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17-18 SEPTEMBER 2003, SIEM REAP, CAMBODIA

Your Excellencies, Ladies and Gentlemen

On behalf of the Royal Government of Cambodia, I would like to welcome the delegations from six participating governments and NGOs, to our country.  We sincerely hope that you will enjoy your visit here and take this opportunity to see the marvels of Angkor.

We have all been engaged, to one degree or another, in the preparation of Poverty Reduction Strategies.  This is a huge responsibility for any Government, whether we have a relatively small population or a very large one.  It is a particular challenge for countries which have a small national income but with populations which have high expectations.  

In many ways we should be pleased when people have high expectations for themselves and their families.  Such people will work with their governments to meet those expectations rather than sitting back and expecting their governments to do everything for them.  When governments and their people are working together, the role of the government should be to create the enabling environment, to provide the infrastructure and to remove the obstacles to people seeking to improve their own circumstances.  

I think we have all come a long way since the beginning of this process.  I have looked again at the Interim Poverty Reduction Strategy Paper for Cambodia which was adopted by the Royal Government of Cambodia on 27th October 2000.  This was prepared at the same time as our Second Socio Economic Development Plan for 2001-2005.  

In the SEDPII, gender was clearly acknowledged.  It states that one of its goals is to ensure that Cambodian women participate and benefit equally with men in all sectors of society and national development. Its objectives are to mainstream gender concerns into government, non-government institutions, civil society groups and the private sector and to increase public awareness on gender issues and to change attitudes and practices to promote gender equity and equality.

Considering this context, it is interesting to note that although girls and women are mentioned under education and health policies, the IPRSP is almost completely gender blind.  Gender is not even mentioned as a cross-cutting issue. Was this because it was prepared under the umbrella of marco economic policy which, at that time, was not recognized as having gender implications?  Was it because the Ministry of Women’s and Veterans’ Affairs was too preoccupied with advocating for gender mainstreaming in the SEDPII?  I am not sure of all the possible reasons.

In the year 2001, the Government set up the Council for Social Development to carry the PRSP process forward and to translate sectoral strategies into more concrete policy and programme priorities, as well as to establish a monitoring and evaluation system.  The Ministry of Women’s and Veterans’ Affairs is one of the 10 ministries represented on the CSD.  Through the CSD, a wide range of stakeholders has been included in the process including NGOs. 

For our first regional meeting in Hanoi in March 2002, the Ministry of Women’s and Veterans’ Affairs did a lot of preparation on its Gender Action Plan for the PRSP and we were very stimulated by our experience in the First Regional Workshop.  We recognized that it was essential to integrate a gender analysis into the poverty diagnosis. 

We also recognized that there was a need to strengthen the link between gender equity priorities and the work of the different sectors.  We recognized that gender analysis had to be used to define strategies and actions.  MOWVA therefore became very active in high-level consultations where we advocated for mainstreaming gender into the PRSP.  We formed a Gender Working Group which looked over the drafts prepared by each sector.  We commented in writing on those drafts and we sought meetings with key line ministries, such as health, education, agriculture and fisheries, land management and water resources, to advocate face-to-face for actions which would be gender inclusive, such as women’s participation in Water Resources Groups, and which would address gender disparities, such as in education.  

The final version of the PRSP was by no means comprehensive even though the joint staffs of the World Bank and the Asian Development Bank in their assessment said “The (Cambodian) NPRS reflects a much improved recognition of gender issues compared with previous government documents and many gender related indicators are included.”  Just the same, we knew that we had run out of time to achieve more comprehensive targets and indicators, and we knew that strategies had to be developed in the various sectors to achieve these targets.

Fortunately, the work we have done this year for the report on the Millennium Development Goals has remedied many of the gaps in the targets and indicators. This report is being discussed in the Council of Ministers while we are here at this Workshop.  However, much more work still has to be done in the line ministries on strategies to address gender disparities.  

At the same time, capacity building is going on to strengthen our capacity to collect information and to analyse it for monitoring and evaluation purposes. The Ministry of Planning, the National Institute of Statistics and MOWVA staff have been trained by ESCAP/UNIFEM to help engender the national statistical system.  This is essential if we are to get the kind of targeted information we need to conduct the monitoring and evaluation.  We are participating in the development of the census questionnaires and the household and village surveys to ensure they are gender responsive and we have advocated for the first time-use survey which will be conducted later this year.  

You can see therefore, that we recognize mainstreaming gender is a complex and holistic process and we believe our colleagues in the Government are coming to realize this too.  We have very recently been invited to be the fifth priority ministry in the development of the Medium Term Expenditure Framework (MTEF).  This means that now we can also contribute at the macro economic policy level.  

I’m sure you will all agree that these are very significant advances for our Ministry and for the women of Cambodia.  Now we are increasingly engendering national policies, increasingly engendering the national statistical systems and the opportunity exists to ensure that the strategies for addressing at least some gender issues will be funded. 

On a another note - we are here to exchange experiences and to take stock of our actions since we last met in Hanoi and I can see that today and tonight, we are happily exchanging those experiences.  

In Hanoi, we established a network to do another important task which was to lobby financial institutions and to use bilateral cooperation to help us in our work.  We potentially have powerful allies if the financial institutions respect our efforts and work with us on gender issues.  Here I want to mention a very good example of this cooperation.  In the ADB’s Agriculture Sector Development Programme for Cambodia, the Bank has included a very important condition to the loan – that is, that it must include a gender component and the Ministry of Agriculture, Forestry and Fisheries must have a Gender Mainstreaming Action Plan as part of the programme.  MAFF has already established a high level Working Group to meet these requirements.

We are all here to share experiences in our national efforts to address poverty and to develop poverty reduction strategies.  I welcome you again and hope that we will all have a very valuable experience together.

Thank you.

