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Critical issues relating to the financial crisis and its implications for gender equality and women’s rights promotion in the CEE region
(contribution to the workshop during the SW GA)

Women’s human rights and gender equality in the countries of the Central and Eastern Europe (CEE) 
 are at stake due to negative consequences of the global economic crisis on their economies, employment and business possibilities, and economic and social security. Although there is no comprehensive and systematic data on the gendered impact of the economic turmoil, experiences of the previous crisis, CSOs reports and evidence from the field indicate worsening position of women. 

The CEE region is particularly hard hit by the current financial and economic crisis, due to high dependency from the foreign capital flows, and deep integration in the global financial structure, with high level of foreign borrowing. Huge loans, housing and consumption boom, high account deficit, export oriented production and external debts have made the countries in the region highly vulnerable to global financial and economic turbulences. 

The major impacts on the development in the region are steep decline in economic activities and domestic demand, trade shock and slowdown in regional and global integration, drastic increase of unemployed, declines in social welfare and healthcare spending, credit squeeze, pressure on reverse migration from developing countries and decrease of remittances. 
The countries’ ability to respond to crisis and their financial and economic outlook are endangered due to their high indebtedness. From 2000, the gross external debts have multiplied for several times in all countries. For example, Romania, Estonia and Latvia have increased their foreign debt for eight to ten times (Romania from USD 11,069 million in 2000 to USD 107,375 million in 2008; Estonia from USD 3,007 million to USD 27,401 million; Latvia from USD 4,660 million to USD 42,054 million). 

The global financial and economic crisis has strong gender impact in the CEE countries, but it is neither visible nor recognized by the governments . They have not include gender aspects in their Economic Stimulus Packages (ESPs). The reports from the civil society warns that the crisis negatively affects women in such areas as employment and social safety nets, access to health care and education, unpaid care work, migration and gender based violence. 
The gender analysis of the impact of the crisis indicates a decline in women’s access to employment, a shift to the informal sector and migrating abroad, the widening gender pay gap, the invisible position of the most vulnerable to poverty, as rural women, the fall in access to credit and business opportunities. These tendencies contribute to increasing feminization of poverty, and economic and social insecurity all over the region. 

Women’s specific position and needs are not addressed in the ESPs. In contrary, national programs, mainly focused on cuts of state support to health care and education, and radical reforms of the public sector, are likely to hinder women’s position and jeopardize their enjoyment of the basic economic and social rights. Due to cuts in public social services and the absence of adequate social protection system, women’s unpaid labor acts as a stabilizer and increases their burden.
In the CEE countries, the national discourse in addressing the global crisis is shaped by the strong influence of the IMF, the World Bank and the European Union, the main donor agencies in the region. Becoming dependent on foreign borrowing, foreign capital flows and foreign markets, the countries lost policy space in creating and implementing national policies. Therefore, the ESPs are focused on radical reforms of the public sector, cuts in social benefits and social services, and saving neoliberal market oriented economy model, rather than on developing structural and sustainable responses based on human rights, increasing human security and developing people-oriented economy.
For example, the governments of Hungary, Serbia, Estonia, and some other countries announced their intentions to cut or freeze pensions. This will worsen economic and social position of women pensioners who are due to low pensions and rising prices of food and housing exposed to fall to poverty. Hungary and Serbia have continued to pursue further fiscal tightening by serious cuts in allocation for social services, cutting social benefits and the number of jobs in the public sector, including health care and education.
In the CEE countries, the process of developing national responses to mitigate the impact of global crisis has not been inclusive and participatory, and the attention was not paid to the most vulnerable, including women. The gender analysis of the ESPs indicates that they will not contribute to improving position of women who are hit hard by negative consequences of job losses and economic turbulences. In contrary, the estimates are that women will enter the post-conflict period with a heavier burden of unpaid work in a family and more difficult access to decent jobs, health care and other social services.Similarly, the international assistance of the IFIs and the EU is gender-blind and lacks programs targeting the most vulnerable, including women. 
There is a risk that these gender-blind responses will lower gained economic and social rights of women and increase their vulnerability to poverty and discrimination on the pretext of the global financial crisis. The conditionalities imposed to the countries jeopardize fulfillment of women’s human rights and countries’ commitments to gender equality posed by international human rights conventions. 

� EU member states: Bulgaria, the Czech Republic, Estonia, Hungary, Latvia, Lithuania, Poland, Romania, Slovakia; EU candidate countries: Croatia, the Former Yugoslav Republic of Macedonia; potential EU candidate countries: Albania, Bosnia and Herzegovina, Montenegro, Serbia, Kosovo under UN Security Resolution 1244





