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Women’s Status in the Process of the European Integration

Dear friends,

I wish to express all my gratitude for giving me the opportunity to represent, in this important event, women of Romania, a true force in the process of European Integration in our country and in the region.

I very much appreciate this opportunity of speaking to you today about the role of Romanian women’s movement in the context of Democracy building, Cooperation for Peace and Development in the region.

AFR is the first democratic women’s organization in Romania, leader of the civil society, a non-governmental organization whose purpose is to raise awareness of Romanian women to assess own abilities and take responsibilities in creating positive changes in their life and in the community. In the twelve years of existence, AFR has undertaken training activities, seminars and advocacy campaigns in the field of civic education, equal opportunities, health, promoting tolerance and non-violence.

The Women Association of Romania enjoys a great international prestige. It is affiliated to the Federation for Peace and Cooperation in the Balkans – 1996, Athens, Karat-Coalition for Regional Action (women NGOs from 13 countries in Eastern and Central Europe) – Warsaw, 1997, UNESCO – Network of Networks “Aladin” – 1998, Hamburg; the association is agreed by ECOSOC as well.

Women represent 51% of the entire population of the country. But, even after twelve years of democracy, they still are a “minority majority” who is waiting its proper place in the society.

Since the gender equality is a basic criterion for the adherence of Romania to the European Union, the women’s movement, whose promoter and leader I am, can play an active role in this process.

In that respect, we are working on a strategy of women involvement in public life, based on different criteria emerged from the European Union programs.

The transition period in Romania, as well as in the other former socialist countries, has generated multiple problems for women:

· low purchasing power means , low incomes and products demand, which result in:

· high rate of unemployment and poverty;

· deepening of the social inequality;

· increased  involvement of women in pornography, traffic and prostitution.

The costs of the prolonged transition are growing permanently and have a negative impact on the human development. All these consequences of a chaotic transition affect the equality of opportunities of all citizens to take part at the economic life.

Women in Europe, especially in East Central European countries, are still poorly represented in politics and in the economical decision making process and still earn less money than men for the same job.

What can women do to change this situation?

Women can act to hold their governments accountable. Until governments don’t understand that   women want  social changes to happen not only in their benefit, but also in the benefit of their families and children, all well-meaning declarations are worth little more  than the paper they are printed on.

We, women, have to be aware of the power that we represent.

We have to organize ourselves because we are able to guarantee the unity and integrity of the society in the crisis periods or during catastrophes. Women in Romania want to intensify the co-operation between the government and non-governmental sector in our country, in the region and with the international organizations, in order to develop recommendations for systematic policy in this area, so that European integration will succeed.

Romania is a wonderful country with kind and tolerant people. In Romania live peacefully 17 ethnic minorities together with the majority (Hungarian, Rroma, Jewish, Albanian, Greek, Bulgarian etc.). We’ve learned, during centuries of living together, to know better our cultures, to accept the differences between us, to co-operate, to help one another, in another words to accept the equality of rights and values.

We, Romanian women, don’t accept any kind of intolerance. As mothers, we teach our children to respect humanity and every individual, despite the ethnic, race, language or skin color differences.

The new century calls for new ways of thinking and doing. Romania is a key country in the region regarding stability and it has an important role in maintaining the spirit of non-violence and of tolerance in this part of Europe.

This is why we, women from Romania, want to develop programs for maintaining a climate of respect and mutual understanding, promoting an adequate status for the Romanian women according to the process of European Integration

One of our last projects (May 2001) is “Harmony in the Balkans”, a part of the worldwide movement of actions within UNESCO Decade for a Culture of peace and Non-Violence for the Children of the World”.

The project’s goal was to create a strong foundation to enhance cooperation and ethnic tolerance through communication and information, by using the natural ways of arts and culture, as an alternative to political hazard and violence. Leaders of important organizations from Balkans and minorities living in Romania have gathered there, wishing to contribute to a more peaceful future of the Balkans by facilitating positive actions of the civil society from the region.

The common projects on various items will be developed to empower women, especially concerning their right to be involved in the decision-making processes in all aspects of civil, political, economic, social and cultural life.

This year our association has developed a very interesting project named

 “ Different cultures can make a United Europe” in the frame of Socrates programs Grundtvig 2 ,,Learning Partnership’’. This project, focusing on educating adults through art and culture in inter ethnical communication and ethnic tolerance, will increase the level of knowledge and abilities among participants concerning a better life in multicultural communities, and will also increase cooperation between different cultural and educational organizations from different regions of Europe. There are five partners from Spain, Italy ,U.K, Hungary and Romania , as promoter of the project.

The project is designed to have maximum impact on the participants and public, by promoting a new vision of neighborly relations based on respect and tolerance for diverse traditions in the new context of an United Europe without borders and probably with increasing numbers of multicultural communities. We expect that this will help foster not only a change in attitudes, but also in actions among participants and perhaps the wider public.
Giving the fact that Europe is the continent with the most diverse cultures in the world, we think that it is very important that all European inhabitants must know and respect that diversity. This is why our project intends to develop an educational program on cultural diversity. We can’t develop a common culture, but we must respect others’ cultures and values.

The Romanian women’s movement makes an effort to influence the authorities, mass-media and public opinion about the necessity of respecting women’s rights and of eliminating poverty and violence against women.

Societies that want to reach a high level of stability have to assure themselves that women have the feeling of integrity and that they live with dignity in their country.

I am glad to be together with you today to change information, experiences, to find new methods and possibilities to gain support for our programs and our next activities.

I think that organizing common actions with organizations from all over Europe will give us the power that we need in the process of European Integration!

Because only together are we able to eliminate gender discrimination, empower women who are very resourceful and talented, and only together can we develop an United Europe in order to make here! a significant democratic and political challenge for the future.

I’m sure that every one of us want Europe to be an example of peace and good understanding between different people and cultures, especially now, when, in the Europe of the new Millenium, something has to be changed. But there is still a long way to go. It is a challenge to governments, NGO-s, civil society to develop more useful tools for evaluating progress towards elimination of any kind of discrimination.

Women are a key resource to societies. Europe needs the power of women’s movement and we, women, will repeat this idea until it becomes common place, because we represent the gender sensitivity in the history, culture and politics of our countries.

We, women of Romania, firmly believe that we cannot have a EU-Enlargement without educating for this process . AFR has launched several actions to ensure that the issue of gender equality is taken into consideration and that women themselves understand that they must also take up the challenge.

Europe is for women and we, women are for Europe!

We are together today and I thank the organizers who gave me the possibility to express some points of view of Romanian women.

We understand that a real exchange of experiences can concretely contribute to the process of empowerment of women, to give us force and stability in this important process of the European Integration.

Liliana Pagu

President of the Women’s Association of Romania

Vice-President of the Alliance for Peace of Romania
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