


and children are most hit by this mindless violence. In the
absence of stability in the region, hundreds and thousands of
women (there is no authentic data to support the claim but the
data given by Kashmiri separatist leaders suggest that over
30,000 women have become widows due to conflict) continue to
suffer. Widows and half widows (the women whose husbands
have simply gone missing and they do not know their status-
whether they are dead or alive), in particular are suffering alot in
the absence of adequate sustenance. Due to illiteracy, limited
knowledge, skill and resources at their disposal, they are
engaged in informal and unorganized sectors where the wages
are very low. Low income degrades their quality of life and
lowers their standards of living.

Programmes for Womens’ Economic Empowerment

Taking cognizance of women empowerment as one of the main
focused area, the J&K government has launched various
schemes for self employment of the women. Various
programmes which support women to take up new ventures and
start self employment have been initiated by Jammu and
Kashmir State Women Development Corporation, J&K Social
Welfare Department and J&K Rural Development in the past
few years.

The Jammu and Kashmir State Women Development Corporation
established in the year 1991, is the channelizing agency for
implementation of the schemes for social and economic upliftment
of the women living below the poverty line.

Challenges to Women Empowerment in Jammu and
Kashmir

In a state like Jammu and Kashmir where a huge population of
women is unemployed and another significant section consists of
widows and half-widows, the importance of women's economic
independence for their overall dignity and even survival is brought
out by the fact that there is a linkage between the physical survival
of women and their entry into the workforce.

Though there are many challenges to women empowerment in
Jammuand Kashmir, the main barriers to women empowerment are:

e Violence against Women

e Lackofdecision-making authority

e Lackofparticipation in political affairs

e Poorand low status of women

e Lackofeducation

e Lackofawareness

e Inadequate & unorganized health care delivery system

e Under/unemployment leading to poverty

Conclusion

Any women can grow and progress in her life if she is provided
with an environment which is violence-free, where there is no
violation of human rights, where there is no discrimination and
she can take her own decisions. For this, it is very important that
the sphere of violence which has continued in Jammu and
Kashmir in the past 26 years should end. The focus needs to be
also on the elimination of violence against women. Besides,
more and more women from Jammu and Kashmir should be
included in the dialogue processes that are now unfolding in the
terrorism-hit state. Women of J&K need to be involved in

various intra-state dialogue processes too. Steps need to be taken
to address this serious gap. Women's equal participation in

political life, as voters, candidates and members of electoral
committees, could play a crucial role in the empowerment of
women and the reconstruction of violence-hit society. Adequate
representation of women in the state legislature needs to be
actively encouraged. And any peace process that excludes more
than half the population, i.e., greatly risks the possibility of
keeping several creative solutions and options out.

Women of Jammu and Kashmir need to be empowered as it
would not only shape the path for peace and reconciliation but
would also lead to peace and development of the state. Peace
building attempts in order to promote sustainable peace need to
address and transform structures which not only refer to the
system of access and distribution of resources, but also social
and political institutions, situations and relationships. In this
process, principles of democratic participation, human rights
and gender equality are crucial elements for the longer-term
process of building peace based on social justice and equality for
women.

Women also need to be economicaly empowered by providing
her better employment opportunities. For those uneducated
widows and their orphan children, skills building programmes or
vocational training need to be given to them so that they are able
to sustain themselves economically.

The female literacy rate in Jammu and Kashmir is quite low
though there has been some increase in it in the past few decades.
The government has launched schemes like Sarve Shiksha
Abhiyaan and Rashtriya Madhyamik Shiksha Abhiyaan
(RMSA) and gender is one of the important components under
both these centrally-sponsored schemes, yet the low literacy
rates of its female folk is posing lot of challenges before the state
government. Jammu and Kashmir is still educationally very
backward and lagged behind the rest of the population. More
sincere efforts need to be initiated by the Jammu and Kashmir
government to educate girls' education which can enable the
Kashmiri women to secure an emancipated position in
economic, social and political fields. Much needs to be done in
the rural areas of the state where female literacy figures and still
depressing. Gender equation or the enrolment ratio reveals that
the female enrolment ratio has remained lower than the males at
all the three levels. The dropout rate was found to be higher
among girls especially after the primary school.

A three-tier effort is needed which should include individuals,
society and the state who need to coordinate, organize and
implement relevant programs for the betterment of the women
and children. There should also be the involvement of grassroots
functionaries and non-governmental organizations in a big way
which can help shape a community approach to tackle the
problems.

And lastly, as the chief minister Mehbooba Mufti said: “Islam
gives enormous rights to women but certain vested interests
distort the real message to suit their politics. If we want peace
and stability, women should also have stakes in our social and
political processes”. Carrying this message forward, women
empowerment is indeed the need of the hour and all of us need to
work to achieve women empowerment.

(The author is Director and Head, Department of Lifelong
Learning (Formerly, Centre for Adult, Continuing
Education & Extension), University of Jammu, J&K and
can be reached at snowy132@rediffmail.com)
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