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“An Overall Look at Women’s Empowerment Initiatives: Lessons Learned, Opportunities, Challenges”
Honorable Members of the Parliament

Distinguished Representatives of Political Parties, Local Administrations, Civil Society, Women’s Organizations, and Academia 

Distinguished Members of the Press

Distinguished Members of the UNDP Regional Bureau in Bratislava and 

Distinguished Guests from Sweden,

It is a pleasure for me to address this distinguished audience today on the occasion of the Launch of the Project entitled “Enhancing Women’s Participation in Local Politics and Decision Making” programmed and designed in view of the upcoming local elections to be held here in Turkey in March 2009. 
As the Beijing Conference in 1995 made clear, the goals of equality, development and peace for all women are not only responding to the interests of women, but is of interest to humanity. At UNDP, we prioritize empowerment of women through increased participation in decision-making processes, including in politics, by equipping women with the voice and capability to create alternatives for their own lives, which is, as defined by the Noble laureate Amartya Sen, at the heart of human development. Women’s empowerment is crucial for UNDP whose mandate is to support countries to achieve the MDGs, and women’s political representation is one of the three indicators for tracking progress towards the third goal on gender equality. 
But more so, equal opportunity to participate in politics is a human right and should therefore be promoted and protected by the government, as well as claimed by all citizens. Increasing the numbers of women political leaders and women fully engaged in political processes will assist us in achieving gender equality faster, and therefore improve the quality of democratic governance. 

For women, the access to leadership positions in any sphere of society does not always mean access to decision-making power. Hidden barriers in organizational cultures, social stereotypes, lack of skills and resources, including lack of information and time, including juggling their different gender roles are among the challenges that often work to undermine women’s ability to succeed in leadership roles. We need not only ensure access, but also to provide women with the enabling environment and the tools with which they can succeed in public roles. That is why UNDP is working on several fronts at the country level to strengthen women’s voices in decision-making. We are achieving this by: 

1. (1) Enabling women to handle paid work and family responsibilities, (2) promoting equal opportunities for women in employment and (3) tackling direct and in-direct gender-based discrimination in remuneration are three of the most pertinent actions needed. Studies demonstrate that countries that provide welfare, on average, tend to elect 5% more women for Parliament than countries without these policies.

2. Experience in several countries also tells us that giving sustained training and mentoring of female candidates and educating voters greatly improves the value of women’s engagement in politics and have a positive impact on increasing numbers of women in leading roles.
3. Supporting the political mobilization led by women’s organizations can be as effective as quotas and reservations. Supporting women’s autonomous organization is therefore critical. This was demonstrated in the past general elections in Turkey, with a campaign conducted to raise awareness about participation by women in politics and to promote female candidates. The need for more women in Parliament and the possibility to introduce quotas for this purpose was publicly debated. As a result, the number of women (50) elected to Parliament doubled from 24 to 50, increasing the percentage from 4% to 9%. 
4. Building strong partnerships between the ministry responsible for gender equality and women civil society organizations is an important strategy. Often women CSOs lack coordination and the incentives to work together and more often than not, rather work against eachother than together. This often leads to women organisations becoming isolated vis-à-vis governmental structures. A strengthen partnership between Women CSO and government entity in charge of promoting women’s rights can be an effective partnerships for showcasing women’s potential and contributions, attracting interest by political parties and voters in women candidates.

5. Focusing on the key role of political parties. Parties are the custodians of the political process. They are the spaces where leaders are prepared and selected to take on roles in government. However both formal and informal political party decision-making affect women’s opportunities to engage formally in politics. Also issues such as candidates financing and other internal norms and procedures such as power and role of women committees within the parties are important influential factors to women’s ability to engage in local politics.  Experience around the world in both developed and developing countries have shown us that capacity development and advocacy initiatives targeting party leaders at various levels are among the most successful strategies to promote women leadership and participation in politics.
6. A final element of how UNDP works towards strengthening women’s voices in decision-making that I want to mention is the importance of building effective and fair communication strategies elaborated with the Media as a key public opinion maker. Media can help to instill among the public, the idea that women's participation in political life is an essential part of democracy; Media are crucial actors in helping to avoid minimizing images of women and their determination and capacity to participate in politics, but instead help women’s empowerment by stressing the importance of women's role in economic and social life and in the development process in general.
Distinguish guests, 
To conclude, I would like to stress the key message of my speech today: It is a human right of women to have an equal voice over decisions that affect them.  

Turkey, like other countries in the region has to move towards equality of women and men in decision making. This progress is slow but we know what we can do to assist Turkey move towards this goal and the solutions are within our reach. 
Equality in decision-making is a human right that women claim. It benefits women, men, children, communities and nations. It is therefore a shared goal, requiring a partnership between women and men. UNDP is committed to working with all of you to achieve the goal of gender equality. 

Thank you very much for your attention. 
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