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Madame President, Minister(s), Sisters:
I thank Minister Gayflor for inviting me to participate in the opening of this important conference and historic launch. The National Gender Policy marks the importance of women in every aspect of Liberian life and documents their right to equal opportunity and freedom from discrimination. Liberian women, no matter where they live, how they work, or who they’re married to, are not second class citizens! It’s official. 
US Ambassador Thomas-Greenfield sorely regrets not being here today to join me in saying what will come as no surprise: as officials of our government, as professional women, as wives and mothers, we are big supporters of women’s empowerment and women running for President! We also know from experience it is a long process to turn policy into reality and to truly achieve equal rights for men and women. You have to make it happen and hold people in public and private life accountable to the spirit as well the letter of this policy.  
At the conference, I will follow your discussions with great interest. Your reports and your stories will help put to best use the support USAID brings from the American people for you, your families and your communities.

Many of you are farmers and food producers or traders and processors of farm produce. Vice-President Boakai has said that agriculture is the engine for Liberia’s development and I know you all are driving that engine! You are the ones who see to feeding and schooling of children on whom Liberia’s future rests. Many of you are the sole support for your families. Among you there are community health volunteers and others who volunteer to work with idle youth. 
No matter what you do, all of you here are leaders in your families, your communities, your towns, and your counties. You lead by the example of your hard work, your wisdom from daily struggle, and your participation in every aspect of this country’s democracy.

How do I know this? I have just read the results of a new survey of 450 rural women over 15 counties sponsored by USAID and conducted by the Ministry of Gender and Development with Women’s Campaign International.
Here is what you said you need and want to progress: over 75% aspire to take on leadership roles as elected representatives, as paramount, clan or town chiefs, as superintendents, commissioners, or mayors.
You want to improve your livelihoods and need opportunities to learn all kinds of new skills, you need loans to start or expand your income earning activities, and you want training in business marketing and planning. 
Over 55% of you want improved farming methods to save time and effort and to increase your harvests; you want to learn to grow new produce and how to preserve food for hungry times; and you need roads and transportation to get to markets. 
You want to stop the rise in teen pregnancies and you want mothers to have safe births.

Now let me tell you a little about what USAID is doing about all this to support you women and girls in rural areas of the country and what we are planning in the year ahead:
Maternal, Adolescent and Child Health:

USAID is supporting over 100 Ministry of Health clinics in seven counties that will bring family planning and reproductive health services to rural areas and educate young girls about the dangers of too early pregnancy. 
We are supporting the establishment of 6 regional maternal health centers with trained personnel, supplies, and ambulances to increase safe births around the country. We are increasing the numbers of nurse midwives and other health care workers to tend to safe births and to cooperate with traditional birth attendants on how to avoid danger.  
We are working with mothers of chronically malnourished children to enable them to improve the types of food they can grow and prepare for their children like eggs, fish, and vegetables to go with rice and to better nourish infants in the first two years of life so critical to their normal growth and development.
Education:

USAID is supporting teacher training at the Rural Teacher Training Institutes in Kakata, Zorzor, and Webbo. More and more women teachers are actively encouraged to apply to the training and the Institutes are making efforts to accommodate the needs of women teacher trainees. Qualified, well-trained women teachers will encourage young girls to stay in school.
We are supporting modest scholarships to cover school fees, uniforms and supplies for young girls who otherwise could not afford to go to elementary school.
For young adults we are supporting core education and vocational skills training to provide marketable skills for employment.

Food and Enterprise Development:

I am pleased to tell you that, next year, USAID will start a new and massive 5-year agriculture and business skills program that will greatly benefit rural women and their towns and communities. As Minister of Agriculture Chenoweth says “agriculture is business!” 
This new program will provide you: 
· improved seeds and better tools to farm using labor saving techniques you crave; 
· access to small loans you need so you can start or grow your business and increase your income; 
· ways to sell more and better  
· feeder roads and bridges you need to get from the farm to the markets, to get supplies from stores, and to reach more customers, faster.
· We will increase opportunities for women high school graduates to attend the College of Agriculture at Cuttington University. 
Civil Society Leadership and Advocacy: 
Last, but not least, for those of you who said you aspire to local and national public office, next year, USAID is starting a new program to provide groups of women like yours the leadership, advocacy, campaigning, and public speaking skills you have asked for. You will gain the confidence and the ability to compete with the men for any leadership position.

On all of the above capacity-building and training programs, we will make sure that training is done at times when you can do it and in places where you can get to. We will ensure that extension and technical assistance comes to you.

I close by saluting you. Many of you fought for peace and now you the rural women of Liberia are on the frontlines of the struggle to Lift Liberia out of poverty. 
You are half the country and Liberia will not grow and prosper if your half does not have equal access to justice and opportunity. We are all anxious to see greater, faster progress. 
I and my government are committed to working with you and your government to lift your burdens, to promote your rights, and to strengthen your capacity to lift yourselves, your families, and your nation onto a good road to development.
Thank you.
 

