Speech by Mr. Nicholas Rosellini, United Nations Resident Coordinator at the International Women’s Day,
8 March 2006, Bumthang

Your Majesty, Ashi Sangay Choden Wangchuck, the Queen of Bhutan and UNFPA Goodwill Ambassador, Honorable Dashos, Distinguished guests, Ladies and Gentlemen
It is a great honor to be here in Bumthang today at this important event -- the observation of International Women’s Day, jointly organized by the Ministry of Health, National Commission for Women and Children, RENEW, the Bumthang Dzongkhag Administration and the United Nations.  
The theme of this year’s International Women’s Day is “Women in Decision-making: Meeting Challenges, Creating Changes”. This is very appropriate for Bhutan at the dawn of a new era – an era of parliamentary democracy. Promoting gender equality and empowerment of women is a Millennium Development Goal. It recognizes that full participation by women in decision-making process is essential for peace, development and equality. Promoting gender equality is not only women’s responsibility -- it is the responsibility of all of us. 

In 1995, the Beijing Platform for Action identified women in power and decision-making as one of its critical areas of concern. It outlined concrete actions to be taken by governments, the private sector, academic institutions, regional bodies and non-governmental organizations as well as the United Nations system to increase women's access and full participation in power structures and decision-making.
In most countries, women around the world are meeting the challenges of leadership, and contributing to change in their communities, countries and in the international arena in very real ways.  But still today, only 15 countries have reached the target of 30 per cent of women in parliaments and national decision making-bodies. While progress is being made towards the equality of women and men in decision-making at all levels, the pace is slow. 
Women continue to remain under-represented at all levels of decision-making and their achievements all too often remain invisible and unacknowledged, their voices unheard. Much more needs to be done, not only to accelerate the inclusion of women into formal decision-making bodies, but also to increase their impact in decision-making.
In Bhutan, through the wise and farsighted leadership of His Majesty the King, women do not face overt discrimination. The establishment of the National Commission for Women and Children followed by the setting up of RENEW under the initiative of Her Majesty the Queen has given further impetus to the cause of women and children in Bhutan. However, some gaps still do remain between women and men. We must take specific, targeted action in a number of areas.

The maternal mortality rate in Bhutan is still more than double the global average. Reproductive health and rights are key to women’s empowerment and gender equality and the achievement of international development goals. Reproductive health services prevent unintended pregnancies and abortion, HIV infection, maternal, infant and child mortality, and save lives. 
More effort is needed to ensure women’s rights and access to necessary services and opportunities in order to achieve the MDGs.
The relatively low female literacy rate and educational levels of women in Bhutan both contribute to under-representation of women in decision-making. Although impressive progress has been made towards reducing gender disparity in education, female enrolment is still a comparatively low 34% at the tertiary level. Estimates put female adult literacy rates at less than 30%, which is much lower than that of men.

This can be seen in the workforce and in the political arena. From 2000 to 2002 women accounted for 25% of total recruitment in corporate and private organizations. Similarly, 26% of civil servants are women, the majority of these in the lower grades. In the political arena, only 8 out of the 105 chimis are women, and only 1
 out of the 201 gups is a woman. Women however are more represented in lower levels of decision-making at village level as tshogpas (village representatives on a voluntary basis).
There is a need for special efforts to promote and increase women’s participation in decision-making positions. Now is the appropriate moment, given the country’s transition towards a parliamentary democracy. This provides an opportunity to further emphasize the benefits of equal participation in decision-making and the role of women in this area. To this end, we need to ensure that a gender perspective is integrated in the legislations and policies related to the electoral process, such as the Election Act. This is an area where the recently established Election Commission can play an important role.
Women must be specifically targeted for voter and civic education, perhaps through the Non Formal Education program, in which 72% of the participants are women. This is critical for enhancing their participation in elections. 
Women are often the decision-makers at household level; they should be given the chance to become decision makers at other levels as well. 
Another area of opportunity we have in Bhutan to promote women’s participation in decision-making is through the on-going civil service reform process for example, through inclusion of a gender equality component in the training of civil servants. 
It is essential to mainstream gender into all sectors and engender policies including the use of gender-disaggregated data. This is an area where the national gender focal points, the National Statistical Bureau and the National Commission for Women and Children can play an important role. The availability of gender disaggregated data will provide useful information and analysis for policy makers and thus help in the overall planning and implementing of programmes and activities. 
I am confident that the programme today will deepen the understanding of the importance of ensuring equal participation of women and men in decision-making and its positive impact in our society.  While there are challenges ahead, at the same time, as we look at the role women play in society, we also have hope.  
Bumthang dzongkhag, as I am given to understand, has successfully piloted several initiatives such as the model village concept, the Village Health Workers Programme and the Health and Religion project.  Bumthang is also one of those districts where the number of girls enrolled in primary and secondary schools is equal to that of boys. Let us hope that Bumthang will yet again set an example in promoting equal participation in decision-making. 

Today, on this International Women’s Day, let us reaffirm and reinforce our commitment to the Beijing Platform for Action as we work to reduce poverty and achieve the Millennium Development Goals. Let us reiterate that every woman and girl is a unique and valuable human being who can participate equally in the development process of a nation. In the words of the UN Secretary-General, “progress for women is progress for all”, as declared by world leaders at the World Summit in 2005. Let us rededicate ourselves to making this a reality on this International Women’s Day. 
The United Nations will continue to support the Royal Government, and the people of Bhutan, in addressing gender equality and advancement of women. 
 
Thank you and Tashi Delek
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