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Mideast and Africa still holdouts on women's rights

Washington, 25 Sep (IPS/Ramy Srour) -- Gender equality around the world has increased dramatically over the past half-century even though the vast majority of countries continue to restrict women's economic development in at least one way, the World Bank reports this week.

 

The Washington-based institution, the world's largest development funder, released a major report Tuesday tracking gender equality developments in 143 countries, focusing particularly on the last two years but contextualising those changes since the 1960s.

 

It finds that although many countries have moved toward greater gender parity, there are still major areas - particularly in the Middle East and Sub-Saharan Africa - where substantial legal barriers to equality remain in place.

 

Civil society groups generally agree with the bank's long-term analysis, but emphasise that the picture on the ground remains problematic. Even when policies have changed, they say, poor implementation remains an outstanding issue.

 

"While it is true that over the last 50 years we have seen a huge uplift in women's rights laws on violence, divorce and property rights, the greatest challenge is that the majority of these laws aren't actually being enforced," Ritu Sharma, president of Women Thrive Worldwide, a non-profit organisation here, told IPS.

 

"The real goal is to create infrastructure that will enable local governments to actually prosecute sex offenders, get women to keep their ownership rights, and enable them to initiate divorce proceedings. Right now, very little is being done to ensure that these new laws are respected."

 

Nearly 90 percent of the 143 countries were found to have at least one legal restriction on women's economic opportunities, according to the report. Bank researchers focused on regulations affecting women's property rights, legal decision-making procedures, legal protections addressing violence against women, and legal barriers on women's economic empowerment.

 

Most restrictions impact women's ability to conduct basic activities, ranging from applying for a passport to registering a business, from opening a bank account to applying for a job to their ability to hold property. In 15 countries, husbands are still legally allowed to prevent their spouses from working or accepting a job.

 

The most significant obstacles in this regard affect some of the most basic aspects of women's everyday lives. The length of paid maternity leave, for instance, as well as laws penalising employers from firing pregnant women are some of the most common.

 

Nonetheless, "Progress on gender equality under the law is accelerating," Augusto Lopez-Claros, the director of global indicators and analysis at the World Bank Group, said Tuesday.

 

He added that some of the restrictions that have been removed were also some of the oldest still alive. For instance, in Latin America and the Caribbean women now have the ability to represent the family and manage marital assets, something only their husbands were previously allowed to do.

 

Funding and technical expertise from multilateral institutions has had an increasingly important role in nurturing gender equality around the world. But many advocates, such as Sharma, suggest that most multilaterals came late to this work, with the most important successes of the past half-century being carried out by local grassroots organisations.

 

"Although multilateral organisations such as the World Bank have done a lot of work pushing for better gender equality laws," Sharma says, "they have only really stepped in as recently as five or 10 years ago."

 

The World Bank's financial contribution, for instance, has had an important impact on the global debate. But Sharma says much of the institution's work seems to have had the effect of providing a normative basis for the movement, while local activists are struggling to implement their own strategies.

 

"What seems to be happening today is that local groups realise that they have to do most of the implementation on their own, so they are coming up with new ways to do that," she notes, suggesting that many are now focusing on ways to change the social norms that lead to gender inequality.

 

"One way to do that is by reaching out to local religious institutions and trying to achieve gender equality by educating women through their faith and their cultural norms."

 

Others worry that foreign-funded development projects themselves fail to fully account for their own unequal impact on women.

 

"What most multilateral organisations have achieved over the last few years is to improve their rhetoric on gender inequality in the global debate - but that's about it," Elaine Zuckerman, president of Gender Action, an advocacy group here that promotes women's rights in international development investments, told IPS.

 

"The World Bank, for instance, has invested large amounts of money in excellent research, but they are still missing a rigorous gender-based approach to women's issues."

 

She says she would like to see the bank increase the number of gender specialists it employs.

 

Indeed, Gender Action has long been a critical observer of the negative impact that internationally funded development projects can have on women. A 2006 report by the group, for instance, looked at the gender dimension of a multilateral-funded oil-and-gas pipeline project in Central Asia.

 

"These industrial developments had a tragic impact on women," Zuckerman says. "All construction and office jobs went to men, and the farmlands where women had been working had to be removed. The result was that women were practically forced into sex labour in order to sustain themselves." +

 

Spain: Sponsor a university student

 

Malaga, Spain, 25 Sep (IPS/Ines Benitez) -- Adopt a tree. Adopt a polar bear. Sponsor a child in a poor country. The concept has caught on in Spain's troubled academic system and now people and companies can sponsor a university student.

 

The "Higher Education Sponsorship Programme" at the public University of Malaga in southern Spain invites individuals or businesses to donate money to a fund to finance the tuition of new students who prove that they can't afford to pay and who failed to earn the minimum grade of 5.5 out of 10 on the entrance exam to qualify for a state scholarship, a source at the university explained to IPS.

 

The sponsors will be given tax reductions, access to university services, and public recognition as donors.

 

The idea is "to sponsor a student, just like you would sponsor a child," Adelaida de la Calle, dean of the University of Malaga and president of the conference of Spanish university deans, told the press.

 

Tuition in public universities in Spain runs between 680 and 1,280 euros (921 to 1,734 dollars) a year.

 

Because the requisites for scholarships are stricter now and the amounts of aid granted have shrunk, there are fewer new students and more are dropping out after the first year, the spokesman for the Coordinator of Student Representatives of Public Universities (CREUP), Aratz Castro, a sociology student at the University of the Basque Country in northern Spain, told IPS.

 

Under a decree-law passed in early August, the minimum entrance exam grade for qualifying for free tuition the first year is 5.5 out of 10. But the minimum grade required for other kinds of direct financial aid, like free transportation, essential for poor students, was raised one point.

 

Sponsoring students "or any other initiative that complements the scholarship system is positive," Castro said. But it should be public institutions that take on that mission, he maintained.

 

Fidel Gonzalez, the president of the Federation of Associations of Progressive Students, said the University of Malaga's idea is "a cry for help" in the face of the danger that "hundreds of students will be left out and others won't be able to continue studying."

 

But "this is not a question of charity or solidarity, but of social justice and equality," Gonzalez told IPS. He argued that it is the Education Ministry that should "sponsor students instead of attacking the heart of the educational system by raising tuition and cutting scholarships."

 

In the 2012-2013 school year, the funds earmarked by the government for scholarships fell 8.3 percent, according to the annual report on academic statistics, Datos y Cifras del Curso Escolar, published September 16 by the Education Ministry.

 

The number of beneficiaries of scholarships shrank by 24,520 students, 3.1 percent fewer than the previous school year.

 

And the proportion of students receiving any kind of aid, especially assistance for purchasing school materials, dropped by nearly 60 percent: 578,549 students were left without support.

 

In crisis-stricken Spain, the state has cut public education across the board. Some educational institutions in the eastern region of Valencia could not even afford to pay for heating in the winter of 2012.

 

"I've studied thanks to a scholarship over the past two years," said Florencia Zucas, a fourth-year student of labour relations and human resources in the Faculty of Social Studies and Labour at the University of Malaga. "Without that, it would have been impossible," she told IPS.

 

The university is 12 km from the home where Zucas lives with her uncle and aunt. The 25-year-old student, who is from Argentina, has lived in Spain for 13 years. She used to have a part-time job to earn money for tuition, but her wages were low and her work took time away from her studies, making it difficult for her to pass the majority of the courses she was taking - a requisite to maintain the scholarship.

 

"The state should pay," Cristina Enamorado, 20, told IPS, as she headed in to take an entrance exam on the University of Malaga campus.

 

Enamorado wants to study early childhood education. Because of the lack of prospects, several of her friends dropped out of high school and moved to the United Kingdom or Germany.

 

Spain's unemployment rate is the second-highest in the European Union, after Greece's: 26.6 percent, according to the latest figures from the National Statistics Institute.

 

Many heads of households are now unemployed or have suffered wage cuts, and can't pay tuition for their sons and daughters.

 

"My parents' salaries have both gone down a lot," said Martha Caparros, 19. "Since the state doesn't help, it's ok for individuals or companies to lend a hand," she said.

 

Sitting on the stairway outside the Law Faculty after taking her entrance exams, Caparros told IPS that she would apply for a scholarship to study social education. Her brother is also starting university this year and the question of paying tuition "is complicated" for her family, she said.

 

"My mother was saving up for a year in case they didn't grant me the scholarship," Raquel Avila, 20, told IPS. She just began her fourth year at the Faculty of Social Studies and Labour Relations.

 

So far she has always qualified for a scholarship that has paid her tuition of 1,200 euros (1,626 dollars) a year.

 

The students start class in October but don't find out whether or not they were granted a scholarship until December. Avila said last year, students and professors took up a collection to pay one student's tuition.

 

The sponsorship programme "is good because at least it helps people start their university studies," she said.

 

But with youth unemployment standing at over 56 percent, young people in Spain need sponsors even after they graduate, just to find work.

 

That is the aim of the Fundacio Princep de Girona, a foundation in the northeastern region of Catalonia, which launched the "Sponsor Talent" programme, which helps students with university degrees join the labour market. +

