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Good morning, and thank you for inviting me.  I’m very pleased to be here to share my thoughts on the issue of the role of women in the reconstruction of Iraq.  I arrived in Washington last night coming from Northern Iraq through Turkey.  I hope that in my next trip to the U.S., I will fly from Baghdad international airport.

Since this may be a good public venue for me during my very short stay in Washington, allow me to start out by thanking the government of the United States, and the men and women of this country and all other members in the coalition forces for liberating my country.  The United States has committed itself for the liberation of Iraq; we need the U.S.’ and the international community’s long-term commitment to the rebuilding and reconstruction of Iraq.

Fortunately, there is broad agreement in the United States, within the world community, and within different Iraqi political parties that women must play prominent roles in the massive relief, reconstruction, and development efforts that lie ahead.  They must play an important role if those efforts are to succeed.  Women must be planners, they must be implementers, and they must be beneficiaries.

Over the past 12 years I have worked with women struggling to recover from conflict in Iraqi Kurdistan.  The priorities of the women I met during my field visits to rural and urban communities were simple and basic—security first and foremost, education, health, water, financial opportunities, and then more of a voice in community and national affairs.

The future governance in Iraq should underscore the centrality of democratic principles and human rights in its provisional arrangements, including the protection of the rights of women.  We have won the war; we should not lose the peace.

The Current Iraqi Context

The task of rebuilding Iraq is a challenging issue, not only for the international community, but also for the Iraqi people themselves, too.  It’s going to take time to rebuild not just the physical infrastructure, but also the minds and spirits of people who have become too accustomed to live under dictatorship and wars.

The challenge of Iraq’s reconstruction is daunting.  There is a vacuum in Iraq now, which has no history of self-governance in modern times.  Considering Iraq’s economy, ruined by corruption, then war, we should not expect to create a functioning democracy in Iraq immediately.  The institution-building process in Iraq is a huge endeavor; there’s not much to work with at this point.

As many as 20 million land mines litter the landscape in the Iraqi Kurdistan—most remnants of Saddam’s past military actions and neighboring country’s cross-border operations—and thousands of unexploded ordinances daily take lives and limbs.  More than one million persons are displaced within the country, and another .5 million are refugees in neighboring countries because of ethnic cleansing policies, and more than 400,000 men are either missing or disappeared by the former regime’s brutal acts.  Housing is ravaged, farms untended, irrigation systems destroyed, schools closed.  Only 45 percent of women are literate, heath services are deteriorating, still only 48 percent of the rural population have access to safe drinking water.  Banks are looted, roads are a mess, and communication is not working in some parts of the country.

A deeper analysis of the society shows how the situation is critical especially for women among the population.  It is observed that there is a predominance of women and children that have been displaced; this is a factor that has serious implications.

Iraq under Saddam has been a big prison to its people.  In addition to a broad future reconstruction program, we should look into the psychological and social problems Iraqi people faced.

The Situation in the Kurdistani Part of Iraq

More than a decade ago paved the way for a new start for IK, after 30 years of most brutal war, destruction, and disappearance.  At the end of 1991’s Gulf War, a northern part of Iraq was freed from the former regime’s brutal grip, but the remnants of his acts lingered.  30 percent of the population’s one million were either displaced internally, or refugees in neighboring countries, and infrastructure in Iraqi Kurdistan by the end of 1991 was almost 80 to 85 percent destroyed.  There was an administrative vacuum.  We had to intervene on dealing with dominant factors such as security, governance, health care, education, employment, gender equality, environment, human rights and participatory decision-making.  Together with the support of the international community, the people of Iraqi Kurdistan transformed a devastated and crumbling region into a functioning one once again.  Great successes were accomplished under extremely difficult circumstances—double embargo, threatening neighbors.

We place a critical importance on human rights, political freedom, and public service.  Human rights and democratic thinking have been introduced into the educational curriculum, issuing new laws that enshrine human rights for all, especially for women and children.  There are more than 40 political parties from different ethnic, religious and political backgrounds that are active and free.  Most have their own media outlets, there are more than 120 civil society institutions, and 25 of them are women’s organizations.  There is no media censorship in Iraqi Kurdistan.  Currently there are more than 30 TV and radio broadcast stations, 167 daily, weekly, bi-weekly and monthly newspapers and magazines.  The status and role of women continues to assume more and more central importance through educating young girls, giving women greater choices and increasing their participation in the community at large.  There are three women ministers in the regional cabinet; women are professors and senior administrators.  Women comprise more than 60 percent of my staff; and half of the engineers in my ministry are women.

More than 70,000 families were resettled and offered homes.  About 800,000 boys and girls are in school and almost half of them are girls.  Among them are 7,000 children learning at 35 Syriac and Turkoman schools.  Enrollment rate is 88 percent.  The number of schools has tripled since 1991.  Access to safe water is increasing.  There is 95 percent coverage in urban areas, and 90 percent in rural areas.  Almost 85 percent of IK’s population have access to adequate sanitation.  Mortality rates among children under five have declined by 25 percent since 1991.  Maternal mortality has decreased by 33 percent; immunization coverage against six childhood killer diseases is between 80 and 95 percent (the world average is 80 percent).  The number of hospitals has doubled since 1991.  

The achievements in Iraqi Kurdistan are an example of what Iraq as a whole could become once it is free and supported by the international community.  Today we are free, but we are still under threats from the neighboring countries.

The Situation of Women in Iraq

Relatively speaking, Iraqi women have many rights not seen in neighboring Arab countries, including equal pay and the opportunity to work in many professions.  The Iraqi women can legally drive, uncover their heads, and serve in the army.

Indeed, a recent report prepared by Arab experts and complied under United Nations support concluded that although Iraq remains among the region’s least developed countries, it scored highest in women’s empowerment.

However, that being said, today Iraq is still a country where women suffer from honor killings and other human rights violations, not to mention the gender-blind, vicious political repression where torture and execution are a fact of every day life.  Key statistics:

· Forty-nine percent of families do not earn enough money to meet their basic needs.  

· Iraq’s ranking in the global Human Development Index fell from 96 in 1990 to 126 in 2000.

· The labor force participation rate in formal economic activities is ten percent for women and 43 percent for men.

· Women were holding only eight percent of seats in the National Assembly.

· With fewer people able to afford an education, adult literacy rates fell from 89 percent in 1985 to 57 percent in 1997.  Female adult illiteracy is 56.2 percent (36.1 percent for males).

· More than 50 percent of pregnant women are anemic.

· There has been a sharp increase in maternal mortality because women are not getting emergency care for complications during pregnancy and childbirth.

· Women make up 34.4 percent of university and polytechnic students.

· 38 percent of doctors are women.

The Road to Women’s Empowerment

Iraqi women must be included in the reconstruction effort.  There is no cultural barrier in Iraqi society for women to play a vital role.  Women will have to participate in governing and rebuilding Iraq.  Women also have a fundamental part to play in fostering peace in the wake of wars and the new beginning.  Women have a key role in rebuilding a sense of community.  Their work at community levels is an essential part of nation building.  It is women who try to bridge differences and create the building blocks of reconciliation.

Education is the key to development; we want women to be involved at the planning stages of Iraq’s reconstruction.  We hope all this investment will bring about not only girls’ education but also bring women into the political discussion.  The benefits of girls’ education are well known: most striking perhaps is that with each additional year of schooling for a mother, mortality decreases among her children.  Education also increases women’s economic power, resulting in improved nutrition, shelter and access to medical care, not only for themselves, but also for their families.  Education also increases women’s civic and spiritual awareness.

After two wars in the past 20 years and a decade of comprehensive sanctions, the needs of the Iraqi people are enormous.  This is especially true for the most vulnerable and marginalized sectors of society—the poor, women and people with disabilities.  To alleviate poverty in Iraq, income-generating projects, vocational training and micro-credit schemes will help to create sustainable livelihoods for the poor and vulnerable, both categories currently include a majority of women among them.

Introducing Gender Mainstreaming into the Reconstruction Process

As the promotion of gender equality for men and women through all of the new government activities, a greater emphasis should be placed on the incorporation of gender perspectives throughout the reconstruction process in the coming years.  In light of this, a plan of action should be developed to begin mainstreaming gender into the process, through raising the awareness levels of local authorities and communities to gender issues.  This will be further promulgated through the highlighting of equal participation, access and recognition of both men and women in all the phases of reconstruction.  The emphasis will be on addressing gender aspects in each specific activity of the program—through planning, design and implementation—to best ensure that the overall impacts of the interventions are having the most positive effect on men and women equally.

In terms of participation of the communities, particularly in needs analysis, the involvement of both men and women is not only imperative for a clear understanding of the requirements of all members of the community, but it is also something that requires a clear understanding of the various restrictions on men and women to participate and make their voices heard.  Therefore, it is not enough to recognize the need to involve both men and women; strategies must be put in place to facilitate this involvement.  Similarly, ensuring that women and men’s needs are equally reflected in the design and location of housing, schools, health centers and other public services.

The close partnerships with future local administrations or municipalities are central to an effective gender mainstreaming strategy.  As such, regular communication on the issue should be undertaken, and workshops held with the LA staff to raise awareness and increase capacity to deal with gender issues in their own work.  Such a focus will ensure greater sustainability of the gender mainstreaming approach in Iraq, and will improve the impact of gender mainstreaming in the reconstruction process.

What Reconstruction and What Development for the Future of Iraq?

Iraq is a country with an abundance of both human and natural resources.  Iraq could be the leading country of the region where all its citizens live in an environment that is secure and stable, where their future is peaceful and prosperous.  In recent decades, however, Iraq has been subjected to policies of destruction and displacement. Iraq’s people have lived in deepest fear.  Iraq’s natural resources have been abused.

The reconstruction and development of Iraq based on social-cultural and environmental sensitivities along with sustainable utilization of Iraq’s natural resources should be the mission for any future Iraqi Authority.  Reconstruction and development policies should aim to assist all peoples of Iraq to acquire adequate and equitable access to the opportunities derived from Iraq’s natural resources.  It is critical that no region or group of people is denied this access.  In pursuit of this aim, future policies should be based in equal measure on a secure and stable future, on social justice, and on the duty to provide for those in need.

No part of Iraq can secure its survival and shape its future separately from other parts of the country.  This is the principle of sustainable development on which our policies are to be based.  Social justice cannot be guaranteed in any part of Iraq unless we are prepared to relentlessly struggle for it at the regional level.

We need to promote development policies that are socially acceptable and environmentally sound.  We want to promote a process with a human face where the policies and programs we develop and propose will reflect the needs and aspirations of all the peoples of Iraq, women and men.  We want a socially just society in Iraq.

What are the Main Challenges Iraqis Now Face to Rebuild their Country?

Reconstruction and development polices can work effectively only when the framework and conditions are favorable.  The future “Interim Authority” could consider the following priorities:

· Stability, restoring order, promoting and safeguarding the rule of law.

· Respect for human rights, including the rights of minorities and women.

· Restore oil production.

· Launch public works: electricity, water, health services, communication, education.

· Return and resettlement of IDPs.

· Mobilize donors for the reconstruction of Iraq; seek debt relief (Iraq debt--$200 billion).

· Political participation of the population.

· Market and social orientation and integration; provide investment safeguards.

· Stabilize the currency, modernize banks, and tax reform.

· Orientation of state activities towards development; industry diversification; privatizing some government services.

What Role for the International Community?

The process of rebuilding Iraq will need human and financial resources.  We need the international community to play a role in the process.  How?

1. The UN has been playing a role in Iraq for the past 12 years, and more so since 1997 when the UN-administrated oil-for-food program came to effect.  Even though this program is not perfect, the most important aspect of the program was that the proceeds of Iraqi oil were dedicated completely for the humanitarian needs of Iraqi people.  There is a need for the program to continue for a transitional period, but with changes.  The UN should phase out and a transfer of management should take place to the new Iraqi authority.  The UN should not manage Iraqi oil, but should be a partner to the future Iraqi authority.  UN agencies can play a vital role in areas of assistance for refugees, humanitarian relief, and mobilizing support from donor countries.

2. NGOs can help with communities’ mobilization and management, as well as promotion of human rights and democracy.

3. International research institutions should be invited to help modernize and reform Iraqi institutions and help build a new governance structure.  International research institutions can help Iraqi universities to become the leaders of social and political analysis that could help the future Iraqi government in making sound decisions.

4. Governments can help Iraq with debt forgiveness, donating for the process of reconstruction.

5. Funding institutions like the World Bank and IMF could play a vital role, too.

Conclusion

Above and beyond any political agreements, it is the everyday practical situations on the ground that will most determine the fate if Iraq’s women, children, and men.  Iraqi women have suffered greatly from the endemic warfare and general deterioration of life in Iraq—and then will benefit greatly from its overall recovery.  In part, this will require programs geared specifically to the needs of women and children; in part, it will come from countrywide programs that benefit the entire population.

The new government of Iraq must be broad-based and representational, and that means it must include women.  It must respect the rights of Iraqi women to choose how they will participate in their society.  We cannot imagine a stable, post-Saddam Iraq without the involvement of women in all aspects of the humanitarian reconstruction and development efforts that will be undertaken.  Iraqi women must participate fully in the recovery of Iraq.  We should insist that women play prominent roles as planners, implementers and beneficiaries of the reconstruction of Iraq.  Also, ensure that the women of Iraq will have a voice in the future of their country.

In sum, the focus on women and children should be an integral part of our overall approach to rebuilding the whole country.  This approach could be compared, in its goal of promoting the long-term promise of stability, prosperity and freedom, to the post-World War Two Marshall Plan in Europe.  That combination of generous vision and sustained hard work crowned a military victory with a moral victory that resulted in better lives for individual human beings.  Today, despite obvious historical and cultural differences, Iraq is a prime case in point for such a broad-based, long-term approach.

We should have a conference with major donors and international institutions for the reconstruction of Iraqi society.  We need help to rebuild Iraqi schools and hospitals, restore agriculture and small-scale enterprises, de-mine roads and villages.  In all of these efforts and more, we insist that women play prominent roles.

Thank you.

