December 2009, UNDP issued a Guidance Note titled Turning the Global 



69 
 

Financial and Economic Crisis into Opportunity for Poor Women and Men. It 

outlined the threats posed by the economic and financial crisis to developing 

countries and how they could impact on advancing gender equality.  

This Note set out an “Action Plan for Gender-Responsive Recovery at the Country 

Level”. It emphasized the need to:  

• identify the sectors and areas where the crisis has had the greatest impact on poor 

women and men;  

• implement quick-win solutions, while also promoting medium- and long-term 

policies to empower women;  

• institutionalize gender-responsive budgeting; and, 

• build capacities of stakeholders where needed. 

 

To support countries in such efforts, UNDP works with governments to help 

mainstream gender-considerations in national policies, strategies, and budgets 

through a range of advisory services, advocacy work, and capacity building activities. 

For example: 

 

• Through our Global Gender and Economic Policy Management Initiative, which 

addresses gender-related capacity constraints in economic planning processes, UNDP 

has trained policy makers to use gender frameworks, analysis, and applications in the 

design of economic development and poverty reduction policies. Such training 

programmes have been held across the Africa and Asia-Pacific regions.  

 

• In Colombia, UNDP is supporting the Ministry of Labour to include gender analysis 

in Labour Observatories and in its main Labour Equity Programme. 

 

• In Zimbabwe, UNDP supported the Ministry of Water Resources and Development 

to produce a Gender Responsive Water Policy which includes strategies to reduce 

women’s unpaid care work. 

In times of crisis, social protection schemes are very important in shielding the most 

vulnerable from the worst effects, as they strengthen the resilience of individuals, 

families, and communities.  

Studies suggest that where social protection schemes were already in place when the 

financial crisis hit, they helped the poor cope better with its impact – for example by 

enabling families to continue to pay for food, education, health, and other costs. 

When gender considerations are integrated in their design, social protection systems 

can also ensure that women and girls are not disproportionately impacted by shocks.  

 

• For example, I have often highlighted India’s Mahatma Gandhi National Rural 

Employment Guarantee Act, which guarantees a minimum of one hundred days work 

a year to eligible rural poor; sets a minimum quota for women’s participation in the 

scheme; and prioritises work on environmental sustainability, including water and 

reforestation. This scheme can simultaneously empower women, provide jobs and 
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incomes, and have a positive impact on the environment. Women also have thirty per 

cent representation guaranteed on the village councils which determine the priorities 

for the work to be done.  

 

• In Bangladesh, UNDP has supported the Rural Employment Opportunities for 

Public Assets (REOPA) initiative for helping female-headed households. It provides 

two years employment for destitute women and employment for casual labourers in 

six food-insecure districts during the lean period. In addition, the women undertake 

various training sessions on social and legal issues, gender equity, human rights, 

primary health care, nutrition, and income generation. So far, nearly 25,000 women 

have moved out of poverty through being employed in this scheme. 

Working at the local level, UNDP’s initiatives on women’s economic empowerment 

have also helped sustain human development, even in highly adverse circumstances, 

by building the resilience of women to shocks. An important part of this work has 

been around supporting female entrepreneurship. This provides women and girls 

with alternative livelihoods when formal employment options are unavailable. For 

example:  

 

• In Benin, Burkina Faso, Democratic Republic of the Congo, Gambia, Mali, Senegal, 

and Sierra Leone, UNDP provided financial and technical support to improve 

women’s entrepreneurial, marketing, and income-generating skills, through training 

and provision of improved seed. This enabled the women to access decent work, 

increase their agricultural productivity, and enhance their own and their families’ 

livelihoods.  

 

• In Georgia, vocational education courses provided through local implementing 

partners have contributed to economic empowerment of women from vulnerable 

communities. Around sixty per cent of the women graduates from the programme 

went on to become self employed entrepreneurs.  

 

• In FYR Macedonia, a programme on the economic empowerment of female victims 

of domestic violence is providing opportunities for self-employment and training for 

skills in demand in the job market. 

 

• And, in response to the global crisis, in Serbia, UNDP’s Severance to Jobs project 

supported the self-employment of women who lost their jobs in 2009. 

 

C. Recovering from crisis - an opportunity to expand women’s leadership 

  

As today’s session comes under the overall title of “The Road to Sustainable 

Democracy”, it is useful to consider the role of women’s leadership and involvement 

in recovery from crisis.  
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In 2009, the Commission on the Status of Women held an expert panel discussion on 

gender perspectives on the financial crisis. There, experts warned that government 

policy responses must focus on the role of women as economic agents, in order to 

contribute to growth and recovery, and to enable women to participate fully in 

financial and economic decision-making processes.  

Women must also have the opportunity to be political agents more broadly, so that 

they can help shape the transformation of their societies. It is unjust for women to 

have to shoulder a disproportionate share of the burden in times of crisis, yet not to 

have the opportunity to participate in redesigning the systems which made them 

vulnerable in the first place. 

Based on data from the Inter-Parliamentary Union, the proportion of women in 

national legislatures in the world’s regions ranges from roughly 24 per cent in the 

Americas and Europe, to 22 per cent in sub-

Saharan Africa, nineteen per cent in Asia, and 

sixteen per cent in the Pacific and in the Arab 

States.  

As Prime Minister of my country for nine 

years, Leader of the Opposition for six years 

before that, Leader of the New Zealand 

Labour Party for fifteen years, and as a 

Member of Parliament for 27.5 years, I am 

well acquainted with the challenges women 

face when entering the hitherto male-

dominated field of politics, and with how 

decisions which impact on the lives of women 

have often been made without women at the 

table, particularly economic decisions.  

In my current position, I note how few women 

there often are at major international 

meetings – focused on economic and financial 

matters. 

This needs to change. Perhaps there should be an explicit call from the international 

community to guarantee women seats at the table in economic and financial decision-

making. 

This is not as far-fetched as it may at first seem. Security Council Resolution 1325 on 

women, peace, and security and subsequent resolutions on the same topic were 

revolutionary in affirming that for peace and security to be sustained, women must be 

empowered, their voices must be heard, and they must be included as active 

participants in conflict prevention, management, and resolution. It called for women 

to have a seat at all relevant decision-making tables.  

“It is unjust for 
women to have to 
shoulder a 
disproportionate 
share of the burden 
in times of crisis, 
yet not to have the 
opportunity to 
participate in 
redesigning the 
systems which 
made them 
vulnerable in the 
first place.” 

Helen Clark, UNDP 
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In Rwanda, for example, which experienced genocide, women now hold 64 per cent 

of seats in parliament, taking that ‘seat at the table’ by breaking into the previously 

male-dominated space and thereby permanently transforming the political 

landscape.  

Clearly it is possible to emerge from crisis with structures transformed and, with that, 

the opportunity for improvements in people’s lives. We should apply this thinking to 

recovery from economic and other shocks – like major disasters – just as it is being 

applied to recovery from war and conflict.  

Already, I am pleased to note, such concepts are being applied to how climate change 

is addressed. Last year, at the UN Climate Change Conference in Doha, COP-18, a 

decision was taken to increase women’s representation in climate negotiations, and to 

set “a goal of gender balance in bodies established pursuant to the Convention and 

the Kyoto Protocol, in order to improve women’s participation and inform more 

effective climate change policy that addresses the needs of women and men equally”.  

UNDP will continue working with political parties, electoral commissions, 

parliaments, local assemblies, and other national partners on measures to strengthen 

women’s political participation in countries around the world, and advocate for 

women’s leadership in the political, social, economic, and environmental spheres. 

 

CONCLUSION  

In closing, I refer to a powerful quote from the Women’s Major Group statement at 

the civil society conference on “Advancing the Post-2015 Sustainable Development 

Agenda” in Bonn this March: 

“We do not want to be mainstreamed into a polluted stream. We call for deep and 

structural changes to existing global systems of power, decision-making, and 

resource sharing. This includes enacting policies that recognize and redistribute the 

unequal and unfair burdens of women and girls in sustaining societal wellbeing and 

economies, intensified in times of economic and ecological crises.” 

The latest global crisis has more or less passed, despite its lingering impacts which 

are serious for many, but it is certainly will not be the last.  

Our world's problems are deeply interconnected. Countries and their citizens are 

exposed to economic crises emanating far away. The challenge is to support all 

countries to put in place systems to mitigate the impacts. Had such systems not been 

in place in those Western European nations where the crisis hit hard, even greater 

economic and social distress would have been suffered. The same applies to 

developing countries which had built effective social protection systems – the impact 

of the global crisis on the poorest there was reduced.  

The consultations which took place on the post-2015 development agenda, globally, 

regionally, and in 88 countries around the world, revealed that there is strong 

interest among the world’s citizens in being part of the process of shaping a new 

development agenda. 
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This agenda must help build the resilience of women and men, girls and boys, and 

their communities to future challenges. Promoting gender equality and women’s 

active political, economic, and social participation is central to that. Gender 

inequality is unacceptable from a human rights perspective, and is also a significant 

impediment to development progress. Investments made in women and girls are 

great multipliers of development progress. Failing to make those investments, and 

failing to boost the status of women and girls, thwarts the potential not only of 

individuals, but also of families, communities, and nations. 

At this centennial commemoration of women’s suffrage, let us celebrate the progress 

made towards gender equality in Norway and elsewhere, but also acknowledge that 

much remains to be done. Times of crisis expose vulnerabilities and inequity, and 

threaten to reverse human development progress; but crises can also enable 

transformative change if managed well. 

I hope that our discussion today will help identify some of these opportunities to 

expand women’s empowerment. 
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Hans Brattskar, State Secretary, Norwegian Ministry of 

Foreign Affairs 

First of all let me thank Helen Clark for a very interesting, thought provoking and 
comprehensive introduction to the theme. 

It certainly serves as an excellent point of departure for our discussion this morning.  
I would also like to express my thanks and appreciation to the organizers of this 
conference and to all the participants and contributors, many of whom have travelled 
long to come to Oslo.  

• I think we all agree that economic and financial crisis affect men and women 
differently – both in rich and poor countries. 

• Globally, the financial and economic crises that shocked the world in 2008 
were further compounded by a very substantial rise in food and fuel prices.  These 
factors had dramatic effect on the life of millions of people, particularly in mid- and 
low income countries.  The poorest were most severely hit by the crisis. As in normal 
times, the most vulnerable of the poor are girls and women. Investment and trade 
patterns changed rapidly.  Women make up 60 – 80 % of export manufacturing in 
low and middle-income countries and were especially affected by these changing 
trade patterns.  An increase in sex work as a result of higher unemployment amongst 
women took place in many countries.  Globally, women workers in the informal 
sector were also severely affected by the crisis.  Women experienced a rise in working 
hours, decreases in wages and higher degree of vulnerability to physical and 
psychological stress. 

• National consequences. Austerity measures were put in place in many 
countries by international institutions and national governments. Reduced tax 
incomes and reduction in public spending in sectors such as health and education 
often led to higher prices for individuals and families with negative impact for women 
and girls.  Reduced quality in national health services for women may have long 
lasting effects, particularly on their sexual and reproductive health.  Higher education 
fees often lead to a clear increase in drop out of girls from schools with long term 
effects on their abilities to participate in economic and other activities in their 
societies.  In times of financial and economic crisis, providing micro-credits and loans 
to women entrepreneurs and business owners is often perceived as more risky than 
providing credits to men, thus reinforcing the stereotyped perception of women as 
more risky borrowers than men. 

• Impact on communities and women and girls as individuals.  One 
immediate consequence of the economic crisis and job losses, cuts in public spending 
and shrinking wages in the informal sector is the impact on free time women have 
each day – time at their own disposal – and the increased burden of caring for family 
and relatives. This considerably reduces women’s opportunities for social 
empowerment and involvement in educational, entrepreneurial or formal 
employment sectors.  As such, it tends to perpetuate gender inequalities and 
traditional gender roles, leading to increased financial dependence of women on men, 
husbands or male partners.  It can also increase men’s decision-making power within 
households and create further gender imbalances, in the end leading to more 
domestic violence and sexual abuse.  During the crisis in 2008, for example, the 
suicide rate of women in Thailand increased by 8,6 % but decreased for men by 0,9%.  
Individually, the crisis have more severe effects on women’s health than on men’s, 
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often with very serious long term effects.  Women 
in reproductive age are particularly vulnerable.  
Higher food prices, reduced quality of nutrition, 
reduced access to health services and pre-natal 
health care severely increases the risk of 
miscarriages and child mortality.  According to 
Overseas Development Institute (ODI) and Plan 
International, a one per cent fall in gross domestic 
product increases infant mortality by 7,4 deaths per 
1000 for girls versus 1,5 for boys. 

• Economic and financial crisis and 
response seen through “gender lenses?”  
Experience supported by research provides clear 
evidence that women and men are affected 
differently by economic and financial crisis.  
Although especially the 2008 crisis had serious 
global impact, the effects trickled down through 
national levels to communities, families and 
individuals.  Therefore we also have to put on our 
“gender lenses” and consider gender issues in the 

response to the crises at both national and international level.  Sector wise, we should 
focus on health service, education, employment and care – and ask ourselves what 
the gender implications will be of the response, of renewed and higher investments 
and public spending.  If gender considerations are not made, the stimulus packages 
combined with austerity measures as a response to the crisis might act to magnify 
rather than alleviate the impact on women, girls and gender equality.   

Response to economic and financial crisis also presents opportunities to challenge old 
perceptions of gender equality and asymmetric power structures that disadvantage 
women.  On the national level, countries should be encouraged to adopt legal 
frameworks that address gender discrimination in the ownership of and access to 
productive resources, especially land and credit.  Governments should also review the 
effects of their macroeconomic framework including trade, fiscal, investment, and 
financial policies and laws from a gender perspective.  The same review should also 
be done for social and family policies and laws with particular attention to 
challenging norms of masculinity and addressing the problem of violence against 
women.  The governments should also adopt laws that are conducive to the 
establishment of non-governmental organizations that can serve as watch dogs for 
adoption and implementation of non discriminatory laws and regulations.  And we 
must continue and increase our investment in health services and education for girls 
and women. 

Finally, I would like to express my support to Administrator Helen Clark’s emphasis 
on building the resilience of women to economic crisis and also to applaud the work 
that UNDP continues to do.  We can all learn from the work that this important UN 
agency is carrying out. 

Thank you for your attention!    

 
  

“If gender 
considerations are 
not made, the 
stimulus packages 
combined with 
austerity measures 
as a response to the 
crisis might act to 
magnify rather 
than alleviate the 
impact on women, 
girls and gender 
equality.”  

State Secretary Hans Brattskar  
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Radhika Balakrishnan, Executive Director, CWGL (Center for 

Women’s Global Leadership) 

Thank you very much. It is a real honor to be here, and thank you for inviting me to 
be on this very important panel.  

As Gro said, I’m an economist, but I’d like to distinguish myself from other 
economists. I’m a feminist economist. And I agree with Helen Clark, we need more 
women economists, but not just any women; we need more feminist economists in 
places of power and decision-making.  

So let me start my remarks with talking about, 
not the impact of the financial crisis on women, 
but what is it we need to say about why the 
financial crisis happened? And not wait till the 
end to say, well guess what, women were 
affected worse than men, but why is it we’re in 
the kind of world economy that causes this crisis 
in the first place? So I would start by talking 
about the crisis in 2008 and what was one of the 
main reasons for that crisis is the reregulatory 
processes that created that crisis in the first 
place.   

So what happened to the financial sector, why is there such volatility in the financial 
sector that allows this crisis to happen? We talk about the need for social protection, 
which I completely agree with, but why are we in a place where we need social 
protection so many places and how do we have an economy that does not allow the 
volatility in the financial sectors like we’ve had?  

I’ll give you an example given to me by one of my colleagues that stayed in my mind, 
in terms of the need to sort of structurally understand the economy. There’s been a 
huge change and one of the changes is the financilization of the global economy and, 
for example, General Motors makes more money loaning money to people buying 
cars than producing cars. So when we talk about employment, and there’s more and 
more money and more jobs in the informal sector that women are getting, we need to 
go to the structural issues. Why is there more money in loaning money to buy cars 
than producing cars, which may create decent work?  

And so we need to go to the structure of these things and understand how do we look 
at macroeconomic policy from a gender perspective, not only in terms of the impact, 
but really to address the kind of economic policies we’ve had for the past thirty years.  

One of the things that we haven’t mentioned in the past two days is neoliberal 
economic policy and that is one of the reasons for the kind of issues that we’re dealing 
with and if we’re going to talk about gender and economic policy, let’s first address 
those issues of neoliberal economic policy, which is not the kind feminist economists 
try to advocate for.  

Some of the work that I’ve been doing with colleagues of mine is to say how do we 
then challenge the hegemony of the certain economic policies we’ve lived with for the 
past thirty years? And throughout yesterday and today, we’ve mentioned human 
rights, and human rights being integral to gender equality, we’ve talked about 

“We need more 
feminist 
economists in 
places of power 
and decision-
making.” 

Prof. Radhika Balakrishnan 
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participation in terms of human rights. What I would like to advocate for is using 
human rights as the ethical standard and the framework by which we assess 
economic policy. So, when there is a crisis to not only look at human rights to make 
sure that people don’t go hungry or that there are enough girls in school, but what 
does human rights tell us about the making of economic policy?  

A few times today, the issues of austerity were brought up, and Europe is in the midst 
of austerity; austerity is sort of the new mantra of economic policy and somehow 
there is an assumption that austerity is going to solve our economic problems, which 
I think most of us know is actually creating our economic problems.  

So, how do we look at austerity from a human rights perspective? Are there things 
within the human rights framework that allows us to look at austerity? Well, there 
are. One is the principle of non-retrogression. That means, as a state moves towards 
the realization of certain rights, like the right to health, the rights to food, the rights 
to education, all those things that we’ve talked about, there’s a principle you’re not 
supposed to retrogress from those rights. That actually gives you a critique of 
austerity programs, because what austerity does is cut social spending. Well, human 
rights says you can’t do that. 

 It also tells us that a countercyclical macroeconomic policy is what we need. We need 
to actually think about what kind of macroeconomic policy helps equity and equality, 
not just in terms of men and women, but inequality across the board because we need 
to look at all aspects. We need a progressive policy, based on non-retrogression; we 
need to look at the realization of economic and social rights. Not just non-
retrogression, but the other principle is progressive realization, so over time, are we 
progressively realizing the kind of economic and social rights that we need to?  

The third in terms of macroeconomic policy, and I think this is a really important one 
in this time in the world, and again talking about Norway being the lead in so many 
indicators, is the obligation to use the maximum of your available resources to fulfill 
economic and social rights. I’m not making this up, these are in the covenant and 
other places, so it’s not just the feminist trying to come up with new ways of 
convincing people to do the right thing, but these are human rights standards and 
norms.  

So what does maximum of available resources say? It says the state is supposed to use 
the maximum of the available resources for economic and social rights fulfillment. 
Mostly, this has been used to look at budgets, gender budgeting as one of the tools, 
but what we’ve argued is that it’s not just about looking at the existing budget, but 
how did you come up with that budget? What are your revenue strategies? Do you 
have progressive taxation policies that allow you enough resources so that there’s 
enough money for social spending? What are your obligations for overseas 
development assistance in countries that might not have those resources? That is also 
an extraterritorial obligation towards the maximum of available resources. So, there’s 
many, many tools that human rights norms allow you.  

I would say that another macroeconomic policy that we really need to spend some 
time looking at is regulation and how there’s been a regulatory change where the 
interests of the financial sector has really taken over the interests of workers and 
really poor women.  

Administrator Helen Clark talked about the food crisis as being an important one. 
Well, the food crisis comes out of the financial crisis.  
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There are some aspects of supply and demand in terms of there’s not enough supply, 
but it also is the volatility of finance that goes and invests in food commodities that 
makes food prices go so high that poor women are no longer able to buy their food. So 
how do we regulate the mobility of capital that creates these multiple crises? We talk 
about finance, food and the environment; well they’re all interlinked.  

It’s the mobility of money going around and investing in these places that creates 
these crises, so I think it’s very important for gender equality that we talk about the 
regulation, and I actually don’t use the words “deregulation” and “regulation” because 
deregulation always sounds like something liberatory and so then there are no rules, 
but actually its just a different kind of regulation, and one regulation is in the 
interests of the financial sector and another form of regulation is in the interests of 
what the people who live in these countries need. I think what we need in terms of 

gender equality is the reregulation of the financial 
sector in the interest of people who live in many 
countries.  

I want to go back to some of the issues of gender 
equality and I think one of the things that was 
mentioned that really needs more attention are 
the issues of unpaid care work by women in 
terms of the economic crisis. Here, I think we 
know, and Helen Clark mentioned this in her 
comments as well, that during crises, women end 
up carrying the burden of unpaid care work and I 
think this is important, but what I think we need 
to do is not just talk about it as “Look, this is what 
happened”, but many feminist economists for the 
last fifteen years have been trying to say there is 
an assumption that women are going to absorb 
that work, which is why these spending cuts 
happen in the first place. So, what is the elasticity 
of women’s labor that is assumed to make certain 
macroeconomic policies?  

We need to not say, “The impact is because 
women will notice that women take on an undue 
burden”, but it’s actually assumed before the 
policies are made. If you cut healthcare, do you 
think people are just not going to be taken care 

of? No, you know that there is going to be an extension of women time, the lack of 
leisure, the lack of ability for work and paid employment and maybe girls are taken 
out of school to educate their younger brothers. All of these are sort of known facts, so 
let’s call it that before budget cuts happen. In terms of unpaid care work, we need to 
recognize them, we need more disaggregated data, measurements in terms of 
statistics, analyses and policy implications, we need to reduce them in terms of public 
investment and appropriate infrastructure, daycare, I think Norway is a great 
example of really important ways in which this has been done, and redistributed in 
terms of the household, in terms of whoever is in the household that takes care of 
unpaid care work.  

Many people have talked about the need for reproductive rights and the need for 
reproductive freedom and a freedom from violence, which is critical for women’s 

“If you cut 
healthcare, do you 
think people are 
just not going to be 
taken care of? No, 
you know that 
there is going to be 
an extension of 
women time, the 
lack of leisure, the 
lack of ability for 
work and paid 
employment and 
maybe girls are 
taken out of school 
to educate their 
younger brothers.” 

Prof. Radhika Balakrishnan 
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equality, and we need to reform the structures by which we reproduce or even 
compound gender and equality over time and across generations and again I come 
back to macroeconomic policy as being central to women’s equality.  

I think it’s very important to talk about participation of women and more women in 
higher education, but also I think there’s a lot of talk about how women are good for 
growth, investing in women is good for growth, women’s employment is good for 
growth. Well, that’s not an agreed conclusion.  

There have been studies done by colleagues of mine who have shown that in many 
countries, growth has been based on the inequality in wages of women and so it has 
actually been born on the backs of women, that growth does not necessarily mean 
that there is going to be gender parity, so what we need to look at is not just inclusion 
of women but what actually happens to women’s access to an adequate standard of 
living, decent work and not just social inclusion for the sake of inclusion.  

The last thing I want to highlight, given the globalization of the world we live in, is the 
need for us to not just look at national policies, but extraterritorial policies.  

We all talk about globalization and how we’re all connected. Well, if we’re all 
connected, how do we come up with rules that regulate the way we’re all connected? 
So, we know that, for example, the financial crisis that started in the United States 
has had huge and deep impacts all across the world and I think those who live in 
Europe know it better than most, but that happened and now how do we more 
forward in terms of a framework that allows us to look at those issues in an integrated 
way?  

I think one of the things that we really need as we move forward, as we discuss the 
post-2015 agenda, is really an international system of extraterritorial obligations, 
because we know that something that happens in one country is going to have an 
impact on another, and we can’t just wait until it happens to say there is an impact, 
but in terms of a human rights framework, there is a master principle that has 
recently been elaborated in terms of extraterritorial obligations, and there’s global 
governance and extraterritorial both state, and again something that we really need to 
talk about is the need to talk about non-state actors and not just the state.  

I’ve been involved in the civil society part of the 2015 agenda and the entire focus on 
public private partnerships I think is something we need to be a little wary of in terms 
of what kind of regulatory framework we have, to make sure that the private sector is 
also being held to account, not just being allowed to run amuck in the way they have 
recently. So, I would say non-state actors, and that the realization of human rights be 
the central goal of economic policy because what is economic policy for, if not for us 
all living in a society in which we realize both our civil and political and our economic 
and social rights.  

Lastly, and I’ll end with this, I think when we talk about human rights and economic 
policy, or human rights in general, and I think it came up yesterday in several of the 
panels, a sort of ambivalence to the human rights framework as something that might 
be used as a sort of a stick by donor governments to say, especially for developing 
countries, that human rights are going to be used as another conditionality and 
therefore a slight ambivalence towards the human rights framework.  I actually think 
that we need to turn the lens on that and say that human rights might actually be a 
tool for developing countries to hold donor countries accountable of how they 
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actually provide aid, what they’re giving them, what are the structural adjustment 
policies.  

I’ll give you a great example, something that’s gotten me incredibly furious in the last 
week, is that for France, the credit rating agencies lowered France’s credit rating last 
week, I don’t know if you’ve heard, but they did. The credit rating agencies are non-
governed, they’re private enterprise, but they have a huge impact on the debt of a 
country, because when your credit rating is lowered, your debt is increased. The 
reason that they gave for lowering France’s credit ratings is that their taxes were too 
high and their government expenditures are too large. I think when we have a credit 
rating agency that can decide what happens to a government’s ability to function, 
which is to tax and spend, we definitely need an international regulatory process that 
looks at the extraterritorial obligations.  

So, to end with, I think what we need, I agree with Helen Clark, are more feminist 
economists making economic policy decisions at the international, national and 
regional levels and I think that we need to use human rights as the ethical framework 
by which we make macroeconomic decisions and not just decisions about 
participation. 

Thank you. 
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Shirin Ebadi, Nobel Peace Prize Laureate  

 
Transcription and adaptation by Ingvill Aalborg/FOKUS 

I greet every one of you ladies and gentlemen, 

I hope you have enjoyed the great discussion up until now and that you have 
benefitted a lot from this seminar.  

I would also like to take the opportunity to congratulate this wonderful 100th 
anniversary for the women of this country, 

And to greet all the Norwegian women who have inspired the women in the other 
countries thanks to their efforts, and they have also inspired the women in Iran. 

100 years ago the women in Norway have won a great victory and managed to get the 
right to vote after so much suffering and efforts and you see how in many crucial and 
important posts in this country women are at the upfront. And this is because what 
you have managed to achieve in Norway, what you have won, you have protected that 
and taken good care of it.  

In many countries in the world, in different stages of the history of those countries, 
women managed to get their rights, but unfortunately they were not able to protect 
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what they had won, and they’ve lost their rights. For example, in my country, in Iran, 
57 years ago we were able to get our right to vote, and it seems like today, the women 
of Iran after 57 years should be able to have political posts because we were the first 
country in the Middle East that managed to get this wonderful right, the right to vote. 
But unfortunately according to the statistics that we have received this very month, 
and these numbers that I will share with you now have been announced and declared 
by the government of Iran which means we have no doubt about the credibility of 
these numbers and  statistics.  They have announced that Iran is,  that when it comes 
to women’s opportunities, financial opportunities and political capacities; out of 136 
countries Iran is number 130 on that list, so this gives you an idea of what the 
situation for women of Iran is like. 

And bearing in mind that we were able to get the right to vote over 50 years ago;  

Why are we so behind? Where does this come from? What is the cause of this? 

And in general, how come women in Islamic countries have fewer rights and 
generally speaking are always behind? 

 
Shirin Ebadi.  

The roots of discrimination in Islamic countries, we can say that they all share the 
common roots, the causes are the same. And that is due to the patriarchal culture that 
comes and takes Islam and the wrong interpretation of Islam as a discourse and 
discriminates women.   

This root is there in all Islamic countries.  

However, this common root manifests itself in different ways in different countries. 
For example, when we look at the Arab spring: When it started, women had a very 
important role in those great revolutions in Egypt, in Tunisia… women were at the 
forefront, they were active to the point of managing to change a whole regime, and it 
was natural, it was normal that these women were looking forward to having a better 
position after the dictatorship ended in their country, and they were hoping that their 
right as a human being would be respected and that they would be dignified.  
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But unfortunately Islamic fundamentalists, when they reached power, they have 
abused the name of Islam and they have taken advantage of Islam and the religious 
discourse, and they have managed to worsen the situation for women , and in order to 
hinder women from continuing their efforts in these countries, and especially in 
Egypt, the number of rapes increased. In fact, by raping women and sexually 
assaulting women, they tried to make the streets a very dangerous place for women, 
because they wanted women to go back home and not to fight for their political rights 
and not to speak about equality and equal rights, and this is where I think that the 
roots of the causes of rape and the rape cases that we had in Egypt; it was to force 
women to go back to their houses. 

And obviously the same was the case in other countries, in Iran for example. In a 
different way, this has been done in Iran as well. In Iran, any woman who objects and 
opposes discriminatory laws and shows her disapproval, she becomes prosecuted, 
and she will be accused by the prosecutor as a person who would threaten the 
national security of the country.  

And the government says; the women who disagree with our laws, the disapproval of 
these women actually managed to threaten the national security of the whole country.  

Obviously this is only an excuse to accuse women and to force them to be silenced.  

I was a lawyer for some of these women who were imprisoned because of their 
feminist activities. In court, I told the general prosecutor: if a woman says I do not 
want my husband to have another wife, does that really mean that Israel will actually 
attack Iran? Is this what you are telling me? What kind of an argument is this?!  

And unfortunately, one of the most important manifestations of a dictatorship is 
when the courts of these countries lose their independence. Courts in Iran are 
absolutely not independent, and many of our feminists were arrested and sent to 
prison, and now we have almost 20 feminists who are imprisoned.  

Some of them were sentences to many years, like Bahareh Hedayat, 9 years of 
imprisonment, this was her punishment, and why?  

Because she, this young girl says I want the same rights as my brother, I want to be, 
like my brother, a full human being.  

Therefore we see and we witness how at the forefront of opposition to dictatorship 
states in Islamic countries are actually the women. The women are at the front row of 
these oppositions.  

And fortunately, many women are very intelligent, very knowledgeable and very wise 
in their opposition. 

For example, in a country like Saudi Arabia, where we have radical Islam, and it is 
very influential when it comes to the politics of the country, and the smallest 
objection coming from the women of the country, they say that you are opposing the 
religion and you are opposing Islam and they suppress them.  

Now what the women in this country have done is that they have started from a very 
small thing. 

You know that in Saudi Arabia women are not allowed to drive a car. 

And they launched a campaign in which women are telling the government; We want 
to have the right to be able to drive.  
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My dear friend who is present here from Saudi Arabia, you will soon listen to her talk.  

Allow me to say something as an expert in women’s rights:  

These women have started from a very intelligent place, because the government will 
not be able to tell them; you are not a Muslim. Because in Islam, nothing has been 
said about driving, right? 

So no one can come and say; look, the interpretation of this is that you are working 
against Islam, right?  

So it was a very intelligent move from these ladies. And if they are able to be 
victorious and to get this right from this government, this is the beginning of many 
victories to come. 

Women in Islamic countries should be aware 
that their opposition and their movement 
should lead them to a victory and therefore 
they should find a way to do this through 
religion itself. And this is the reason why I 
advise feminist Muslim women; please get to 
know Islam well so you are able to interpret 
it correctly.  

To this day, men were the interpreters of the 
Quran.  

Now it’s the turn of the women, the women 
should be the ones who interpret the Quran.  

And show the world that we too can be 
Muslims and have complete and equal rights. 

This is the Islam that we want and we want to introduce to the whole world.  

Now allow me to speak to you a bit about my country, about Iran. In Iran in 1979 we 
had an Islamic revolution. And after this revolution, all the discriminatory laws 
against women were approved one after the other.  

Among these laws are: the law that allows a man to marry four women.   

A married woman is not allowed to leave the country without the permission of her 
husband. 

The inheritance of a woman is half that of a man, and the value that is given to the life 
of a woman is half the value that is given to the life of a man. Meaning if I go with my 
brother in the street and we have a car accident and we are injured, the compensation 
that is given to my brother is actually twice as much as the one that is given to me. 

The testimony of two women is equal to one man, and many other discriminatory 
laws that were approved after the revolution. And women objected and they went to 
prison as a result of their objection. But they continued in this movement.  

Some of our women were even executed. But every time they executed a woman, 
every time a woman ended up in prison, in that person’s place ten other women arose 
and took the place of that woman.  

“To this day, men 
were the 
interpreters of the 
Quran. Now it’s the 
turn of the women. 
We too can be 
Muslims and have 
complete and equal 
rights.” 

Shirin Ebadi, Nobel Peace Prize 
Laureate 
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They have done this so much and they were so active that they managed to change 
some of these laws, for example the law related to the custody of a child after a 
divorce. In 2004 this law was changed, meaning the law that was approved by the 
government and it stated that it was Islamic and it will not be able to be changed 
because it is Islamic, but they actually changed it, why?  Because women were active, 
because they paid a high prize for it, and because they managed to show that this 
change we are proposing can also be Islamic because we have interpreted Islam in a 
different way.  

We managed to get great victories but we are still not satisfied. We want equal rights 
and that is the reason why we will fight against the current government and we do not 
agree with the current government’s policies because they are also discriminating 
women.  

This year, 2013 we have had elections in Iran and we have a newly elected president, 
and he made many great promises that he would change many things, and many 
women went to vote for him because they were hoping for the changes that we was 
promising.  

And he won the elections. 

But do you really think that the situation for women and women’s rights has changed 
at all in Iran? No.  

When it comes to women’s rights in Iran, and in general when it comes to human 
rights, nothing has changed, we are still in those terrible conditions like in the past, 
and we are even in a worse position than before.  

For example, Mr. Ahmadinejad who was a representative of the fundamentalists in 
Iran, he at least had a woman as a minister; we had a woman minister for health.  

But unfortunately the new president, who was elected thanks to our vote, the 
women’s vote, he didn’t even appoint a single woman in his government.  

And he openly said: I am against appointing women as ministers.  

When it comes to gender segregation and gender quotas at the universities; that 
started actually in 2011 and it is jeopardizing women and their progress in Iran.  

In Iran, more than 60% of the university students were always women. 

But two years ago the government created this gender quota and they managed 
through this strategy to bring down the number of women who enroll in some 
careers.  

And now we have some careers at some universities where they would not accept 
women enrolling. 

And a girl who wants to go and study a career has to go and change her city, and this 
creates a problem.  

Before actually all the universities and all the different careers allowed women.  And 
so the government of Iran, instead of encouraging women to go to university, they 
created a hindrance. 

They don’t want the women in Iran to have higher education. Why? Because a woman 
who is educated, she knows her value. And that woman will not accept to be 
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discriminated and she will fight to come out of these discriminatory laws and to have 
an equal situation to men, and this is something that the government is scared of. 

Now after the new president’s election, 
unfortunately, we have had the approval of a 
terrible law. According to this law, it is allowed for 
a man to marry his adopted child. 

It is terrible. But they made this legal. And they 
say that in Islam, we are allowed to marry 
adopted children. 

Now do you see to what extent they are using and 
abusing religion? And men, in order to have more 
rights for themselves, to what extent they take a 
religion and they use the religion, and they design 
a law and they say that a man can marry his 
adopted child.  

This law was a law that was opposed by the 
women in Iran but unfortunately no one listened 
to them. And our women, for these very reasons 
that I shared with you will continue their struggle. 

We still have these horrendous punishments like stoning. If a woman who is married 
has a sexual relationship with another man, they stone that woman.  

These laws were approved after the revolution in 1979.  

And fortunately the Arab women who have created the Arab spring have learned from 
the history of Iran and from the very beginning they have stood in front of the Islamic 
fundamentalists. 

The women in Tunisia struggled beautifully. They stood in front of the Islamic 
government, which accepted to have the elections early.  

There is no doubt that this time the seculars will win the elections.  

You have seen what happened in Egypt when Mursi was elected president. He did a 
terrible job as a president really and he wanted to limit the rights of women. You saw 
how women actually came out in the streets and they protested, and they brought 
their husbands, their brothers and their sons, and they said to them, Come, and stand 
in front of Mursi and don’t allow him to continue with his politics.  

In fact it was these women who stopped the turning point of history, and I am very 
hopeful about the future of Arab women and of Muslim women.  

I know the day will come very soon. They will also have their equal rights. They will 
have the same rights that the women have in your country.  

And until that day we will struggle, we will fight.  

We are grateful for your support, for your sympathy, and your help.  

Especially to the Norwegian women, we are very grateful to all of you because you are 
always protecting Muslim Women.  

Thank you very much.  

“They don’t want 
the women in Iran 
to have higher 
education. Why? 
Because a woman 
who is educated, 
she knows her 
value. And that 
woman will not 
accept to be 
discriminated” 

Shirin Ebadi, Nobel Peace Prize 
Laureate 
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Madeleine Rees, Secretary General, WILPF (Women’s 

International League for Peace and Freedom) 

 

 

 

Madeleine Rees  

Madeleine Rees is the Secretary General of the Women’s International League for 
Peace and Freedom. The Chambers directory of British lawyers has cited her as one of 
the leading lawyers in the field of discrimination. In 1998, Rees began working for the 
Office of the High Commissioner for Human Rights as the gender expert and Head of 
Office in Bosnia and Herzegovina. While there, Madeleine was a member of the 
expert coordination group of the trafficking task force of the Stability Pact, known 
then as the Alliance against Trafficking. Rees helped expose human rights abuses 
related to the sex trade in Bosnia by testifying in support of Kathryn Bolkovac, a UN 
International Police Force monitor whose story was later told in the feature film The 
Whistleblower. 

 

Read more: http://www.fokuskvinner.no/en/Frontpage-EN/16-Days-of-action-
2011/7th-December/   

http://www.fokuskvinner.no/en/Frontpage-EN/16-Days-of-action-2011/7th-December/
http://www.fokuskvinner.no/en/Frontpage-EN/16-Days-of-action-2011/7th-December/
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Hibaaq Osman, CEO and Founder of Karama – Dignity and 

Equality 

 “Women’s Shifting Narrative & Challenges Ahead in the Arab 
Region”  

 
 

 

1. The narrative on women’s rights has shifted dramatically over the 

last three years. 

 

The revolutions were a time where women were honored as equals and trusted to play 
an equal role in the political and social landscape. Women’s rights were part of the 
larger narrative of human rights for all and therefor anchored within the demands of 
the revolution. 

Post-revolution transitions have seen a hijacking and loss of hard-won women’s 
rights. The nature of the backlash ranged from the assault of women protesters to 
detainment of women activists and exclusion of women’s participation in transitional 
decision-making bodies.  

Governments failed to address the loss of women’s rights and became distracted by 
other issues. The lack of commitment to women is coupled with a failure to focus on 
human rights more generally.  

Women are fighting, and will continue to fight, to regain their rights. They are 
mobilizing to build awareness, lobby governments, inform international stakeholders 
and invoke concrete, measurable and joint actions to ensure women are included and 
their priorities are emphasized in new governments, new constitutions and other 
essential frameworks. 
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2. There are many challenges ahead, but we have the tools to combat 

them.  

 

A. The focal point must be women’s involvement and inclusion. We cannot 

be distracted by other issues such as political infighting.  

 No matter which parties form, there must be some mechanism for 

ensuring women have a role within them, that they are included on 

party lists and election ballots.  

 Women’s priorities in the constitution must be part of the broader 

agenda. Women voters must be informed and cohesive, positioning 

themselves as a constituency that politicians must respond to and 

satisfy. 

B. Conflict and insecurity must be addressed in dialogues and transition 

processes. 

 The remit of women extends far beyond only their rights. They must 

be a part of peace talks and reconciliation dialogues. and they must 

participate in peacekeeping and military bodies. 

 Violence against women conducted in conjunction with conflict and 

war must be criminalized and prosecuted. Support services must be 

developed to address consequences of such violence.  

C. Disjointed and short-term approaches to civil society and rights agenda 

are thwarting long-term sustainability and progress of reforms.  

 International community rhetoric must now turn into action on 

inclusive peace-building and development, and ensuring that 

both men and women have an equal role to play. 
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 We must make the case for long-term support (rather than ad 

hoc event support), beyond the initial transition period and in 

partnership (and through the leadership) of local entities, 

supported by national, regional and international-level 

stakeholders.  

 
 

3. Women’s rights is not a women’s issue. It is a security issue, an 

economic issue, and a political issue. It is an issue that affects 

national wellbeing and international security and development. 

Without women, democracy will not be authentic or successful. 

When women lose, everyone loses. When women gain, everyone 

gains. 
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Session Six: Women’s Participation in Peace Processes 

Moderator: Torunn L. Tryggestad, Researcher, PRIO  

Sanam Anderlini, Co-founder of the International Civil society Action Network 
(ICAN) 

Comments by:  

Bandana Rana, President of Saathi and member of the Global Network of Women 
Peacebuilders (the case of Nepal) 

Adriana María Benjumea, Director, Humanas (the case of Colombia) 

 
Speakers of Session Six: Sanam Anderlini, Bandana Rana, Adriana María Benjumea, and moderator Torunn L. 
Tryggestad.  

Sanam Anderlini, Co-founder ICAN (International Civil Society 

Action Network) 

Sanam Naraghi Anderlini is the Founder and Executive Director of the International 
Civil Society Action Network (ICAN) that specializes in opening political space for 
women in conflict situations. She is a former UN Standby Team expert on Gender. 
She has provided expert-level support to the drafting of Security Council resolutions 
1325 (2000) and 1820 (2008), and worked as an advisor on gender issues for the 
World Bank, Department of Peacekeeping Operations, DPA, Office for the 
Coordination of Humanitarian Affairs and the United Kingdom. 

Bandana Rana, President of Saathi. Global Network of Women 

Peacebuilders 

Bandana Rana is one of the leaders of the women's movement in Nepal with more 
than 25 years of active engagement in promoting women's rights and gender equality. 
She has worked from the grassroots to the national and global level to address the 
concerns of survivors of violence, marginalized and destitute women and their 
empowerment. She believes in creating opportunities, saving lives and promoting 
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peace for a just and equal society. Ms. Rana is one of the founders and currently the 
executive chair of Saathi, a pioneer NGO working on violence against women and 
girls. 

Adriana María Benjumea, Director of Humanas 

Adriana Benjumea is a feminist lawyer and the director of Corporación Humanas in 
Colombia, a regional center for human rights and gender justice. Humanas is part of 
the Regional Feminist Coordination, whose purpose is to ensure access to justice for 
women victims of violence. Ms. Benjumea has been a researcher and research 
coordinator in the investigations conducted by Corporación Humanas on sexual 
violence in the context of armed conflict. Currently, she is representing women 
victims of sexual violence in a case against the paramilitaries. 

Read more: “Feminist voices in the Colombian peace process” by Adriana 
Benjumea for the 16 Days of Activism Against Gender Violence Campaign   
http://www.fokuskvinner.no/no/Forsiden/16-Days/5-desember/  

 
 

Adriana María Benjumea.  
“No more violence! Make peace with women”. Photo: Bente Bjercke  

http://www.fokuskvinner.no/no/Forsiden/16-Days/5-desember/


94 
 

 

Closing Session: Looking to the Future  

 

Moderator:  Rina Mariann Hansen, Labour Party politician and chair of FOKUS 
Board  

Hala Al Dosari, Researcher of health services and women’s rights advocate, Saudi 
Arabia   

Khalida Popal, Women’s rights activist and former Captain of the National Afghan 
women’s football team 

Maria Kristine Göthner, City Council Secretary to the Oslo City Council Governing 
Mayor and board member of the Norwegian Young Conservatives 

 
Text by Jenny K. Lorentzen, PRIO. 

The conference ended on a note for reflection. Looking to the future, the young 
generation was given the stage. Hala Al Dosari, Researcher of health services and 
women’s rights advocate, Saudi Arabia, and Khalida Popal, Women’s rights activist 
and former Captain of the National Afghan women’s football team, were joined by 
Maria Kristine Göthner, City Council Secretary to the Oslo City Council Governing 
Mayor and board member of the Norwegian Young Conservatives, in a discussion 
about their visions for the future in terms of opportunities and challenges for equal 
rights and opportunities. With one panelist from Saudi Arabia, the country with the 
lowest employment rate for women in the world, and another that has fled her home 
country after receiving threats to her life caused by her wish to play football, this 
session left us all with an afterthought.  
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Hala Aldosari, Researcher and Women’s Rights Advocate 

 
Hala Aldosari 

Read more: “Obstacles and opportunities: The suffrage rights of Saudi 
women” by Dr. Hala Aldosari http://www.fokuskvinner.no/en/Frontpage-EN/16-
Days-of-action-2011/4th-December/  

 

Concerned with the situation of women in the country when the NATO forces are 
leaving Afghanistan, Khalida Popal urged the international community not to 
abandon the women of Afghanistan. “We need your help” she said, “It is not easy to 
be women in Afghanistan. But we will be the future of Afghanistan, if you let us.” 

No representative of the younger generation should doubt that there is still much to 
be done in the fight for women’s rights and gender equality after listening to these 
words from a young Afghan football player. 

http://www.fokuskvinner.no/en/Frontpage-EN/16-Days-of-action-2011/4th-December/
http://www.fokuskvinner.no/en/Frontpage-EN/16-Days-of-action-2011/4th-December/
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Khalida Popal, Women’s Rights Activist and Footballer 

  
Khalida Popal.  

Read more: Interview with Khalida Popal 
http://www.fokuskvinner.no/en/Frontpage-EN/16-Days-of-action-2011/8th-
December/  

 

Maria Kristine Göthner, Norwegian Young Conservatives 

 
Maria Kristine Göthner. 

 

http://www.fokuskvinner.no/en/Frontpage-EN/16-Days-of-action-2011/8th-December/
http://www.fokuskvinner.no/en/Frontpage-EN/16-Days-of-action-2011/8th-December/
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See more:  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
  

 

#WPPOslo 

Recordings 

See recordings of the entire conference on the Ministry of 

Children, Equality and Social Inclusion’s website:  

Day One: 

http://www.regjeringen.no/nb/dep/bld/lyd_bilde/nett-tv/nett-

tv-stemmerettsjubileet-2013-dag-1.html?id=744803 

Day Two: 

http://www.regjeringen.no/nb/dep/bld/lyd_bilde/nett-tv/nett-

tv-stemmerettsjubileet-2013-dag-2.html?id=744804  

 

Photos 

All photos by Julie Lunde Lillesæter/ PRIO unless otherwise noted.  See 

more  photos from the conference on PRIO’s Flickr stream:  

http://www.flickr.com/photos/priophotos/sets/72157637657493546/  

 

See photos from the 16 Days of Activism Against Gender Violence 
Campaign here: 
http://www.flickr.com/photos/90567380@N07/sets/72157638544652926/ 

Read more on the FOKUS website:  

http://www.fokuskvinner.no/en/Frontpage-

EN/Conferences/Stemmerettsjubileet/ 

 

Read more on the PRIO website: 

http://prio.no/News/Item/?x=1788  

 

http://www.regjeringen.no/nb/dep/bld/lyd_bilde/nett-tv/nett-tv-stemmerettsjubileet-2013-dag-1.html?id=744803
http://www.regjeringen.no/nb/dep/bld/lyd_bilde/nett-tv/nett-tv-stemmerettsjubileet-2013-dag-1.html?id=744803
http://www.regjeringen.no/nb/dep/bld/lyd_bilde/nett-tv/nett-tv-stemmerettsjubileet-2013-dag-2.html?id=744804
http://www.regjeringen.no/nb/dep/bld/lyd_bilde/nett-tv/nett-tv-stemmerettsjubileet-2013-dag-2.html?id=744804
http://www.flickr.com/photos/priophotos/sets/72157637657493546/
http://www.flickr.com/photos/90567380@N07/sets/72157638544652926/
http://www.fokuskvinner.no/en/Frontpage-EN/Conferences/Stemmerettsjubileet/
http://www.fokuskvinner.no/en/Frontpage-EN/Conferences/Stemmerettsjubileet/
http://prio.no/News/Item/?x=1788
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About:  

 

All texts in this report are notes from the speakers themselves unless otherwise noted 

and may have been adapted to print by FOKUS.  

The speech by Shirin Ebadi was delivered in Farsi; the transcription is based upon the 

simultaneous translation into English.  

 

 

 

 

Report by Ingvill Aalborg/FOKUS 

www.fokuskvinner.no , fokus@fokuskvinner.no 

 

Contact:  

Gro Lindstad, Executive Director, FOKUS, GL@fokuskvinner.no   

Torunn L. Tryggestad, Researcher, PRIO, torunn@prio.no  

 

 

The conference was planned and organized by the Forum for Women and 

Development (FOKUS) and the Peace Research Institute, Oslo (PRIO) in close co-

operation with the National Suffrage Centenary Committee 1913-2013. The 

conference was funded by the Norwegian Ministry of Foreign Affairs and the 

Norwegian Ministry of Children, Equality and Social Inclusion. 
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