Role of Women in Sustainable Development
It is indeed a great pleasure for me to address you all on this occasion which aims at recognising the role played by women in promoting sustainable development and contribute towards achieving the concept of Maurice Ile Durable. The female gender comprises around 52% of the population in Mauritius and their actions will be crucial in determining the future state of our environment, the welfare and the survival of one and all in this country.
Mauritius as a small island state has witnessed profound changes in consumption patterns and lifestyle over the past two decades due to industrialisation, urbanisation and agricultural practices. This has put increasing pressure on our fragile ecosystems and contributed to unsustainable practices which are threatening our livelihood and the future of the planet. We are consuming more, generating more waste and polluting the environment with plastics, metal cans, polystyrenes and organic waste from our households. Improvement in our economic situation and the influence of advertisements have a profound impact on the consumption patterns of the members of the public with the result that we are paying little attention to waste minimisation and recycling. It has been established beyond doubt that climate change is a reality and this is mostly due to human activities. With the increase in global temperature, natural disasters such as floods, intense cyclones, rise in sea level, drought and other environmental degradation due to human activities will increase.
Increasingly, recognition is being given to the important role played by women in sustainable development. Rachel Carson is one of the most outstanding women who sounded the alarm about environmental dangers especially in her book, The Silent Spring. In Japan, women of Minnemata were in the forefront of battle against mercury poisoning in that fishing village. Another woman, Wangari Maathai in Kenya raised awareness on the importance of planting trees to mitigate the effects of climate change.

 Sustainable development became a buzz word since the RIO Summit in 1992 and the remarkable thing is that it was first defined by a woman called Mrs. Brundtland at the Rio summit. 180 countries adopted Agenda 21 and Chapter 24 clearly expressed the role and status of women in development. 
        “The international community has endorsed several plans of action and conventions for the full, equal and beneficial integration of women in all development activities, in particular the Nairobi Forward- looking Strategies for the Advancement of women in economic and political decision-making and will be critical to the successful implementation of Agenda 21” ( Agenda 21, Chapter 24)
The Beijing Platform for Action in 1995, the World Summit on Sustainable Development in 2002 in Johannesburg and the Millenium Development Goals emphasised the role of women in the quest for a sustainable society. The crucial role of women in sustainable development has been further voiced in various international fora.
Women, by their sheer number, hold half of the sky but they are the most disadvantaged in many developing countries. The situation has enormously improved during the past two decades in Mauritius and girls and women are enjoying equal access to education, equality of rights, leisure and comfort. Sustainable lifestyle involves making efficient use of our resources so that we strike a right balance among the three essential and integral components of Agenda 21 which are: economic growth, social development and environmental protection.
 We must address the problems of today and prepare ourselves for future challenges. We must reflect on our own lifestyle and how our modern way of life based on a throw away culture is a threat to our country and the planet’s future. We are misusing and abusing natural resources and putting extra pressure on the Earth’s ecosystems. By adopting sustainable consumption patterns we can promote the ethics of sustainable living by translating this principle into practice while at the same time integrating environmental protection and preservation with development. Thus, we can  keep our actions within the Earth’s capacity and through sustainable development, we will be able to enjoy a better quality of life.

What then are the ethics of sustainable living? How can women contribute to change lives? The answer may sound simple but in practice very hard to implement. This is why we are making a plea to you all to exert a powerful force to transform our way of life in a positive way. Ethics of sustainable living consist of satisfying human needs while at the same time caring for one’s environment and concern for future generation.
Women have a powerful influence on the quality of life and well being of families; they are the primary care givers and users of the resources in the environment. They are the first ones to be conscious of the changes in environment and their effect on the health of their families linked to the quality of air, water or other factors in the environment. Women manage many resources such as food, purchase and consumption of goods, looking after the care of their home, energy use, disposal of waste, shopping and many other activities which have a direct impact on the environment. Women are determined to work together to effect positive changes in the environment as they are the most affected by environmental issues; therefore they are more concerned about environmental degradation. Studies have shown the direct effects of pesticides and chemicals on human health such as cancer which is becoming more common now. As women are sensitised to environmental issues they can contribute to the minimisation of waste by composting, recycling, the reuse of products and making wise lifestyle choices and sound product selections. Our household waste has a double impact on our environment:

(1) it represents a massive waste of our resources

(2) by throwing out so much garbage we are rapidly using up precious land as landfill.

We can minimise that waste by recycling paper, cans, glass and plastic bottles. Some actions which would help in protecting the environment are:
Using locally available materials, food and fruits. They help us save up on hard earned currency. Additionally local fruits are free from chemicals and rich in vitamins.

Energy saving
We have to consume less energy; use light bulbs which are energy saving. We must switch off lights when you leave a room.  Use of solar powered lights and water heaters are of economic value and does not harm the environment.
Conservation of biodiversity
 Many endangered plants and animal species are threatened. Conservation of biological assets is vital. P We can plant trees and ornamentals in our garden or in pots. Mauritius is known to be the third country in the world to have the most threatened species. Only 2% of our indigenous forest is left and we all know the importance of trees in the recycling of nutrients in the soil etc. Trees provide us with oxygen and remove carbon dioxide to make food for the plants and other organisms.

Restoration of degraded land can be carried out by adding compost to the soil and cultivation of plants.

Buy environmentally friendly products such as ozone friendly items. Greenhouse gases such as CFC’s from sprays damage the ozone layer.
Use of water

We should minimise water use by using water left from vegetable washing to water plants. We can collect rain water for plants and other purposes. Place a plastic bottle full of water in the toilet tank so as to reduce amount of water flushed.
Women’s capabilities in the environmental field can be strengthened further through training, by empowering them with the necessary skills and knowledge to take positive steps towards the achievement of MID. The level of technical know how and skills of officers need to be raised so that in turn they can empower other women to take an active part in nature-focused activities. Thus, they will be able to show that they can make a difference and be a powerful force for positive changes in the environment and the world around them. They can increase the household income and alleviate poverty involving themselves in income generating activities such as composting, creating a kitchen garden, growing locally produced foods organically.
I congratulate the National Women Council for having encouraged women groups to take the initiatives to raise awareness among women   on environmental issues. These wonderful women deserve our praise as they have taken a bold step to be on the forefront to make Mauritius a better place to live. They are sending a strong message that they should be more involved in environmental matters. So, there is a need for more education and awareness at the non formal level. 

