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Bringing Gender into Trade Debates 
 
Introduction 
 
The Center of Concern is not a typical member organization in the CIDSE family.  We are not a 
development agency; rather we are a research, advocacy and educational NGO.  We also do not 
have Southern partners in development.  We do partner with Southern networks and coalitions  
on common agendas.  Our story, therefore, is about the founding and evolution of the 
International Gender and Trade Network (IGTN) as a response to the growing importance of 
trade as a global economic determinate.  It is primarily an advocacy story. 
 
Due to the prohibitive cost and time expenditure of bringing some of the founding members 
together to tell the IGTN story, we used e-mails to recall the story and to develop the 
appreciative inquiry, critical analysis and learnings of this experience 
 
The Beginnings 
 
In 1995 two events took place on the international scene: The Fourth World Conference on 
Women in Beijing and the founding of the World Trade Organization (WTO).  The two events 
were remote from each other.  Most participants from each had no idea the other event was even 
happening.  But the activities of the WTO would have significant impact on the ability of nation 
states to fulfill the promises they made to women in Beijing. 
 
The Center of Concern had a strong delegation at Beijing following primarily the economic and 
human rights agendas and co-chairing the NGO Forum Economic Caucus.  The key economic 
agenda at the Conference was the negative impact of the IMF and World Bank Stabilization and 
Structural Adjustment policies on development and the advancement of women.  The critique the 
women brought forward was so strong that, for the first time in the history of UN Conferences, 
the then President of the World Bank, James Wolfensohn, deemed it politically expedient to 
address the NGO Forum.  In the past, Bank presidents only addressed government delegates.  
 
Back at the Center, in the process of post-Beijing planning, the issue of the growing importance 
of the WTO and its commitment to trade liberalization came on to the table.  The question arose, 
how did women across the world become so knowledgeable and articulate of the failures of 
SAPS and how can that process be replicated relative to trade liberalization?  The idea of holding 
a strategic planning seminar on gender and trade was born. 
 
Planning Stages 
 
Supported by a substantial grant from the Ford Foundation, an international advisory committee 
was formed.  The steering committee had representatives from Africa, Asia, the Caribbean, Latin 
America, Europe and the U.S.  Grenada was identified as the site for the seminar and the date 
was chosen for early December 1999, several days after the WTO Ministerial Meeting in Seattle, 



Washington, USA.  The choice of the time was strategic to enable participants invited to the 
seminar to first attend a WTO Ministerial.  The failure of the Seattle WTO and the emergence of 
a strong civil society voice were formative influences on the seminar. 
 
Strategic Planning Seminar on Gender and Trade, Grenada, December 1999 
 
Forty-eight women representing a variety of regions in the world assembled for five days to plot 
how to address the emerging challenge of trade liberalization and its impact on the quality of life 
for women, families and communities worldwide.  The final outcome was the establishment of 
the International Gender and Trade Network for the purpose of doing research, advocacy and 
literacy training on the effects of trade liberalization on women and development.  The Network 
was to be organized into seven regions: Africa, Asia, Caribbean, Europe, Latin America, North 
America, and the Pacific.  A coordinator for each region was identified and the regional 
coordinators would make up the Steering Committee which would also include a research 
coordinator and a literacy coordinator. 
 
Three key policy decisions were also made that would influence future directions: the Network 
would be Southern-led; it would also be women-led but not women exclusive; and the regions 
would be autonomous in their planning and organization.  The Center of Concern was designated 
as the Secretariat for the Network until such time when a region would be established enough to 
assume that responsibility.  The Latin American Region took over the Secretariat in 2006. 
 
From Idea to Action  
 
The participants and steering committee left Grenada with an idea that needed to be flesh out into 
a Network and agenda.  The evolution of the IGTN took place over several years and a series of 
steering committee meetings. 
 
Defining its role and mission in the trade debates at the multilateral, regional, national and civil 
society areas was key.  IGTN defined itself as a network of feminist gender specialists who 
provide technical information on gender and trade issues to women’s groups, NGOs, social 
movements and governments.  IGTN also acts as a political catalyst to enlarge the space for a 
critical feminist perspective and global action on neo-liberal trade and globalization.  It is a 
Southern-led network that builds South/North cooperation in the work of developing more just 
and democratic trade policy. 
 
IGTN is not a movement, rather it is a network of researchers and activists that situate 
themselves at the juncture of two movements: the broad economic justice movement, South and 
North and the International women’s movement, South and North.  Membership in the IGTN is 
through the regions.  This self-definition has not always been understood. 
 
Key moments of growth have been opening of the IGTN office in Geneva and the addition of 
two new regions: Central Asia (2004) and Middle East (2006). 
 
The primary challenge of the work has been to overcome the prevailing attitude that trade is 
gender neutral.  The first task was to work to put the issue of gender on the trade advocacy and 



concerns agenda not only among trade negotiators and ministers but also in the wider NGO and 
social movement world.  We have been relatively successful in giving gender visibility in trade 
discourse, but we have had few successes to date in moving questions of gender into trade 
negotiations.  
 
Some highlights of our work over the last six year include: 
 -developing the IGTN e-bulletin which is distributed to over 1000 subscribers 
 -developing an active IGTN website 
 -developing  IGTN advocacy documents which were widely distributed among 
  WTO members for the Doha, Cancun and Hong Kong Ministerials 
 -advocacy leadership on the gender and trade issues at  Ministerials 
 -opening of the Geneva Office and it subsequent monitoring, research, and 
  advocacy work  
 -active participation in the World Social Forums, both in collaboration with 
  other groups and in shaping our own workshops and panels 
 -sustained participation in the WTO public forums 
 -interregional work relative to the Free Trade Agreement of the Americas (FTAA/ALCA) 
  which is not defunct 
 -interregional work with the Hemispheric Social Alliance, particularly the Women’s 
  Committee 
 -engagement with governments and civil society organizations at the regional level 
 -development of a network of trade literacy trainers with WIDE 
 -development of research materials both at the global level and the regional levels 
 
These highlights are primarily from the Secretariat’s point of view.  Regional activities are under 
regional coordination. 
 
What Has Gone Well? 
 
IGTN is largely responsible for putting gender on the trade work of NGOs, popular movements, 
governments and multilateral institutions.  We have participated in the development of a gender 
and trade agenda in the wider social movements and have provided substantive analysis and 
response to the actual trade negotiations.  IGTN is the “gender face” of the social movements. 
 
The Network has been flexible in responding to the many opportunities available to bring its 
analysis to numerous fora, including WTO Public Forums, World Social Forums, People’s 
Summit of the Americas, Asia People Summit and many venues in the regions. 
 
The decision that the Network be both Southern-led and woman-led has been crucial to our 
successes.  It has given the Network a clear vantage point from which to analyze trade 
liberalization and offer negotiating alternatives.  It has been informed by a feminist political 
economy that goes well beyond advocacy for gender equality in its analysis and advocacy. 
 
The decision for regional autonomy has been important for the flourishing of the regional 
initiatives, but it has also had its limitation which will be discussed in the next section.   
While the Network has been successful in raising enough money to accomplish its global goals, 



funding at the regional level has been a challenge, in some cases a debilitating challenge. 
 
The functioning of the first Secretariat was instrumental to IGTN’s early ability to stabilize itself 
and build capacity.  The timing of moving the Secretariat to the Latin American region was 
important to fulfill the Network’s early mandate that the Secretariat eventually be in the South 
and to ensure that the Network be clearly Southern-led.   
 
What Could Have Been Done Better? 
 
While the Regions and the Secretariat were always mutually supportive and cooperative, there 
was always an ambivalence about the Secretariat’s location in Washington, DC.  How could 
IGTN  be Southern-led when its Secretariat was in the North?  This ambivalence created a 
leadership void at the global level.  The Secretariat had a coordinator; but the global network did 
not.  This situation, combined with regional autonomy, was problematic in some regions, 
creating accountability problems with no mechanisms to deal with them.  This problem was 
addressed with the decision to move the Secretariat to Latin America.  Currently the coordinator 
of the Secretariat is also the coordinator of the Network. 
 
Because IGTN is a Network, not an organization, the issue of coordination remains challenging.   
Most regional coordinators are lodged in other organizations that are the basis of their work and 
afford them the social capital needed to act as coordinators.  But the degree of support is varied 
and some coordinators have been more successful than others in integrating IGTN into their 
environments and agendas.  As a result the Network is unevenly developed across the Regions.  
This is a critical problem for its future sustainability.  The current challenge is to work toward 
regional inter-connections and solidarity.   
 
Another problem which evolved was the difficultly of dual coordination at the Secretariat: the 
staff coordinated the global network and was also responsible to develop the U.S. GTN region.  
The U.S. GTN regional development suffered as a result.  That problem has also been addressed.  
The current LAGTN coordinators are separate from the IGTN secretariat. 
 
The Network could have done better in working through viable options for the regions to 
organize themselves.  This weakness was compounded by the fact that initially we did not define 
ourselves clearly enough.  IGTN was never intended to be a movement or to engage a large 
number of members.  It was always intended to be a catalyst to other movements, but that was 
not clearly enough understood by people who had an interest in gender and trade but were not 
actively engaged in the debates. 
 
Major Learnings  
 
The major learnings of the IGTN story are found in its purpose, it processes and its structure. 
 
IGTN was founded to bring the issue of gender into trade discourse and negotiations.  A major 
learning has been the importance of clarity of standpoint.  IGTN’s analysis is shaped through the 
dual lens of a feminist political economy and the perspective of the global South.  This 
standpoint has moved us beyond a simple “add women and stir” approach to our work and has 



given us the tools to critique the failures of the neo-liberal trade agenda both as it affects 
development and peoples’ well-being, especially women’s. 
 
It has also become abundantly clear that despite some 35 years of gender advocacy for economic 
and social justice, the task remains challenging.  It is not the time for gender mainstreaming, 
because there still is no critical mass of individuals who are knowledgeable and committed to 
gender justice in either governmental or non-governmental environs.  Today we continue to need 
a strong focused advocacy for gender justice.  
 
Gender justice advocates must be actively engaged in the wider social movements to continue to 
bring the agenda forward. 
 
Structurally it is important to set up a network with identified global leadership, strong regional 
coordination and clear lines of accountability. 
 
Funding a network remains a challenge. 
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