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Address By Smt. D. Purandeswari, MoS-HRD(HE) On The Occasion Of International Women’s Day On 8-3-2008 observed at A.P. Secretariat Women Employees Welfare Association, Hyderabad, By The Women  Employees Association.

Chairperson and Members of A.P. Secretariat Women Employees  Welfare Association. It gives me great pleasure to be here this morning and join you on this happy occasion  when you are celebrating the International Women’s Day. 


As you are all aware, International Women's Day which is observed on the 8th March every year is an occasion marked by women's groups around the world. This date is also commemorated at the United Nations and is designated in many countries as a national holiday. When women on all continents, often divided by national boundaries and by ethnic, linguistic, cultural, economic and political differences, come together to celebrate their Day, they can look back to a tradition that represents at least nine decades of struggle for equality, justice, peace and development. International Women's Day is the story of ordinary women as makers of history; it is rooted in the centuries-old struggle of women to participate in society on an equal footing with men.



Since those early years, International Women's Day has assumed a new global dimension for women in developed and developing countries alike. The growing international women's movement, which has been strengthened by four global United Nations women's conferences, has helped to make the commemoration a rallying point for coordinated efforts to demand women's rights and participation in the political and economic process. International Women's Day is a time to reflect on progress made, to call for change and to celebrate acts of courage and determination by ordinary women who have played an extraordinary role in the history of women's rights. 



Few causes promoted by the United Nations have generated more intense and widespread support than the campaign to promote and protect the equal rights of women. The Charter of the United Nations, signed in San Francisco in 1945, was the first international agreement to proclaim gender equality as a fundamental human right. Since then, the Organization has helped create a historic legacy of internationally agreed strategies, standards, programmes and goals to advance the status of women worldwide. Over the years, United Nations action for the advancement of women has taken four clear directions: promotion of legal measures; mobilization of public opinion and international action; training and research, including the compilation of gender desegregated statistics; and direct assistance to disadvantaged groups. Today a central organizing principle of the work of the United Nations is that no enduring solution to society's most threatening social, economic and political problems can be found without the full participation, and the full empowerment, of the world's women. 



The new millennium has witnessed a significant change and attitudinal shift in both women's and society's thoughts about women's equality and emancipation. With more women in the boardroom, greater equality in legislative rights, and an increased critical mass of women's visibility as impressive role models in every aspect of life, one could think that women have gained true equality. The unfortunate fact is that women are still not paid equally to that of their male counterparts, women still are not present in equal numbers in business or politics, and globally women's education,  health and the violence against them are worse than that of men.
However, great improvements have been made. We do have female astronauts and prime ministers, school girls are welcomed into university, women can work and have a family, women have real choices. And so the tone and tenor of IWD has, for the past few years, moved from being a reminder about the negatives to a celebration of the positives. Annually on 8 March, thousands of events are held throughout the world to inspire women and celebrate their achievements. While there are many large-scale initiatives, a rich and diverse fabric of local activity connects women from all around the world ranging from political rallies, business conferences, government activities and networking events through to local women's craft markets, theatric performances, fashion parades and more. The United States even designates the whole month of March as 'Women's History Month.

To-day, I would like to refer to some specific areas of gender discrimination.  The first  is the frightening rate of decline in sex ratio. 
Taking advantage of modern day technologies, attempts are made to detect the sex of the foetus  and destroy it in case it is a female foeticide.  True the government has put in place a comprehensive Act, PNDT Act which provides for the prohibition of sex selection, before or after conception and for the prevention of their misuse for sex determination leading to the female foeticide.  But the decline in the child sex ratio  from 976 in 1961 to 927 in 2001 is an important indicator in this regard. The government has several times stated in Parliament, that son preference, neglect of the girl child resulting in higher mortality  at younger age, female infanticide are some of the reasons which explain the consistently low levels of sex ratio.  The practice of female foeticide followed by female infanticide further eliminates the female child population, though it is a criminal act under I.P.C. This is widely prevalent in A.P, Bihar, Gujarat, Haryana, Madhya Pradesh, Punjab, Rajasthan, Tamilnadu and Uttar Pradesh as per  Government’s own admission in Parliament several times.  



The other very important problem concerns harassment of women in work places.  A few  years back the Supreme Court of Indian declared that sexual harassment of women at work place was a gross violation of Fundamental rights guaranteed by the Constitution of India vide articles 14,15,21and 23 and should be properly and adequately addressed. The Court had defined ‘sexual harassment’ in a very wide connotation including within its ambit not only physical contact and advances for seeking sexual favours but also sexually tainted and lewd remarks.  The court also insisted on swift legal action and on appropriate disciplinary action against the culprits.  But I am not very much aware of the impact of the judgment in controlling, much less eliminating the crime.  A survey by the FICCI Ladies Organizations reveals that women in all the four metropolis towns continue to experience various degree of sexual harassment and eve teasing at work places, and on way to work.  In Delhi 32% of women feel the city unsafe for them followed by Mumbai which is at a close 29%. 


The most important panacea to the gender discrimination is the women’s empowerment. The most potent instrument for the empowerment of women is through education – an infallible  instrument. True we have made some worthwhile improvement in universalizing the elementary education by launching  innovative schemes such as Mid-day meal scheme, and Sarva Siksha Abhiyan,  but the drop out rates among girl children is still a matter of concern. We have to attain zero-drop out rate and ensure full participation from both male and female child. But more than that, we must succeed in empowering women in vocational streams for this alone will ensure their empowerment in the truest  sense of the term by ensuring  economic independence and encourage them in their fight against gender inequality. More than a century back, the Indian  saint-patriot Swami Vivekananda was asked as to what should be done to improve the position of women in our Society; the great Swami quipped: “give them education, and then they will themselves decide what reforms are necessary for them”. Education, in my perception, has no alternative in fostering dignity, self-sufficiency and qualities of leadership, the attributes that form the basics of women empowerment.



Ladies and gentleman before I conclude, I would like to say that the  U.N. Declaration of Women’s Rights 1967 postulated the principle of equality of men and women and advocated its universal recognition in law by all countries as an unavoidable necessity.  The U.N. was convinced that the full and complete development of a country, the welfare of the world and the cause of universal  peace require the maximum participation of women as well as men in all fields.  It was considered that   countries had to assure equal rights to women as those of men. Any discrimination against equal rights of women would  amount to injustice done to half of humanity and would be incompatible with human dignity, welfare of family and society.  Prevention of the participation of women on equal terms with men in political, social, economic and cultural life of their countries was thought to be a great obstacle to the full development of the potentialities of women in the service of their countries and of humanity.  The universal Declaration of Human Rights therefore asserted the principle of non-discrimination and proclaimed that all.  human beings were born free and equal in dignity and rights.  Our Government was a party to this Declaration of Women Rights, 1967 and is thus committed to the ideal of eradication of gender discrimination in all its shapes and forms. We have therefore to march in rapid strides towards this universally committed goal.


With these words, I have great pleasure in addressing you this morning on International Women Day. 
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