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“…. Countries undergoing transition have a unique political opportunity to improve the situation of women as an integral part of the successful transition to democracy and a true market economy. They can thereby avoid the entrenchment of structural discrimination and the need for further fundamental changes in the future….”




/ Recommendations to Republic of Bulgaria of the Committee on Elimination of Discrimination against Women, February 1998/

1. The economic environment
 Prior to the democratic reforms the Bulgarian economy was characterized by central planning system, forcing development of heavy industry to the detriment of consumer- led production and of the service sector, monopoly of the state property and prohibition of private ownership of the means of production, state monopoly on foreign trade, specialization of the Bulgarian industry within the COMECON market. The labour force fully corresponded to the characteristics of the economy, its main features being: over-employment, low pay, prohibition of free economic initiative, lack of competition, equal participation of women in the economy.

After the establishment of the new democratic political order in 1989, Bulgaria started with radical economic reforms aimed at introducing market mechanism. This reform comprises the following main components: transition from centrally planned to market economy; adoption of  a market oriented fiscal and monetary policy; restitution of the confiscated private property; privatization; agrarian reform; endeavor for greater integration with the European union and the international economic community as a whole; promotion of foreign investments. The political changes in early 97 and the accession of the government in place are aimed at overcoming the economic crisis and at speeding the structural reform and the integration of Bulgaria in the European structures. The accession to the EU became a real obsession for the government. In view of the monetary stabilization of the country, in July 1997 a Monetary Board was introduced. 

This line towards speeding the reform ,postponed by the previous governments, is conduced at the price of restrictive taxation and social policy which causes serious decrease of the income of the population. The living standard of the citizens is continuously dropping and the number of people living under the poverty line is growing. The economic environment affects seriously the labour force- unemployment, salary cuttings, mass redundancies, violations of social-economic rights are widespread.


 These outcomes are especially true for women who despite the declared formal equality and some achievements from the past are disproportionately affected by the economic restructuring. The segregation of labour at the detriment of women inherited from the past, the lower general qualification of women, the heavy social burden on them/they care for the children and the family/ as well as the existence of the social achievements related to their reproductive functions make women less competitive at the free labour market.

               It is worth noting that in the backdrop of a formal equality between the sexes, in the period after WWII in Bulgaria, the model of “ emancipated women” was imposed through a variety of economic, legal and social mechanisms. In such a way, two parallel processes emerged at a fast speed- the development of the legal underpinnings of equality between men and women and women’ s massive inclusion in the labour force on a par with men/for example the share of women in the labour force in Bulgaria in 1985 was 49,5%/.

Privatization is one of the central economic policies of the Bulgarian government and at the same time it is a component of globalization. The opening to the EU/ Bulgaria is an associated country since 1995 and started the negotiations with the EU in March 2000/,  to the foreign investments and markets is a characteristic of the globalization. 



This is the context of the research conducted by the Bulgarian gender research foundation in cooperation with Women, Law and Development International.  “Strengthening citizen participation in the Privatization process” with  special focus on women’ s social-economic rights is a research conducted at the intersection of the economic reforms which are necessary and inevitable and the status of women’s social- economic rights.

Because of its intense pressure to develop the private sector, neither government nor businesses seem to consider the gender disparities resulting from their policies. Research findings show that women are disproportionately affected by privatization in Bulgaria. It is also the result of the research conducted in Poland, Russia and Ukraine. The economic and financial constraints make that the state is more likely to answer the requirements of the international lending institutions rather than of its own people. The government failed to balance the  effect the structural reform and the globalization by stronger safety nets, regulatory capacity and more transparency. The results are that social rights were sacrificed to the structural reform and poverty became a pervasive phenomenon. 

The  economic indicators confirm these trends. According to the trade union "Podkrepa" 2/3 of the Bulgarians are living between the upper and the lower poverty threshold. Bulgaria does not have an official poverty threshold.  The minimum wage represents less than 50 USD and can cover only 5% of the real needs. In Bulgaria the dependency ratio is 1: 4- only one of every 4 persons works.  According to the data from the National Employment office as of March 2000 the level of unemployment is 18,75% which represents an increase with 42,4% compared to the status in March 1999. The employment ratio of women is dropping - now it is 36,8%. Women make about 52% of the unemployed according to the NEO and represent a greater part of the long-term unemployed.  Women dominate in all age groups of the unemployed except in the group of 20-24 and above 55. By November 99 , 56% of women still work in the public sector. They still make the higher percentage of the redundant workers. Women' s self-employment is still low and is dropping due to the lack of real opportunities and incentives for that.


2. Methods and findings of the research- 

In the research the methods of the sociological and legal study were applied. Through a quantitative sociological research the managers of 327 enterprises were interviewed and through the qualitative sociological research 30 in-depth interviews with managers and 19 focus -group discussions were conducted. The data from the quantitative research are representative for the developed urban centres in Bulgaria.

1. 
The main research findings are as follows:

2. Citizens are not motivated to take active part in the privatization process because it is not transparent enough and the initial positions  of the citizens are uneven

3. The privatization seriously affects the social and economic rights of some groups of citizens/as labour rights, rights to social security/, namely of some groups of women- elements of discrimination were identified in the dynamic of the labour market towards the young women, women after maternity leave, women with small children and women over 40 years old.

4. The state protection  and control for the respect of the guaranteed social- economic rights and against discriminatory practices  is insufficient.

5. The awareness of the citizens and especially of women about the privatization processes and their guaranteed social and economic rights is low. A significant distrust in the judiciary was identified.

6. There is a lack of adequate state policies/affirmative actions included/ in the process of restructuring of the economy.

A research report/120 pages/ was officially published in Bulgarian in September 1999 with the research results.


3.The need for adopting indicators in order to measure the impact of the economic reforms 

Among the major recommendations to the Bulgarian government based on the research results is the adoption of indicators for periodical monitoring of the situation of women during the economic restructuring process. The Bulgarian Gender Research Foundation insisted on finding a balance between the economic reforms and the social-economic rights of the citizens in its Alternative report to the governmental one presented at the 21st session of the UN Committee on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights last November 99 in Geneva.  We insisted also for giving priority to guaranteed citizens’ rights in the process of negotiating with the international financial institutions. These recommendations were reflected in the Final observations of the Committee to the Bulgarian government.

The process of accession to the European union is a good opportunity to exert pressure on the government for adopting adequate standards and indicators in this respect and, specifically, for the impact on the situation of women.

The Bulgarian Gender Research Foundation in collaboration with experts has the intention to  elaborate  such indicators. In this initial phase we divided them into  3 groups- 1/ Economic growth and employment of women- including a wide range of indicators about the structure of women’ s employment and unemployment, etc.



        2/ The economic reforms and the participation of women in the economic development- including a range of indicators as changes in the status of the economically active women, gender gap in payment, social security, etc



           3/ Changes in opportunities for women to have equal participation in the economy and equal access to benefit of the resources- it encompasses a lot of  indicators in the field of education, participation in privatization, health, network of services for women, changes in their demographic attitude, etc.



In the process of further developing of these indicators we rely very much on the influence of the European union and on the support and partnership of WIDE.

Brussels,  22 May 2000

Reference: the research report of BGRF- “The impact of Privatization on Women during the Economic transition in Bulgaria”

