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Hit or miss? \Women’s rights and the MDGs

In summer 2007, Prime Minister Gordon Brown
signalled the importance of global poverty to his
premiership. Speaking at the UN he issued a
‘call to action’ to governments, business, faith
groups and civil society to confront what he
described as a growing ‘development
emergency’. This emergency, he argued, is
reflected in the fact the international community
is massively off track to meet its very own
Millennium Development Goals (MDGs) — a set
of eight commitments to reduce poverty and
hunger, and to improve health, education, water
and sanitation by 2015.

These commitments provide the benchmark
against which the world’s governments asked
to be judged when they were adopted in 2000.
Yet three years after the unprecedented

international attention focused on Africa at the

Gleneagles G8 summit, the world’s poorest

region is failing to make sufficient progress on

any of the MDGs. On many of the key goals,
from maternal mortality to hunger and
sanitation, other regions and countries are
also lagging behind what is needed.

At the mid-way point towards 2015, Gordon
Brown’s UN initiative to mobilise political
commitment and accelerate progress towards
the MDGs is timely and urgent. In September
2008, political, civil and business leaders will
gather round the table at the UN in New York
to agree on what each will bring to a renewed
effort to achieve the goals. The G8 summit
in Japan and European Union meetings will
provide crucial opportunities for progress in
the run-up to the September meeting.

But these discussions will succeed only
if they start with the recognition that the
‘development emergency’ is first and foremost
an emergency for women and girls. As this
report shows, it is women and girls who are
most likely to be poor, hungry, illiterate or sick.
e \Women and girls account for roughly half of

the world’s population, but form the majority

of poor and hungry people. In south Asia,
women are getting a shrinking share of
income as the economy grows.

® Ten million more girls than boys are out of
primary school; two thirds of the world’s
illiterate young people are women.

® |n Pakistan and India, girls have a 30-50%
higher chance of dying between the ages
of one and five than boys.

® |n Africa, women now account for 75% of
all young people living with HIV and AIDS.

e \Women and children in Africa spend 40
billion hours collecting water per year —
equivalent to a year’s labour for France’s
entire workforce.



The disproportionate impact of poverty on

women and girls is not an accident, but

the result of systematic discrimination. The

implications are clear. Unless the specific

barriers that prevent women and girls from

escaping poverty are tackled, progress

towards the goals cannot be accelerated.

e On current trends, the goal of halving hunger
won't be met until 2035 - 20 years late.

® 40 countries, including Nigeria and Vietnam,
risk not achieving equal school enrolments
for girls and boys until after 2025.

® The current progress in cutting maternal
mortality rates is less than one fifth of what
is needed to achieve the goal.

® The total number of AIDS infections in 2007
was 33 million, its highest ever level, and
global prevalence rates are static.

ActionAid believes that the current dismal
progress towards the MDGs is attributable

in large part to the widespread failure by the
international community to recognise, and then
act on, the hard facts of discrimination against
women and girls. Tackling this discrimination is
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a matter of justice as much as it is about
effectiveness.

Yet poor past performance need not
determine future action —there are strong
examples of success waiting to be built on.
For example, Bangladesh, one of the poorest
countries in Asia, has made dramatic strides
in increasing girls’ access to education and
improving women’s health, through a mix
of targeted policies and high-level political
commitment. In Rwanda, women have won
a strong political voice, and now account
for almost half of all parliamentarians. These
and other cases point to a potentially positive
agenda, waiting to be implemented by the
international community.

It's this agenda that the UK government
must place at the heart of the MDG call to
action when it meets with developing and
developed countries, the private sector
and civil society at the UN in New York
this September.

If the call to action is going to realise

its potential, Gordon Brown and other

leaders must:

® Set more ambitious and specific targets
on women and girls within the existing
MDG framework.

® Bolster the UN’s capacity to tackle
discrimination against women.

® Monitor progress with better data.

® Make aid a more effective tool in achieving
equality and women’s empowerment.

Advancing the rights of women and girls is

not just the most effective route to achieving

the 2015 goals. It is also a moral necessity.

If Gordon Brown rises to this challenge, 2008
will go down as the turning point in the response
to the global development emergency.
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A development emergency

In 2000, governments north and south committed
themselves to a set of poverty reduction goals,
including halving poverty and hunger, providing
every child with primary education, tackling
disease and cutting maternal mortality by the
year 2015. These Millennium Development
Goals, or MDGs, are the yardstick by which
the international community has asked to be
judged on its progress towards economic and
social development.

By its own measure, the international
community is failing. The overall picture is one
of slow progress — delaying the achievement
of these goals to after 2015 — or of no progress
at all. The situation is bleakest for sub-Saharan
Africa where, despite movement by individual
countries on some goals, the region as a whole
is on course to miss almost all the goals.

It is true that important gains have been
made in reducing the proportion of people
living on less than US$1 a day. There are also
encouraging indicators for education and HIV
and AIDS. Although progress is patchy, it
demonstrates that failure isn’t inevitable.
Preventing failure, however, hinges on action.

Gordon Brown, speaking in New York in
summer 2007, described the slow progress
towards the goals as a ‘development emergency’
that demands a commensurate response from
the international community. We agree. 2008
provides a series of opportunities which, taken
together, represent the best chance since the
Gleneagles G8 summit in 2005 to get the world
back on track to achieve the MDGs.

The summer 2008 meetings of the European
Union and the G8 will be crucial in getting
agreement among rich countries as to how
they will respond. In September, a wider meeting
at the UN will bring together developed and
developing countries, business, faith groups
and others to gauge progress and intensify
their efforts.

Women'’s rights are a central component
of all the goals
However, these efforts will be hindered unless
those gathering in New York recognise a key
reason for limited progress towards the goals:
the systematic and persistent discrimination
against women and girls that disfigures
societies and denies millions of people their
most basic rights.

As this report shows, women and girls
are fundamentally disadvantaged in terms of
access to education, healthcare and other
basic services that are critical to reaching the
goals. Where progress towards the MDGs is
inadequate, entrenched inequality between
women and men is a major cause.



Despite the recognition in MDG 3 — on gender
equity in education, and economic and political
participation — that this is the case, global
development efforts have failed to address
women’s rights as a central component of all the
goals. The MDG ‘call to action’ being issued by
Gordon Brown must respond to this failure, and
push for the rights of women and girls to be at
the forefront of national and international poverty
reduction strategies.

Tackling the structural inequalities that lead
to a woman dying in childbirth every minute,
one in three women experiencing violence in
her lifetime, and over 60% of out-of-school
children being girls is a complex and long-term
challenge. Discrimination takes place on many
fronts, and social, economic, political and
cultural rights are interlinked.

Given this, the current MDG targets for
tackling gender inequality are too narrowly
focused, and omit critical issues such as
women’s access to land and violence against
women. And given the centrality of women’s
empowerment to achieving all the goals, the
limited ambition of the MDG targets on gender
equality has also curtailed progress overall.

The Prime Minister’s call to action must make
clear that while the MDGs provide a foundation
in terms of making progress, they should

not be the upper limit of the international
community’s ambitions.

The Beijing Platform for Action, agreed at
the UN Summit on Women in 1995, provides a
strong basis for an expanded vision of the goals.
It covers 12 areas of ‘critical concern’ — poverty,
education, health, violence, conflict, the economy;,
political power, advancement of women, human
rights, media, environment and ‘girl children’ —
and provides a broader assessment of progress
towards the third MDG of promoting equality and
empowering women. Implementing the Beijing
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commitments would help ensure that the MDGs
don’t promote too narrow an agenda, or start

to distort policy — a concern voiced by some
development and women’s organisations.

The UK's role

In recent years, the UK government has
positioned itself as a moral and political leader
on development issues, spearheading initiatives
from debt relief to education for all. However, the
critical link between gender equality and poverty
has been lost, and leadership has been missing.
2008 provides the UK government with an
opportunity to remedy this, by making progress
on women’s rights a marker for progress on
eliminating poverty overall.

The Prime Minister’s pledge to help
accelerate progress towards universal education
will not be possible unless the obstacles to girls’
attendance are addressed. Number 10’s new
health-strengthening International Health
Partnership initiative can only be deemed
successful if it has an impact on the scandalous
rates of maternal mortality — the MDG on which
there has been the least progress —and provides
women with access to the safe sexual and
reproductive health services they are entitled
to. Eliminating poverty will not be possible
without removing the barriers that prevent
women from participating in and benefiting
from economic growth.

This report takes each of the Millennium
Development Goals in turn. It summarises
the current state of progress, where possible
disaggregated by sex, and identifies some of
the main ways in which continued violations
of women’s rights are holding back further
advances. It concludes by recommending
actions by governments north and south to
ensure that the MDGs are met for everyone,
women and men, girls and boys.
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The seventh MDG recognises that progress
in reducing poverty and hunger, and making
advances in health and education, depend
on the sustainable management of collective
resources, especially forests and energy
sources. MDG 7 also sets targets on water
and sanitation. Although the MDGs fail to
make direct reference to climate change,
with its far-reaching implications for poverty,
the indicators do include per capita carbon
dioxide emissions.

The data on water and sanitation is not
sex-disaggregated, but provision of both has
specific implications for poor women and girls.
The impact of climate change on poor women’s
lives has not yet reached policy agendas and
has not been widely researched, but as a
recent ActionAid report shows, women in
south Asia have very clear priorities for climate
change adaptation efforts (see box 6).

In the case of water, most regions have seen
an increase in the proportion of the population
with access to improved sources, with a global
rise from 78% in 1990 to 83% in 2004 (see
graph 7).1% Yet as with many of the Millennium
Development Goals, there are big regional
disparities, with sub-Saharan Africa lagging on
progress towards the goal. Lack of progress
combined with rapid population growth in
the region means that the number of people

Graph 7: Nearly half of people in Africa still have no
access to an improved water source
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without access to improved water sources
has risen by 23% since 1990.%

Access to water through a household
connection is 16% across sub-Saharan
Africa, and provision is especially poor for
rural households, who are five times less
likely to have access to safe water than their
urban counterparts.'%

Women and girls are responsible for
water collection

While water supply issues affect whole
households and communities, women and
girls are widely assigned responsibility for its
direct provision.'% |t is estimated that African
women and children spend 40 billion hours
fetching water every year, equivalent to a year’s
labour for the entire workforce of France.'®”

A study in three African countries found that
women spent more than 700 hours a year on
water provision in Ghana, 500 hours in Tanzania
and 200 hours in Zambia.%®

This is often one of the most time- and
energy-consuming household tasks, especially
in rural areas where water supplies can be
distant. Reducing the time spent collecting
water can have large benefits for women,
freeing up time for other activities and boosting
productivity and income. Access to clean water
also has a major impact on enrolment and
attendance, especially of girls, in school.

Even though women and girls usually collect
water, it is men who are often the key decision-
makers when it comes to the management
and safeguarding of water supplies. Ensuring
that women'’s and girls’ needs and priorities
are clearly articulated will be vital if the goal of
equitable access, including for poor and rural
populations, is going to be achieved.'®

Like clean water, improved sanitation can
also offer dramatic benefits in terms of broader
human development. Yet over 600 million
people in towns and cities, and over 2 billion
people in rural areas, currently have no access,
putting a major brake on efforts to improve
global health. On current trends the goal will be
missed, falling short by 600 million people.



Box 6 Women and climate change

Women play a critical role in the management and
safeguarding of natural resources, yet they tend to be
marginalised in the formal decision-making processes that
decide how these resources get used. The gap between
women’s roles and their political voice poses particular
challenges in responding to climate change. Climate change is
affecting everyone, but poor, vulnerable and excluded people,
particularly poor women, are most severely affected. This is
because women on average have poorer access to assets
such as land, have less education, and often have less mobility
in terms of where they work and what kind of work they can
do. This makes it more difficult for women to adapt to the
impacts of climate change.

Recent ActionAid research in Bangladesh, India and Nepal
shows that, despite the challenges they face, women in poor
areas are starting to adapt to these impacts, and can clearly
articulate what they need to secure their livelihoods. Priorities
include safe places to store harvests and livestock during the
monsoon season, agricultural support services, information
about alternative livelihoods and access to affordable credit.
Yet at the moment, donor adaptation strategies appear to take
little account of the specific challenges facing women, and the
voices of poor women are conspicuously absent from inter-
governmental negotiations on climate change.

Much greater efforts are needed from donors and
governments to reflect poor women’s voices in the design
and implementation of climate change adaptation financing.
Among other things, this requires much stronger gender-
sensitive data in order to monitor how women are targeted
by —and benefit from — adaptation efforts, greater participation
by women in the management of funds, and sufficient
flexibility in official funding to tailor responses to rapid and
often unpredictable changes in climate. These efforts need to
be part of a wider drive to create an enabling environment for
women’s rights, through legislative and institutional reform. %

Even if the MDG target were reached, it would
still leave almost 2 billion people without clean
and safe means for disposing of human waste."°

Again, there are marked regional disparities.
In sub-Saharan Africa, although the proportion
of the population with access to improved
sanitation increased from 32% in 1990 to 37%
in 2004, the absolute number of people without
access to sanitation increased from 335 million
to 440 million over the same period. ™

Millennium Development Goal 7

As with water, sanitation can also have a
significant impact on women’s and girls’ rights
in other areas. Survey data from schools in many
developing countries shows that the absence
of latrines often deters female attendance,
especially once girls reach puberty. Where
latrines are the exception, as in much of rural
Asia and Africa, women are often expected to
wait until it is dark, which can present risks of
rape and harassment.'?

Verdict

On current trends, the world is on track to meet
the MDG 7 target on water, but off track on
sanitation. Despite progress, access to water
through a household connection is still available
to only 16% of people across sub-Saharan
Africa. For millions of women and girls, this
means hundreds of hours spent collecting water
and less time to go to school or earn an income.
Governments and donors must address the fact
that since climate change is hitting the poorest
first and hardest, it is having a disproportionate
impact on women and girls.
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The final MDG is the most wide-ranging and
the least defined. It includes targets on trade
and finance, debt relief, aid, youth employment,
access to affordable drugs and to new
technologies. By calling for a global partnership
for development, MDG 8 recognises the role
that all countries have in eliminating poverty.

This report has argued that progress towards

women'’s rights lies at the heart of achieving all
the MDGs. To meet the first seven goals, a true
global partnership for development must also
be an alliance to realise women’s rights.

Recommendations to achieve a global
alliance for women’s rights
1 Make achieving women'’s rights
central to reaching the MDGs
This report has shown that progress towards
meeting the MDGs has been limited. Where
sex-disaggregated data exists, it shows that
women and girls are being left behind. The key
reason for this is the failure to tackle violations
of women’s and girls’ rights. Because gender
inequality cuts across each goal, this failure is
holding back progress on all of the MDGs.

For example, halting and reversing the
HIV pandemic will only be possible if the
feminisation of the disease, driven by violations
of women’s rights, is addressed. Universal
primary education will only be achieved if the
factors that keep girls out of school, including
the violence they face in and on the way to
the classroom, are tackled. Appalling levels of
maternal mortality won't be reversed unless
policy initiatives to strengthen health systems,
including the International Health Partnership,
are tailored to the realities of women'’s lives.

If Gordon Brown is serious about stepping
up the international community’s response to
poverty and inequality, then global leadership
is badly needed on women'’s rights.

2 Set more ambitious targets on
women'’s rights

The third MDG, to promote gender equality and

empower women, is ambitious. But despite

this ambition, the targets the international

community has set on tackling discrimination
against women are either inadequate or wildly
off track. Girls’ education is vital, but it is only
one element of efforts to empower women
and girls, and there is virtually no progress on
maternal mortality.

MDG 8 includes indicators on women’s
economic empowerment and political
participation, but has no targets against which
governments and donors can be measured.
The MDGs are silent on key areas such as
women’s access to land and violence against
women, despite clear evidence that these issues
have huge impacts on women’s lives.

Given the centrality of women'’s rights to
achieving all the goals, the limited scope of
MDG targets on gender equality have inhibited
overall progress. The World Bank has proposed
an expanded set of indicators for MDG 3, but
these do not go far enough.'®

In setting more ambitious targets that
recognise the need for action on a much
broader range of issues, the international
community needs to look no further than the
landmark agreements on women'’s rights
that most countries have already signed,
in particular, the 1979 Convention for the
Elimination of all Forms of Discrimination
Against Women (CEDAW) and the 1995
Beijing Platform for Action.

3 Collect more and better
sex-disaggregated data
In many poor countries, there is a lack of good
sex-disaggregated data. This makes it difficult
to monitor progress and hold political leaders
to account. It also hampers gender-sensitive
policy-making and focused interventions.
Methodological challenges are often cited
as a barrier — it is easier to collect data in areas
such as primary school enrolment than it is
on sensitive issues such as violence against
women. Availability of data impacts on what
targets are set, but without targets, there are
fewer incentives to collect good data.
However, there are also wide disparities
in investment in data-gathering between



different issues, raising questions about political
commitment. As has been pointed out, inflation
statistics are difficult to collect, but they are
deemed sufficiently important to be available
even in the poorest countries. ™

The UK Department for International
Development (DFID) has made a commitment
to disaggregate their statistics on the MDGs, and
to press for this data to be available ‘within the
international system’."'® To ensure high quality
sex-disaggregated data is available requires
political will and adequate resources, which
donors must play a strong part in providing.

4 Strengthen UN capacity on

women'’s rights
The UN has historically played a vital leading
role in setting standards on women’s rights,
and must be a key player in marshalling the
international effort to make them a reality.

However, UNIFEM, which is the only existing
UN gender body with any in-country presence,
is a fund, not an independent operational
agency. It reports to the UNDP Administrator
and does not have a seat on high-level decision-
making bodies. Its total income in 2006 was
US$63.3 million - little more than one hour's
worth of US military spending.'®

The UN High Level Panel on System Wide
Coherence recommended that a reformed UN
should include a “dynamic UN entity focused on
gender equality and women’s empowerment”.
By combining the existing UN gender bodies, "
it was recommended that the new body should
have a “stronger normative and advocacy role,
combined with a targeted programming role”
and it should be “ambitiously funded”.'"®

As well as being well resourced in terms of
funding and expertise, it is essential that the
new body is led by an under-secretary general,
to ensure that women'’s voices are heard at the
highest levels of UN decision-making.

5 Recognise women'’s rights as central
to aid-effectiveness

Given that women make up the majority of

poor people, aid cannot be deemed effective

Millennium Development Goal 8

unless it tackles gender inequality and the
issues that make and keep women and girls
poor. Working with other progressive donors,
the UK government must ensure that gender
equality is achieved as part of efforts to increase
development effectiveness.

In 2006, more than US$103.9 billion flowed
from bilateral and multilateral funding agencies
to developing-country governments. OECD
data for 2004-5 indicates that funding for
aid programmes with gender equality as a
significant or principal objective accounts
for a total of US$7.5 billion, or just 7% of the
total.”'® At the same time, women’s rights
organisations report that funding for their work
has declined.°

In September 2008, heads of governments,
donors and civil society will gather in Accra,
Ghana for the Third High Level Forum on aid
effectiveness. The Forum will assess progress
in implementing the five principles on aid
effectiveness outlined in the Paris Declaration,
signed by donors and governments in 2005.

Although a great deal of international
attention is being paid to aid effectiveness, the
importance of addressing gender inequality
through aid and governance has not been
adequately recognised in the largely technical
agenda of the Paris Declaration. Yet the five
‘Paris principles’ offer substantial scope.

The principle of ownership must mean
genuine democratic ownership by citizens
in poor countries, including by poor women.
On alignment, donors who have signed
up to the MDGs and other agreements on
gender equality should align with the gender
equality commitments and policies of partner
governments. These agreements can also form
the basis of mutual accountability frameworks.
Donors who take a rights-based approach
should ensure that in working with other donors
and institutions on harmonisation, a gender
equality perspective is retained. Finally, on
managing for results, gender equality indicators
must be included in all assessments of aid
effectiveness, and progress in this area should
be seen as a key indicator of progress overall.'®!
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