Bringing Up Gender Equality
The incoming administration’s plan to consolidate the Ministry of Gender Equality and Family and the Ministry of Health and Welfare has stirred strong objections from the nation’s women’s rights organizations. The members of some of these organizations held a rally in front of the National Assembly building in Yeouido on Friday to urge the parliament to block the merger of the two ministries. The atmosphere of resistance is spreading to many women’s rights organizations, whether progressive or conservative. The organizations have a strong case.

President-elect Lee has created this situation. At a forum hosted by more than 80 of the nation's women’s rights organizations in November 2007 when Lee was campaigning for the presidential election, he promised to strengthen the ministry. After less than two months, however, far from keeping his promise, Lee has betrayed them. After the plan to close the ministry was announced, Lee remarked on January 18, “The Ministry of Gender Equality and Family is a ministry that promotes only 'woman power.’”

The point is not whether Lee will keep his promise or not. We are concerned about the situation caused by the decision to close the ministry. According to the presidential transition team, its plan to establish a “Ministry of Health, Welfare, Gender Equality and Family” is aimed at increasing the effectiveness of how state affairs are managed. It is true that some of the gender equality ministry’s policies are deserving of criticism. Nevertheless, we can’t burn the house to get rid of bedbugs.

Considering the size of the organization and its budget, it is easy to think that the Ministry of Gender Equality and Family could be absorbed into the Ministry of Health and Welfare. The latter always has problems related to the national pension and health insurance. If the two ministries are merged, policies for women will inevitably be left behind in the midst of the administration’s top policy priorities.

One of the important indicators of an advanced nation that Lee wants to achieve is a higher status for the nation’s highly educated women. Though it has progressed remarkably, Korea is still at 64th place in the U.N. Development Program’s Gender Empowerment Measure, among 93 nations. Many women, such as irregular workers, still experience poverty and gender discrimination.

Since the Ministry of Gender Equality and Family was launched in 2001, the ministry has adopted policies to improve women’s rights and gender equality, including the abolishment of the Hoju system, in which women were not officially allowed to function as the head of a family. If the ministry is shut down, efforts to create such policies will disappear or decrease. Though Lee and his transition team have at least offered a solution for these problems, they should also come up with alternatives for how to improve women’s rights and promote sexual equality. The question of whether to abolish the ministry should be thoroughly discussed at a later date. Hopefully, the National Assembly will choose to do so.

