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My Colleague, Hon Mrs Martin, Minister of Gender Equality, Child Development and Family Welfare,

Dear Students,

It gives me great pleasure to be here today for the Finals of the Intercollege Challenge Cup Debate Competition held in the context of the celebrations of The Day for Women’s Rights and International Peace. I am equally deeply appreciative of the National Women’s Council that seizes every opportunity to drive home the concerns related to the conditions of women and the measures that need to be taken for their empowerment.
I agree that the efforts needed to empower women have to be constant
and unflagging. Indeed, Governments may engage themselves fully

through Pledges and signing of International Conventions when it

comes to safeguarding the rights of Women’s  as well as when taking

major policy decisions and gender-related  commitments. 
However, at the individual level, there are always cases where the message may not be getting home and has to be constantly drilled again and again. What has been happening lately against some women is horrendous and clearly demonstrates the need not to give up but renew our efforts to educate both men and women about their duties, their responsibilities and their moral obligations. 

Ladies and gentlemen, and dear Students,
I am given to understand that this Debate Competition forms part of a much broader perspective that is regional in nature. As we know, in 2010, a resolution was passed by the Africa Union to declare the period 2010-2020 as the African Women’s Decade—a proposal that, once adopted, has endeavoured to put women at the heart of development in Africa. 

The launch of the Africa Women’s Decade (2010-2020) in Kenya in 2010 was also supported by the identification of ten thematic areas of action.

I believe one of the most significant is the Young Women Movement.

There is in fact a vital need to focus on young girls and women and mentor them such that, as adults—whether they turn out later to be leaders or professionals or again housewives—they can militate for gender equality and work with a multiplier effect  towards the empowerment of their fellow sisters.
And nobody can really question the significance of women’s empowerment. Allow me to have a quote from ‘Women Empowered’ (WE). ‘WE’, as you may know, is a non-profit organization made up of professional and entrepreneurial women based in Los Angeles, California and the surrounding areas.  Its Co-founder, Mrs Mona Remtulla, has this to say about the benefits of women empowerment:  

“When women are empowered, whole families benefit, and these benefits have ripple effects to the society, economy as well as future generations.”
Ladies and Gentlemen, 
It is a matter of pride to note that, globally today – and especially so on the African Continent-- there has been improved access for girls and women to education and to the world of work. There has also been an expansion of opportunities for their political involvement. 
It is obvious that, once educated, a woman has a greater awareness of issues surrounding her in society. She can then take informed decisions about her health and, as well, improve the family and community life. As significantly, she is capable of militating for her rights.

And yet, the situation is not always rosy. Let me take just one example.

Latest figures indicate that the absence of knowledge about Sexuality and reproductive health is instrumental in causing some 20,000 girls below age 18 to give birth daily in developing countries. Of great concern is the fact that most of these births take place within a marital context—thereby demonstrating the inefficacious attempts to discourage early marriages. 

Again, a recent Association for the Development of Education in Africa ( ADEA)  Vision Document ( 2012) highlights that, should Africa fail to empower women as major economic development actors,  then the Continent would not optimise the demographic dividend that has become one of its major assets.

Ladies and gentlemen, Dear Students,

I am proud that, at the level of the Ministry of Education, we have already taken a series of measures that serve to strengthen the cause of women.

Already we have started with an advantage.

We are very lucky that, because of the foresight of the Founding Fathers of this nation, gender discrimination against girls is no more a reality in the world of Education. Indeed, we have always believed that gender equality in education is crucial for both males and females to have equal opportunities to realise their rights and contribute to and benefit from society. Mauritius thus lives up to its international commitment as  signatory to the several Conventions that pertain to the right to gender equality in education --  he UNESCO Convention against Discrimination in Education, the Convention on the Elimination of all forms of Discrimination against Women, the Education for All goals and the UN Millennium Development Goals. 

Hence in Mauritius, participation rates in primary and secondary education are close to 100 per cent for both genders (gender parity index being 1.0 at primary and 1.1 at secondary). 

Gender parity in terms of enrolment has thus been achieved.

However, the right to education is not only a matter of access: the finality of any educational reform is the achievement of learning outcomes by all through meaningful participation.

Hence you will appreciate that the issue of boys’ perceived underperformance has become a cause of concern that requires urgent remediation—and my Ministry is actively working on this to understand the root causes: are they home related, school related, individual factors?

Ladies and Gentlemen,

I am a strong believer in the fact that you can only inspire change by starting it right from the early years in the classroom. Some of you will remember when H1N1 was at its peak. We wanted to bring a change in the mind set regarding proper hygiene and by educating children at school, we ensured that they, in turn, could go home and ‘educate ‘their parents and the elder members of the household.

We are using the same approach of innovating change as part of the empowerment of girls by introducing a number of curricular innovations, including Sexuality Education and Entrepreneurship Education. 
Of course, the results cannot be perceived immediately—the time frames for results are generally longer in the education sector. But I am confident that you, young girls in the audience today, will grow into young ladies capable of holding your own socially as well as professionally. Your empowerment today will be instrumental in shattering the glass ceiling that still exists in some professions as well as transforming the existing glass ladder into one much more strong, non-brittle and reliable to allow your upscaling yourselves to new heights. 
Dear Students, today’s debate finals will undoubtedly see the success of one team—but then, the theme being what it is, it is obvious that both teams would emerge as the winners. There will be issues highlighted that will be professionally highly relevant to you in your future fields of expertise. If nothing else, your participation in this Intercollege Challenge Cup Debate Competition will have brought home to you the importance of being serviceable to this nation by being serviceable to your fellow sisters. 
Community service, good and responsible Citizenship, concern for the down-trodden, especially for those women who would not have had the same life chances as you-- these are some of the elements of public and common weal that I would wish you to embrace to make your future lives and those of the women in this country more meaningful.
In fact, I would love to see the National Women’s Council taking the opportunity to organise a Young Women’s Caucus so as to tap the creative views of this young generation that is before us today. 
Dear Students, 

On an occasion when we are celebrating the independence of our beloved nation, I take comfort from the fact that you will all develop a social conscience that will give a fillip to your patriotic fervour.

I thank you all for your kind attention.
[image: image1.png]



2

