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Comments for the press by H.E. Magnhild Meltveit Kleppa, Norwegian Minister for Local Government and Regional Development, New Delhi, 31. October 2007
Hon. Minister, Ladies and Gentlemen of the Press, 
I am very honoured to be here in India as the guest of His Excellency Mani Shankar Aiyar who has welcomed me with the most generous hospitality. 
My visit to India takes place at a time when Indo-Norwegian relations are expanding rapidly, both in politics, business, culture, scientific cooperation and cooperation within sector of environment and climate. I am very honoured to take part in expanding relations further.  

I wish to begin by congratulating you, Mr. Minister, for your tiredless efforts to promote the institutions of  local democracy in India. Your leadership will give a greater reality to the democracy we all aspire for.  -  Women's leadership is the world's most underused natural resource.


Let me also congratulate India and its leaders as well. Leaders, who have had the vision and wisdom to acknowledge that no democracy can be complete without the participation of all whom it claims to represent. And especially without the participation of women. Today, with the 33.33% reservation for women, India has more number of elected women leaders than the rest of the world put together.
It is not only Norway, but the whole Region which is looking at the leadership of the minister like Mr. Mani Shankar Aiyar, who has made leadership of elected women to village panchyat a reality.

Norway is a country that has had a very good record globally when it comes to quality of life, human development indicators, and in particular womens’ empowerment and gender equality. 
Norway is ranked very hight in the Gender Equity measure by United Nation’s Development Program. Norway has a long tradition to cherish, in decentralisation and gender equity. 

Norway is one among the few countries in the world that initiated pro-active measures for greater gender equity in governance. Today in Norway 36% of the members of parliament; 37% of local councils and 41% of county councils are women. Still, we are not complacent, and we know that we have to do even better. As a matter of fact, 5 weeks ago when I became Minister, 10 out of 19 members of the Norwegian cabinet, are women. This is the first time ever, that women constitute the majority of a Norwegian cabinet.  

The strength of democracy is not just in numbers. Democracy derives its strength from the opportunity for self-governance. A self-governance where all communities, sexes and all people are able to participate in governing themselves. A qualitative self-governance, decentralisation of planning, public participation in decision-making, and equity for gender, make a democracy proud.

Norway and India: 

· Share a common goal of excellence in local self-governance.

· We share a common goal of preparing high-quality women leaders in a participatory manner.

· And we share a common responsibility to the women and to our respective countries. 

It is but natural for our two great countries, India the largest democracy and Norway the front-runner in gender equity and womens’ participation in democracy, to come together, in strengthening the role of women in governance at the grassroots. We have a lot in common.

I would like to thank you. Mr. Minister, for this wonderful opportunity to learn more about local democracy in India. 

I am looking forward to exploring further how the Norwegian and the Indian Governments can work together in the future to strengthen our cooperation on 

local democracy, and to discuss how we can work together to strengthen the role of women in politics. 




*  
* 
*
I have during my visit also met with Ms. Kumari Seleja, Minister of State for Housing and Urban Poverty alleviation. We discussed UN Habitat related issues of common interest, especially the follow up of “Guidelines on Decentralisation and Strengthening of Local Authorities”, which was endorsed by the UN Habitat Governing Council this year. 
Norway is very pleased to note that the Indian Government has confirmed the interest in hosting an expert meeting on the follow up of these guidelines in December this year. Norway will host a continuation of this meeting in Oslo in June next year. 
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