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Womenôs voices must be heard in the 

battle to save the ocean  
 

 

 
Women depend on and work the oceans just as much as men, but gender parity in the 

sector  is a long way off  

Image: REUTERS/Juan Carlos Ulate  

11 Jan 2019 

1. Laura Liswood  Secretary-General, Council of Women World Leaders 

   

The United Nationsô Sustainable Development Goal 14 is focused on the effort to conserve and 
sustain the worldôs oceans, seas and marine resources. It is an essential goal for the life of the 
planet and the wellbeing of all. The ocean feeds billions of people and provides livelihoods for 
billions more - including, of course, women and girls. 

And yet gender is not embedded or mentioned in SDG 14 as it is in most of the other goals. 
This is a mistake. Fishing and aquaculture are neither gender-blind nor gender-neutral. There 
is clear evidence that women and men in the fishing industry are treated and paid unequally. 

https://www.weforum.org/agenda/authors/lauraliswood
http://www.undp.org/content/undp/en/home/sustainable-development-goals.html
http://www.fao.org/3/a-bc014e.pdf
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There is substantial segregation of work by gender, with men doing much of the offshore and 
high-value fishing, fish harvesting and aquaculture, while women are far more involved in less 
well-paid, or even unpaid, fish processing, harvesting of less valuable fish, sales and 
maintenance. 

Women are rarely given a seat on the local, regional, national or international bodies that 
deliberate on the oceans, laws and standards that affect them. Access to funding, training, 
education, technology, market information and the ability to start ventures are much less 
available to women than to men. This lack of gender diversity stifles innovation, productivity 
and creativity. It stifles the solutions women could offer for creating sustainable oceans and 
livelihoods through fishing. 

 
There is one glaring omission from SDG 14, argues Laura Liswood: women  

Image: Nereus Program  

https://nereusprogram.org/
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Womenôs experiences, voices, perspectives and household lives must be included as factors 
in the solutions to the prodigious challenges facing the oceans. These challenges include 
overfishing, plastic pollution, protecting marine and coastal areas and climate change. Women 
are both involved and can be part of the solutions to these challenges. 

The value of bringing women into the heart of solving major issues has been demonstrated in 
the global agriculture sector globally. Women play an essential role in food production; when 
women are given land rights, seeds, technical training and access to markets, food productivity 
can rise by more than 20%. It stands to reason that a parallel improvement in productivity and 
sustainable livelihoods could be found in fishing and aquaculture. 

There are numerous reasons why women and men are treated differently, and why women are 
often excluded from decision-making. These include historic and culture-based biases, power 
imbalances, inadequate or unenforced laws prohibiting discrimination, role restrictions, lack of 
financial resources and control, and an acceptance of violence and harassment as norms. 

What is needed first and foremost is an awareness that SDG 14 is substantially less likely to 
be attained if 50% of the population it affects is not taken into consideration or listened to. 
Gender must be embedded in all elements and targets of SDG 14. 

Further, much more data and research are needed to uncover the ways that women are 
impacted in this sector. Data helps to magnify both the problems and their solutions. At present 
there is little gender-disaggregated data from catch to consumer to help inform policymakers, 
scientists and activists seeking to improve the state of fishing and the oceans. When polls are 
conducted, and research created in the fishing sector and on climate change, men and 
womenôs responses should be separated and evaluated. Women4Oceans, the Gender in 
Aquaculture and Fisheries section of the Asian Fisheries Society and the FAOôs gender work 
around small-scale fisheries should be highlighted and encouraged. 

SDG 14 and SDG 5 need to cross-pollinate. Best practices should be highlighted and shared 
with an eye to learning from each otherôs initiatives and research findings. 

As funding is sought through governments, civil society, foundations and the private sector, a 
óWomen in Fishingô venture fund or micro-financing operation should be created to encourage 
women entrepreneurs and to provide education and awareness. 

An organization such as the World Economic Forum could create and make available a 
repository of best practices, case studies and expert resources for the oceans and fishing 
sector, following on from the excellent work in its Gender Gap Report, Gender Parity Task 
Forces and other initiatives on education, gender and work. 

http://www.fao.org/news/story/en/item/52011/icode/
http://www.fao.org/news/story/en/item/52011/icode/
https://women4oceans.weebly.com/
https://www.gafconference.org/home.htm
https://www.gafconference.org/home.htm
http://www.fao.org/fishery/topic/16605/en
http://www.fao.org/fishery/topic/16605/en
https://www.weforum.org/reports/the-global-gender-gap-report-2018
https://www.weforum.org/reports/closing-gender-gap-gender-parity-taskforces
https://www.weforum.org/reports/closing-gender-gap-gender-parity-taskforces
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The Friends of Ocean Action is a unique, informal group of leaders from business, science, 
technology, civil society and international organizations. It is convened by the World Economic 
Forum with the World Resources Institute, and its goal is to help governments and the 
international community to fast-track solutions to pollution, overfishing and other challenges 
facing the oceans. 

Friends of Ocean Action understands there is a gender component involved in reaching its 
goal. It can encourage other organizations to embrace gender in their proceedings. It can 
continue to be at the forefront of gender parity and can ask its members to raise gender issues, 
ensure women are at the table, urge governments and global institutions to include gender in 
their deliberations and policies, and encouarge ocean and sustainability groups to focus on 
gender. It can inspire the creation of guidelines for other groups to follow such as asking for 
gender balance on panel discussions, highlight the work of scientists and environmental groups 
that focus on gender, work with those writing treaties or laws, and suggest that local, regional, 
national and international bodies have a critical mass of women in their deliberations. 

Women may not have all the answers to solving the challenges facing the oceans, but womenôs 
answers must be heard if we want to make the progress that is so essential to our lives and 
the life of the planet. 

  

https://www.weforum.org/friends-of-ocean-action
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To hope or doubt? The state of womenôs 

prog ress in the world  
 

 
 

Despite advances around the world, the gender pay gap means that men still earn on 

average $11,000 more than women.  

Image: REUTERS/Zohra Bensemra  

20 Dec 2018 

1. Laura Liswood , Secretary-General, Council of Women World Leaders 

I often invoke the words of United States abolitionist Frederick Douglass when asked about 

the state of womenôs progress globally: ñthere is no progress without struggleò. 

More than 110 diverse women, including the first Muslim women and the first Native 
American, were elected to Congress in the 2018 US midterm elections. Several factors 
appeared to shape the results, including an increase in the number of women willing to run; 
women of colour moving forward; and President Donald Trump himself - his comments, 
policies and the allegations surrounding his treatment of women. 

https://www.weforum.org/agenda/authors/lauraliswood
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A record proportion of women - 20% - were elected on the national level that night. This 
election certainly represented progress, though not without struggle. And the US still lags 
behind other countries, many of which have elected bodies composed of 40% or more 
women. 

The gender gap around the world  

There are signs of hope. More and more countries have gender-balanced national cabinets. 
Rwandaôs parliament is 60% female. Iceland continues its path toward complete gender 
parity, according to the World Economic Forum Gender Gap Report. Saudi women are at last 
able to drive legally and allowed into sports stadiums, though the Crown Prince has also 
jailed activists fighting for womenôs rights. 

In Germany, it appears likely that Chancellor Angela Merkel will be succeeded by the new 
Christian Democratic Union party leader Annegret Kramp-Karrenbauer. Two female heads of 
state in a row? That has only happened three times before: in Ireland, New Zealand and 
Bangladesh.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

https://www.weforum.org/reports/the-global-gender-gap-report-2018
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On the business side, countries are continuing to use affirmative mechanisms to ensure that 
women have seats on company boards. Even in the US, where quotas cause heated debate, 
California has mandated that publicly traded companies headquartered in the state must 
have at least one woman on their board. Many corporations now have boards of more than 
50% women. 

The #MeToo movement has galvanized people across the world to think about harassment in 
the workplace. It has given women permission to share their most difficult experiences, and it 
has highlighted how disastrous, both personally and professionally, such experiences can be. 
It has shown us what happens when women have to rely on men who abuse their power. 

http://reports.weforum.org/global-gender-gap-report-2018/
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Corporations now understand that allegations and proof of sexual misconduct can harm them 
and pose ethical, reputational and financial risks which affect their bottom line, stock price 
and hiring ability. Larry Fink, CEO of global investment firm BlackRock, sent a letter to clients 
worldwide which highlighted the need to look beyond financial results. Every company must 
demonstrate how it ñmakes a positive contribution to societyò, he wrote, including in diversity 
and talent management. 

Why giving women a seat at the table pays off  

Women are good for business. Research conducted over three decades shows a correlation 
between womenôs representation in leadership roles and positive outcomes in organizations. 
Catalyst, Credit Suisse and McKinsey & Co. have all reported that companies with more 
women in leadership and on boards have a higher correlation of profitability and financial 

http://reports.weforum.org/global-gender-gap-report-2018/
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performance. They also have fewer instances of fraud, corruption and financial reporting 
mistakes. 

Experience in Norway, which requires companies to reserve at least 40% of board seats for 
women, has shown that women are more likely to consider the long term, and include 
constituents other than shareholders in their board deliberations. Women encourage boards 
to focus more on communities, the environment and employees. 

Women also introduce different legislation into parliaments and deliberating bodies than men 
do, often related to family, education and healthcare. With a critical mass in parliament, 
women can change its hours of operation to reflect the needs of legislators with children. In 
Sweden, proceedings now end at 6pm instead of 10pm. And in a virtuous circle, more women 
in public office inspire younger women to follow in their footsteps. 

When women are involved in post-conflict negotiations, peace is more likely to prevail. A 
peace agreement is 35% more likely to last for at least 15 years when women are involved in 
the process, according to statistical analysis. 

The 'glass cliff' phenomenon  

But the arc of progress is not straightforward. The Global Gender Gap Report 2018 says it 
will take more than 200 years for the gender pay gap to disappear, at the current backsliding 
rate of progress. The world is leaving around $12 trillion in GDP on the table because of this 
gender gap, according to McKinsey & Co. 

ñIndustries must proactively hardwire gender parity in the future of work through effective 
training, reskilling and upskilling interventions, and tangible job transition pathways, which will 
be key to narrowing these emerging gender gaps and reversing the trends we are seeing 
todayò, says Saadia Zahidi, Head of the Centre for the New Economy and Society and 
Member of the Executive Committee at the World Economic Forum. 

https://www.ipinst.org/wp-content/uploads/2015/06/IPI-E-pub-Reimagining-Peacemaking-rev.pdf
https://www.weforum.org/reports/the-global-gender-gap-report-2018
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While the number of women on boards is increasing, itôs happening slowly, and often 
because of government action. In the 44 countries where companies have three or more 
women on their boards, 43 have government-mandated quotas. Those without affirmative 
mechanisms are seeing only incremental gains. 

Then there is the scrutiny that comes from holding power. Women who make it to the top 
face a set of challenges unknown to their male peers. They are often perceived as less 
legitimate. They continue to face unconscious bias, sexual harassment, discrimination, higher 
expectations and micro-aggressions - small but steady erosions of their authority. 

http://reports.weforum.org/global-gender-gap-report-2018/
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When women achieve high-level positions, they often face a precipice known as the ñglass 
cliffò phenomenon. They have broken the glass ceiling by rising to leadership roles in dire 
times, such as financial crisis, controversy or conflict. Then they are pushed off the cliff if they 
canôt find or create solutions - consider Theresa May and Brexit. As a result, women are often 
forced out sooner than their male counterparts because of the high-risk nature of their 
assignments, and the lack of support or authority to accomplish their difficult goals, according 
to Price Waterhouse Coopers. 

Action, reaction  

The #MeToo movement, despite empowering women, has led to unintended consequences. 
US Vice President Mike Pence has a rule not to dine alone with a woman who is not his wife. 
The #MeToo movement has made this line of thinking more common, perpetuating the 
unequal treatment of women in the office. 

Bloomberg recently published an article titled ñWall Street Rule for the #MeToo Era: Avoid 
Women at All Costsò. Fearing they could be entangled in accusations of sexual misconduct, 
some men have simply avoided associating with women at all. They may stop hiring, 
coaching or mentoring women, ironically ensuring a continuation of inequality and the gender 
pay gap. With that attitude, a womanôs career prospects suffer, just in an entirely different 
way. I am reminded of Newtonôs third law of physics: for every action there is an equal and 
opposite reaction. 

https://www.bloomberg.com/news/articles/2018-12-03/a-wall-street-rule-for-the-metoo-era-avoid-women-at-all-cost
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Optimists say that much has changed. Societies no longer consider domestic violence a 
taboo subject, for example, but an illegal act. Pessimists say that change is too slow. Men 
may now do more household work than in previous generations, for instance, but women still 
continue to do far more care in the home than men, freeing up menôs time to achieve. 

When asked about women's progress, I think of the glass that is either half full or half empty. 
But one thing is certain: women need to use their victories to galvanize more victories. Failure 
must energize us to clamour more loudly for progress. 

   

http://reports.weforum.org/global-gender-gap-report-2018/


 
 

15 

 

Hereôs why gender equality is taking so 

long  

 
Male privilege ... few acknowledge they have it, but many are scared to lose it  

Image: Erik Cooper  

20 Sep 2017 

1. Laura Liswood  Secretary -General, Council of Women World Leaders  

The World Economic Forum estimates gender parity globally may now be over 170 years away. 
Previously they estimated an 80-year time, then it was 120 years. It keeps slowing down. 
The Forum's Annual Gender Gap Report shows slow progress and minimal change in many 
countries worldwide. What is causing this glacial pace of change, something the airline industry 
calls a ñcreeping delayò? 

There are many headwinds that can lengthen the time required for desired systemic change, 
but there is one Iôd like to address here, head on, and itôs this: unconscious bias. 

In general, there is a lack of awareness about who others are and what their capabilities and 
inherent qualities may be. In corporations, this often manifests as a culture that is unfriendly or 
unhelpful to women. 

https://www.weforum.org/agenda/authors/lauraliswood
http://reports.weforum.org/global-gender-gap-report-2016/
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It's all about power  

What is unconscious bias? It can include anything from the preferences and perspectives we 
hold to the associations, roles and behaviours we carry out. A large part of it may be down to 
unconscious grievance and loss. 

A ñmanifestoò written by a male Google employee this summer is a case in point. He posited 
that there are inherent psychological differences between men and women which lead to a 
disparity in how successful they are in the world of tech. Itôs clear that this man, and many like 
him, see diversity as eroding meritocracy and destroying the level playing field. 

https://gizmodo.com/exclusive-heres-the-full-10-page-anti-diversity-screed-1797564320
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It is not my place to question whether Google was correct in firing him; he had his point to 
make. But I will say that whether he knows it or not, he is unconsciously finding selective 
arguments to resist change. He has something to lose. 

The Google manifesto reflected this employee's belief that everyone lives in the same world as 
he does. But his is not a universal experience. He is unlikely to have been subject to systematic 
interruptions and the repeated questioning of his credentials or capabilities. He probably wasnôt 
assumed to be incompetent until he proved otherwise, or excluded from informal mentoring or 
ñbroò bonding. Itôs doubtful his comments were seen as aggressive rather than assertive, and 
that he was seldom acknowledged or taken seriously. 

Itôs true the young engineer may have had some of this happen to him; but statistically, as a 
white male, he would not have experienced it at the same level or intensity as his female 
colleagues, nor felt its cumulative impact. He is unaware of the subtle advantages and 
perceived abilities ñnaturallyò attributed to him. He may not truly grasp that for many women, 
their lack of success can be explained in part by the less-than-level playing field they work in. 
If it is made truly level, he will lose that subtle advantage he doesnôt even see. The presence 
of capable women threatens the norms he has become used to. 

When equality equals loss  

I believe there is a need to look closely at the loss and grievance that the dominant group feels 
when those from the non-dominant groups start to encroach on their societal position. In her 
book Why So Slow, Virginia Valerian found that while men can embrace the need for efforts 
that lead to fairness, such as equal pay, they have a much harder time with their own loss of 
centrality. This is about entitlement and holding a privileged place in the home, at work and in 
society. The loss of that privilege is a severe grievance. 

For example, it is accurate to state that manufacturing jobs are diminishing and care jobs are 
in demand. It is quite another to have men accept new gender roles that they find emasculating. 
One survey focused in Middle Eastern and North African countries found that men harass 
women in public ñto put them in their placeò. Much of the objection to change in gender roles is 
really about gender and power, not just about gender. 

Joan C. Williams reflects on changing gender roles in her book White Working Class: 
Overcoming Class Cluelessness in America. She talks about ñgoodò men and ñrealò men. The 
former are supportive, empathetic, collaborative. The latter are men who work in clearly 
identified masculine jobs, are assertive, take leadership at home and at work. 
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If we ask men to change their definitions of themselves it is not surprising that many will resist 
and find reasons to be critical of those they perceive as forcing this change upon them. 

Geena Davis, at her eponymous media institute, has found that when a room's population is 
20% women, men see 50%. When it is 30%, men feel it as 60%. The American Council on 
Education did a study asking teachers to call on boys and girls as best they could 50/50. After 
the experiment, the boys were asked how it felt. Their common response was: ñThe girls were 
getting all the attention.ò The boys (and men) feel a loss when equality is achieved. They have 
normalised overbalance. 

As digital technology brings about massive global change, the World Economic Forum, which 
calls this shift the Fourth Industrial Revolution, is working to ready society for the upcoming 
disruptions. But for some, moving from a gendered position will feel like a loss, even though 
the shift may ironically reflect a more equal society. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

https://seejane.org/
https://www.weforum.org/system-initiatives/shaping-the-future-of-education-gender-and-work
https://www.weforum.org/system-initiatives/shaping-the-future-of-education-gender-and-work
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Women's rights have gone into reverse . 

But wait, look whoôs driving  

 
For many women, sexual equality comes second to economic stability  

Image: REUTERS/Neil Hall  

08 Mar 2017 

1. Laura Liswood  Secretary -General, Council of Women World Leaders  

    

The movement to advance womenôs development and equality is going through a stress test. 
The forces in todayôs world that are eroding womenôs advancement challenge us to consider 
whether progress can be sustained ï but do those who support gender equality have the social 
and cultural capital to protect it? 

If we look at the United States and analyse those who voted for Donald Trump versus those 
for Hillary Clinton, a pattern emerges. These two groups see the world differently, including 
how they see gender roles and the treatment and rights of women. 

According to a recent Pew study, a majority of people who voted for Trump believe that diversity 
has had no positive effect (or even a negative effect) on their lives and that of the country. 

https://www.weforum.org/agenda/authors/lauraliswood
http://www.pewresearch.org/fact-tank/2016/10/20/6-charts-that-show-where-clinton-and-trump-supporters-differ/
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Compare that with 72% of Hillary Clinton voters, who said diversity has made the country a 
better place. 

Gender-role changes and redefinitions of masculinity play a role in those beliefs. According to 
the New York Times, most in the US agree that it is a better time to be a man than a woman in 
our society, with only Republican men thinking itôs a better time to be a woman than a man. 

 
Image: Pew Research Center  

Which rights are we talking about?  

Examples of reversals of womenôs rights in the so-called free world so far include: reduced 
funding for reproductive health globally, a stated avowal to reduce or eliminate womenôs choice 
in family planning, and a glaring under-representation of women and minorities in US cabinet-
level positions. 
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This erosion of progress is not limited to the US. A further distressing example has recently 
occurred in Russia. The Duma Russia's parliament voted 380 to 3 in favour of decriminalizing 
domestic violence in cases where it does not cause ñsubstantial bodily harmò and does not 
occur more than once a year. A Kremlin spokesperson told journalists that family conflicts do 
ñnot necessarily constitute domestic violenceò. 

This sentiment seems to take womenôs rights back to the Middle Ages. 

So, what's driving it?  

Perhaps most puzzling and upsetting is that 53% of white women voted for the current US 
president, and in Russia the domestic-violence bill was supported by ultra-nationalist women 
parliamentarians. 

What is going on? For many women, it is possible that there is a kind of Maslow's hierarchy of 
needs, and gender equality falls below their own more compelling concerns about economic 
security, loss of jobs through globalization and automation, threats of terrorism and nationalistic 
appeals to their sense of identity. 

 

Gender equality, pay equity or even absence of sexual harassment and degradation are nice-
to-haves, but perhaps not need-to-haves in the face of economic insecurity and a sense of 
being left behind. That desire and nostalgia for a better time in the past ï that need to "make 
America great again" ï appears to include going back to stereotypes of the gendered roles 
women and men historically played. 

http://www.simplypsychology.org/maslow.html
http://www.simplypsychology.org/maslow.html
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In France, women indicate they are backing Marie LePen to protect their jobs and security. Le 
Pen isn't campaigning for equality, she's promising justice and security, explains Nicolas 
Lebroug, a researcher on French far-right politics at the University of Montpellier. ñThat often 
resonates more with women facing the challenges of everyday life.ò 

Economic inequality between urban centres and rural areas can drive this insecurity and 
economic anxiety. For women, who often have fewer social safety nets, this anxiety can be an 
overwhelming driver. 

 
Image: REUTERS/Lucas Jackson  

For Hillary Clinton, it also appears that the desire for power expressed by a woman can create 
a backlash by both men and women. According to researchers at the Harvard Kennedy School, 
when female politicians are described as power-seeking, both men and women experience 
feelings of moral outrage (i.e. contempt, anger and/or disgust) towards the woman. 

Small steps forward  

http://gap.hks.harvard.edu/price-power-power-seeking-and-backlash-against-female-politicians

