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finding meaning in International Women’s Day 

 

Each year around the world, International Women's Day (‘IWD’) is celebrated on March 8.  
Hundreds of events occur not just on this day but also throughout the month to mark the 

economic, political and social achievements of women. 
The theme for 2010 is ‘Equal rights, equal opportunities: Progress for all.’  

 
Louise Tagliante, Managing Partner at The Air Institute asks: ‘What action can you take to help 

a woman, or women, this year?’ 
 

I always thought that as a woman I’d really 
made it.  I hadn’t suffered too much in the way 
of discrimination during my climb to the top – 
I’m sure it was there but I wasn’t going to let it 
define me and in my own quiet way I chose to 
ignore it and move on.  
 
In the early 90s, I was promoted to a regional 
role based in Singapore covering Asia Pacific, 
after experiencing some pushback from a few 
senior executives. They thought that as a 
female I probably wouldn’t ‘cut-it’ in Asia.  
Upon arrival I quickly realised I was one of the 
few expat women working in the region – how 
times have changed!  I saw this as a great 
opportunity to work with and experience life in 
interesting and diverse cultures very different to 
my own. 
 
I grew rapidly in this new leadership role and 
delighted in travelling and experiencing the 
different cultures, people and food in this 
amazingly diverse region.  I was thoroughly 
enjoying myself – honing new skills and 
experiencing first hand life in countries very 
different to my own.  On my travels, I met a 
handful of women from similar cultures who had 
had the same opportunities that I’d had to get 
ahead.  We could ostensibly live our own lives, 
question authority (even that of our parents), 
remain single until we decided otherwise, go to 
university and study whatever motivated us, 
earn and invest our own money, own property, 
inherit wealth, decide whether or not to have 
children, and basically define our own 
existence.  So yes, in my eyes I really thought 

women had made it and we were well and 
truly on our way.  
 
It took me some time to realise we were the 
fortunate ones.   The fact is there are still millions 
of women today who have no control over their 
lives, can’t live on their own terms, have very 
limited access to money (even if they work for 
it), are still owned by a husband or male family 
member, have no legal means of escape from 
an abusive husband or in-laws, are sold into 
prostitution to support their male siblings’ 
education, are still seen as an object of 
‘honour’ by the family, raped as punishment for 
crimes committed by males in their family, can 
be legally killed by a husband or father for 
dishonouring the family or being unfaithful, are 
rejected by their family when they are raped, 
sold off (married) at a young age to abusive, 
older men against their will, can be caned or 
stoned to death for having sex outside of 
marriage and are used to pay off family debts.  
The list is endless. 
 
So where does that really leave women?  How 
can we feel comfortable enjoying the freedoms 
that so many women before us fought for, 
when millions of women still languish in poverty, 
have no access to financial support or a means 
of earning a living and are controlled by others 
around them?  How can we use what we’ve 
learnt and earned to give less fortunate women 
the means to move out of poverty and to give 
their kids the education they didn’t have? 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When I lived in Oz, I spent a lot of my spare time 
raising money for handicapped and 
underprivileged children.  My mad, crazy friend 
and I would take off on an annual car rally that 
took us right through the centre of Australia, 
across the desert and out the back of beyond.  
The idea was to bribe and cheat your way 
around the 7-day event and come in first 
without exceeding the speed limit.  We helped 
raise millions of dollars for these kids, to give 
them the opportunity to become more mobile 
and independent, get the treatment they really 
needed, and to live more normal and 
meaningful lives.  All very satisfying at the end of 
a long trek across the desert.   
 
One reason I worked with this charity is they 
never gave money directly – instead they 
assessed what the kids really needed and then 
bought or funded the specific solutions.  90 
cents of every dollar raised went to the kids so I 
knew exactly where my money was going and 
what it was being used for.  After 12 years my 
friend and I hung up our hats, tired from all the 
dust, our car breaking down, and drinking too 
much Crème de Menthe. 
 
I’d always thought helping children directly was 
the best solution, but living in Asia changed my 
thinking.  Having seen the way females were 
viewed and treated in their own cultures, I 
realised how this impacted not just the women 
themselves, but their children and the whole 
community.  I decide that the best way to help 
children was to empower women. 
 
My immediate dilemma related to how 
effectively and efficiently this could be done, 
given the levels of corruption that exist in many 
of these countries.  How could I help women, 
yet ensure my money wasn’t spent on huge 
overheads or ended up in the wrong hands?  
How much money has been poured into Africa 
and other countries with no visible signs of it 
ever having been donated?  How much of this 
money gets used where it's really needed?  
How much disappears into the pockets of 
corrupt government officials and businessmen?  
I wanted to ensure that any money I raised and 

donated went directly to the women I’d 
decided to support.  
 
Around this time I became aware of the 
amazing work being done by Professor 
Muhammad Yunus, founder of Grameen Bank, 
winner of the 2006 Nobel Peace Prize and 
author of ‘Banker to the Poor’.  He introduced 
microcredit loans to women in Bangladesh, 
identifying early on that it’s often the women in 
impoverished cultures who are more likely to 
keep the family unit together, work hard to put 
food on the table, seek better shelter and fight 
to keep their kids in school.   He also discovered 
that women tended to consistently repay their 
loans, resulting in the Grameen Bank’s decision 
to lend money to women only.  
 
For those who are unsure of how microcredit 
works, it’s a small business loan, usually 
averaging US$120 – from a bank or institution 
targeting the poor.  These loans are unsecured 
and non-collateralised, providing the capital to 
start or expand small enterprises in their local 
communities. Borrowers are charged the 
commercial market interest rate – which is far 
lower than rates traditionally charged by local 
moneylenders and loan sharks.  These loans are 
typically repaid in regular instalments, over a six-
month period.  

Microcredit is an ethical and practical 
approach to helping women and their families 
out of poverty and has seen enormous success 
in many countries around the globe.  For 
instance, Grameen Bank is now completely self-
funded and no longer accepts donations for 
seed money to start the microcredit banks.  
Many borrowers can now participate in pension 
savings accounts and simple insurance 
programs to cover their loans should they die.  
A large number of their banks have taken 100 
percent of borrowers’ families over the poverty 
line, and ensured an education for 100 percent 
of their children.  
 
I also discovered that, in many communities 
around the world, some of the traditional 
cultural and social norms actually exacerbate 
or support the cycle of poverty.  For example, 
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dowry payments are common in certain Asian 
countries such as Bangladesh, India, Pakistan 
and Sri Lanka.  A modern day dowry that a 
woman brings to her husband in marriage 
could include money, property, electrical 
goods, gold jewellery and a car or scooter.  
 
In India, for example, the dowry continues to 
the detriment of many families and the 
daughters they marry off.  This is despite the fact 
that the practice has been prohibited since the 
1961 Dowry Prohibition Action was written into 
the Penal Code.  In addition, the Constitution of 
India calls for the equality of women, and 
empowers States to adopt measures that 
upgrade them from their disadvantaged socio-
economic, educational and political status.  
Yet, somehow the dowry remains.  
 
Two major consequences of dowries are ‘bride 
burning’ and ‘female feticide’.  Bride burning 
occurs when the bride is murdered by her 
husband or his family for her family’s refusal to 
pay additional dowry.  She is doused with 
kerosene and set alight.  The National Crime 
Bureau of India says that one dowry death is 
reported every 77 minutes. i 

 
Female feticide is the selective abortion of the 
female foetus and reports indicate there have 
been 10 million in the last 20 years.  Despite the 
fact that it has been banned since 1994 in the 
Pre Natal Diagnostic Technique Act (PNDT),  
female feticide continues at a steady rate.  As 
a result, the imbalance of male to female 
population has reached 104-106 male births per 
100 females.  Neglect of the female child has 
also increased over the years.  Social customs, 
especially son preference and differential 
treatment, for male babies in terms of food and 
medical treatment, contribute to the widening 
gap.  ii 
 
The impact of these two practices on the 
gender ratio means that large numbers of men 
have no one to marry, and polyandry, where 
females are forced to take multiple husbands 
(often brothers) is increasing. 
 

As we look at the impact of the continued 
illegal practice of the dowry in some Asian 
countries, we see that, not only does it impact 
the financial status of many families, it 
perpetuates violence against women, and their 
continued servitude and poverty.  
 
To solve some of the social and economic 
problems faced by the poor in Bangladesh, 
Grameen Bank created ‘Sixteen Decisions’ 
which was adopted by all banks, and borrowers 
are encouraged to adhere to them.  Those that 
stand out for me as particularly important are: 
 
o “We shall plan to keep our families small.  

We shall minimize our expenditures.  We shall 
look after our health. 

o We shall educate our children and ensure 
that they can earn to pay for their 
education. 

o We shall not take any dowry at our sons’ 
weddings; neither shall we give any dowry 
at our daughter’s wedding.  We shall keep 
the centre free from the curse of dowry.  We 
shall not practise child marriage. 

o We shall always be ready to help each 
other.  If anyone is in difficulty, we shall all 
help him or her.”  

 
Professor Yunus sums it up. “These decisions are 
a demonstration that the poor, once 
economically empowered, are the most 
determined fighters in the battle to solve the 
population problem, end illiteracy, and live 
healthier, better lives.” 
 
He also challenges us. “Most people feel good 
about offering charity to others and to help the 
poor.  We often use charity to avoid recognising 
the problem and finding a solution for it.  
Charity often becomes a way for us to shrug off 
our responsibility … perpetuates poverty by 
taking the initiative away from the poor … 
allows us to go ahead with our own lives without 
worrying about the lives of the poor … and 
appeases our consciences. 
 
Society has tried in many ways to ensure 
equality of opportunity, but poverty remains.  
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We expect the state to take care of the poor 
and have wound up with massive 
bureaucracies to look after them. A large 
amount of taxpayers’ money is spent financing 
these programs and bureaucracies. But 
whatever government programs have 
achieved, they certainly have not created 
equality of opportunity.  Poverty is very often 
handed down from one generation to the 
next.” iii 
 
There are many ways to help women in our own 
communities as well as those living abroad - to 
eliminate all forms of discrimination against 
them, allowing them to live the lives they 
choose, ensuring access to the right kind of 
educational opportunities, and removing laws, 
cultures and social norms that keep them in 
subservient and inferior roles.   
 
In 2010, as we celebrate our own successes and 
the continued empowerment of women 
around the globe, give a thought to the millions 
of women who continue the daily struggle to 
put rice on the table, who are still fighting for 
the right to an education for themselves and 
their children, who lack access to adequate 
healthcare, who battle to put a roof over their 
heads, and who are still seeking the right to be 
treated as equals and have control over their 
own bodies and minds.   
 
 
 

In my own back yard I recently had the 
pleasure of heading a major fundraising drive to 
raise the seed money for 11 new microcredit 
banks in Asia through PrimeTime Business & 
Professional Women’s Association and The 
International Alliance of Women (TIAW).  My 
business partner is a volunteer, counselling 
women in need.  Over the past few years we’ve 
been working with MNCs to promote leadership 
in the female population - helping them 
address their own skill sets as well as cultural and 
discriminatory behaviours and attitudes of 
others (both male and female), which hold 
them back.  Air’s ‘Women in Leadership’ 
programmes strive to equip women with the 
know-how, confidence and skills to earn an 
unfettered place at whatever table they seek. 
 
A challenge for all of us in 2010: What, 
specifically, will you do this year to encourage 
respect for women so that they are fully 
empowered to take their rightful place as equal 
partners with men in ALL aspects of life?   
 
What about the woman sitting next to you at 
work, the woman who lives next door, your 
daughter, your friend’s daughters, the woman 
who cleans your home, the woman who cares 
for your children?  How might they and others 
benefit from being empowered through your 
support, coaching, mentoring, training, 
donation and generosity?  

About the writer: Louise Tagliante 
 

 

Louise Tagliante is Managing Partner at The Air Institute in Singapore. 
She is passionate about supporting the advancement of women in 
business as well as all aspects of their lives through coaching, training 
and promoting microcredit initiatives. 
She has worked with a number of MNCs in China, India and Singapore 
to develop the leadership skills of the female workforce and to work 
with unique cultural & social inhibitors to their success. 
Louise was fund-raising chair for The International Alliance for Women 
(TIAW) Microcredit Village Bank program from 2007-2008 for which she 
was awarded TIAW World of Difference 100 Award 2008 for community 
work.  
She has lived and worked in Asia since 1993.  
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Important Dates 
8 March: International Women’s Day (‘IWD’) 
A global day celebrating the economic, 
political and social achievements of women 
past, present and future. In some countries, 
such as China, Russia, Vietnam and Bulgaria, 
IWD is a national holiday. The first IWD was held 
in 1911. Next year is IWD’s Global Centenary. 
www.internationalwomensday.com  
 
25 November: International Day for the 
Elimination of Violence Against Women  
Women's activists have marked November 25 
as a day against violence since 1981. On 
December 17, 1999, the United Nations General 
Assembly designated 25 November as the 
International Day for the Elimination of Violence 
Against Women. 
http://www.un.org/Depts/dhl/violence/ 
  
Women & The World Economy  
o Half the world's population lives on less than 

$2 a day. 1.8 billion of these people live on 
less than $1 a day, 70% of them are women.  

o 340 million women around the world are not 
expected to survive to age 40.  

o 35,000 children die each day of preventable 
causes.  

o 50-60% of the workforce in developing 
countries work in the informal sector, with 
women comprising the overwhelming 
majority. About 96% of India’s working 
women are in the informal sector.  

o Women’s micro businesses have very limited 
access to formal financial services. Most of 
them rely on predatory moneylenders. 

o Official microfinance organizations are 
currently only reaching 5-8 percent of the 
women who need a microloan.  iv 

 
Microcredit Donations 
To find out more or to donate towards the 
advancement of microcredit and to help bring 
women out of poverty, go to: 
 
 
 

TIAW - The International Alliance of Women   
Founded in 1980, TIAW’s purpose is to 
encourage, develop, fund and implement 
programs that foster empowerment and 
advancement of women round the world.  You 
can make microenterprise donations online to a 
Village Bank of your choice.  
http://tiaw.org/microenterprise.asp  
 
Kiva  
Since 2005, Kiva, as the world’s first online 
microlending platform, has facilitated over USD 
125 million in loans that change lives.  As a 
donor, you choose who you lend to.  Kiva 
means ‘unity’ or ‘agreement’ in Swahili.  
http://www.kiva.org/about/ 

 

Women’s Organisations 
AWARE – Association for Women for Action and 
Research 
Founded in 1985, AWARE is Singapore’s leading 
women’s rights advocacy group.  It provides 
research and advocacy work, direct services 
such as crisis help, counselling and a legal 
clinic, as well as public education.  It‘s a not-for-
profit group, funded by donations, grants and 
membership subscriptions. 
Website: http://www.aware.org.sg 
 
UNIFEM – The United Nations Development Fund 
for Women 
UNIFEM is The United Nations’ fund for women, 
established in 1976.  It is dedicated to 
advancing women’s rights and achieving 
gender equality.  It provides financial and 
technical assistance to innovative programmes 
and strategies to foster women’s empowerment 
and equality.  
http://www.unifem.org/about/ 

 
CEDAW - Convention on the Elimination of All 
Forms of Discrimination Against Women- 
CEDAW was adopted by The United Nations in 
1979.   
http://www2.ohchr.org/english/bodies/cedaw/i
ndex.htm 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