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Executive summary
The purpose of this paper is to inform discussions of the gender effects of the global financial crisis at the Annual Consultations of Commonwealth National Women’s Machineries (NWMs). 

The paper first describes the broad-based nature and source of the global financial crisis, paying particular attention to the relationship between the root cause of the crisis and distribution of political and economic power in the global economy. With this framework in place, the paper then provides a gendered view of the global system of production, trade and finance to illustrate how economic shocks such as the current crisis can have disproportionate effects on women and men due to their gendered socioeconomic roles and differential capacities and location in the global economy. It then shows how the specific nature of these effects varies across countries, regions and social groups depending on domestic social and economic structures and relationship with the domestic and global economy.

It does so through comparing the effects of the crisis across the major regions of the Commonwealth: Africa, Asia, Europe, the Caribbean and the Pacific. It shows how variation in local social and economic conditions affects the manner in which the financial crisis differentially impacts women and men. For example, it demonstrates how, despite important differences across countries and regions, women tend to bear a disproportionate share of the burden arising from the crisis due to their gendered responsibilities in households and the community, as well as due to their often-tenuous employment security and limited access to formal unemployment benefits. A quick scan of the Commonwealth by region provides examples of how differences in structural conditions affect the manner in which the crisis impacts differentially on women and the poor:

Asia: Commonwealth countries in South and South-East Asia have seen immediate impacts from the crisis, particularly in areas such as agriculture and manufacturing. Countries such as Bangladesh have seen declines in demand in export-oriented manufacturing industries that primarily employ young women, at wages that were already low and working conditions that were already sub-standard. India has been hailed by its local financial press for avoiding the worst effects of the crisis, due to its insulated financial sector, dependence on local demand and counter-cyclical macroeconomic response. However, the effects of the slowdown have been strongly felt in rural areas that often fall outside of the gaze of observers in the financial press, as well as among the urban poor. Further, much of the stimulus package has targeted upper-middle income consumers by encouraging the purchase of high priced consumer durables such as automobiles. At the same time however, there have been worrying increases in the price of basic food grains upon which the urban and rural poor depend. These effects on food prices and consumption are likely to be disproportionately borne by women and girls due to their responsibilities in the household, as well as to social norms in many communities which favor boys’ nutrition and well-being in times of scarcity.

Africa: Most Sub-Saharan African countries are heavily dependent on commodity exports and small-scale agriculture, two areas that are highly gendered and have been negatively affected by the crisis. The crisis has severely dampened global demand for commodities that many African countries depend upon for employment and foreign exchange earnings. For example, the impact on the mining sector in Southern Africa has been particularly devastating for thousands of regional migrants (primarily working age men) who directly depend on the mines for jobs, as well as for the households and communities (primarily women, children and the elderly) that depend on these incomes through local provision of various goods and services in the mining areas or through remittances. A similar picture is evident in West Africa where rubber and other agricultural exports have declined by almost 50 per cent, severely impacting rural producers. Further, the integration of many African countries into international financial markets since the 1990s has increased countries’ vulnerability to macroeconomic shocks arising from the financial crisis, which increases the threat of macroeconomic crises and diminishes the already limited capacity for government spending on health and other areas of social welfare.

Caribbean: Caribbean countries are highly dependent on international trade, with trade in most countries averaging up to 150 per cent of GDP. Further, most countries have very narrow production structures, principally tourism, financial services, sugar, bananas, and bauxite and rely on a few major trading partners – Canada, the United Kingdom and the United States - which significantly increases their vulnerability to economic shocks. The region is also highly dependent on migrant remittances both for supporting low-income households as well as for foreign exchange inflows and hence macroeconomic stability. As a result the global financial crisis has had an immediate and strong negative impact on the region in terms of employment and income at the household level, as well as fiscal stability at the national level. Further, given that women head a disproportionate number of low-income households, and women tend to occupy the lowest paid and most tenuous positions in the region’s main industries, the effects of the crisis have already begun to have a significant impact on women.

Pacific: In the Pacific relatively strong growth based on commodity exports, remittances and tourism over the past two to three years is expected to be reversed as the effects of the financial crisis is transmitted to the most vulnerable countries in the region. Analysis by the Asian Development Bank has suggested that countries such as Kiribati, the Solomon Islands and Tuvalu are expected to be especially hard hit while others may be able to draw on resources accrued during the commodity boom. As a result women and children are likely to be disproportionately impacted by declining income and rising food and fuel prices given their heightened vulnerability. The Pacific Islands’ linkages with the larger economies of Australia and New Zealand often insulate these countries from economic shocks but the negative effect of the crisis on commodity-exporting Australia, for example, is likely to limit the extent to which the impact of the crisis on the region might be mitigated by its larger more economically diversified neighbours. The effects of the crisis are likely to be compounded by the fact that many countries in the region have limited capacity to prepare for the crisis by adjusting macroeconomic policy and devising social safety nets. 

The paper also shows how most national policy efforts aimed at limiting the impact of the crisis and promoting economic recovery have been gender-blind. This is largely because the conception of the crisis – and of wider macroeconomic policy – that underpins these policies generally ignores the differential effect of economic shocks on women and men. 

The paper further shows that not only have many of these recovery efforts been gender-blind, most of these policies have not been directed at the most vulnerable members of society, and so will likely fail to generate pro-poor recovery. The distribution of gains from ‘stimulus’ plans in many countries have accrued to middle and high-income groups, particularly in urban areas. As a result, many vulnerable and marginalized households and communities face the double impact of shouldering much of the burden of the crisis while being left out of the efforts at recovery.

Finally, the paper provides a macroeconomic policy framework that demonstrates how government interventions aimed at promoting a recovery can be re-engineered to target vulnerable groups – such as low-income women-headed households – and hence provide more broad-based benefits from stimulus plans and other recovery efforts. This framework and attendant policy-based tools can be used as instruments of advocacy across the Commonwealth, and will contribute to providing a basis for the capacity-building exercise in the Gender Responsive Budgeting workshops.
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