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Your excellences, friends, very dear friends, colleagues from India, colleagues from a large horizon of nations. 
There are two reasons, why this conference is especially important. The first is that the title of the conference is right. This is not simply about empowerment; and by the way, empowerment is no longer a gift, it is no longer a patronage, it is the right. But of course empowerment has dimensions: there is legal framework without which empowerment is incomplete; there is a political framewor, which is also necessary; but empowerment by itself becomes meaningless without economic empowerment. Until a woman has the ability to earn for herself, for her family and for her environment, her ability to become what she can be is incomplete. 
Your Excellency, you mentioned, in passing, Afghanistan. Afghanistan ia a war of many aspects, but for me one of the most critical aspects of the war in Afghanistan is for woman rights. Is for women’s empowerment. Because the wolf at the door, which is the Taliban, and all forces that they represent, the first victims, god forbid, will be the woman of Afghanistan. Will be the girl child of Afghanistan, will be the child who will never see a school again because forces that represent regression of  a very, what shall I say, I mean, adjectives are almost impolite, however they need to be used, that they will drive generation back to far beyond the medieval ages. So, I think we are aggressing the issue in it`s right dimension.
The second very good reason why this conference is I think going to meaningful is because it is being held at the right place. It is a privilege not only to be here but in the country where 54% of the population is women but by far the better news is that women on an average live 10 years longer than men. And why am I not surprised at this fact? - Because woman are simply more sensible. They probably also drink less vodka - I know the legislation that at the moment you struggling with, we have the similar problems in India.
I hope to bring to this audience and share some of our experiences in India on this subject. The history of modern India, as is well known, begins in 1947 with our successful reversal of colonization. Colonization, the age of colonization, began in India, and the age of colonization also ended in India. Once the British lost India in 1947, colonization as a very concept became unsustainable. And of course while the processes of history sometimes take their time, but in various parts of the world the reversal began and the reversal was completed in many other regions of the world in different ways. But for many of us the beginning of modern India lies not simply in the rejection of the British. Many countries across the world have won freedom from foreign powers but did not know what to do with freedom. In fact they might have got freedom from foreign occupation and forgot to pass on freedom to their own citizens. Forgot to pass on democratic values. And I think that if the 21st century is going to be about anything it is going be about democratic values.  
So, we did not forget, and for me the real beginning of our modern history is in the year 1950. Because in 1950 we adopted our constitution. We did not forget despite the great difficulties of the period of history between 1947 and 1950 and the scars that were left behind by a departing power in collaboration with certain regressing forces in our own country. Irrespective of that, our forefathers generation that fought for freedom remembered that freedom is incomplete without constitution.
And what was a constitution about? A constitution it is not simply about 350 clauses, our constitution is, in my view, the first modern document. It is a document, which is the basis of modernity. Now what is modernity? Modernity for us, number 1, is freedom. Freedom not only from an occupying power but freedom for any citizen. Modernity is about the right to free speech. The modernity is about the right to speech without fear. I very often say that the right of free speech is not the right to speak sense -I mean everybody generally allows you to speak sense, - it is the right to speak nonsense - much of contemporary television is daily evidence of this right. But I would protect that right!
Number two. Modernity is about faith equality. One of the great concurrent conflicts that are going on this world is between those who believe that all faiths are equal, irrespective of demographics, irrespective of how many numbers, does not matter, (the right to believe or the right not to believe; you can be atheist, you must have right to be that) against those who believe we in faith supremacy, that one faith is supreme and must control the others. 
Third and most significant, you cannot be a modern nation without gender equality. That is no longer possible. You can exist as a society and you can exist as a nation without it but you cannot be a nation that has anything to do with this century and anything to do with the future. You will still belong to the vestiges of the past. And fourth, of course, is economic equity. There is nothing called economic equality, but every nation must aspire towards economic equity.
For us women’s empowerment, and I can quote our Prime Minister, because he has made it a very central  part, a very central element of his vision, and of his economic vision as well as social vision, (even as I speak to you there is major debate going on, which we know we shall win, on the rights of certain  women of a certain faith to be equal determinants in marriage and in divorce; it’s an important debate which is before the Supreme Court at the moment. And we will ensure that we will have equal rights in these matters). But as for our Prime Minister, I quote from him: “Women’s empowerment is crucial to India’s growth. The days of seeing women as “homemakers” are over. We have to see women as nation builders”. This inspirational sentiment owes a great deal to one of the great intellectuals of the 19th century. Very often when I look back, you will see that the 19th century is full of prophets and the 20th century was shaped by their disciples. And our Prime minister is the disciple of one of the great mind of the 19th century, Swami Vivekananda. And to give you a flavor of what amount of time he spent at the turn of the 19th century 1880-to his premature death in early first decade of early 20th century, to give you a flavor of what he believed: “Can you better the condition of women then they will be hope for you well-being otherwise you remind as backward as you are now”.
Then again “Is any sex distinction in the Atma?” (they were heavily influenced by the cultural philosophy of our region). “The best thermometer to the progress of a nation is its treatment of the women”. “The idea of perfect womanhood need is perfect independence”. 
And so among the many things we have done in the leadership of the present Prime Minister is to create an economic empowerment as legal empowerment as a basis of a draft national policy.
But draft national policy is a one thing, doing what you do in real life by quite another. And now I would like briefly go through the signature of programs of the government. 
Give you one: “Beti bachao, beti padhao” – that means, safe the girl child, educate the girl child. This is a national movement, particularly in those areas where for historical reasons or cultural reasons there has been extraordinary and very harsh gender discrimination. And it is in these areas that we have taken up. There was a moving element in the very first speech that the Prime Minister made from the Red Fort (In Delhi, for those who are familiar with it, we have Red Fort, and on our National day, Independence day, the Prime Minister goes there and addresses the nation).
And one of the things that no previous Prime Ministers ever did, was to address a very important and basic issue that dealt with the lives of women but which had been kept under wraps out of embarrassment, out of our inability to address reality because the reality was too uncomfortable. And he addressed the issue of lavatories, he addressed the issue of toilets and how much pain the woman had to go through because we had not been able to provide a sanitation system in which a women could go during the day. I will just quote from him because he has launched a movement that is now called “Swacch Bharat”: “Has it ever pained you that our mothers and sisters have to go to the toilet in the open? Can’t we make arrangements for toilets for the dignity of your mothers and sisters?”. I come from a poor family and I have seen poverty, the poor need respect and it begins with cleanliness. He went on and said: “You think about the toxics that go through a woman’s body because she has not been given the basic facility that men take for granted”. 
It’s very powerful, it was very, but from then on he has moved to a succession of programs that actually deal not only with the social empowerment, not only with behavioral patterns of our society but with the really effective elements of economic policy. I will leave give you just 2 examples. One – we had a kind of unprecedented program called “The Jandhan program”. This was essentially a program to include the poor into the banking system. Because unless you have a banking account, you become part of banking system to transfer money, the economic ability, the economic security that you need does not happen. And within the space of 3 month some 300 million new accounts were opened and were created, out of that 147 million accounts were for women. Immediately it gave them a place in the economic system which was absolutely unprecedented. 
And I will quote just one more, - one of the most important social empowerment programs that we started is called “Mudra”. “Mudra” is essentially giving of small amount from 1000 dollars to 10 thousand or even 15 thousand dollars. These loans come without collateral, these loans come without interest. But these loans are for very small own-grown home-based businesses. As the Prime Minister says, very often it is not only the large industrialist who has a cash flow problem, even the person selling vegetables on the street, they too have cash flow problems. Maybe this cash flow problem is 50 dollars but they still have it and they pay a high interest. Now, something like 2 thousand crores has been disbursed, what is the equivalent of this amount in dollars[endnoteRef:1]? But 75 % of these loans have gone to women. 75 %. And this is active and deliberate policy.  [1:  2 thousand crore Indian Rupees is the equivalent of 20 billion USD, - remark by editor.] 

Ladies and gentlemen, though this is a subject on which we in India we could go on at some length, I will not take a more of your time. But again to give you an example of the fact that for us economic empowerment is improving the equality of living, the quality of life each days, one of the great signature programs has been saving woman from the smoke of kitchens and giving the poor woman a gas facility, and giving it at highly subsidized an almost free use. Because otherwise a woman is inhaling smoke through our coal use to the equivalent of 400 cigarettes per day. It’s unbelievable. But that is what is happening. 
I am speaking not only on behalf of our country but I’m sure on behalf of a world which is becoming aware of a reality which should have been obvious long ago. I know that we have gathered here in order not only to initiate and take forward the change which is absolutely essential, but this conference is one of those conferences which is going to shape the future of this century and shape it for the good. Thank you very much for this opportunity.
