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Honorable Ministers,  Secretary-General Gaviria, Ladies and Gentlemen,

It’s a great pleasure to be able to address you this afternoon and to represent the World Bank at this distinguished gathering. Those of you attending this meeting can make an enormous difference for the advancement of women in your countries, and the World Bank stands ready to assist you.

My focus this afternoon is on women’s economic empowerment:  on the global situation, and why women’s empowerment is important throughout the world, including in OAS member states.


There are two reasons why we need to enhance women’s economic opportunities and resources.  The first is because women’s economic empowerment is a human right.  As is outlined in many international conventions and treaties, girls and women have an equal right with boys and men to education and training, to decent employment and livelihoods, and to economic resources and opportunities.


The other reason women’s economic empowerment is important is because it is critical for economic growth, poverty reduction and enhanced human well-being.  In the remainder of my remarks, I’ll first review where we stand, globally, then, after a brief excursion through the human rights conventions, I will describe some of the paths through which women’s empowerment promotes economic growth and poverty reduction. I will also briefly discuss the World Bank’s commitment to increasing women’s economic empowerment as part of our mission to reduce poverty

The Global Picture


First, let me turn to the global picture.  

The second half of the Twentieth Century saw significant improvements in women’s lives in most regions of the world.  Primary school enrollments of girls rose in most world regions and doubled in South Asia, Sub-Saharan Africa and the Middle East and North Africa.  This was a much more rapid increase than boys in these regions enjoyed.  And improvements in education led more women to join the labor force.  In East Asia and Latin America, for example, women’s labor force participation rose 15 percentage points during the last three decades of the century. 


Despite this progress, however, women’s economic opportunities and access to resources seriously lag behind those of men in many parts of the world.  In many countries, women work far more hours per day than men, often without pay.  In other countries, women are found disproportionately in the less protected, informal sector of the economy. And when women do work for pay, they earn an average of only three-quarters of what men earn.  Their earnings fall behind men’s earning s even when they are as well educated, have as much job experience and work as long hours as men.  

Also, despite the growth of schooling and labor force participation, girls and women continue to lag behind boys and men in these areas in many countries of the world.  For example, in most of the countries of the Middle East and North Africa, women’s participation in the labor force remains infrequent.  This is despite recent improvements in girls’ education and declining birth rates—changes that in other parts of the world would have led to higher labor force participation rates among women. 


The bottom line is that women have yet to achieve economic equality with men in most regions of the world.

Human Rights


Now let me turn to women’s human rights.  

There is no question that girls and women have equal rights with boys and men to education and training, employment opportunities and economic resources.  These rights are spelled out in some detail in the Convention on the Elimination of all forms of Discrimination Against Women, which over 90 percent of UN members countries have ratified.  The goal of empowering women economically is further amplified in the Beijing Platform of Action, endorsed by all UN member states attending the Fourth World Conference on Women in 1995.  And the commitment of UN member states to the Beijing goals was reconfirmed at the Millennium Summit, and is embodied in the third Millennium Development Goal: “Promote gender equality and empower women.”


In sum, non-discrimination and empowerment in economic life is a human right of girls and women everywhere, as well as a goal to which the vast majority of the world’s governments subscribe.

Links to Economic Growth and Poverty Reduction


Now let me turn to why empowering women is not only the right thing to do, but is also a good thing to do.  

In the past three years, the World Bank has assembled strong evidence that greater equality between males and females leads to more rapid economic growth and poverty reduction.  One study asks what would have happened to per capita income growth rates in Sub-Saharan Africa, South Asia and the Middle East and North Africa between 1960 and ‘90 had these regions reduced the schooling gap between girls and boys as much as East Asia did.  The answer is that all three regions would likely have enjoyed an additional 0.5-1.0 percentage point in their annual growth rate, a substantial increase over actual growth rates in all three of these regions.  Indeed, closing the educational gap in Sub-Saharan Africa would have meant almost doubling the annual rate of growth of per capital income, something this region could well have used. 

Another study suggests that the countries of the Middle East and North Africa are foregoing economic growth by failing to draw women into the labor force in larger numbers.  If women in this region were working as frequently as one would normally expect, given their educational levels, numbers of children and age distribution, the annual per capita economic growth rate would have been 0.7 of a percentage point higher than it actually was at the end of the Twentieth Century.  Instead of growing at a rate under 2 percent per year, per capita income in this region would have grown at a rate of 2.6 percent per year.

In sum, failure to provide women with equal education and jobs costs economies substantially.


There are three reasons why women’s economic empowerment results in more rapid economic growth.  The first and most important reason is the enhanced productivity and more efficient allocation of resources that results from improving women’s capacities, opportunities and resources and reducing discrimination against them. For example, studies of Sub-Saharan Africa—where rural women typically farm independently from their husbands—suggest that equalizing women’s access to agricultural resources could increase total agricultural outputs by 5-20  percent.  This is without any increase in total inputs to farming, just a redistribution of these inputs from male to female family members.  In a region that has had difficulty feeding itself, such improved productivity achieved through redistribution would have helped to enhance the well-being of men, women and children.

Similarly, a study in Bangladesh found that every dollar borrowed by women from the famous Grameen Bank raised household income twice as much as every dollar borrowed by men.  Women’s economic empowerment promotes economic growth because it makes the work force more productive and the allocation of economic resources more efficient.

The second reason that women’s economic empowerment promotes growth is demographic.  We have strong evidence that wherever female education rises, birth rates decline. And this decline brings a potentially important economic benefit, namely, an increase in the number of adults of working age available to support both children and the elderly.  During the second half of the Twentieth Century, many countries in East Asia capitalized on this “demographic bonus” by increasing their savings rates and improving women’s educational levels and employment opportunities.  These changes in turn contributed to the rapid economic growth enjoyed in that region—and to the rapid recovery in growth after the economic crisis of 1997.  The demographic bonus has not had as strong an impact in Latin America, but many countries in the region are aware of this bonus and concerned about how to best capitalized on it. 


The third and final reason that women’s economic empowerment leads to economic expansion is intergenerational.  Numerous studies from around the world have shown that women tend to spend their incomes on their children while men tend to spend their incomes on themselves.  In Brazil, for example, each dollar earned by a mother has 20 times the positive impact on child survival as each dollar earned by the father, and between four and eight times the positive impact on child nutrition.  And a study in Cote d’Ivoire found that as women’s share of household income rises, household expenditures on tobacco and alcohol decline.  In other words, men are spending their incomes on personal consumption while women are spending their incomes on food, medical care and schooling for their children.


Women’s economic empowerment is also important for poverty reduction above and beyond its positive effects on economic growth.  We do not know exactly how many women are poor, but the economic, social and legal disadvantages faced by women in many countries suggest that they are more vulnerable than men to falling into poverty and less able to climb out of it.  Thus, by empowering women economically, we are also likely to help poor women to rise out of poverty.

The World Bank’s Commitments


Let me end by briefly reviewing the World Bank’s approach to gender equality.  The World Bank’s mission is to help partner governments reduce poverty and achieve sustainable development.  Because of the evidence that gender equality promotes economic growth and poverty reduction—and because women’s economic empowerment is a human right—the World Banks takes women’s economic empowerment very seriously.  Over the past decade, we have greatly strengthened our work to promote gender equality in our assistance to our clients in several ways.  We have conducted extensive research on the links between women’s empowerment and development outcomes.  In 2001, we adopted a new gender mainstreaming strategy.  And in 2003, we revised and strengthened our operational policy on gender and development.  


Recent monitoring reports, which are available on our website, suggest steady progress in integrating gender equality issues into our development work. To be sure, there is further work to be done—by the World Bank, by governments and by civil society.  But the Bank is strongly committed to promoting economic equality between women and men in the countries with whom we work.  I therefore urge you to call on us to partner with you in your work to improve the situation of women in your country.

Thank you for your attention.
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