Speech by the Prime Minister on the Occasion of International Women’s Day, 8th March, 2010

Excellencies!

Distinguished Guests!

Ladies and Gentlemen!
 It is indeed a great pleasure for me to address this gathering on International Women’s Day in both capacities as a Prime Minister and Minister for Women Development. Each year, International Women’s Day provides an occasion for taking stock of the progress made and to reflect on the challenges that remain in the pursuit of Gender Equity. 

This year’s theme for International Women’s Day: Equal Rights, Equal Opportunities: Progress for All, is particularly challenging in the current economic crisis, the world is facing. Ensuring equal rights, equal opportunities is going to be an uphill task not only for us in Pakistan but equally challenging for the most developed nations of the world, but it is a challenge nonetheless we are committed to accept because the theme reflects the vision of our great leader Shaheed Mohtarma Benazir Bhutto, who was an international advocate for women and children, especially those in developing countries. Shaheed Mohtarma Benazir Bhutto defined empowerment as “the right to be independent; to be educated; to have choices in life. Empowerment is the right to have the opportunity to select a productive career; to win property; to participate in business; to flourish in the market place”. 
As a policy, the present government is taking forward her legacy and striving, with all out efforts, to implement her vision and her plans which were left unfulfilled due to her untimely Shahadat. Let me assure you that my Government is determined to follow and implement, in letter and spirit, her vision of a greater and stronger Pakistan, with a literate and empowered nation, despite the challenges of extremism we are facing today.

 
Ladies and Gentlemen!
 The present democratic Government is fully cognizant of the existing critical issues and problems being faced by our women ranging from domestic to national life and has an unflinching commitment to the cause of Gender Equality.  

The Party’s manifesto gives high priority to empowerment of women to ensure equal rights through economic, social, legal and political measures. I must mention here, some of the measures taken by the government in this regard which are:-

Increased representation at National and Provincial Assemblies has helped political empowerment of our women. I feel pride in stating that Dr. Fehmida Mirza is the only woman Speaker of a House of Parliament in the Muslim World. Many of the National Assembly Standing Committees are chaired by women parliamentarians and an active Women Caucus with representation of all parties has been formed at the national level. 

 In the context of economic empowerment of women, Shaheed Benazir Bhutto’s vision has been achieved through distribution of land to landless Haris, 70% of these beneficiaries are women. So far the Government of Sindh has distributed 43,000 acres of state land among 4196 beneficiaries. To provide immediate support to the destitute women, the Benazir Income Support Programme (BISP) has been undertaken with an initial allocation of Rs.34 billion (US $ 425 million approximately) and a job quota of 10% for women has been assured in public sector employment.

 Pakistan, being a signatory to various UN Conventions, especially Convention on the Elimination of all Forms of Discrimination against Women (CEDAW), Convention on Rights of Children (CRC) and Millennium Development Goals (MDGs) is committed to elimination of all forms of discrimination against women.

Discriminatory laws are being amended. The Criminal Law (Amendment) Act, 2009 has been enacted, whereas Protection against Harassment of Women at the Workplace Bill, 2010 has been passed by the National Assembly and Senate. These legislations would serve as deterrent to the issue of harassment at workplace and provide opportunity to young women to join private and public sector without any fear. 

A draft Domestic Violence Bill, 2009 is also in the process of enactment. Meanwhile, Shaheed Benazir Bhutto Centres for Women are being increased to provide immediate relief to the victims of violence. 

Legislation to enable women to own property and assets is being formulated.

 Measures like establishment of working women hostels, provision of transport facilities to female employees, establishment of Day Care Centres, are a part of the Government’s initiative to address the problems of working women.

For empowering women further, the government has assured better health and education facilities. 

 Efforts are under way to mainstream women’s interests in the policies and projects of the government. National Policy for Development and Empowerment of Women, 2002 and National Plan of Action (NPA) is being reviewed as per present situation and requirements through Gender Reform Action Plan (GRAP). I am pleased to announce that the policy and National Plan of Action (NPA) will be presented to the Cabinet soon.

Ministry of Women Development is serving and will continue to serve to enhance government’s agenda of engendering governance structures. The reform agenda cannot be achieved within a short span of time; therefore, I urge all the ministries to institutionalize and reflect in their budgets this reform agenda on gender mainstreaming to strengthen not only the Ministry of Women Development, rather to empower the women of Pakistan. 

 In my capacity as the Minister-in-Charge of the Ministry of Women Development, I am fully aware of the strengths and challenges this Ministry is facing. The Government is making efforts to further strengthen the Ministry as well as National Commission on the Status of Women (NCSW) in terms of human as well as financial resources so that these important institutions can maximize efforts towards gender equality. I would also like to see NCSW with total administrative and financial autonomy. This reform agenda will continue in the coming years and will be institutionalized in a phased manner in the key ministries and I urge the Ministry of Finance and Establishment Division to strengthen Ministry of Women Development (MoWD). 

 Here I would like to make a few announcements:

 Now the laws have been enacted for the protection of women. I have directed all concerned to implement these in letter and spirit in order to ensure implementation. I will go a step further to show the commitment of this government towards empowerment of women and I hereby announce the establishment of the Office of Women’s Ombudsman.

I would also like to see NCSW with total administrative and financial autonomy.

10% quota reserved for employment of women through CSS and across the board. All government agencies are directed to ensure implementation. I also direct the provincial governments to observe this quota.

The Youth Development Centres under the Ministry of Youth Affairs at Peshawar and Quetta are still not functional, at the imitative of the Ministry of Youth Affairs, I announce the conversion of these centres into Working Women Hostels to provide safe and secure accommodation to women working in these cities. I know that working women have been facing acute shortage of accommodation in Islamabad and in provincial capitals and I assure that Working Women Hostels will be built on top priority.

To promote economic empowerment of women the government has decided to strengthen the First Women Bank Limited as it is providing convenience for women every where in Pakistan.

 I take this opportunity to convey a note of thanks to our international partners particularly donor agencies for their assistance in promoting the gender agenda in Pakistan.

 In the end, I commend the Ministry of Women Development for organizing this event in such a befitting manner to commemorate the International Women’s Day. 

Thank You. 
Pakistan Paindabad!

