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Economic empowerment of women – the regional and international dimensions 

 

Thank you Madam Speaker. 

I start this final session by saying how grateful I am to you Mr President, and to you Mr 

Secretary-General, for hosting this conference. I would also like to say how very grateful I 

am to all my fellow participants for contributing to an illuminating and thought-provoking 

discussion. I’ve learnt a great deal. 

If I may, I shall begin with a quote. 

“Women are a driving force of our economies, formally and informally. Solutions to 

the current crisis must therefore involve women as key actors—building on their 

potential, recognizing their contributions, and promoting gender equality.”  

These words are from the conclusions of the fifth Meeting of Women Speakers of 

Parliament held in Vienna five years ago. Although the economic crisis at that time has 

passed, many of our citizens are still experiencing a period of austerity and any actions we 

decide to take must reflect the broader economic situation. So our first task is to convince 

our fellow legislators, and our citizens, not only that sustained, and sustainable, economic 

growth must involve women, but also that the very act of empowering women will help 

create that economic growth. 

Although progress in increasing the share of women in formal employment has stalled 

during the global recession, there have in recent years been some small steps in the right 

direction. We have heard about some of these, and about many of the remaining challenges, 

during this conference. 
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Can I offer one further example of where much more progress is much needed. It 

demonstrates how financial provision must be carefully controlled, for it relates to dowry - 

brought to the marriage by the woman and supposedly under her control, but often seized 

forcefully by their husband. I recently read a report that in Haripur, in KPK [Khyber 

Pakhtunkhwa] province in Pakistan, a woman filed a complaint that her husband, demanding 

her dowry, had fractured her skull. She had endured countless beatings during 2013 and the 

first half of this year; had tried to leave her husband, only to be ordered back to him by 

tribal elders. But she had found the law was not on her side: Pakistan not only has no law 

banning dowries, it has no law to criminalise domestic violence.  

And as we heard yesterday, even if the law were on her side, that might not be enough. I 

was struck by the comments made in our first debate yesterday morning about the need for 

us as Parliamentarians to look not just at the letter of the law, but the implementing 

regulations and guidance that our governments distribute alongside it. 

Lakshmi Puri suggested that we need to undertake more post-legislative scrutiny. This is a 

topic of debate in the United Kingdom at the moment: too often Ministers think the answer 

to any problem is more legislation, and think their job is done once there is a new Act on 

the statute books. In the House of Lords we have now started to set up select committees 

to examine, about five to ten years after the passage of an act and in a cross-party and 

consensus-based manner, whether the legislation has achieved what the government set out 

to do – and whether that legislation has had any unintended consequences. We need to do 

more of this, and I think this is a subject where the IPU is well-placed to help us all share 

best practice. 

* * * 
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Earlier I used an example from Pakistan of one aspect where legislation is still needed. But 

Pakistan also provides examples of success in economic empowerment of women. In 

February 2013 I led a delegation of British women parliamentarians to meet our 

counterparts in Islamabad and to discuss opportunities for us as legislators to promote the 

economic empowerment of women in our countries. We heard of microloans targeted at 

women entrepreneurs, whose output might otherwise not contribute to GDP. We also 

heard about the example of the Sindh Government where surplus land is being granted to 

women as a gift, which can be transferred only to their daughters. At the same time the 

parliament has passed laws to protect a women’s right to inheritance and to criminalise any 

attempt to barr women from their inheritance. 

Research in Pakistan has shown a significant decrease in domestic violence within 

households where women are economically independent. We highlighted education as a key 

barrier to improvement in our discussion yesterday, and I was very interested in research 

which suggested that a very specific type of education – (the addition of financial 

management to the school curriculum) – could go a long way in changing women’s mindsets 

and broadening their horizons. And for those who dispute the need to support the 

economic empowerment of women, these policies still have something to offer: I have yet 

to find a politician who is not in favour of lower crime rates or of school-leavers with 

practical finance skills! 

I could also give you plenty of examples of barriers that women in my own country still 

need to overcome to ensure they have the same career opportunities as men. But the key 

point is that, despite the United Kingdom’s membership of a supra-national law-making 

organisation, the European Union, the barriers are different to those in Austria, Latvia or 
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Poland. This is because they are most often social, rather than legal, barriers; frequently 

arising from the lazy cultural assumption that women will drop out of work to raise a family.  

The limits on economic empowerment of women aren’t defined by national cultural 

stereotypes but by local experience and culture. One MP on our delegation to Pakistan 

learnt a great deal that she was able to take back and apply to casework in her own 

constituency, which has a sizable Asian community. And members of the House of 

Commons have proposed a law to ban dowries in the United Kingdom, based on the law in 

India which has been in place since 1961. I was particularly struck by Lakshmi Puri’s 

comment that, as parliamentarians we are not just law makers by also public opinion 

shapers. We have a choice: either we wait while stereotypes are broken down as a new 

generation promotes economic empowerment of women as the new normal. But if we wait, 

progress will be slow and hard fought because the entrenched views that women are 

second class citizens will also be passed down to new generations. So we must choose to be 

advocates and aim to change public opinion now. 

In conclusion, I want to focus on the topic for this session, that is the role for regional and 

international bodies, and for the IPU. My answer to this question is shaped by my 

experience with the delegation I have already referred to. In recognition of the value of 

discussion and the possibility to learn from each other, we agreed to expand our 

programme of discussions with women parliamentarians, from Pakistan alone to the whole 

of south east Asia. Through the auspices of the Commonwealth Parliamentary Association, 

we recently hosted a conference for thirty women parliamentarians from six legislatures.  

The IPU could play a similar role: bringing likeminded women parliamentarians together to 

discuss similar issues; and promoting the creation of cross-party women’s caucuses within 
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Parliaments. The caucuses can share examples of what has worked (and just as importantly, 

what has not) for them to inspire others to make their own improvements. For solutions 

cannot as we know be imposed by international bodies or external bodies, but need to be 

devised and promoted by elected representatives close to the people they serve. 

Let me give one, very practical, example concerning maternity leave policies in different 

countries. I am proud that the House of Lords offers a maternity leave package to our staff 

that is considerably more generous than that required by legislation, and we have 

committed to pay our staff the “living wage”, which is above the statutory minimum wage 

rate. There is also now a crèche in Parliament.  

While the IPU already play a role in collecting and disseminating information on the 

participation of women as legislators, and the data they disseminate is considered to be 

authoritative, the same cannot be said of official information on the role of women as 

economic actors. Good data is crucial if we are to benchmark and improve women’s 

participation, and we need an equally authoritative source of data on women’s economic 

participation. We as Parliamentarians must call on our governments to share this data. 

Those who feel threatened by women’s economic empowerment will say that this is not an 

important issue, or that we need do nothing as it will happen anyway. They say that there 

are more important issues to be concerned about, such as violence against women and girls 

(a subject on which our human rights committee will report in December) or the shocking 

growth of anti-women acts of terrorism. We can counter their fears by ensuring that we do 

not empower women by disempowering men: as several of us said yesterday, this is not 

about women’s rights, but everyone’s rights. We must call on our governments to grow the 
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economic pie so that everyone can have a slice. This will be done by supporting women 

entrepreneurs. 

And this entrepreneurial spirit reminds me of the message I give to children – girls and boys 

– who visit Parliament or whose schools I go to as part of our outreach programme. For 

even in my relatively tolerant nation these are children growing up confronted by everyday 

sexism, such as a media more interested in what female Government Ministers wear than 

what they say, or, sadly, the misogynistic behaviour of some of their elected representatives 

in Parliament. So the message I give to young people is this: you have to make changes 

happen.  

And that same message applies here, today, to us. And to our countries.  

It is up to women. It is up to women to join forces; to network in order to create a critical 

mass; to become Parliamentarians; and to strike down legislation inimical to women.  

It is up to women to promote laws which allow women to be the driving force for 

economic growth.  

No one is going to do it for us. We must act ourselves. 

Thank you. 


