
United Nations          Nations Unies 
 
 
 
United Nations Commission on the Status of Women 
Fifty-fifth session 
22 February – 4 March 2011 
New York 
 
 

 
*The views expressed in this paper are those of the author and do not necessarily represent those of the 
United Nations. 
 

 
 
 
 

  
 
 
 
 
 

HIGH-LEVEL ROUNDTABLE 
 

Access and participation of women and girls to education, training 
and science and technology, including for the promotion of women’s 

equal access to full employment and decent work 
 
 
 
 
 

WRITTEN STATEMENT* 
 
 
 

by 
 
 

FORTUNATO T. DE LA PEÑA 
Vice-Chair 

Commission on Science and Technology for Development 



 2

Excellencies, 
Distinguished delegates, 
Dear colleagues, 
Ladies and gentlemen: 
 
It is a great honor to address this 55th session of the Commission on the Status of Women (CSW), 
on behalf of Madam Sherry Ayittey, the Chair of the Commission on Science and Technology 
for Development (CSTD).  Madam Chair Ayittey sincerely regrets not being able to address you 
at this special occasion.  The fact that Madam Chair Ayittey is herself a woman, a biochemist by 
training, and a Minister for Environment, Science, and Technology, is a visible example of how 
the important role of gender in science, technology, and innovation is 
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policies and programs have not clearly recognized the role of gender in development.  Secondly, 
serious obstacles impede the participation of girls and women in science and technology 
education and careers.  The Working Group proposed a number of “transformative actions” for 
national governments and the international community.  These actions include: improved gender 
equity in science and technology education, removing obstacles to women in scientific and 
technological careers, making science responsive to the needs of society and more gender aware, 
better tapping into local knowledge systems, ensuring science decision making institutions are 
more gender aware, addressing ethical issues, and improving the collection of gender 
disaggregated data.   
 
As a follow-up, in 1995, the CSTD established a Gender Advisory Board to monitor the 
implementation of these transformative action recommendations and to advise the CSTD on the 
gender dimensions of its priority themes.  We are very proud to state that CSTD is the only 
functional commission of the United Nations system with a gender advisory board. 
 
During the most recent annual session of the CSTD held in May 2010, an interactive expert 
panel discussion on gender and science and technology noted that there is a pressing need for a 
greater role for women in science and technology, as well as for making greater use of science 
and technology to address women’s needs.  Currently, generally speaking, women are 
undereducated, have fewer credentials, and are underemployed in science and technology fields 
around the world.  Even in some countries where there is a high degree of participation of 
women in higher education, there is still a low degree of participation of women in professional 
life. I say that this is the general picture because the profile varies very widely among countries.  
A major barrier to the participation of women and girls in science and technology is sociocultural 
attitudes which persist in education, academic appointments, and science and technology 
professions.  
 
The CSTD panel highlighted a number of ways to address these challenges.  At an early age, 
educating girls in science and information and communication technologies (ICTs) can stimulate 
their interest in pursuing higher education in engineering, science, and mathematical disciplines.  
Science and technology training courses specifically designed for women and special educational 
awards or incentives for women and girls have also been successful.  Gender-equal pay 
structures can improve participation of women in the formal workforce and gender budgeting 
analysis can ensure that organizations achieve gender equality through better financial decisions. 
 
Most recently, in response to ECOSOC resolution 2010/3, and in close collaboration with the 
CSTD Gender Advisory Board, the CSTD Secretariat has undertaken a study on “Applying a 
Gender Lens to Science, Technology and Innovation,” which will be presented to the 14th 
session of the CSTD session in May.  This study examines the cross-cutting themes of gender, 
science, technology, and sustainable livelihoods, with a view to highlighting best practices and 
case studies as well as identifying forward-
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contributions to all main aspects of human wellbeing—namely food production, water and 
sanitation, energy, and biodiversity conservation.  However, many obstacles in existing 
science, technology, and innovation systems prevent women from having access to the 
information, technologies, resources, and opportunities required to fulfill these tasks and 
responsibilities successfully and sustainably.  For example, in most developing countries, even 
though women make substantial contributions to the production and preparation of food, they 
lack access to capital, clean water, seeds, mechanical power, other inputs and technologies as 
well as knowledge that would dramatically increase food production, reduce labor required, 
and save time.  Additionally, even though most illnesses are caused by unsafe water and 
unsanitary conditions, women are not able to obtain sufficient clean water for sanitation and 
hygiene because their priorities do not tend to be taken into account in determining locations, 
technologies, or training of water initiatives.  
 
The challenges women and girls face are not limited to the home or the farm, but also exist in 
the classroom and laboratory.  In all parts of the world, girls and women do not participate in 
science, technology, and innovation education as much as males.  At the primary and 
secondary levels, fewer girls than boys choose to study science and technical subjects.  Girls 
that do enroll in these subjects encounter bias in teaching materials and methods that 
discourage them and erode their self-confidence in science and technology.  The girls that 
succeed and seek advanced education face further difficulty accessing technical and vocational 
education.  In colleges and universities, although women are more highly represented in 
behavioral and life sciences, they are less represented than men in physical sciences, 
technology, engineering, math, and particularly computer science.  The effects of these 
challenges can be seen in the decreasing representation of women in scientific fields from 
first-level degrees to third-level degrees and then professional employment.  Even in 
developed countries, women occupy less than 30% of research and development positions. 
 
Although the CSTD study documents these and other serious challenges that women and girls 
face, this work also highlights several promising means whereby we can empower women and 
girls.  Specifically, the international community must enact science, technology, and 
innovation policies and programs that empower women and men in sustainable development.  
Gender dimensions of both men and women must be integrated throughout all stages of 
policymaking, institutions must build capacity, and there must be continuous monitoring and 
assessment of gender impact.  Indeed, we should incorporate science into policymaking itself.  
Just as the scientific method consists of using experimental data to test hypotheses and reach 
conclusions, policies should be based on evidence and result from rigorous gender-sensitive 
research.  We must work with women in developing, selecting, and using technologies; ensure 
they have access to adequate resources; and incorporate and support their local knowledge and 
innovation. 

 
Integrating gender considerations and including women are vital to efforts to achieve each of the 
MDGs.  Simply improving local agricultural productivity by equipping smallholder farmers with 
modern and sustainable agricultural science, technology, and practices can improve food security 
and contribute to each of the MDGs.  Examples of effective means of addressing developmental 
challenges with a gender perspective include helping women obtain land ownership rights, 
tailoring agricultural extension services to women, and including more women in agricultural 
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extension and research.  Providing rural areas with access to modern energy services that take 
into account women’s needs, can provide a safer work and study environment and free women 
and girls from burdensome, time-consuming household tasks.   
 
An important area in which women participate in innovation systems is in both formal and 
informal private enterprise.  Gender differences in access to resources and benefits dictate 
whether women’s enterprises can succeed at local and global levels.  Science, technology, and 


