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Gender mainstreaming into poverty reductions strategies: reflections from Oxfam and civil society – Mandy Woodhouse, East Asia Regional Gender Lead, Programme Representative Oxfam GB, Viet Nam.

Your excellences, colleagues, partners and friends, Good morning first of all can I say how delighted I am to be here with you all in our shared purpose to find lasting solutions to overcome the inequalities caused by poverty.

Let me first start by stating some facts: The face of poverty is a female one. Two thirds of the poor in Asia are female. Despite the fact that Its 33 years since Esther Boserup first brought world attention to the role of women in economic development
,  30 years since the first explicit acknowledgement of women’s roles in the development process was included in a foreign policy act
, 28 years since the fist world conference on women in Mexico and nearly 10 years since The Beijing Platform for Action, set the stage for promoting gender equality…we haven’t made much progress in understanding gender inequity as a core poverty issue and therefore an essential starting point. After 30 years of knowing that poverty affects men and women differently, that not understanding these differences results in women losing from the development process and that focussing on just women and not the process itself, doesn’t address the issue, we are still here looking at how we make the poverty reduction process gender sensitive as oppose to a key strategy towards gender equality and therefore key strategy for poverty alleviation. Not only that we are still doing it outside the main poverty reduction workshop, and in some cases after the PRSP process itself.

I am here today to reflect on Oxfam’s experience of mainstreaming gender into poverty reduction strategies. This part of Oxfam’s work comes under our wider work of ‘a right to be heard’, namely that ‘all poor men and women will have an effective voice in influencing decisions affecting their lives, will achieve their civil and political rights, and will enjoy equal status with others’. So for Oxfam, ensuring Poverty reduction Strategies actually serve poor men and women is a right of the people such initiatives are supposed to help. And its also and obligation for us, the participants who have gathered here in this comfortable setting. After all we spend an enormous amount of money and time in their name, often with little or no consultation, and sometimes in ways that may exacerbate rather than improve the situation of poor people and poor women in particular.

Oxfam works in different ways on Poverty Reduction Strategies mostly on participation and advocacy to achieve gender mainstreaming. In 2002 Oxfam conducted and evaluation to assess the extent that its work on poverty reduction has been mainstreaming gender and diversity. Oxfam works in 17 countries that are involved in PR processes and looked in depth at 11 of those. These countries span the globe; East Asia, Central Africa, Middle East, Central America. Despite our strong reputation on gender mainstreaming, we didn’t do so well so I’d like to share with you our learning:

1. Policy Evaporation: One reason that so few PRSPs have mainstreamed gender is because of widespread stakeholder assumption that engendered participatory processes would feed into PRSPs. With this belief, Oxfam invested heavily to ensure participatory processes became gender inclusive and flagged up key gender issues. But PRSP writing teams have hardly paid attention to participatory inputs. For example sex-disaggregated data emerging from Uganda;s PRSP participatory process was re-agreggated in the Ugandan PRSP thereby obscuring gender differences and inequalities. This dilution of gender focus according to Helen Derbyshire (DFID) is ‘policy evaporation’. Another example of this is where the head of a PRSP drafting team, after presenting the final version of the PRSP said, ‘I had to take out a lot of the gender issues because it would have been a gender strategy and not a poverty reduction one’

2. Conceptual confusion: WID Vs GAD approach. Most PRSPs produced to date apply an obsolete, women in development (WID) approach mentioning a few female problems in isolation, such as girls not attending school, women’s reproductive health problems and domestic violence. Most PRSPs fail to mainstream gender by applying a gender and development (GAD) approach- analysing inequalities between males and females and proposing solutions to eliminate these inequalities. Rawanda’s PRSP exceptionally mainstreams gender because Rawandan stakeholders were committed enough to initiate a series of deliberate steps and allocate sufficient resources to implement them.

3. Staffing and culture: One of the essential elements for gender mainstreaming is staff knowledge, skills and commitment to address gender issues in their work. Although most of the key players involved in PRSP have policy commitments to gender equality policy commitments fail to be translated into implementation and impact. In some countries, particularly transition economies, there is a general belief that countries have achieved gender equality because there are gender equal laws and women’s associations.

4. Women as well as men- and gender equality advocates- influencing decision making at all levels.  Women are still being marginalized from the decision making process and many women’s organisations feel far removed from the macro economic debate, their involvement is usually in participatory consultations only. Reports from partners state that high numbers of women in planning and decision making bodies does not necessarily mean that gender issues are being addressed. Advocacy for gender equality can be and should be carried out by men too. We need to identify allies within government and PRS teams to ensure we have no ‘policy evaporation’

5. Emerging dangers: ODA in many countries is now being linked to PRSP strategies, If they are not gender sensitive then ODA will reinforce and exacerbate inequality. I recently saw a donors assistance plan for a country based on a countries PRSP that was gender blind so its is not suprising that the assistance plans was also was completely gender blind therefore no actions to promote gender equality, backed up with staff, money and appropriate indicator for change
Which leads me to my final point

6. Tokenism: We all bear a responsibility to ensure, push, challenge, advocate and insist that strategies are gender sensitive. In order to achieve gender equality we can’t give up till it happens.

So I encourage us not to see this meeting as yet another workshop. It is a privilege that we are here to discuss ideas that can potentially positively affect 100s of millions of people and, in particular, that can create conditions for women to be empowered, men to support such empowerment so they together can achieve gender equality. It is a privilege that comes with a duty, a duty to promote and respect the rights of men and, in particular, women that are enshrined in the international conventions and agreements that have been endorsed by all countries represented in this room and that are generally guaranteed in your countries’ respective constitutions.

� Esther Boserup – ‘women’s role in economic development’ 1970


� The Percy amendment of the US Foreign Assistance Act
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