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Report of the Seminar on: Women in Extreme Poverty:
Integration of Women's Concerns in National

Development Planning

INTRODUCTION

The Economic and Social Council Established, by its resolution 1990/15, the

priority themes for each session of the Commission on the status of women from 1993 to

1996. The theme for the thirty-seventh session in 1993 under the rubric development is

"Women in extreme poverty: Integration of women's concerns in national development

planning". The Seminar on Women in Extreme Poverty was designed to focus on the

following objectives:

i) to examine the process by which poverty is generated and reproduced, from

a gender perspective; Under this objective particular emphasis was placed

on the distabilizing effects of poverty which brings with it changes of

reproductive and productive roles of men and women in the household.

The focus was put on the inter-generational reproduction of poverty and the

social costs of poverty;

ii) to examine the role of different actors, such as the state, the market and the

community in a transformed development process for alleviating poverty

based on gender analysis;

iii) while the overall objective was to make policy recommendations to the

Commission on the Status of Women and other inter-governmental and

governmental bodies and non-governmental organizations concerned with

programmes for alleviating poverty and how to integrate gender issues on

poverty into national planning and other policy and programme responses.
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The seminar was organized by the Division for the Advancement of women of the

United Nations Office at Vienna and took place at the Vienna International Centre from 9

to 12 November 1992. Ten experts, mostly from developing countries, were invited and

presented background papers on specific issues which provided a theoretical oveNiew

as well as concrete suggestions for action. The seminar was also attended by

representatives of United Nations bodies, nongovernmental organizations and

Governments with experience in the analysis of extreme poverty and in the design of

policies and programmes to combat it.

Failure to takegender into account in economic policy-making continues to sustain

poverty and to make women disproportionately affected. Unless poverty as such is

examined from a gender perspective, dealing with women in extremepoverty might easily

result in a pure welfare approach or lead to exploitation. In this regard, the group

addressed itself to reviewed, past experience in understanding and dealing with women

in extreme poverty and drew attention to changes required in macro-policies, global to

national in governments and development as well as institutional mechanisms for

strengthening the empowerment of poor women.

Opening Statement

In her opening statement, the Director of the Division for the Advancement of

Women stated that the issue of poverty continued to be a major challenge for the

international community, national governments and the people themselves. Poverty was

a grave concern not only for developing countries, where it has increased over the last

ten years but even for those countries at higher levels of economic development. She

said that poverty was unacceptable and required public response and that any

development strategy which neglected the need for enhancing the role of women could

not lead to comprehensive development in general and to the alleviation of poverty in

particular.
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In conclusion, the Director stressed that the results of the seminar would constitute

not only the major input to the report of the Secretary-General to the Thirty-seventh

Session of the Commission on the Status of Women but also an important step in

preparing the issue of development for the 1995 World Conference on Women.

Continuing, she said that the work had also to be seen in the broader context of

sustainable development and was also highly relevant to the proposed World Social

Summit in 1995 whose main topic would be the eradication of poverty.

This report is divided into two parts. Part~ discusses and highlights issues and

recommendations regarding the Seminar on women in Extreme Poverty, while Part Two

deals with issues and decisions made during the Inter-Agency Meeting (13 and 16

November 1992) which discussed two items namely: Preparations for the Fourth World

Conference 1995andthe System-Wide Medium-Term Plan for theAdvancement of Women

1996 to 2001.

Part 1: Women in Extreme Poverty: Integration of Women's concerns

in National Development Planning

Following the opening statementand the election ofChairperson, Vice-Chairperson

and Rapporteur, experts presented papers which served as working documents in the

discussion that followed. The papers dealt with different issues of women in extreme

poverty including: gender economic growth and poverty; equitable integration of women

in the labour market; women in extreme poverty and the global political economy - the

intersections; the costs and benefits of targeting poor woman-headed households and

women - maintained families in development countries; public action, poverty and

development: a gender aware analysis; roles on the gender dimensions of poverty in

Africa; some theoretical considerations on the prevailing concepts of poverty; the

difficulties of international comparison; and integration of women's concerns in national

development planning. The discussion in both plenary and working groups focussed on

two areas namely: characterization of women in poverty and responses to women in
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extreme poverty. In conclusion, recommendations were advanced and addressed to

governments, international agencies, non-governmental organizations and community

based organizations.

a) Characterization of Women in Poverty

In discussing characteristics of women in poverty, what causes it, differences

between men and women, inter-generational transmission of poverty etc. were

considered. In addition poverty profile including social indicators such as child mortality,

nutrition status, male and female literacy, fertility, maternal, mortality, etc and income

indicators such as unskilled wages, poor's ownership of and access to assets including

land, the food security and other problems they face were discussed.

Despite their constrained circumstances women in poverty were considered

capable actors who have managed with extremely scarce resources to ensure the basic

survival and well being of their families. They perform a variety of roles in the arenas of

production and reproduction. In this regard, women in poverty make a wide ranging set

of contributions. Therefore, it was considered that investing in their capabilities was likely

to be a cost - effective use ofscarce social resources, given the multiplier effects it would

have across the family, and the community. It was in societies' interests to invest in the

human resources of the poor and of women in poverty in particular.

In general, poverty was described as deprivation in terms of basic survival needs

and the broad package of entitlement, opportunities and responsibilities by which people

meet their needs. By entitlemenf' this referred to command over resources and

opportunities, based on the endowments that people have and the exchanges that they

are able to engage in. In this context, it was agreed that women experience poverty

differently from men due to gender inequalities in entitlement and responsibilities. Women

have less economic resources, less access to labour markets fewer legal and customary

rights including rights to common property resources. In addition, women shoulder a

greater burden of responsibilities within the household than men. Women in poverty
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experience more restrictions than men in their mobility due to prevailing norms and

customs. The net result of these interlocking disadvantages is that they are

disenfranchised from decision-making structures beginning with those of the household

and extending to the wider public sphere.

Poverty therefore has more severe consequences for women than for men and it

is well known that women's workload increases more than that of men with increasing

poverty. The double burden that women carry forces them to transfer part of it to other

women, such as young girls and elderly women in order to cope. This has serious

consequences for the education of next generation of women and therefore, implications

for the inter-generational transmission of poverty. Furthermore, it was considered that

poor women with little eduction were less likely to invest in marketable qualifications for

their children, especially where this conflicts with investments in basic suNival needs.

In poorer households the education of girls was more likely to be the traded-off against

survive! needs than the education of boys.

However, against these negative implications there was evidence to show that in

many parts of the world, where women control income or enjoy a reasonable degree of

status and autonomy within the household, children were better nourished.

In order to overcome some of these problems, it was considered necessary that

women's unpaid domestic labour and overall economic contribution to society was given

recognition in national plans and income accounts. The group also recommended

among others the following:

i) Governments, international agencies, non-governmental organizations and

community based organizations should examine the causes of increasing

global numbers of people in poverty and the poverty implications of current

macro-policies, since these have direct implications for the lives of the poor,
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whether men or women;

ii) Povertyalleviation measures should recognize and respond to the fact that

the experience of poverty and the consequences of poverty are different

from women and men. Targeting poverty alleviation should be responsive

to these gender differences. Development professionals, at all levels,

should be trained to assess and respond to gender differences in poverty

analysis;

iii) Policy formulation affecting women in poverty should be responsive to the

needs identified by and with communities coordinated through the

community, regional and national levels;

ivy National and international data collection systems should:

a) include women's informal work on measures of GOP, (b) document

reliably women's time use returns to labour, poverty differentials by age. (c)

include gender-specific indicators in household income and expenditure

sUNeys and; (d) add household variable disaggregated by gender, to

employment and labour market sUNeys;

v) Governments, international agencies and non-governmental organizations

should deploy or reallocate financial resources to ensure the appropriate

implementation of these recommendations.

b) Responses to Women in Extreme Poverty

It was considered that measures to alleviate poverty should address the situation

of all people in extremepoverty. But recognizing that poverty was experienced differently

by women and men. The overall aim of measures to alleviate poverty should be to

guarantee the entitlement of the poor. In the case of women in poverty, this means



7

strengthening their ability to exercise command over resources in their own right as full

citizens of their societies. Poverty alleviation measures must not treat women as

dependents nor use them as instruments for family survival but must seek to empower

women and to guarantee their human rights.

Ways in which the market, states and public action could contribute to poverty

alleviation were considered. Response to poverty has to consider all kinds of

heterogeneities such as types of market, state agency and community organizations, as

well as to the different sizes of private and public sector. In this regard, policy dealing

with poverty be responsive to the expressed needs and or wants of different groups of

women in extreme poverty. Access to markets could offer new income - earning

opportunities to women in poverty. However, within this context, it was necessary to

consider the legal institutional framework of markets, and the extent to which these

women have the right to organize themselves without police harassment which may act

as barriers to access.

The design and formulation of poverty policies and programmes it was said, has

not fully incorporated gender perspective. Dissatisfaction was also expressed with the

way that national women's machineries were typically marginalized from the overall

process through which public expenditure priorities were determined and funds were

allocated owing to lack of appropriate technical skills and shortage of staff, and to a lack

of high level political status. In conclusion,

the following recommendations amongst others were made:

i) Official policy should facilitate and strengthen public and private sector

initiatives to increase the access of women in poverty to international as

well as national and regional markets by strengthening their endowments

of land, skills, credit, information, technology and training;
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ii) Regulation of the markets should be done in such a way as to extend the

entitlement of women in poverty. This meant avoiding regulations that

restricted women's entry into markets, and enacting regulations that

safeguarded the ability ofwomen in poverty to benefit from market, both with

respect to employers and with respect to competition from large enterprises.

In the case of the labour market, this includes, inter alia, the enactment and

enforcement of minimum wage legislation, occupational safety measures

and social security;

iii) Such regulation should pay attention to the quality of market opportunities

as well as to the quantity;

ivY Women in poverty should be free to organize in all markets to improve their

bargaining position and to press for the full enforcement of all legislation

designed to safeguard their rights;

v) Given the relationship between poverty and violence, in order to protect

women in poverty, changes in legislation and law enforcement are needed;

vi) Stateactivities should be undertaken at an appropriate level ofcentralization

and decentralization. Centralization is required in order to define common

economic and social rights for all citizens. Decentralization is needed to

develop awareness of the different ways in which these rights can best be

used for different groups in different localities and to facilitate state

accountability. It should include bUdgetary transfers to the local level;

vii) Since mechanisms of accountability are the key to ensure that the state

meets its obligations to its citizens, there must be processes through which

state agencies are stimulated to undertake their responsibilities and

sanctions if they do not. This requires a democratic space or public arena
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in which political representatives, officials and citizen groups can interact

in informed debate, it also requires transparent and accessible procedures

which poor citizens can exercise control over political representatives and

officials.

viii) Responding to the experience both from the North and the South of the

effectiveness of local teams to manage poverty alleviation, national

machineries may develop as an aggregation of local bodies, as networks

or cleaning houses empowering these local bodies.

CONCLUSION

In conclusion, poverty was described as deprivation in terms of basic survivel

needs and the broad package of entitlement opportunities and responsibilities by which

people meet their needs. In this regard, poor women both rural and urban experience

and are deprived of such things as entitlement the right to command over resources and

opportunities. Theyhave less access to labour markets, legal and customary rights play

as barriers to property ownership such as land and other common property resources.

Poor women shoulder a greater burden of responsibilities within the household than men

and contribute significantly to household income and they have to combine this with their

reproductive responsibilities as well as maintaining the health and welfare of the family.

Poverty therefore, has severe consequences for women than for men. In this

regard, the meeting considered ways and means of alleviating poverty particularly to

women in extreme poverty. Recommendations were advanced at the government,

international agencies, non-governmental organizations and community based

organizations levels, in responding to poverty alleviation these organizations should

examine the causes of increasing global numbers of people in poverty; assess, the impact

of development programmes on women's poverty and design appropriate projects and

programmes directed towards assisting women in poverty and reducing their workload

and responsibilities.
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on the part of the UN Bodies and their specialized agencies, the report of the

seminar will constitute a major input to the report of the Secretary General to the 37th

Session of the Commission on the State of Women as well as an important step in

preparing the issue of development for the 1995 World Conference on Women. For the

regional commissions, the ECA in particular, the background papers and the

recommendations of the seminar will help orient the preparation of the 1994 Regional

Conference and the "Plan of Action for the Advancement of Women in Africa" to be

adopted at the regional conference.

PARTII: A meeting of the Inter-Agencv Consultation on

Women - Vienna. 13 and 16 November 1992

Following the four days seminar (9-12 November 1992) on Women in extreme

poverty: integration of women's concerns in national development planning, a two days

meeting of the inter-agency consultation on women was held. The meeting focused on

two agenda:

i) Preparations for the Fourth World Conference 1995 and;

Ii) System-Wide Medium-Term Plan for the Advancement of Women 1996 

2001. The meeting was attended by a good number of UN organizations and

specialized agencies (list of participants attached in report as annex II);

i) Preoarations for the Fourth World Conference 1995

In discussing this agenda item, possible structure for the

Platform of Action as well as the draft outline for the report on the second review and

appraisal of the Nairobi Forward Looking Strategies (NFLS) were presentedby the director

of the Division for the Advancement of Women in Vienna. Concerning the second review

and appraisal of the NFLS, it was reported that the review and appraisal will be based on
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national reports and available analysis of statistical data in the United Nations systems as

well as in other pertinent governmental and non-governmental organisations.

The national reports will serve as part of the basis for the review and appraisal at

the regional and international levels in order to create a full picture of the global situation

in the implementation of the NFLS. The national reports will address the three interrelated

objectives of the NFLS: equality development and peace giving emphasis on the key

priority themes examined by the Commission on the Status of Women and new

developments affecting the status of women should also be taken into consideration. In

the discussion, it was also pointed out that national reports should include an account

of the measures taken to meet relevant international standards such as the convention on

the Elimination of All Forms of Discrimination against women, the UNESCO Convention

against Discrimination in Education and the conventions of the International Labour

Organization (ILO). The Division for the Advancement of Women at Vienna informed the

meeting that a note verbale has been sent out to all the countries on the official

distribution list, requesting governments to appoint a national coordinator and set up a
national task force for the preparations of the national report. And that governments have

been requested to submit their national reports in one of the United Nations Official

working languages, to the Division for the Advancement of Women and their respective

regional commission, latest six months before the starting date of regional commission

conferences.

In brief, the review and appraisal of the implementation of the NFLSat the national

level will include the following:

Equality a) Implementation of international standards at the

national level;

b) Constitutional and legal equality including legal

illiteracy;

c) Equality in political participation;
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d) Obstacles in the area of equality.

Development:

Peace: a)

b)

c)

d)

e)

employment; health; education; food, water and

agriculture; industry; trade and commerce;

science and technology; communications;

housing settlement; community development

and transport; energy; environment, social

servtces and other obstacles.

Participation in peace activities;

Education for peace;

Violence against women;

Women under specific conflict;

Obstacles to the participation of women in peace.

Areas of special concern

This section will focus on the areas of special concern which are relevant

to the national context.

National Machineries for the Advancement of Women

a) Trends (b) Present and emerging priorities

c) Capacity to implement the Platform for Action. in order to achieve the goals in the

NFLS.

Regional trends and development

For the review and appraisal at the regional level, the results of the regional

preparatory conferences leading up to the World Conference on Women will be used as

a base for the analysis, as described in the report of the Secretary General on the

preparations for the Fourth World Conference on Women: Action for Equality,

Development and Peace. Four regional commissions: ESCAP, ECLAC, ECA and ESCWA

will hold regional preparatory conferences in 1994 leading up to the World Conference



13

on Women. For the preparations of their reports, the regional commissions are requested

to focus on two major issues:

i) To measure changes in the status of women and any progress in

implementing the NFLS since 1985, utilizing two measures; a) the most

recent progress of women in relation to the situation of women in 1985;

b) the progress of women in different areas in relation to that of men,

between 1985 and the most recent date.

Ii) National policy implications deriving from the above analysis of the situation

for women, including main obstacles and necessary future action.

In order to assist member states in their preparation of national reports, ECA will

sensitize and provide information on the preparations of their reports as outlined above.

ECA/ATRCW will use everyopportunity during missions, ARCC meetings and expertgroup

meetings to consult with member states on their reporting exercise.

Since most UN organizations and specialized agencies operate and carry out

various activities in Africa the ECA representative at the Inter-agency meeting proposed

that a Regional Inter-agency meeting should be organized at ECA Headquarters. The

main objectives of the regional inter-agency meeting will be to map out strategies and

actions for the preparation of the regional conference and to coordinate the inputs of the

UN bodies and agencies to the Conference. Second to discuss NGOs' representation at

and their inputs to the conference. Thirdly to discuss major trends of the region and how

UN bodies and agencies involved in the advancement of women could address such

issues and orient their programmes to incorporate regional trends. The proposal was

accepted and ECA was given the green light to go ahead and prepare for the Regional

Inter-agency meeting and invite all agencies concerned. It was noted that those UN

bodies and specialized agencies who may not have the resources to finance their

participation will send their representatives working in the region.
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At the end, the Division for the Advancement of Women informed all participants

about the next Inter-agency meeting which will take place in Vienna two days before the

37Th Session of the Commission on the Status of Women. Therefore participants were

urged to attend the meeting which is scheduled 15 to 16 March 1993.

B. System-wide Medium-Term Plan for the Advancement of Women 1996-2001

The Inter-agency meeting discussed the preliminary draft of the system wide

medium term plan for the Advancement of Women 1996 to 2001. The SWMTEM has

seven programmes each having three to four sUb-programmes. A summary of the

programmes, sub-programmes including level of responsibility by UN bodies and

agencies is presented in Annex III of the report. In general, the meeting examined each

programme and its sUb-programmes making amendments, additional information and

suggestions for its improvement.

At the end, the Division for the Advancement of Women was requested to finalize

the draft system-wide medium-term plan as amended. The draft plan will be submitted

for comments to the Commission of the Status of Women at its Thirty-seventh Session in

March 1993. SUbsequently, the responsibility for finalizing the system-wide medium-term

plan for the Advancement of Women 1996 to 2001 will be passed to the Department for

Economic and Social Development (DESD) who will present it to the Economic and Social

Council through the Committee for Programme and Co-ordination (CPC). In implementing

the System-wide medium-term plan, it was noted that UNbodies and specialized agencies

having their own System-Wide Medium-Term Plan will have to see how best they can

incorporate this System-Wide Medium-Term plan for the Advancement of Women within

their organizations' System-Wide Medium-Term Plan.




