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1.
Broken promises

In 1990, governments promised that all children would be enrolled in primary school by the year 2000; but progress was merely one-tenth of the promise. An estimated 120 million children in developing countries remain out of school — about the same as a decade ago. The majority of them are girls. The maternal mortality ratio was to be halved between 1990 and 2000; but no significant progress was made. Similarly, it was promised that everybody would have access to safe drinking water and adequate sanitation by 2000; but only a fifth of the promise was kept. Not only have promises been broken, progress has slowed down in the 1990s.

Inadequate progress in these areas greatly undermines the well-being of girls and women. Why are these basic promises not being kept? Why are hundreds of millions of women and girls struggling to overcome the daily grind of hunger, disease and ignorance, when the global economy was experiencing unprecedented prosperity during the 1990s?

The answer relates, at least in part, to the fact that most countries under-invest in basic social services. Governments in developing countries spend, on average, between 12-14 per cent of the national budget on basic social services. Industrialised countries spend, on average, about 10-12 per cent of their meagre aid budgets on these services.

Is this enough? No, it falls short by about a third of what is needed. As a concrete example of partnership between developing and industrialised countries, the 20/20 Initiative calls for an indicative allocation of 20 per cent of the national budget and 20 per cent of official development assistance to basic social services. The Initiative is based on the premise that the Millennium Development Goals set for 2015 will not be met unless we invest more and we invest better in basic social services. If the 20/20 shares were to be achieved, enough money would be available to give each and every child a good start in life.

2.
User fees

In the face of inadequate social budgets, many countries have introduced user fees for publicly provided social services. Fees for primary education exist in at least a dozen countries in sub-Saharan Africa — the region with the lowest level of education. The impact of user fees is complex and diverse, but they are seldom gender-neutral. Our review of the theoretical arguments and empirical evidence on user fees leads to three main conclusions:

· their potential for supplementing social budgets is very limited;

· they often result in a sharp reduction in the utilisation of services, particularly among women or girls and the poor; and

· protecting these groups has proven exceedingly difficult in practice.

In other words, user fees often aggravate gender disparities.

Water fees

There is a willingness to pay for water services; but important non-income determinants influence its level — especially gender. Women disproportionately bear the burden of collecting water. Thus, it is no surprise that they have a higher willingness to pay than men. In Zimbabwe, for instance, women were found willing to pay 40 per cent more than men for an improved domestic water supply. Women also express a greater interest in sanitation facilities than do men. However, as men control household resources to a disproportionate degree, it is more than conceivable that investment in water and sanitation will be inadequate — failing to take into account the private benefits realised by the household, let alone the broader social benefits.

Although women’s willingness to pay may be higher, their ability to do so is often lower. Water fees are often calculated on the basis of ‘household’ ability to pay — read ‘male’ ability to pay  — whereas the fees will be paid by women, with resulting gender inequities. For example, in a water project in western Kenya, cost recovery was low despite seemingly high average household incomes. The cause was traced to the fact that women, with much lower incomes than men, were responsible for this expense. Indeed, affordability studies are often targeted at the wrong group, and frequently produce misleading results. The assessed levels of contribution is frequently much higher than is affordable for those who will ultimately bear the costs — women.

Where specific regulations are imposed to try to ensure the representativeness of village water committees, they seldom reflect the complexities of real life. In Zimbabwe, for example, guidelines required that there should be at least two women on each committee. Such prescriptions were adhered to only in form. While women were members, their husbands kept control of all decisions. Men predominated in numbers and invariably held the posts of committee chairmen. Even when the majority if its members were female, the chairperson was invariably male — with veto power. Much of the literature on participation tends to equate the concept of a service-using community with that of a decision-making community. However, the gender profile of the two groups is often very different. Hence, there is a danger of mistakenly assuming that a formally established committee is representative and ‘socially embedded’ when it is in fact ‘socially disembedded’ and hence ineffectual.

Health and education fees

User fees for health services are likely to suffer from a similar gender bias. In many communities, an important determinant of a family’s willingness to pay for health care depends on the gender of the patient — with an observed preference for males. Thus, user fees often exacerbate gender inequalities in treatment. Consider a simple example. Suppose that a family’s willingness to pay for treatment for a girl is $1, and that for a boy is $3. If user fees are set at less than $1, both boys and girls will receive treatment, but if they are set at $2, then only boys will receive treatment.

The same is true in education, where parental preference for sons is often expressed in the form of a higher willingness to pay for sons’ education. Evidence from Zambia confirms the differential impact of education fees on the schooling of boys and girls. School drop-out increased on account of increased costs, but mostly so for girls. The 1994 poverty assessment in Kenya found that poor communities had serious difficulties keeping children in school mainly due to the cost. Nearly half the households interviewed in seven poor districts had one or more children who had dropped out because of their inability to pay the fees. Girls were found to be twice as likely to be pulled out of school as boys are. Similar gender biases have been reported for other countries, including Ghana and Zimbabwe. Evidence confirms that girls are more likely to be withdrawn from school when households are faced with financial constraints. In Malawi, a rise in school fees in the mid-1980s met with a decline in school enrolment — mostly among girls. When school fees were eliminated in 1994, primary enrolment surged by a staggering 50 per cent — and beneficiaries were overwhelmingly girls.

Parents contribute considerable resources and efforts to the education of their children. Increasingly, however, they perceive that they are getting poor value for money. Worsening labour market conditions further reduce private returns to education. Primary or secondary schooling is no longer a guarantee of obtaining a formal sector job, and such a job is no longer a guarantee a ticket out of poverty. Hence, the potential principal-agent problem between parents and children is growing. The dramatic decline in primary enrolment ratios in several sub-Saharan African countries during the 1980s was most pronounced for boys. Thus, the narrowing gender gap in the region — due to the increased opportunity cost to parents of educating sons — is not necessarily good news.

3.
Narrow targeting

Another way of addressing inadequate social budgets is to target the scarce resources on narrowly identifiable groups or areas. Narrowly targeted programmes are increasingly prescribed for reasons of efficiency and cost savings. Such programmes claim to minimise leakage to the non-poor and create opportunities for rapid interventions.

Obviously, the merits of narrow targeting depend on the nature of the goods and services that are being targeted. Targeting fertiliser subsidies to smallholders or micro-credit to poor women, for instance, is very different from targeting vouchers for primary education. Generalisations about targeting, therefore, are of limited use. With respect to basic social services, we believe that narrow targeting cannot be relied upon as the mainstay for ensuring universal access. Narrow targeting has important hidden costs, five of which deserve to be highlighted:

· cost of mis-targeting: it is difficult to identify the poor, particularly female beneficiaries;

· cost of failing to reach the poorest: the non-poor seldom let themselves be by-passed by subsidies;

· cost of administering narrowly targeted programmes: including for oversight to control mismanagement and petty corruption;

· cost of out-of-pocket expenses to document eligibility: including expenses such as bus fares; and

· cost of non-sustainability: once the non-poor cease to have a stake in narrowly targeted programmes, the political commitment to sustain their scope and quality is at risk. The voice of women and the poor alone is usually too weak to maintain strong public support.

This raises the question whether narrow targeting can be an effective way of helping the poor to gain access to basic social services. As far as basic social services are concerned, we do not believe in the efficacy of shortcuts. The human rights approach dictates that the principle of universality takes priority over that of selectivity when it comes to basic social services. High-achieving countries such as Costa Rica, the state of Kerala (India), the Republic of Korea, Mauritius, Sri Lanka and others have all applied broad targeting in the past. None of them relied on shortcuts through narrow targeting. They all promoted gender equality by ensuring universal access.
Of the different varieties of targeting schemes, there is no single best method. Targeting by gender of the head of the household is not particularly accurate for reaching the poor; because female-headed households are not a homogeneous group. Gender, when used alone, is often a crude measure and a blunt instrument for targeting the poor. In the area of basic social services, we caution against an excessive reliance on narrow targeting.

4.
Misplaced concreteness

Although average national indicators are known to hide important disparities, they exercise undue influence on policy-making. An average is nothing more than an abstract concept created to help us understand complex realities more easily. It is important to keep in mind that averages do not exist in reality, but only in the human mind. The moment one ceases to realise that the average is an abstract concept, one falls victim to the fallacy of ‘misplaced concreteness’. Unwarranted conclusions are drawn about concrete realities — but they are based on deduction from abstractions, not on real observations.

An example of ‘misplaced concreteness’ is when average GDP per capita is considered as a good proxy for economic well being. First, GDP measures only a limited range of welfare dimensions that involve market transactions. Second, the rate of economic growth for a country is an average indicator that hides enormous differences among groups of households and individuals — including changes in opposite directions. Its distribution is likely to be strongly influenced by the distribution of human, physical and financial capital. Hence, average growth rates of, say, 5 per cent does not guarantee that the poor will see their income rise by a similar rate, if at all.

The risk of ‘misplaced concreteness’ also applies to gender analysis. In Côte d'Ivoire, for instance, a series of household surveys showed that primary school enrolment was determined by two major factors: the socio-economic status of the household and the gender of the child. The disparity between the poor and the non-poor was found to be greater than between the gender groups; but the gender gap widened considerably over time. Boys from non-poor families saw a large increase in enrolment during the 1980s, whereas girls from poor families witnessed a large decline. No marked change was recorded for non-poor girls and poor boys. The fact that the average enrolment ratio for Côte d’Ivoire increased over that period hides different realities for children by gender and from different socio-economic groups. Indeed, averages can be misleading.

Generalisations that are based on averages are not always helpful or convincing. We do not mean to dismiss the use of averages and aggregate indicators, but statements such as ‘70 per cent of the poor are women’ and ‘two-thirds of the out-of-school children are girls’ are of questionable value. Aggregate averages can be used — and abused — to provide evidence that backs up either side of the argument.

The 1997 Human Development Report points out that not all countries show evidence that supports different poverty levels between male- and female-headed households. A recent World Bank report on rural poverty in China states that ‘available evidence does not suggest that women are greatly over-represented among the poor’. Such statements — that are based on aggregate averages — illustrate the risk of ‘misplaced concreteness’. The reality is that gender discrimination does not occur indiscriminately.

The example mentioned earlier about enrolment trends in Côte d’Ivoire suggests that gender is more a liability to poor girls than to their non-poor counterparts. Similarly, evidence shows that women gradually become more vulnerable to HIV infection when the pandemic spreads; but this trend mostly concerns illiterate young women, not all women. Education emerges as a potent ‘vaccine’ to help avoid HIV infection.

Generalisations about gender gaps overlook these realities. Documenting such important nuances will not only make the gender case more compelling and convincing, it will also point towards appropriate policy actions and programme interventions required to narrow gender gaps. Policy analysis and gender budgeting, therefore, must go beyond averages to avoid the fallacy of ‘misplaced concreteness’.
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