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In November 2011, Michelle Bachelet said “The Arab spring has demonstrated 

to the world that women are prepared and determined to fight for human rights 

and democracy.  They want to remain at the forefront of these political 

processes that will determine their future and the future of their countries.  

Women´s rights must be part of the foundations of these new beginnings and 

not something to be dealt with at a later time.  Change comes through working 

collectively to achieve concrete progress.  This will only be possible with the 

solidarity of both men and women.  This solidarity must be built through the 

sharing of everyday tasks and responsibilities within our homes, in our 

communities and in public life”. 

But only five months later, in April 2012, she noted, “While Arab uprisings and 

transition have created the opportunity for greater gender equality, they also 

render the previous gains by women in the region vulnerable. A particular 

concern is economic empowerment because there is high youth unemployment 

and a low level of women´s participation in the labour market.  The percentage 

of women in the labour force in Arab States is 26%, half the 52% globally.  And 

overall it is clear that having the world´s lowest representation of women in 

politics and in the labour force hurts both Arab women and also the current and 

future prospects for the region”.  

And this is one of the reasons this meeting is so important. 

Women´s economic empowerment, a question of rights and social justice or of 

higher returns on growth? 

Robert Zoellick, former President of the World Bank, said in 2008, “One 

motivation for women´s empowerment is basic fairness and decency.  Young 

girls should have the exact same opportunities that boys do to lead full and 

productive lives, … the empowerment of women is smart economics”. 
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And in fact, women´s economic rights can be strengthened by improving legal 

frameworks relating to land, inheritance, and property rights. 

Empowering women makes good economic sense. We must ensure that we 

capitalize on the potential and talents of all citizens, not only one half of them. 

Closing the gender gap is critical to confront the challenges we face today and 

the ones to come, and to achieve sustainable and balanced growth. 

Social and political factors have a significant influence on women´s ability to 

participate in the economy and cultural barriers need to be identified and 

tackled. 

Women experience barriers in almost every aspect of professional life, 

including: 

1. Their access to vocational and professional training 

2. The type of work they may obtain 

3. Their pay and conditions of work 

4. The insecurity of their jobs 

5. The availability of childcare services 

In the first session, you are going to discuss the Arab region’s economic model, 

and perhaps it is useful to talk about economic reforms in new democracies, 

trying to summarize the experiences of Southern Europe in the mid 1970s, Latin 

America in the mid 80s and Eastern Europe in the first part of the1990s.  

Many of the transitions occurred when the respective economies faced serious 

difficulties. 

Populist programs which reject to stabilize, deregulate, and open the economy 

are unsustainable because of the social costs of  such programs once an 

overprotected, and overregulated economy enters the spiral of fiscal crisis, 

inflation, and balance-of payments crisis.  

But neoliberal economic policy fares no better. When stability and efficiency 

become goals in themselves, government policies turn out to be: 
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1. economically ineffective or counterproductive 

2. and politically explosive under democratic conditions.  

A social-democratic approach, the one I argue for, not in vain, as I was deputy 

Prime Minister in a Socialist Government, calls for reforms oriented towards  

1. growth,  

2. protection of material welfare, 

3. and full utilization of democratic institutions in the formulation and 

implementation of reform policies.  

Since transitions to democracy often coincide with economic crises, many new 

democracies face a double challenge:  to resume growth and at the same time 

to consolidate nascent political institutions.  

If success means resuming growth under democratic conditions, then, Spain in 

the 80s is a success story. 

The distinctive feature of Spain in the 80s is that social policy was very broad in 

scope –it comprised health, education, and income maintenance. That means 

social policy could be perceived by the population as progressing toward “social 

citizenship” - a guarantee of reasonable adequate and equal welfare protection 

for all members of the political community.  

This policy was financed by a significant increase in fiscal revenues originated 

from progressive taxation. 

The Spanish experience of “social citizenship” was tied to the consolidation of 

political democracy, and, in this way, and, in spite of the widespread increasing 

unemployment caused by necessary structural reforms, people learned that 

political democracy brings social rights. 

Economic reforms may increase unemployment in the short run, as happened 

in Spain, and thus an active labor market policy ,enshrined in an open dialogue 

with Trade Unions, is essential to reduce not only the economic, but also the 

social cost of reforms. 

�3



In that context of political democracy and social rights, the Spanish female labor 

force participation rate increased rapidly and the same happened all over the 

European Union. Nevertheless, even now, the female participation rate in Spain 

continues being 13 points lower than the male rate.  

To analyze, generally speaking, the effect of Social Policies on labour market 

participation rates, I want to draw your attention to married women: 

1. First, because of the family’s role in all societies  

2. Second, to understand what types of social policies can be designed to 

allow women to work and have children. 

3. Third, because working married women, have an important impact on 

household income distribution. 

Optimal public policies are the ones that can simultaneously  

1. promote increased labour market participation of married women, 

2. preserve sustainable fertility rates 

3. and reduce welfare inequality. 

European countries which currently have low levels of fertility (Spain, Italy, 

Greece) are those with comparative lower levels of female labour force 

participation, while countries with higher fertility rates, i.e. France, have better 

female labour participation rates. 

Factors and policies affecting female labour force 

Female education, well functioning labour markets and cultural attitudes are 

major determinants of female participation. 

1. In countries where a high percentage of young people are unemployed, 

the female participation rate is lower, and fertility rates are lower. 

1. Because young couples tend to postpone household formation 

and fertility (In Spain women are, on average, 31.2 years old 

when having their 1st child) 
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1. When male unemployment rate is high 

1. On the one hand women tend to participate more in the labour 

market to protect household income 

1. On the other hand, women do not leave work during childbearing 

years, to protect their own labour market prospects. 

1. Changes in the occupational structure, especially for part time 

employment, have expanded employment opportunities for women. 

1. In countries where part-time opportunities are higher, fertility rates 

are also higher. 

1. Maternity leave helps women to reconcile household responsibilities 

with work  

And finally, 

1. Public childcare availability, or at least affordable and or subsidized 

childcare, may simultaneously encourage labor force participation of 

women and fertility. 

A question frequently asked is if a mother’s employment affects her children’s 

well-being… Higher mother´s employment produces a positive income effect 

and a negative substitution effect on time allocated to each child.  More 

resources for women may in fact be more resources for children´s health and 

education. 

Finally, women´s work has an important impact on household income 

distribution and produces a more equal distribution of resources within the 

family, and doing so contributes to gender equality. 

At this point, I think it is important to analyze which has been the impact of the 

Global Economic Crisis on women and gender equality. 

Women are more vulnerable to economic shocks. 

2. Women globally have lower wages than men with a 22% pay gap and  

3. Are often the first to lose their jobs. 
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Lower levels of education mean that women are more likely than men to be 

involved in lower paying jobs or low-skilled labour. And, since women are also 

responsible for the unpaid care of children and old or sick family members, their 

choices of what paid work they are able to take on, and their bargaining power 

within these paid positions are often compromised. 

The collapse of the investment bubble in high-income countries in 2008, spread 

to middle and low-income countries as financial transfers began to shrink along 

with markets for exports.  This contributed to what has been referred to as a 

‘triple crisis’ in many low-income countries, as the financial crisis combined with 

pre-existing shocks that had taken place in food and fuel prices.  Aggregate 

shocks of this kind cause disproportionate harm by increasing inequalities and 

lowering standards of living among the most vulnerable in society, women and 

children in particular. 

Shrinking markets in high and middle-income countries have also led to job 

losses by foreign women migrants from poorer regions and countries. As 

women return home from paid employment in foreign countries or regions, or 

lose their jobs as factories close, they often turn to the informal sector, the so 

called black economy, as a means of supporting themselves and their families. 

Studies on the impact of the crisis on women working in the informal economy 

report a rise in hours of work, decreases in wages, and increases in women’s 

vulnerability to physical and psychological stress. 

Macroeconomic shocks, such as the collapse of the investment bubble, and 

rising food and fuel prices, have other direct impacts on women and girls, 

through post-crisis austerity measures that are put in place by international 

institutions and national governments. 

1. The austerity measures often required reductions in health and social 

expenditures.   

1. Cuts in spending on social and health services tend to impact first 

women and girls. 
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1. Cuts in government welfare support increase the unpaid workload 

of women and hinder female participation rate 

2. Austerity measures that tighten financial lending also have a 

disproportionate impact on women and girls.  

2. Providing credit to female-owned business is perceived as more 

risky. 

1. The global gap in pay between men and women puts women at greater 

risk of facing severe poverty.  

2.  Women are also more vulnerable during economic recessions  

1. Because of their employment in precarious (often informal or part-

time) positions   

1. Because of the dominance of ‘male-breadwinner’ norms or 

traditions which lead employers to keep male over female 

employees.   

1. Women are therefore often the first to lose jobs or see a reduction in 

salary over their male counterparts.  

Economic impoverishment can reaffirm and harden gender inequities by 

increasing women’s financial dependence on men. 

And deepening levels of gender inequality have long-term consequences for 

addressing the social and economic empowerment of women, and economic 

stability more broadly. 

How can women’s economic empowerment be achieved? 

There is a basic condition 

1. free access for women to work on equal terms 

Two preconditions 

2. legal recognition of equal civil, political and labor rights between men 

and women, and 
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3. the recognition of equal access to Education at all levels 

And one additional condition, 

1. the progressive adoption of burden-sharing policies 

Almost all Constitutions declare women and men equal before the law. 

And there are countless Conventions, Treaties and declarations in favor of 

equal rights for men and women. 

But we know formal gender equality is only a prerequisite. 

And to achieve real gender equality, positive actions are needed.   

Even temporary and concrete positive discrimination may be necessary to give 

men and women the same opportunities to participate in the public sphere and 

in its main activities, that is, paid work, culture, politics and social life. 

It is also necessary to extend the concept of equal opportunities from the 

productive sphere to the in-house sphere.   Until men and women share 

domestic responsibilities, even if it is in different proportions, it will be very 

difficult to eliminate gender inequalities, because greater involvement of women 

in the private sphere will continue conditioning their participation in the public 

sphere. 

The multiple institutional statements in favor of gender equality show that much 

remains to be done. 

Many people wonder why there has not been greater and faster progress on 

gender issues.   

In recent years, there has been growing concern about gender bias of 

economic policies and the impact on women of most measures, including the 

best intentioned. 

 As a result of this reflection on how economic policies can help to reduce or 

increase inequalities between women and men in a broad spectrum of policy 

areas, such as health, education, welfare and development, the theory and 

practice of preparing gender budgets has emerged. 
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The gender budget initiatives pursue three key goals. 

2. First, to introduce gender issues across the board in government 

policies.  

3. Second, to encourage greater  responsibility to the commitments made 

by governments in gender equality and,  

4. finally, to seek change to budgets and policies themselves. 

To conclude, I am aware that we need to be realistic to go forward.  So, we 

need: 

1. First. The Constitution, the laws, the respect for signed international 

Conventions regarding gender equality and condemning violence 

against women. 

2. Second. The education of the Judiciary to prosecute breaches of gender 

equality laws and violence against women. The education of the 

Judiciary, and also the education of the police, to defend women rights in 

all fields. 

3. Third.  The complicity and support of civil society, media and Trade 

unions. The complicity and solidarity of many men who want a better, 

more egalitarian society. 

4. Fourth. Policy actions in search of real equality. 

1. Education 

2. Health 

3. Affordable or subsidized childcare 

4. Parental leave 

5. Equal pay for work of equal value 

6. Regulations for the provision of fair part-time jobs in the public 

and private sector 

1. Fifth. Positive action to protect the most vulnerable. 
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2. Sixth. Positive action to achieve equal opportunities to participate in the 

areas of representation at all levels and in all fields, economic, financial 

and political. 

Because incorporating more women in the political decision-making process 

promotes gender equality across all government policies. 

And, of course, dissemination of statistical data and meetings like this one are 

essential to increase public awareness on gender equality issues and to 

prevent any form of regression. 

Before closing, let me again recall what has happened in Spain: 

Women had the right to vote, for the first time, in 1931.  From 1939 to 1975, we 

were under a dictatorship.  In 1978, we approved the Constitution, proclaiming 

equal rights for men and women. 

And now, we are one of the most advanced countries in terms of equality. In 

2005, a Law to counteract violence against women was approved with the 

following features: 

• educating the judiciary and setting up Special  Courts to prosecute 

violence against women. 

• educating the police and creating special units. 

Socialist Governments formulated social policies to facilitate the female 

participation rate. 

• financing infant caregiving from the Budget. 

• financing care for the disabled, in residences or at home. 

• formalizing domestic workers activity, with inclusive social benefits. 

And, finally, in 2007, an advanced Law for effective gender equality in all fields 

was approved, which set up temporary quotas, not only in public services, but in 

the private sector, to increase women’s presence on Boards and managerial 

positions. 
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It has been a long way to achieve gender equality and women’s rights in Spain, 

a long fight, but I am sure you Arab women will get there sooner rather than 

later. 

   

Thank you         

     

                                                                                          Elena Salgado
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