International Women’s Week (March 7-13, 2004)

Role of Women Vital in World Progress

by Ann M. Veneman, Secretary, U.S. Department of Agriculture

Calvin Coolidge once said, “Little progress can be made by merely attempting to repress what is evil. Our great hope lies in developing what is good.”

The enemies of progress are most vividly on display in Iraq, where they want to return a newly liberated people to subjugation and despair.  One goal of some terrorists and backward thinkers around the world is to permanently consign women to second-class citizenship.

 

This week, which the United Nations has designated International Women’s Week, provides an opportunity to reflect on the plight and potential of women worldwide, especially those who are now seeing glimmers of hope for the first time ever.

 

I was privileged this past November to visit Iraq and Afghanistan to see the progress in rebuilding those countries, and to talk with women there who are seeking to build a better future.  For many developing countries, agriculture accounts for much of their GDP, and farming means survival.

 

In the new Iraq, where rape-rooms were once routinely used to instill terror under Saddam’s police state, women were among the signatories of the interim constitution, under which they are guaranteed equality and a political voice.  

 

In Baghdad and again this week in the United States, I met with one of those women, Nesreen Berwari, who is Minister of Municipalities and Public Works and the only woman to serve in the current Iraqi cabinet.  “I firmly believe that Iraq cannot advance itself, that advancement would be severely restricted, unless Iraqi women contribute substantially to reconstruction,” she said.  “Iraqi women are ready, willing, and very able to do their part.”

 

Minister Berwari and countless other women are taking actives roles politically and in the reconstruction of their nation.  One Iraqi described the country, after years of corruption had drained valuable public resources, as “a rusty factory that needed updating and repair.”

 

For years, Saddam had used water – or the withholding of it – as a weapon against his own people.  Agriculture has suffered from massive neglect and diversion of resources, but water is being returned and infrastructure restored in areas that have relied on farming for centuries.

 

In Afghanistan, where women were prohibited under the brutal Taliban from going to school, holding jobs or participating in the political system, the progress has been promising.  Afghan girls are now in school, and the new Afghan constitution also guarantees women equal rights and significant representation in government.

 

In Kabul, I saw a project supported by the U.S. Department of Agriculture, through the World Food Program, that employs women in bakeries to sell low-cost bread to other needy women.  I also visited a health center where women are learning basic skills in health care and child-rearing.

 

In Afghanistan, we observed eagerness among women to assume an equal role in society; to gain access to education and improved health care; and to participate actively in all aspects of civil society.  And we heard the plea: “Please don’t leave us.”

The hopes and dreams of Iraqi and Afghan women reflect those of women all around the world.

 

The U.S. Department of Agriculture (USDA) is proud to play several important roles internationally to improve conditions for women, who grow more than half of the world’s food – and as much as 80 percent in some areas, such as sub-Saharan Africa.

 

Our international food-aid programs, some of which target women and girls, help alleviate hunger and malnutrition and encourage democratic and private-enterprise reform in developing countries.  The McGovern-Dole Program funds school meals for millions of children around the world, providing them nutrition along with a strong incentive to get an education.

 

Women benefit from USDA’s international hunger- and poverty-reduction efforts that include economic development, research and training, and health services.  Afghan women are receiving U.S. training in agricultural finance under the Cochran Fellowship Program.

 

USDA experts are also helping other countries learn from successful U.S. programs, such as school meals and commodity distribution.

 

In June 2003, USDA hosted a ministerial conference in Sacramento, Calif., to discuss how technology can accelerate agricultural productivity to reduce local hunger and malnutrition in developing countries.  A recurring message was that getting access to existing technology was a key.  The agriculture minister from the Republic of the Congo told me that farmers in her country could benefit greatly from English lessons, simply because much of the useful agriculture information that already exists is in the English language.

 

Today we take the equal status and opportunities of American women as a fact of modern life.  But the progress we have made toward freedom and prosperity for all of our citizens should not be limited to this country alone.  President Bush has said, “Free markets, free governments, and free societies are not American ideas, they’re not European or Western ideas, they’re universal ideas.”

 

Women in countries such as Iraq and Afghanistan are now just beginning to glimpse freedom’s daylight through a slowly opening door.  The Bush Administration is committed to a future in which that door is opened wide and all people may go through.

#

Ann M. Veneman, the 27th U.S. Secretary of Agriculture, is the first woman to hold that position.  She led a delegation in November 2003 to view the reconstruction of Iraq and Afghanistan, and to evaluate USDA’s contribution to those efforts.
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