Why women need a new UN agency to call their own

Until women are no longer oppressed, undermined and excluded, no global problem can be solved, UN adviser Paula Donovan tells the Citizen
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As the United Nations undergoes reform, there are mounting calls for a new agency for women. Why does the Office of the UN Special Envoy for AIDS in Africa consider that so important?

To liberate the goal of "gender equality" from 61 years of captivity in conference rooms, the world needs a large, powerful, active women's agency. That need jumps out at anyone who looks at the major problems facing the globe today, who digs down to expose their root causes and then takes a hard look at the structures in place at the UN to address those problems. Poverty, violence, disease, armed conflict, destruction of the environment, lack of education -- gender inequality plays a major role in every single development, human-rights and political issue. But the shortage of experts and targeted programs to empower women has us stuck in a rut where no global problem can be solved, because half the world's population remains oppressed, undermined and excluded.

What is the connection between HIV/AIDS and a new UN women's agency?

The AIDS pandemic is one case in point, but a devastating one that foretells the future. HIV has efficiently exploited our universal, stubborn, self-destructive refusal to let go of the notion that women are less important, less entitled, less capable and less deserving than men. For a quarter-century, AIDS has proven that unless you work at women's empowerment on every level, from the halls of power to the remote rural village, all the condoms, doctors, drugs and social workers in the world won't succeed in stopping a virus that has locked itself on to the world's Achilles heel.

What exists now in the UN structure?

The UN's so-called "women's machinery" is made up of four entities that specialize in gender issues: 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) and INSTRAW (the International Research and Training Institute for the Advancement of Women). Together, they have nowhere near the financial resources, the authority, the presence on the ground, the staff, the range of expertise or the breadth of mandates required to put words into action. Even the largest of those, UNIFEM, had total funds in 2004 of only $51 million, just 2.6 per cent of UNICEF's $2-billion budget.

Where is the biggest gap?

No UN agency succeeds without serious capacity to implement programs. The huge gap is in operations on the ground. A full-fledged women's agency would fill the empty seat at most planning tables, and give the UN the capacity at the country level to assist governments with policies and programs designed to achieve gender equality and fulfil women's human rights.

Is there enough money to establish a women's agency the size of, say, UNICEF?

There is always enough money for top priorities; women just need to be pulled up from the bottom of the list. Global foreign aid is now thought to be more than $100 billion annually. It doesn't seem outrageous to suggest that one or two per cent of that total should be devoted to women.

Why not simply expand the "women's machinery" that exists?

That machinery and many of its staff have important contributions to make to the agency we're advocating, and they should comprise part of a larger whole, but they're not a cornerstone on which an operational agency can be built. Expecting what exists now to grow into the large, operational, authoritative, skills-based, multi-faceted arm of the UN that women need seems a little like awarding a contract for a new, modern, full-range university food service and network of cafeterias, catering and canteens to the sidewalk vendors who have been selling sandwiches outside the student union for 30 years. There is nothing wrong with sidewalk vendors; they fill a small niche. But there will be fiercely loyal customers who will insist that the vendors adequately fulfil their lunchtime needs. My response would be that the carts should be welcomed as one small, specialized part of the new, entirely different service that's envisioned.

Paula Donovan, senior adviser on women's and children's issues, wrote the Office of the UN Special Envoy's position paper advocating a new UN women's agency. Gender Equality Now or Never is available at www.awid.org.

