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1. Background information
The European Commission (EC) marked International Women’s Day 2007 by issuing a Communication on Gender Equality and Women’s Empowerment in Developing Countries, which aims to make the EU’s commitments to gender equality a reality. The document provides a framework for gender equality, analyses progress and challenges in this field, and outlines a twin-track strategy which combines the increase of the efficiency of gender mainstreaming and the implementation of specific actions for women’s empowerment (in 5 areas: governance, employment and economic activities, education, health, gender-based violence). It also mentions the principle of ownership, the potential of budget support and a list of gender sensitive indicators. Finally, the EC commits itself to act on 3 fronts: country programming, financial instruments and monitoring of this strategy.

The EC communication is not a legally binding document and does not contain clear reference to financial allocations, however it is an important political commitment that should be guiding next steps, especially at Delegation level.

The Council, and particularly its Development Working Group (CODEV), has discussed the Communication several times since it was launched, and reportedly found it difficult to reach an agreement on the improvement in the coordination between the EC and EU Member States and on the language around Sexual and Reproductive Health and Rights. However the Council, in its configuration as General Affairs and External Relations Council (GAERC), adopted its Conclusions on this issue as a non-discussion item on 14 May 2007. The CONCORD Gender Working Group (GWG) sent a letter to the Member State representatives in the CODEV in order to express our position, highlighting the positive and negative elements of the text being discussed.
Regarding the European Parliament (EP), the Development Committee (DEVE) decided to draft an own initiative report on this subject. The decision was supported by all major parties and the German MEP Uca Feleknas, from the European United Left (GUE/NGL) group, was appointed rapporteur (draftsperson). Following a first exchange of views between the GWG and the staff of Uca Feleknas, this document represents the GWG contribution to the drafting of the DEVE own initiative report. Again, the EP resolution will not be legally binding but can be used in the future as a reference political document.
It is not clear whether the three institutions will someday “merge” their respective documents into a single EU document, on the model of the European Consensus on Development.

2. Overall Assessment

Overall, both the EC Communication and the Council Conclusions are quite good. For the first time the EC’s proposal calls for "effective" gender mainstreaming. The Communication clearly shows that the EC took on board many of the recommendations put forward by Civil Society Organisations (CSOs) last year, particularly the contribution sent by the GWG on 9 June 2006. However, certain elements are missing or weak, and in some cases further information is needed. Moreover, most commitments, though positive in principle, are too vague. There is therefore a clear need to keep the EC and Member States accountable and focus on the implementation of what is written in the Communication and in the Conclusions, in order to make sure that these documents have a practical outcome and do not remain just a rhetoric exercise.
3. CONCORD Gender Working Group Analysis and Recommendations

The GWG welcomes the following positive elements:
· The twin-track approach. The EC Communication clearly states that “The new EU strategy must respond to two objectives: first, to increase the efficiency of gender mainstreaming. Second, to refocus specific actions for women's empowerment in our partner countries”. The Council “fully supports the twin-track approach of increasing the efficiency of gender mainstreaming and refocusing specific actions for women’s empowerment”. This is clearly in line with what CSOs have been advocating for years.
· The explicit reference, in both the Conclusions and the Annex to the Communication, to the key international agreements and declarations supporting gender equality. This acts as a strong reminder that the promotion of gender equality is an important political commitment.
· The reference, in both documents, to gender equality and women’s rights (or women’s human rights) which ensures that the specific focus on women’s rights is not sidelined and is also in line with the European Consensus on Development.

· The central role given to women’s empowerment, as a key aspect of governance and as the ultimate goal of the 41 actions proposed in the Communication (and to a certain extent of the whole EU strategy set by the two documents).

· The 41 specific actions to empower women, addressing a wide range of different spheres within 5 broad areas (governance, employment and economic activities, education, health, gender-based violence). The list, which is said to be “indicative” (therefore probably not meant to be exhaustive) can be found in Annex III of the Communication and is quite concrete and detailed.

· The list of actions (contained in the Communication) aimed at increasing the efficiency of gender mainstreaming, divided into political actions, development cooperation and institutional capacity building (though some of them are too vague).
· The acknowledgement, by both institutions, that effective gender mainstreaming has not been fully integrated into country strategies or in the practice of EU development cooperation. The fact that neither the EC nor the Council are trying to boast that gender is effectively mainstreamed can be a pre-requisite to improve EU policies. For example, the EC consequently mentions the need to organise “gender trainings” for its own staff. However, in an apparent contradiction, the EC also states that “one of the major assets the EU has available to promote Gender Equality in its external relations is the experience of best practices from inside the Union”.

· The Communication also recognises that although the Millennium Development Goals represent important targets for eradicating poverty, they are extremely limited regarding the promotion of gender equality and women’s rights (focusing only on health and education).
· The commitment made by the EC to exchange best practices with Member States (this is extremely positive since some MS are well beyond others in the field of gender equality) and to organise regular meetings with MS gender experts, as well as to enhance coordination in the field between EC Delegations and MS embassies. Unfortunately, the Council document does not mention a similar commitment to exchange of best practice and to coordinate with the EC and its delegations. This process of share learning, proposed by the Commission, could (and should) be open to CSOs.

· The commitment by the EC to support CSOs advocating for gender equality through “significant investment in capacity building for such organisations”. Unfortunately, the Council only wishes “the full participation of all actors of civil society, particularly women's organisations” but does not mention any active support to these organisations. Therefore in terms of relationship with CSOs the Communication seems to be better than the Conclusions.

· Gender-sensitive indicators: the EC not only commits itself to “support the development and use” of such indicators, but proposes a (non-exhaustive) list of possible indicators (Annex VII of the Communication). This list comprises 5 broad areas (education, health, governance/empowerment of women, employment/economic activities/time use, violence against women) and is quite precise and detailed. It is also worth mentioning that the Annexes contain models for “gender screening checklists” to be used at project identification stage and at project formulation stage. The Council too “recognises the need for sex-disaggregated data and gender sensitive indicators”, though more vaguely.

· The explicit link between women and HIV (in terms of increasing rate of infection) spelt out in the Communication. The Conclusions go even beyond, mentioning “the current trend of feminisation of HIV/AIDS” as well as “the linkage between HIV/AIDS policies and programmes and sexual and reproductive health and rights (SRHR) policies and services, and underlines that full access to them by women […] is crucial”. It would have been even better to see, in addition to this, also an explicit call to EU Members States to meet the financial commitments they have made in this field.

· The explicit link between women and violence. Both documents mention “gender-based violence” and establish a link between sexual violence and the spread of HIV/AIDS. Moreover, both refer to the role of women in conflict situations as well as the need to incorporate them in peace building efforts and post-conflict reconstruction, quoting several times the UN Security Council Resolution 1325 (2000).

· Several interesting data that can be used for future reference: women constitute approximately 70% of the world’s poorest people; in Africa women constitute 52% of the total population, contribute 75 % of the agricultural work and produce and market 60 to 80% of food; the female labour force in sub-Saharan Africa in 2005 represented 34% of those employed in the formal sector, earning only 10% of the income while owning 1% of the assets; 57% of the school-age children not in school are girls; almost two thirds of the world’s illiterate people are women; in 2005 secondary school enrolment of girls in relation to boys averaged 89% in the developing countries; in Sub-Saharan Africa, 60% of HIV positive adults are women and in the 15-23 age group 75% of persons newly infected with HIV are girls. All these data can be found in the Communication or in its Annex.
However, the Communication still has a number of weak / missing elements. In order to ensure an effective implementation of this strategy, the CONCORD Gender Working Group recommends the following:
1. Further clarification regarding the conceptual framework

2. Ensure accountability & ownership

3. Specify and ensure the necessary resources

4. Reinforce the specific actions, indicators, monitoring and follow-up

5. Refer to the EC commitment to policy coherence for development

6. Ensure a permanent, genuine and structured policy dialogue with stakeholders
7. Strengthen the part on “EU action at international and regional levels”

8. Identify the gaps

1. Further clarification regarding the conceptual framework

The analysis of the global context, notwithstanding what is stated in Annex II (“Understanding Gender Equality”), is rather weak. It would be useful to include a paragraph on the growing feminisation of poverty, the fact that International development targets (including the MDGs) will not be achieved or sustainable if gender equality is not fulfilled and the importance of women’s rights as a pre-condition to achieving development goals.

Furthermore, the Communication needs a greater focus on gender mainstreaming as a strategy aimed at the political, social and economic transformation of power relations between men and women with women’s empowerment being the ultimate aim.
2. Ensure accountability & ownership

In the Communication, the EC does not mention the need to increase its own accountability to the EP, the stakeholders and the general public. The EC refers to “the accountability role of different actors: government, regional economic communities, development agencies, international institutions, civil society, parliament and media” but forgets to mentions its own. Also, the Communication does not define the parameters of accountability by which the different actors are obliged to perform.
Accountability and ownership by all the EU institutions and Member States are key to ensuring that this Communication is translated into practice.

3. Specify and ensure the necessary resources

The documents lack a clear reference to the amount and allocation of money. Though the purpose of the two papers is to set a political strategy and not to specify financial allocations, a specific reference to funds would make the commitments more concrete. At least, when mentioning the Investing In People Thematic Programme, the Communication should clearly state that resources allocated to gender equality need to be in line with the commitments made.

The Communication seems to include conditionality for the use of budget support similar to the “governance tranche” (“the EC and the MS will support the development of indicators… which can be linked to the disbursement of variable tranches”). However, it should be made clear according to which criteria these variable tranches will be disbursed, if they will represent a substantial amount of money or not, and what the local government will be allowed to use the additional funds for.

4. Reinforce the specific actions, indicators, monitoring and follow-up

The list of 41 specific actions to empower women is good, however, while some of the proposed actions are extremely concrete and precise (e.g. “distribute contraceptives particularly condoms”) others are very vague (e.g. “address the impacts of trade liberalisation”). Moreover, it would be useful to add a sentence on the need to be flexible and prioritise some actions instead of others according to the priorities of the country as identified in the CSPs.

In order to effectively monitor gender mainstreaming, gender sensitive indicators are vital. The indicators proposed in Annex VII are quite precise and detailed, however they are mainly quantitative. Qualitative aspects also need to be assessed (focusing on “how” and not only on “how much”); the process sometimes is equally (or even more) important than the result itself. To ensure the usefulness of these indicators, a systematic method to identify the actors that are “accountable” to certain indicators must be established.
Regarding the mechanisms of annual monitoring and auditing, the Communication proposes to “continue” with current tools, such as including an assessment on gender in Delegations’ annual reports and including a Gender Equality section in the “Annual Report on the European Community’s development policy and the implementation of external assistance”. Also, whereas the EC at least commits itself to reporting, Member States completely fail to do so. 
The Communication should indicate a clear commitment to improving and strengthening these mechanisms. In particular, the GWG stresses the need to introduce gender audits as a way of systematically increasing the accountability of EC services and mapping of EU MS gender interventions. We also recommend that the EC will put it place its proposal of a joint annual reporting system whereby the EC together with the Member States would monitor gender mainstreaming in EU development cooperation.
5. Refer to the EC commitment to policy coherence for development

Surprisingly, the two documents do not mention the commitment to the principle of policy coherence, which is one of the so-called “3Cs” (complementarity, coherence and coordination) stated in the Maastricht Treaty to sum up the EU’s principles for development cooperation. The EU commitment to policy coherence states that the Community shall “take account of its objectives in the area of development co-operation when it implements other policies that are likely to affect developing countries”. The other two principles are mentioned in the documents (though, interestingly, complementarity does not appear in the Council’s paper).

The GWG insists on the importance of policy coherence for development and recommends that the role of the Inter-Service Quality Support Group in monitoring policy coherence be strengthened regarding the promotion of gender equality and women’s rights

6. Ensure a permanent, genuine and structured policy dialogue with stakeholders
Relations with stakeholders: the commitment to dialogue and partnership with stakeholders, including CSOs, is welcome. However, the Communication states that “effective partnership, dialogue and consultation have to be established with relevant stakeholders  in the preparation of country strategies and aid programmes” and that “the EU will seek to ensure the efficient channelling of development aid… on the basis of an in-depth policy dialogue with partner governments and key non-government stakeholders”. However, to ensure this, the Communication needs a reference to a structural, permanent and institutionalised framework for consultation with CSOs. The involvement of CSOs is also be crucial in the monitoring and evaluating phase, but the Commission seems to take it into account only when it plans to “organise in 2010 a second major international Conference on Gender Equality with the participation of all major stakeholders” (including NGOs). Finally, the participation of women’s organisations may not be enough: it is compulsory to specify that these organisations need to be representative.

7. Strengthen the part on “EU action at international and regional levels”

In the paragraph on “EU action at international and regional levels” it would have been appropriate that the Communication set its position in the debate on the reform of the Gender Equality Architecture within the UN. Particularly, it would be desirable that the EU support the need to consolidate the existing UN gender entities (UNIFEM - the UN Development Fund for Women, DAW - the Division for the Advancement of Women, OSAGI - the Office of the Special Advisor on Gender Issues, INSTRAW - the International Research and Training Institute for the Advancement of Women) into a dedicated and independent women’s agency. Furthermore, there is no mention on which should be the EU’s interlocutors neither at the global level (World Bank? International Monetary Fund?) nor at the regional level (development banks? Regional organisations such as Asean or Mercosur?).
The recently launched EC/UN Partnership on Gender Equality for Development and Peace, a joint programme of EC, UNIFEM and ITC-ILO, could provide a good example of collaboration between the Commission and UN agencies on gender issues. However the project is in its start-up phase, therefore institutions and stakeholders must carefully monitor how it develops in order to ensure that it sets a positive example.
8. Identify the gaps

Finally, the GWG is concerned by the following missing elements:

- None of the documents make any reference to the Economic Partnership Agreements (EPAs), not even when they mention trade or when the Communication states that trade liberalisation has a positive long-term impact but short-term negative consequences.

- The documents fail to acknowledge that women can be particularly vulnerable in contexts such as fragile states and least developed countries (LDCs)

- Both documents explicitly recognise women’s key role in agriculture but there is no mention of the negative impact that the EU’s Common Agricultural Policy (CAP) and its subsidies can have on women (as well as on other vulnerable groups).

4. Conclusions

The CONCORD Gender Working Group welcomes the EC Communication and the subsequent Council Conclusions, as well as the interest showed by the European Parliament in drafting an own initiative report; the fact that all three key EU institutions will have a reference document on gender equality and development is a good result in itself and gives CSOs and other stakeholders the possibility to take advantage of the momentum. The main challenge for both the EC and Member States is now to put in practice what they have pledged ensuring the necessary monitoring and follow-up.
The EP also has a crucial role to play in holding the EC and Member States to account in promoting gender equality and women empowerment. In particular, the CONCORD Gender Working Group stresses the role and responsibility of the EP in screening and checking if a gender analysis is applied in the Country Strategy Papers (CSPs) as well as ensuring the principle of policy coherence for development.  

Finally, the CONCORD Gender Working Group requests that the EC state how it intends to concretely monitor and follow-up on the Communication in 2008 and reiterates the Council request to the EC to “present clear and measurable targets and indicators by the end of 2007”.  

a.i.s.b.l.





How to make gender mainstreaming effective?


Mainstreaming of gender equality within EC aid can not work without proper and effective mainstreaming programme at institutional and programmatic level. Gender mainstreaming can be made more effective by having a mainstreaming programme in place and allocating appropriate resources to implement it:


1. A strategic framework for action on gender equality


2. Guidelines for implementation of this framework


3. Training for EC officials on gender equality both at headquarters in Brussels and in EC delegations


4. Specific desks/focal points with expertise in gender equality in the EC (RELEX, DEV, AIDCO) to ensure gender equality is introduced meaningfully at all levels, from policy preparation to implementation.


5. Inclusion of gender equality in the job descriptions and annual assessments of gender focal points 


6. Guidelines for gender impact assessments.


7. Gender budgeting


8. Gender audits of programmes


9. Gender perspective in the entire program cycle management
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