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Ladies and Gentlemen,  May I wish you a warm welcome to Siem Reap and to Cambodia.  We are very happy to welcome all of you here.  From a gender perspective choosing Siem Reap as the venue for this meeting is particularly appropriate.  One of the people we revere in our Cambodian history is Queen Indradevi, the wife of King Jayavarman VII, builder of Angkor Wat. She lived here  in the 12th century and was a famous writer and leader of the nation.

I think everyone present here already knows that poverty and gender are inextricably linked. I want to talk to you today about the really much harder issue of working out how to implement policies, for gender, for poverty reduction, or for any development problem. 

One thing has become very clear for us who are working on PRS in our respective countries.  A lot of money may come into a country in the form of aid, that money becomes debased if it is not used for those who are the most needy.  To reach to the poorest may be the goal for all of us, but this invariably gets deflected in the desire for planners to try and address all the problems they face.   Trying to do everything to make Cambodia, or Laos, or Vietnam a better place is understandable, but I believe this all-embracing planning must stop – even with all the money we have, we do not have enough to do EVERYTHING. 

So we can have the best policies in the world, but without money to back them they will remain simply a ‘wish list’.   Year after year we can meet to discuss the problems and I can tell you, the situation will not change.  The only answer is to prioritise.

I have been asked within the context of the National Poverty Reduction Strategy many times, ‘How do you prioritize your policies?’.  It seems that often people do feel that there are too much things to do, and so it’s just impossible to do anything. So how do we prioritize? There is really one thing to think of when you decide on a priority.  Who does it benefit most equitably. Will the poorest benefit? Or only the well-off? If we build a school and the poorest are unable to use it or if we build a health centre and the poor don’t come to it, then that really means that this is a waste of public money. And if we use that yardstick I believe it is possible to find priorities.

So we need to think of what are the priorities for achieving gender equality. If I have a budget of $1000 dollars, I have to decide whether I should use that for gender mainstreaming, to pass a law, to have advocacy, to stop trafficking, to write a policy, or to educate a girl.  

All of these are very important and if I don’t prioritize I will soon find my $1000 useless.  I think then, ‘Oh, how nice if it was a million or even ten million’.  But does that change anything. I don't have ten million, and even a billion will not make any difference if I don’t prioritize.

So that is the challenge I suggest to you for this meeting.  We know for instance that educating a girl leads to a virtuous spiral.  We know that literacy affects fertility not only directly but also indirectly through child mortality. The poorest women in Cambodia for instance, have a total fertility rate of 6.7 children.  This is not because the women want to have so many children but it is because only 11% of the poorest women have access to contraceptives.  A World Bank study as far back as 1991 wrote: "The ability to earn and control income appears to be one of the most powerful determinants of women's status".   I would ask you, how, without education and without access to reproductive health can women earn a sensible wage. We want to have growth but when we look at even a small loan of $200 that a woman might need to set up a water pump and find that she has to pay interest at 20% per month then we know that her land will soon be forfeit and she will go further into poverty.

Think about all the things to do for gender, discuss them, but then, seriously, put your hands in your pockets and purses, see how much you really have to spend, and choose the most important, most useful, things to do, that will reach the poorest women, and make a difference to their lives. The results of these deliberations will feed into another big meeting being held in October and will have far reaching consequences.  I wish you well.  Thank you… !
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