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Distinguished Guests, 

On behalf of UNESCO, I would like to start by saying that it is a great pleasure for me to participate in the 8th Eurasian Economic Summit organized by the Marmara Group Foundation.

The focus of this third day of the Summit, i.e. women, is especially important for me and close to my heart as the Chief of the Section for Women and Gender Equality at UNESCO.  As you all know, 2005 marks a milestone in our efforts towards women’s advancement, empowerment and gender equality. It is the thirtieth anniversary of the First World Conference on Women (Mexico 1975) and the ten-year anniversary of the Fourth World Conference on Women (Beijing 1995).  In 1995, 189 countries unanimously adopted the Beijing Declaration and the Platform for Action as an embodiment of their commitment to the empowerment of women and gender equality. The Declaration focused on 12 critical areas of concern: women and poverty; education and training; health, including reproductive rights; violence; armed conflict; economy; power and decision-making; institutional mechanisms; human rights; media; environment and the girl child. Many of these areas are of great concern to UNESCO.

The theme chosen for our discussions and deliberations today is directly linked to one of those 12 areas. I look forward to our discussions on the subject of “Women’s Employment in Economic Development” with specific reference to the Turkish situation. 

Before I express a few thoughts on women’s employment and the links between education and employment –the subject I was asked to focus on - let me briefly present UNESCO’s approach to women and gender equality. The policy context for UNESCO’s actions in this area is set in the Medium Term Strategy for 2002-2007, which states, “a gender perspective will be integrated in policy, planning, programming, implementation and evaluation activities in all areas of UNESCO’s competence with a view to promoting empowerment and achieving gender equality”. This policy commitment is translated into practical guidance and well-defined lines of responsibility in the document Gender Mainstreaming Implementation Framework, 2002-2007 prepared by the Women and Gender Equality Section of the Bureau of Strategic Planning. The Women and Gender Equality Section of the Bureau of Strategic Planning has the overall responsibility for the integration of a women’s empowerment and gender equality perspective in all programmes of the Organization -UNESCO programme sectors include education, natural sciences, social and human sciences, communication and information and culture- and works with and through each programme sector to ensure this. The Section also represents UNESCO in international fora on issues related to women and gender equality and forges partnerships with national, international non-governmental organizations. 

Against this policy background let me just summarize the key conclusions that were drawn in New York in March 2005 during the review of the implementation of the Beijing Platform for Action. The general conclusion was that although some progress has been made in some of the critical areas and in some regions, by and large, there are serious inequalities that still remain in each of the areas. One of the 12 critical areas that was of special concern during the review process was employment. 

Allow me to reiterate some well known facts and figures to set the context for what I would like to address: women constitute half of world’s population and have a strong influence over the growth of the other remaining half (as mothers). Women produce half of the world’s food supply and they account for 60 % of the work force. Despite these contributions, women comprise only 10 % of the world’s economy in terms of asset holding and they own less than 1 % of the land and real estate. 

I would like to emphasize that, based on experience and empirical evidence, we do know that women have been and still are actively participating in the economic development of their countries, both as laborers/employees and as entrepreneurs. We also know that both women and men face challenges that are similar in nature. However, there are also challenges and barriers that only women face and in some cases, these challenges are significantly more difficult to overcome due to unequal relations between women and men. 

On the question of women’s employment and economic development, I would say that the issue, then, is not so much getting women employed. The first challenge that needs to be addressed is to ensure that women’s contributions to economic development of their countries are acknowledged/recognized, valued and counted in the official statistics and economic indicators. Even in 2005, in most developing countries, there are far fewer indicators available on women’s status in the labor force. Where information is available, it is not up-to-date in many regions and countries. There are also serious issues of data quality since, as I just mentioned, women’s employment is undercounted. This is the case in agriculture and in the informal sector (especially in manufacturing and service activities) where large numbers of women workers are concentrated women are concentrated. 

Closely related to data quality, is the quality of employment for women and this is the second challenge that needs to be addressed.  One of the most recent publications on gender equality, i.e. the report of the Task Force on Gender Equality of the Millennium Project (2005), notes the following: “During the 1980s and 1990s, women’s activity rates increased everywhere except in sub-Saharan Africa, parts of Europe and Central Asia and Oceania. […] Yet, women’s status in the labor market remains significantly inferior to men’s according to several key indicators. Occupational segregation by sex is widespread and leads to allocational inefficiencies and gender wage gaps. Gender inequality in employment contravenes women’s right to decent work and is costly for women, their households, and their communities. 

Gender inequalities persist in entry to work, conditions at work and exit from the labor market. Let me focus on the first two of these, i.e. entry to work and conditions at work and leave the exit to experts in other areas. 

For both entry and conditions at work, one of the more significant determining factors is education. Why education and what is meant by education? By education, we mean investment in human capital and the ability to acquire knowledge. For the economic development of a country, a good education policy and education system based on the demand for education along with sufficient and continuous investment in education are the ingredients that matter. In today’s world, strong economies compete on the basis of high value, not solely low cost. Hence, a practical and viable approach to strengthening a country’s economy and increasing competitiveness is to provide today’s and tomorrow’s work force members with the skills, knowledge and attitudes for economic and social success in an increasingly knowledge-based economy. As noted in a 2004 book entitled Smart Money: Education and Economic Development by William Schweke,  “A compelling body of research links primary and secondary education to economic development and growth. This research recognizes people as a type of economic asset –“human capital”- and shows that increased investment in health, skills and knowledge provides future returns to the economy through increases in labor productivity. Education increases workers’ average earnings and productivity and it also reduces the incidence of social problems such as drug abuse, crime, welfare dependency, and lack of access to medical care, all of which weigh heavily on the economy.”

Other recent studies and evidence also indicate that private returns to education in the form of wages are up everywhere in the world. As countries liberalize their economies, education becomes a more important asset because education is a scarce commodity in the global market. 

An interesting finding for our purposes is the returns to female education. It is now a well-known fact that investments in girls’ and women’s education are generally more profitable than that for boys and men. Several studies by scholars and by multilateral and inter-governmental organizations, particularly the World Bank and UNESCO show that increasing the education levels of girls and women has a favorable impact on economic growth.  Corallarily, low investment in girls’ and women’s education significantly reduces a country’s economic output. A World Bank study suggests that closing the gender gap could increase a country’s per capita income and the faster the progress in closing gender gaps, the faster the acceleration of economic growth (World Bank and the Beijing Platform for Action Improving Women’s Lives - World Bank Actions since Beijing” World Bank 2005, p.18.)

The Task Force study that I mentioned earlier makes a strong case that to reduce barriers to entering employment for women, important strategies are increasing women’s access to post primary and vocational and technical education and improving the quality of education. These are also areas, especially the quality of education, that are at the core of UNESCO’s work in the field of education.  The Report goes on to say that of particular importance for adolescent girls’ participation and achievement in post primary education is their enrolment and achievement in science, math, and other technical courses. Several studies support the conclusions of the Task Force report. They show that the greater a woman’s education, the greater the probability that she will enter the labor market.  The empirical evidence further demonstrates that while primary education affects the probability of labor market participation in some countries, secondary and tertiary education increases the probability in all countries.

While education is a critical factor in entry into the labor force, the level of education is also a determining factor for the type of employment that women are likely to enter.  More education is found to increase women’s likelihood of working in formal wage employment and in the public sector while less education results in self-employment or informal sector employment. Level of education also has a strong influence on occupational segregation, gender gaps in earnings, informalization and flexibilization of work and finally on unemployment.

I would like to conclude by citing some figures from Turkey in the area of education and gender differences and draw your attention to some trends with negative future consequences.

The Millennium Project Task Force Report on Gender Equality includes figures on female and male enrolment at different levels and makes some projections for 2015. According to these figures, the female to male ratio at primary level was 0.94 in 1990 and 0.92 in 2000. The projected female to male ratio for 2005 is 0.91and for 2015, it is 0.89 with the result that in 2015, Turkey is ranked at level 4 indicating a trend whereby it is expected that Turkey will be in the group of countries that fall behind in terms of gender parity.

The figures for secondary level are more alarming. The female to male ratios for 1990 and 2000 are 0.64 and 0.71, respectively. The projections for 2005 and 2015 are 0.74 and 0.82 respectively, once again ranking Turkey at level 4 with the prospect of falling behind.

What is happening? After all, this is a country that was used as an example to demonstrate the success of compulsory universal primary education for all not so long ago. 

At this point, we need to ask a few some simple yet tough questions:

What are the reasons for this situation?

What kind of policies and mechanisms do we need to reverse the trend?

What are the roles and responsibilities of different stakeholders in drafting and implementing these policies and mechanisms? (state, civil society organizations, students, parents)

What type of dialogue, partnerships (inside and outside) do we need to establish to work towards the common objective of education with gender parity and quality?

Thank you all.
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