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Imagine nearly a billion human beings standing on the threshold of development and empowerment. Through the threshold they can see a future brimming over with economic opportunities, healthcare and security, freedom of political expression, and the precious gift of education. Their eyes are full of hope, but they are asked to step aside so others can pass through. The threshold is barred to them. Who are these billion individuals, you ask: the Chinese; the Indians? 

The 869 million people stranded there are women, one quarter of the world’s women as of 2020. Above all, they want to give their families a better future, provide education for their children, and participate in the mainstream global economy. To cross that threshold, women must be prepared (having sufficient education) and enabled (permitted and supported by family and community). However, nearly 8% of these women are not prepared; nearly 15% are not enabled; and over 77% are neither prepared nor enabled. Most of these women reside in developing countries, but the problem is universal; over 47 million of these women are citizens of the developed economies of North America, Western Europe, and Japan (Aguirre and Sabbagh 2010). 
The Challenges We Face

Approximately 70% of the world’s poor are women; women do 70% of the world’s work, but earn only 10% of global income. Two-thirds of women work in vulnerable jobs, ones that are temporary, seasonal, part-time, lacking benefits, and including the multitude of women engaged in domestic work, caring for families and children without any economic measure of their contributions or future security.

The current situation is untenable; finally the world community has recognized this fact. “Gender equality and the empowerment of women are at the heart of the United Nation’s Millennium Development Goals and are a precondition for overcoming poverty, hunger and disease. But progress has been sluggish on all fronts…” (United Nations 2010, p. 4).
What Can We Do to Overcome these Challenges?

The vital role of women in family and society does not come as a surprise to us Unitarian Universalists. We, who believe in the interdependent web of life, realize that the path out of poverty to world peace and prosperity is interconnected with women’s empowerment. So, how can we make a difference? The foundation on which we can build lies in human development theory and the path-breaking work of Amartya Sen, Nobel Laureate in Economics, and renowned economist Mahbub ul Haq. According to their theory, there are four key enablers of human development. Economic Participation is essential, but not sufficient; it must be accompanied by Education; Political Rights; and Healthcare/Security. Positive intervention in any one of these four areas can help to break the vicious circle that bars women from stepping across the threshold to claim their human rights. Become active in women’s development in any one of these four areas and you can turn the vicious circle into a virtuous one.  Because a positive intervention in any one of these areas increases the possibility for women to achieve their rights in the others; taking such action you will have changed the world for the better.
I’ve chosen to make a difference by being active in women’s empowerment through the creation of livelihood opportunities in the Philippines. For the past seven years, the Unitarian Universalist Church of Annapolis has served as a leader of Women’s Rights Worldwide, spear-headed by its United Nations Global Justice Committee (UNGJC) of which I am a member. In 2004 the UUCA supported a UU General Assembly (GA) Study/Action Issue (SAI) proposed by Rev. Carol Huston and the Community Unitarian Church of White Plains (CUCWP), NY. In 2005 UUCA partnered with CUCWP as leading advocates for WRW at GA. Although the SAI failed that year, UUCA was determined to advance social justice through the empowerment of women. During a UNGJC team visit to the Philippines in 2006 we listened to the stories of over 500 women and their families as we traveled in Metro-Manila and across Negros Island. A formal needs assessment process centered on asking women in twelve rural communities what were the top priorities in their lives. In response, the women told us that their number one priority was access to livelihood opportunities. With the women themselves having told us what was most important to them, we forged ahead with a cooperative initiative between UUCA’s UNGJC, UU Church of the Philippines, and the UU Women’s Organization of the Philippines led by Rev. Rebecca Sienes to establish Buhata Pinay,Inc., (Do It, Filipina!) an NGO on Negros Island. Its purpose is to improve the lives of disadvantaged women and their families. UU Women’s Federation provided a matching grant to a UUCA Endowment Fund award that enabled Buhata Pinay to begin its operations and to flourish over the past four years, including the hiring of an executive director and organizational support for communications and networking with local communities. Over the past five years Buhata Pinay has initiated a number of high quality projects for women's development in rural communities across the region, including a micro-credit program for women, with assistance from the Fund for International UU.
Most recently, I’ve been working along with other members of the UUCA on a community development project in Doldol, a farming community in Negros Occidental. Our project is innovative: the UUCA-Doldol Community Development Project came to fruition in March 2010, but it had been in the ‘fermentation stage’ since 2006 when we first visited the village. At that time, we interacted with several hundred members of the community and communicated with women about their top development priorities: farm financing and women's livelihood. Results achieved in just over a year are amazing to behold. These include the founding of the Doldol Women’s Garment Center now in operation with sewing machines and an edging machine purchased with support of generous UUCA members. A dozen women graduated from a three week sewing training course provided by the Philippine Department of Trade and Industry; and an additional 30 women have taken a smocking course for baby dresses. The Garment Center has a contract with the Garment Association of Negros Occidental, which bundles the Center’s output with that of other communities, and sells it to a Korean exporter. So, the women’s access to their market is secure. The lives of over 30 women and their families have been positively impacted through this new economic opportunity over the past year, and expectations are that more women will be economically empowered by this project in the near future. We are expanding our assistance to agricultural development. Through UUCA’s outreach efforts, the Negros Women of Tomorrow Foundation (NWTF) is now offering a farm financing program for Doldol farmers far below the 10% monthly interest rate that the local millers had forced them to pay prior to this intervention.

Participating in this project has been one of the most fulfilling experiences of my life. Two pictures are forever imprinted in my mind. Both are from the Doldol Garment Center’s graduation ceremony. The first is of the graduates, self-assured young women, happily balancing babies on their hips, with toddlers very much in the picture. The second is a close up of the face of one graduate, proudly holding her graduation certificate, enabled through training and empowered through access to this livelihood opportunity.
Over the past seven years I’ve learned that each one of us can make a difference; working together we can change the world. When we take action to assist women here at home or elsewhere in this world, we enable our sisters to cross the threshold into a better future full of opportunities for themselves and their families. This is your call to action.
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