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TALKING POINTS/BRIEFING NOTES FOR MEETINGS

Expert Meeting: Promoting Human Rights in Financial Regulation and Macroeconomic Policies
Date and Time:
 Wednesday 24 April at 3.00 pm 
Venue:
TBC 
External Participants: 

1. Members of ILO, UNCTAD, DESA, UNDP, ECOSOC, Millennium Campaign 

2. Members of Human Rights Bodies
3. Members of IMF and World Bank
4. Academics
5. Civil Society
UN Women Participants:
a. Ms. Yassine Fall, Chief of the Economic Empowerment Section, UN Women

Attachments:


I.  
II. 

III. 


Purpose of the Meeting:

This expert group meeting examine the constraints that the most recent global financial crisis and the prevailing global financial architecture pose to the full enjoyment of human rights. Issues such as the role of institutions and macroeconomic policies will also be examined.
SUGGESTED TALKING POINTS
Impact of the crisis on women and other marginalized groups

· Women’s empowerment and gender equality are important factors to consider globally and nationally in developing policy responses to the global economic recession which affects women and children disproportionally.

· Globally, women have a lower level of employment than men, and this already low level has been falling further. As the crisis deepens and fiscal austerity measures set in, women employment in public and social services decline.

· The crisis appears to have worsened gender gaps in unemployment across all regions, regardless of whether they were on the front lines of the crisis like the advanced economies, or a degree removed like Asia and Africa. 

· Because of their concentration in certain sectors/activities, women are disproportionally affected by employment losses following economic crises, as social attitudes and seniority rules favoring men put them first in line to lose their jobs.

· Because more women than men tend to be employed on fragile, non-permanent contracts, they are more vulnerable to being laid off in conditions of declining demand or other difficulties faced by employers.

· In the aftermath of crises, women tend to have limited access to paid employment opportunities because of their responsibility for or increased hours spent on unpaid work, including care for children and other family members. 

· As opportunities for formal paid employment diminish, women turn to home-based sub-contracting activities, which are generally poorly paid and lacking in benefits.

· There is no evidence that female migrant workers’ incomes were affected as a result of the crisis. However, migrant workers are often targeted during periods of economic instability, when nationalistic sentiment rises and local residents feel that they are taking away domestic jobs.

·     The crisis is associated with declining revenues in many countries. The expansion of open unemployment puts pressure on wages, both nominal and real wages, and this may consequently increase gender gaps in wages.

· . Further Governments face major difficulties in trying to maintain and increase public spending in critical areas that affect women’s livelihoods and living conditions (e.g. in areas such as nutrition, sanitation, health and education).

Access to Social Protection as a Basic Human Right

· Building upon the idea of promotive social protection, which seeks to strengthen women’s agency, social protections have also been discussed in terms of their transformative character, through which social protections operate with a rights-based approach and a gender prospective to transform the status and opportunities of women.

· While achieving universal social protection could help reduce poverty and inequality, implementing a programme on social protection floor can be framed in a much broader context of a drive to achieve social justice and inclusive development. 

· The right of individuals to basic social protection is articulated in a number of international documents, notably the Universal Declaration of Human Rights (Articles 22 and 25)
 and the International Covenant on Economic, Cultural and Social Rights (Articles 9, 11, 12, and 13)
.

· Highlight the fact that recessions tend to increase unpaid labour burdens, and this falls disproportionately on women. Recovery policies need to explicitly take this effect into account—primarily by avoiding fiscal cutbacks that directly increase unpaid labour burdens (particularly in essential social services), and also by expanding public spending that provides basic amenities and social services.

· In an era characterized by growing global market competition, social protection is central to promoting inclusive growth. Social protection assists women and men to cope with, and recover from, the various kinds of risks and insecurities associated with globalization. 

· In addition, social protection measure can be designed to address the risks and insecurities that are endemic to livelihoods in the informal economy where a disproportionate percentage of working women are concentrated.

· It is important for social protections to be focused on short-term protective measures such as protection from the impact of shocks such as economic crises, natural disasters, as well as unemployment insurance schemes.

· However, social protection measures must also include longer-term preventive and  progress-driven perspectives, which highlight the structural causes of chronic poverty and attempt to address the social, economic and political barriers marginalized people including women face in their struggle for self-reliance.

Macroeconomic policies, Institutions, and the Global Responses to the Financial Crisis

· Women everywhere are still being affected by the consequences of the current global financial and economic crises; the nature of the responses provided by Governments can make a big difference in reducing gendered impacts of the crisis and gender inequalities.

· Deep understanding of markets and institutions helps generate policy recommendations for gender responsive legal and institutional reforms and will contribute to filling a gap and deepening knowledge on how institutions and other stakeholders can interact and adjust in view of eliminating inequalities and generating economic wellbeing for all women.

· Today, there are renewed calls for reforming key elements of the current global financial architecture such as the management and control of international capital flaws, which continue to be implemented in several emerging economies, notably in BRICS countries, was very instrumental in shielding these countries directly from the most recent financial crisis.

· UN Women is aware that responsible development of international financial markets and institutions represents tremendous opportunities for women. Those new opportunities must be leveraged to benefit women entrepreneurs and give them the tool to create new businesses or expend existing ones. 

· The development of the financial sector is a welcomed opportunity for the overall population. However, evidence shows that such benefits have not equally spread to women in particular, especially those in low-income countries.
· For instance, in 2011, while 88 percent of women in high-income countries had access to an account at a formal financial institution, only 10 percent, 13 percent, and 21 percent of women had such access in the Middle East, North Africa, and Sub-Saharan Africa respectively (WDI, 2013).

· Strengthening the financial sector in developing countries remains a central building stone in women’s economic empowerment, and this includes the concept of inclusive finance. As indicated by the United Nations Capital Development Fund (UNCDF) this encompasses universal access, at a reasonable cost, to a wide range of financial services, provided by a diversity of sound institutions. 

· Such services include saving accounts, loans, insurance, payments, pension plans, and remittance facilities that can help people generate income, build assets, manage cash flow, invest in opportunities and strengthen resilience to setbacks.

· There is a strong consensus that increased levels of financial inclusion – through the extension of savings schemes, credit, insurance, and payments services – contributes significantly to sustainable economic growth.  Positive correlation has also been found between increased financial inclusion and lower inequalities, showing the financial inclusion promotes “pro-poor” growth.

· Microfinance has a well-known role in supporting entrepreneurship and empowering women.  Savings and credit can play equally powerful roles in helping poor people pay school costs, respond to health concerns and afford clean water and clean energy technology.

· The expansion of financial services to women would require the support of a wide range of providers (e.g. microfinance institutions, banks, cooperatives, money transfer companies) and financial products and services (e.g. savings, credit, insurance, payments, and remittances). 
What is UN Women Doing?
· Macroeconomic policy, sustainable development, and economic institutions were chosen as priority areas of the Economic Empowerment Section at UN Women to address the key structural constraints to women’s economic empowerment at the economy-wide level. 
· This identification followed consultation with country offices, development experts, and other external organizations, with the understanding that political, economic, social and cultural conditions vary significantly across and within countries.

· The importance of the role of the state in shaping macroeconomic policy, financial markets and other institutions was highlighted in two policy publications  launched at the two-day workshop “Critical Perspectives on Financial and Economic Crises: Why Gender Matters”, which was held in New York from 21-22 January 2013. Organized by UN Women and the International Association for Feminist Economics (IAFFE). The workshop consisted of presentations of this work and interventions by invited experts including policymakers, and civil society organizations. 
· In “Economic crises and women’s work: Exploring progressive strategies in a rapidly changing global environment,” Professor Jayati Ghosh, Jawaharlal Nehru University, examines the economic recoveries of Argentina in the 2000s and the most recent crisis, among others, and their impact on women. 
· She concludes that strategies that protect or enhance working conditions for women can be developed as part of a broader economic policy that yields rapid economic recovery and subsequent growth. 

· In “Paid Work, Women’s Empowerment and Inclusive Growth,” Professor Naila Kabeer, University of London (SOAS), highlights the critical role played by the Egyptian government in shaping its institutions to promote women’s employment. 

· She shows how Egypt used its massive oil wealth in the mid-1980s to expand the welfare state, guarantee state employment, increase education for both men and women, and the size of the public workforce, which predominantly employed women.

· UN Women understands that the creation of positive role models: having more women in politics – but also in boardrooms and leading key organizations- has been shown to have positive effects on the academic performance and career aspirations of young women. 

· UN Women is currently working with several member countries to adopt legislative measures to increase women’s political participation as elected officials in parliaments and other legislative bodies. 

· UN Women is supporting the joint Global Programme with the Rome-based Agencies (FAO, IFAD and WFP) on ‘Accelerating Progress towards the Economic Empowerment of Rural Women’. 
· The 5-year joint programme is aimed at economically empowering rural women and is expected to generate synergies that capitalize on each agency’s mandate, comparative advantage and institutional strength to generate more lasting and wider scale improvements in the livelihoods and rights of rural women, including young women.
BACKGROUND INFORMATION

I-Causes and Impact of the Financial Crisis

One of the most critical issues of our times that has been absent from the post-crisis Development Agenda is global finance. The new global development paradigm must call for an increased role of national governments in regulating domestic financial markets, and a new global framework governing the international financial architecture. The 2008 global financial crisis with its high human costs was ample evidence that the role of finance in development can no longer remain ignored. Free market ideology, the dominant paradigm for the last three decades led to the weakening of the role of the state in shaping economic development, to the loosening of regulations in movements of goods and financial capital, and to the wave of privatization of public enterprises, which used to provide basic services such as water, sanitation, and electricity at an affordable price.

The financial and economic crisis, combined with volatile food and energy prices, have contributed to fast growing inequalities, which pose a threat to economic development, political stability, peace and security around the world.  Continued global economic stagnation and low growth will impede women’s economic empowerment and poverty reduction, although a global recovery alone cannot guarantee their improvement.

The slow economic recovery has not delivered jobs. ILO warns that the global economy is on the verge of a new and deeper jobs recession that will delay the global economic recovery and may ignite more social unrest in many countries. Jobless growth urgently needs to be addressed and employment must be created for women and men. We need to remove the barriers to women’s participation in the labour market, strengthen institutions and enact the reforms needed to secure decent working conditions.

The impact of economic crises on women in developing countries, who mostly operate in subsistence farming, is often underestimated as decade old trade liberalization policies eliminated farmers’ trade protection, exposing them to increased unfair competition, uncertainly and agriculture price volatility.

Growing inequities within and between countries and rising unemployment are no longer sustainable and are triggering social protests, as witnessed throughout the world. We must rethink our traditional notions of economic growth and global competitiveness, not only by focusing on growth rates and market penetration, but also, equally – if not more importantly – by assessing the quality of economic growth. In order to reduce economic and social inequalities and promote environmental protection, economic growth must be inclusive

The decline in income levels associated with recessions can restrict opportunities for poor children, and thus exacerbate the intergenerational transmission of poverty.  Social protection programmes such as Brazil’s Bolsa Familia Programme help reduce the economic volatility that is provoked by a crisis given that this kind of programme seeks to maintain the capacity of consumption of those families earning low incomes. In particular, the programme increases the dynamism of local economies given that the money is spent on local markets, thereby generating a greater demand for national goods and services. This in turn translates into an increased creation of the number of jobs, as well as the strengthening of small businesses in rural areas. These positive impacts at the national level also have in their turn a spinoff effect on the world economy.  

There is broad agreement that well-functioning financial markets are an essential part of growing capitalist economies. They provide liquidity and credit for business investment, and encourage entrepreneurship and risk taking which are the key drivers of technological innovation. However, during the last two decades, the global financial system has stopped being merely a provider of fuel to the engine of growth, and turned into a “global casino”, where financial gains remain private, and yet losses are born by taxpayers. 

International organizations such as UNCTAD have for years warned about the flaws of the current dominant development paradigm advocated mainly by the IMF and the World Bank, which calls for FDI and financial liberalization, deregulation, and free trade. However, collective action and calls for moving away from the current global financial architecture remain still at odds with the mainstream global development research decision makers.  Bilateral investment treaties and bilateral free trade agreements have allowed advocates of global free trade to circumvent many of the international agreed protection measures put in place to protect developing nations from unfair trade practices.

Today, there are renewed calls for reforming key elements of the current global financial architecture such as the management and control of international capital flaws, which continue to be implemented in several BRICS countries, was very instrumental in shielding these countries directly from the most recent financial crisis.

Collective actions such as the “Occupy Wall Street” movement in the United States were instrumental in pushing the issue of national and global financial regulations at the forefront of the policy debate. In the United States, the Dodd-Frank Wall Street Reform and Consumer Protection Act, which was signed into law in 2010 made a lot of changes in terms of regulations in the US financial system. However, many would argue today that the changes did not go far enough. Derivatives, which caused the crisis in the first place, remain unregulated, and the major financial institutions, dubbed “too big to fail” have become even bigger and still undertaking risky investments. Business as usual continues to be the norm and the international financial architecture remains as fragile as it was before the financial crisis.

Last year, in an unprecedented move, the IMF changed its long-standing opposition to the use of capital controls and acknowledged that its earlier support for capital account liberalization was indeed wrong, and that the state has an important role to play in the regulation of international capital flows. While capital flows are generally beneficial for receiving countries, surges in inflows carry risks for their economies and financial systems. The IMF, in a recent publication argued that for countries that have to manage the risks associated with inflow surges or disruptive outflows, a key role needs to be played by macroeconomic policies, as well as by sound financial supervision and regulation, and strong institutions.

Today, analyses of the causes and consequences of the 2007–9 recession increasingly focus on inequality, particularly on the growing levels of household income inequality and the decreases in social mobility in many advanced economies since the 1980s. With some notable exceptions, globalization, specifically the policy regimes associated with the recent era of global integration, has aggravated inequality within countries. Such policies include greater emphasis on markets, inadequate regulation of firms and capital markets, and prioritization of low fiscal deficits and low inflation over unionized workforces and full employment. Additionally, institutional and technological changes have disadvantaged unskilled workers in advanced and developing economies alike and widened the income divide between skilled and unskilled work.

Gender inequality is a persistent concern requiring persistent action. Policies and programmes need to have an explicit focus on reducing gender inequality. In order to adequately recognize the contribution of women, it is necessary to incorporate unpaid work and the care economy, not only paid employment. In addition, the outcomes of gender inequality such as inferior conditions of work and pay, and disproportionate engagement of women in the informal sector need to be addressed.

Various policies and awareness / educational measures are needed to remove barriers to women’s entry into the labour market, including adequate provisioning of social services and infrastructure, fairer distribution of household work, ensuring the fulfillment of the rights of workers employed by informal sector employers, and providing women access to productive assets such as land and credit. 

Policies to subsidize or provide childcare by the public sector could help compensate women for the cost they incur within the home from engaging in paid work. In this context, childcare for instance can be provided either through the private sector, possibly with public subsidies or directly by the state as it is done in many Nordic countries or Canada. Evidence shows that such policies increase women’s participation in economic activities, while at the same time encouraging childbearing by reducing the burden of caring for children.

II- Global Responses to the Financial Crisis

Women everywhere are still suffering the consequences of the current global financial and economic crises, but how Governments respond can make a big difference. The importance of the role of the state in shaping macroeconomic policy, financial markets and other institutions was highlighted in two policy publications  launched at the two-day workshop “Critical Perspectives on Financial and Economic Crises: Why Gender Matters”, which was held in New York from 21-22 January 2013. Organized by UN Women and the International Association for Feminist Economics (IAFFE), the workshop consisted of presentations of this work and interventions by invited experts including policymakers, and civil society organizations.

In “Economic crises and women’s work: Exploring progressive strategies in a rapidly changing global environment,” Professor Jayati Ghosh, Jawaharlal Nehru University, examines the economic recoveries of Argentina in the 2000s and the most recent crisis, among others, and their impact on women. She concludes that strategies that protect or enhance working conditions for women can be developed as part of a broader economic policy that yields rapid economic recovery and subsequent growth.  She also noted the positive role played by social protection measure in helping during the recovery process. These measures, according to her analysis, performed a significant cushioning role in maintaining effective demand and had major implications for women, not just in adding to household income, but in reducing the burden of unpaid labour.

In “Paid Work, Women’s Empowerment and Inclusive Growth,” Professor Naila Kabeer, University of London (SOAS), highlights the critical role played by the Egyptian government in shaping its institutions to promote women’s employment. She shows how Egypt used its massive oil wealth in the mid-1980s to expand the welfare state, guarantee state employment, increase education for both men and women, and the size of the public workforce, which predominantly employed women.

The recent crisis has shown the importance of extending social protection in a coherent and coordinated manner at national and local levels.  Social protection measures have cushioned the impact of the crisis among the vulnerable population, served as a macroeconomic stabilizer fuelling demand and enabled people to better overcome poverty and social exclusion in developing and developed countries alike.  In 2009, the launch of the Social Protection Floor Initiative (SPF-I) by ILO was a turning point in building a global framework to move toward achieving universal coverage of the population with certain “minimum” levels of protection and possibly, progressively ensuring “ higher” levels of protection .

While the ILO is providing guidance and leadership in building the framework, its design and implementation must be based on national ownership. Since the political, economic, social and cultural conditions vary significantly across and within countries, and at different points in time, national ownership strengthens solutions which are compatible with local realities.  Governments in this context must retain the primary role and responsibility for ensuring the wellbeing, livelihood and dignity of their citizens. The role of the international community is to complement and provide the necessary support to Governments, upon their request, so as to strengthen their capacity to respond to current and emerging challenges. This would require greater collaboration and partnership among Governments, international and regional organizations and civil society.

Following the current global economic uncertainty and in light of high public debt levels, pressure has increased for austerity and fiscal consolidation, to a degree that seriously threatens the resources devoted to social protection. As noted by Stiglitz (2009), many advanced and middle income countries have started to dismantle their social protection systems, undermining the efficacy of automatic stabilizers.

Smart social protection design would require an understanding of poverty patters and trends from a gender prospective, and that programmes, which combine economic strengthening elements with measures to tackle women’s limited voices and rights can be transformative. Such measures could include women and girls access to health services, civic identity cards, skills training, addressing gender based violence, and women and girls access to secondary school.

Building upon the idea of promotive social protection, which seeks to strengthen women’s agency, social protections have also been discussed in terms of their transformative character, through which social protections operate with a rights-based approach and a gender prospective to transform the status and opportunities of women. Instead of being understood only in terms of poverty reduction, social protections are now seen as making a significant contribution to the promotion of inclusive  and sustainable economic growth, as highlighted by Kabeer (2013) , who argued that social protections must also be designed to not only help women cope with insecurities associated with globalization, but also to address the risks and insecurities linked to livelihoods in the informal economy, where most working women in low income countries operate.
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