Open letter to the Co-Chairs of the High Level Panel on Women’s Economic
Empowerment
8/11/16
Dear President Solis and Ms Scarpaleggia
As the High Level Panel on Women’s Economic Empowerment now moves towards implementing
the recommendations of its first report, the UK Gender and Development Network would like to
propose that an additional area of work should be considered in more depth. The Panel’s first
report Leave no one behind: a call to action on gender equality and women’s economic
empowerment lists seven drivers of women’s economic empowerment (WEE).1 We propose that
‘enabling macro-economic environments’ should be recognised as an eighth driver of women’s
economic empowerment, and that an eighth working group should be convened to explore this
pivotal area.
In our initial response to the Panel’s report we noted that some vital issues for achieving women’s
economic empowerment were identified.2 Like others, we were pleased that unpaid care work and
discriminatory social norms were put high on the political agenda, probably for the first time, and
that collective voice and representation were clearly acknowledged to be part of the solution.
However, we are concerned that progress in these, and many of the other seven ‘driver’ areas, will
be held back if consideration is not given to policies governing the overall direction of the economy.
The presence of both the World Bank and the International Monetary Fund on the Panel provides a
unique opportunity to further this agenda. Moreover, many panellists have covered this topic and
would have valuable insights to contribute. UN Women’s own flagship report, Transforming
economies, realising rights provides a number of starting points that could be built upon if a working
group on enabling macro-economic environments were to be created.3 A recent report by the ITUC
has demonstrated the value of investing in social infrastructure.4 The Fund’s work on gender
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budgeting would be relevant.5 A number of ILO papers would also be of value, including Women at
Work (2016).6
Particularly important will be discussion of how to create the necessary fiscal space to fund the
measures identified in the report, alongside gender responsive budgeting, to ensure that the
additional funds are well spent. As is recognised within the report, investment will be needed in the
provision of care from the public sector.7 Meanwhile, welfare systems will need additional resources
in the face of an aging population.8 As the report observes, any reductions in public spending are
especially damaging for the women who have to fill the gaps in service provision.9 How these funds
are raised will also have an impact - for example, social norms and assumptions around male
breadwinners can be reinforced through particular taxation systems.10 Macro-economic policy
making can also serve other goals, for example creating jobs in those areas most likely to increase
quality female employment.
The current ‘call to action’ incites governments to ‘adopt macroeconomic policies to boost shortterm and long-term inclusive growth’.11 How to achieve this in a way that promotes, rather than
undermines, gender equality is the subject of much research and debate – lessons from which could
make a valuable contribution to the ongoing work of the Panel.12
We suggest that unless ways to build an enabling macroeconomic environment are explored, the
positive work of the Panel elsewhere may be undermined. We hope the Panel will pool its valuable
resources to ensure progress around this central driver of WEE in the coming year.
Yours sincerely

Jessica Woodroffe
Director, Gender & Development Network
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