Statement by Dr, Gepke Hingst
Resident Coordinator a.i., Bhutan
at the International Women’s Day, 8 March 2010, Chuka
Your Majesty, Ashi Sangay Choden Wangchuck, Queen mother and UNFPA Goodwill Ambassador, 
Dasho Drungpa, Dasho Drangpen, Director of Business College, Venerable Lams
Mr Bakhodir Burkhanov, UNDP Resident Representative a.i.,

UN agency colleagues, 

Dashos, Aums, 

Distinguished guests,

Ladies and Gentlemen, Boys and Girls

On behalf of the UN agencies in Bhutan, I am honoured to be here today to commemorate the 99th International Women’s Day, jointly organized by the Dzongkhag administration of Chukha, Gedu college of Business studies, RENEW, NCWC and the UN system in Bhutan.  
Today as we gather here to celebrate this international women’s day, let us pay tribute to all women worldwide who contribute so much to the well-being of their families, communities and nations. 
More than 60 years ago, in 1945, the founders of the United Nations inscribed the guiding principle of equality between men and women in the United Nations Charter.  Thirty years later, in 1979, delegates adopted the Convention of the Elimination of Discrimination Against Women, CEDAW. In 1994, at the International Conference on Population and Development, leaders declared for the first time that reproductive health and rights are fundamental to women’s empowerment, gender equality and sustainable development. 
Not only world leaders discuss women’s empowerment and equal opportunities for all, also ordinary persons like my mother. When family planning became readily available in my home country, I remember my mother and her classmates commenting that family planning was the key to true women’s empowerment. It allowed women to plan childbirth and thus ... allowing women to continue education or pursue a profession. My mother and her classmates saw their education being short cut twice, first by the Second World War and thereafter by marriage and child birth; all of them remained housewives.
The theme for this year’s International Women’s Day is Equal Rights, Equal Opportunities: Progress for All. 
Today, more girls attend school, more women hold parliament and government seats, and more women benefit from paid employment. Yet there is still a long way to go to achieve true equality. 
The UN Secretary General pointed out that gender equality and women’s empowerment should be treated as basic human rights while outlining the areas of concerns like “Maternal mortality remains unacceptably high –worldwide one woman dies every minute from complications related to pregnancy and childbirth- , too few women have access to family planning and violence against women remains a cause for global shame.” 
Violence against women not only constitutes a violation of human rights but comes also at enormous social and economic costs. It undercuts the women’s contribution to development, peace and security, and poses a serious threat to achieving the internationally agreed development goals, including the Millennium Development Goals. 

Allow me here to pay my sincere tribute to Your Majesty for Your compassionate leadership and persistent commitment to address the violence against women; to reduce the gender gap, and to assist underprivileged, marginalized women and adolescent girls to become socially and economically productive members of the communities. Your contribution constitutes an enormous source of inspiration to those women in need, and a lightening example for us assisting them.
His Majesty’s outstanding development vision for Bhutan, Gross National Happiness is a GNH for all, not only men nor only for boys, NO for men and women alike, for boys and girls alike. In Bhutan gender gaps are steadily narrowing. We see an increasing number of women graduating from colleges and engaged as paid employees at various government positions. 
However the UN SG also mentioned that gender stereotyping and discrimination remain common to all cultures and communities, ... 
I remember distinctively that when I came at that crossroad where one has to choose a profession, the advice, I got was: “become a nurse, it is a good profession for a woman”. And then my mother, whose education was cut short told me, “go for it, become a doctor, you always wanted to do it; you can do it!” And so ... I did take my chances, became a doctor, travelled the world and ended up standing here today in front of you. 
That is why I feel so strongly now that women in leadership positions should facilitate the way in for the girls of today to exercise their right to education, make it easier for girls to take advantage of the equal opportunities and pursue their professional dreams. That is why, Your Majesty, I so profoundly admire Your personal commitment in bringing those girls with lesser opportunities back in the mainstream.   
Bhutan is fortunate to have the highest level commitment and political will to address gender concerns, creating the choice for the girls by educating them, treating them equally, creating those equal opportunities.
 Allow me, Your Majesty to reiterate Your powerful statement for today and every day that “without women’s rights, there are no human rights.” Also the government’s motto of equity and justice is completely aligned to today’s theme:  Equal Rights, Equal Opportunities: Progress for All
Your Majesty, Dashos, ladies and gentlemen, boys and girls:

The UN system in Bhutan remains fully committed to working with all partners to advance women’s empowerment, gender equality and women’s rights. Today, on International Women’s Day, we join Your Majesty and the people of Bhutan in the firm conviction that all human beings, men and women are born free, equal in dignity and rights, and that all persons are entitled to live free of discrimination. 
Thank you and Tashi Delek
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