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Dear Delegates, 
  
Welcome to the 2016 National Model United Nations Conference in New York (NMUN•NY)! We are pleased to 
introduce you to our committee, the Commission on the Status of Women (CSW). This year’s staff is: Directors 
Marleen Schreier (Conference A) and Ariane Larouche (Conference B), and Assistant Directors Tyler Goudal 
(Conference A) and Andrea Jacoby (Conference B). Marleen holds a B.A. in Political Science and 
Communications from the University of Erfurt, and is enrolled in the Master of Public Policy program of the 
Hertie School of Governance in Berlin, Germany. She works as a research fellow at the UN System Staff College 
in Turin, Italy, and this is her second year on NMUN•NY staff. Ariane completed her B.A. in Public Affairs and 
International Relations in 2013 at Université Laval in Quebec City, Canada. She is currently enrolled in a 
Master’s degree program in Political Science, with a major in International Relations, at the University of 
Ottawa, Canada, and this is her third year on staff. Tyler is in a Bachelor’s degree program in international 
studies and political science at Simon Fraser University, Canada. He is looking forward to his second year on 
staff. Andrea graduated with a B.A. in Political Science from Wright State University in Dayton, Ohio. She 
currently lives in Medford, Oregon, and works at a vineyard, and is excited for her second year on staff. 
  
The topics under discussion for CSW are: 

I. The Impact of Sexual and Gender-Based Violence on Reproductive Health 
II. Furthering Women’s Participation in and Access to Information and Communication Technologies 

III. Women’s Empowerment and the Link to Sustainable Development 
  
The Commission on the Status of Women is an important organization within the UN system, as the main entity 
dedicated to gender equality and women empowerment. CSW plays a crucial role in promoting women’s and 
girls’ rights, implementing global standards for gender equality, and providing information on the status of 
women throughout the world. In order to accurately simulate the committee, it will be critical for delegates to 
understand that CSW reports the outcomes and recommendations following its annual session to the Economic 
and Social Council (ECOSOC), and its work is supported by UN-Women.  
  
This Background Guide constitutes a good introduction to these topics, in order to familiarize yourself with the 
topics for this committee. However, it is not intended to replace individual research. We highly encourage you to 
explore your Member State’s policies in-depth, as well as use the Annotated Bibliography and Bibliography to 
further your knowledge on these topics. In preparation for the conference, each delegation will submit a position 
paper. Please take note of the NMUN policies on the website and in the Delegate Preparation Guide regarding 
plagiarism, codes of conduct, dress code, sexual harassment, and the awards philosophy and evaluation method. 
Adherence to these guidelines is mandatory. 
  
The NMUN Rules of Procedure are available to download from the NMUN website. This document includes the 
long and short form of the rules, as well as an explanatory narrative and example script of the flow of procedure. 
It is thus an essential instrument in preparing for the conference, and a reference during committee. 
  
If you have any questions concerning your preparation for the committee or the conference itself, feel free to 
contact the Under-Secretaries-General for the ECOSOC Department, Dinah Douglas (Conference A) and Lauren 
Shaw (Conference B). You can reach either USG by contacting them at: usg.ecosoc@nmun.org. 
 
We wish you all the best in your preparations and look forward to seeing you at the conference! 
  
Sincerely, 
  
Conference A      Conference B 
 

Marleen Schreier, Director 
Tyler Goudal, Assistant Director 

Ariane Larouche, Director 
Andrea Jacoby, Assistant Director 

 

http://www.nmun.org/ny_position_papers.html
http://www.nmun.org/ny_position_papers.html
http://www.nmun.org/ny_position_papers.html
http://www.nmun.org/policies_codes.html
http://www.nmun.org/policies_codes.html
http://www.nmun.org/ny_preparations.html
http://www.nmun.org/ny_preparations.html
http://www.nmun.org/downloads/NMUNRules.pdf
http://www.nmun.org/downloads/NMUNRules.pdf
mailto:usg.ecosoc@nmun.org
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United Nations System at NMUN•NY 

This diagram illustrates the UN System simulated at NMUN•NY. It shows where each committee “sits” within the system, to help 
understand the reportage and relationships between the entities. Examine the diagram alongside the Committee Overview to gain a 
clear picture of the committee's position, purpose, and powers within the UN System.  
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Committee Overview 
“I am putting out an SOS to the world: let’s STEP IT UP. We can no longer leave behind half the world’s 

population. Women and girls are essential equal partners for real progress, for peace, for development and for a 
world in balance.”1 

Introduction 

A vast amount of data from various United Nations (UN) agencies, 
intergovernmental bodies, and civil society organizations (CSOs) depict a 
concerning state of gender equality and women’s empowerment in the 
world. In 2013, the World Health Organization (WHO) found that 35% of 
women worldwide have been victims of physical and/or sexual violence at 
some point of their lives.2 The UN Children's Fund (UNICEF) estimates that by the end of 2015, gender parity in 
education will be achieved in only 69% of Member States for primary schooling and 48% of Member States for 
secondary schooling.3 Furthermore, according to the Inter-Parliamentary Union (IPU), only 22.5% of members in 
parliaments worldwide are women, one of many challenges for women on the political level and in decision-
making.4 In addition, the Women’s Major Group has stressed the prevailing economic discrimination of women who 
take on about 80% of the burden of domestic and unpaid care work.5 These facts and figures demonstrate the 
importance of further action by the international community to promote women’s rights and gender equality after 
the expiration of the Millennium Development Goals (MDGs), and to concentrate efforts on ending the most 
pervasive form of discrimination of our times within the Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs): the discrimination 
against women and girls. 
 
The Commission on the Status of Women (CSW) is the main intergovernmental policymaking body within the 
United Nations in the area of women’s empowerment, promotion of women’s rights, and gender equality.6 It is a 
functional commission of the Economic and Social Council (ECOSOC), reporting to ECOSOC annually.7 Its main 
priority is to mainstream gender equality and link women’s empowerment to sustainable development.8 Together 
with the UN Entity for Gender Equality and the Empowerment of Women (UN-Women) and civil society actors, the 
Commission has been working tirelessly to guarantee that the SDGs, adopted during the UN Sustainable 
Development Summit in September 2015, do not only include a stand-alone goal on gender equality and women’s 
empowerment (SDG 5), but also mainstream a gender perspective within all goals.9 CSW and its secretariat UN-
Women are the most significant international actors working closely together with Member States and civil society 
in order to create a discrimination-free world where women and girls are able to fully participate in the economic, 
political, and social spheres of their societies.10  
 
In 1946, first efforts by the UN to address women’s issues were realized in a sub-commission under the Commission 
on Human Rights.11 However, with the help of prominent advocates such as Eleanor Roosevelt and Bodil Begtrup, it 
became clear that the empowerment of women deserved more attention and stronger commitment from Member 
States.12 As a result of the debates taking place in summer 1946, CSW was established as a fully functional 
commission under the auspices of ECOSOC through ECOSOC resolution 11(II).13  

                                                                        
1 UN-Women, Remarks at “Planet 50-50 by 2030: Step It Up for Gender Equality” by Phumzile Mlambo-Ngcuka, UN-Women 

Executive Director, 2015.  
2 UN WHO, Global and regional estimates of violence against women: prevalence and health effects of intimate partner violence 

and non-partner sexual violence, 2013, p. 2. 
3 UNICEF, Girls’ education and gender equality, 2015. 
4 IPU, Women in national parliaments as of 1st September, 2015. 
5 Women’s Major Group, Sustainable Development Agenda 2030 Presents a Bold Vision for Women and Girls Advocates Gear 

Up for Work to Come, 2015. 
6 UN-Women, Commission on the Status of Women, 2015. 
7 New Zealand Ministry of Foreign Affairs and Trade, United Nations Handbook 2014-15, 2014, pp. 8-9. 
8 UN-Women, Commission on the Status of Women, 2015. 
9 UN General Assembly, Transforming Our World: The 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development (A/RES/70/1), 2015. 
10 UN-Women, Governments Endorse New Roles for Women’s Commission, 2015. 
11 UN CSW, Short History of the Commission on the Status of Women, 2006, p. 1. 
12 Ibid., pp. 1-2. 
13 UN-Women, Commission on the Status of Women, 2015. 

The Commission on the Status of 
Women (CSW) is a functional 

commission of the Economic and 
Social Council (ECOSOC).  
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Since its installation as full commission, CSW has been the driving force behind the still ongoing process of 
instituting norms related to the advancement of women. In the 1950s and 1960s, it drafted the first conventions 
granting crucial human rights to women and girls, such as the Convention on the Political Rights of Women (1953) 
and the Convention on Consent to Marriage, Minimum Age for Marriage and Registration of Marriages (1962).14 
Furthermore, CSW’s work is guided by the principles of the Convention on the Elimination of Discrimination 
against Women (CEDAW) (1979), the Beijing Declaration and Platform for Action (BPfA) and its follow-up 
outcomes of the 23rd special session of the General Assembly (GA) entitled “Women 2000: Gender Equality, 
Development and Peace for the Twenty-First Century,” as well as UN Security Council resolution 1325 (2000) on 
“Women, Peace and Security.”15 Noting that CSW has been a major contributor the formulation of all of these 
guiding documents shows its particular importance and relevance to the normative framework of and progress in 
women’s empowerment and gender equality.  
 
As consequence to the UN Decade of Women from 1975 to 1985 and the Fourth World Conference on Women, 
CSW’s mandate has undergone several expansions.16 ECOSOC resolutions 1987/22, 1996/6, and the outcomes of 
the 23rd special session of the GA primarily ask CSW to assess and advance the implementation of BPfA and the 
outcomes of the 23rd special session of the GA that strive for full gender equality.17 Additionally, the Millennium 
Declaration and MDGs, as well as the newly-adopted SDGs, bear the Commission’s trademark guaranteeing a 
gender perspective in all international development efforts, including a stand-alone goal on gender equality and 
mainstreaming a gender-sensitive approach for the implementation of all other goals.18 

Governance, Structure and Membership 

The Commission consists of 45 Member States where each member is elected for a four-year term.19 The allocation 
of seats follows equitable geographical distribution and is, therefore, comprised of 13 African states, 11 Asia-Pacific 
states, four Eastern European states, nine Latin American and Caribbean states, and eight Western European and 
Other states.20 The chair and the four vice-chairs of the Commission’s Bureau rotate without specific geographical 
regulations and are elected for two-year terms.21 The Bureau addresses all necessary preparation for the annual 
meetings of CSW, identifying emerging issues, trends, focus areas or possible new approaches to implementing 
BPfA and all other relevant policy guidelines and providing the findings as a summary of the chair.22 This 
groundwork is done in consultation with all Member States and the regional groups, experts, and other relevant 
stakeholders, promoting interactive dialogue, e.g. high-level ministerial panels or expert group meetings.23 The 
Bureau is supported in its actions by UN-Women, which provides the Commission with reports on the discussed 
topics, as well as national and regional reviews on the implementation of the policies set down by CSW and 
ECOSOC.24 The Commission works together with the GA and ECOSOC in a multi-tiered intergovernmental process 
to provide guidance on the normative support functions for the fulfilment of gender equality.25 
 
In 2010, the UN’s institutional setup and operational framework engaged on women’s issues underwent significant 
restructuring in order to streamline efforts of addressing gender inequality and women’s discrimination in a more 
effective and coherent manner.26 All four major UN agencies, namely the Office of the Special Adviser on Gender 
Issues and Advancement of Women (OSAGI), the Division for the Advancement of Women (DAW), the UN 
Development Fund for Women (UNIFEM), and the International Research and Training Institute for the 

                                                                        
14 UN CSW, Short History of the Commission on the Status of Women, 2006, pp. 5-6. 
15 Ibid., pp. 9-15. 
16 Ibid., pp. 9-15. 
17 UN-Women, Commission on the Status of Women, 2015. 
18 UN General Assembly, United Nations Millennium Declaration (A/RES/55/2), 2000; UN General Assembly, Transforming 

Our World: The 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development (A/RES/70/1), 2015 
19 New Zealand Ministry of Foreign Affairs and Trade, United Nations Handbook 2014-15, 2014, p. 153. 
20 Ibid., pp. 153-155. 
21 Ibid., pp. 153 & 156. 
22 UN ECOSOC, Commission on the Status of Women - Report on the 59th session (E/2015/27-E/CN.6/2015/10), 2015, pp. 11-15. 
23 Ibid. 
24 UN General Assembly, System-wide coherence (A/RES/64/289), 2010, pp. 9-11. 
25 UN General Assembly, Proposed strategic framework for the period 2016-2017, Programme 14: Gender equality and 

empowerment of women (A/69/6(Prog.14)), 2014, p. 2. 
26 UN General Assembly, System-wide coherence (A/RES/64/289), 2010, pp. 8-14. 
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Advancement of Women (INSTRAW), merged and resulted in the establishment of UN-Women.27 As of 2010, UN-
Women serves as the Secretariat of CSW and provides guidance for operational activities aiming at the advancement 
of women.28 Today, UN-Women supports the work of CSW further in a substantive manner providing annual 
documentation on critical areas of concern regarding gender equality and facilitates the interaction between the 
Commission and CSOs at its annual meeting, which is a key factor in the advancement of women on all levels.29 
 
The Commission has one Working Group on Communications on the Status of Women that consists of five 
members representing each regional group and which convenes annually a few weeks before the yearly CSW 
session.30 The Working Group receives the confidential list of communications for consideration after they were 
submitted to the Human Rights Section of UN-Women, channeled to the Secretary-General and to the accused 
governments for the opportunity to reply.31 The group’s meetings are closed to the public and produce a report to 
CSW identifying “trends and patterns of reliably-attested injustice and discriminatory practices against women.”32 
The Commission then takes note of the report, informs ECOSOC on its content, and makes recommendations for 
actions to the Council.33 The most recent report of the Working Group highlights 11 categories in which 
communications have been submitted, recognizing the need for actions in areas such as various forms of violence 
against women and girls, including sexual violence, violations of the right to health, and economic, political, 
cultural, and social discrimination based on gender stereotypes.34 

Mandate, Functions and Powers 

The original mandate of CSW, adopted in 1946, is to provide “recommendations and reports to ECOSOC on 
promoting women’s rights in political, economic, social, and educational fields ... [and] ... urgent problems requiring 
immediate attention in the field of women’s rights.”35 This mandate has been substantially expanded as a result of 
the Third and Fourth World Conferences on Women in Nairobi in 1985 and Beijing in 1995, respectively.36 In the 
aftermath of the Nairobi Forward-looking Strategies for the Advancement of Women, ECOSOC called upon the 
Commission to “promot[e] the objectives of equality, development and peace, monitoring the implementation of 
measures for the advancement of women, and reviewing and appraising progress made at the national, subregional, 
regional, sectoral and global levels.”37 As a result of the Fourth World Conference and the adoption of the BPfA, 
ECOSOC decided that the primary responsibility of CSW must be: 

 the “catalytic role in mainstreaming a gender perspective in policies and programmes”;  
 to “assist ECOSOC in monitoring, reviewing and appraising progress achieved and problems 

encountered in the implementation of the BPfA” and the outcomes of the 23rd special session of 
the GA at all levels; and  

 to advise and give policy guidance to ECOSOC and Member States accordingly.38 

The main functions and primary responsibilities are clearly outlined in the CSW original mandate, its expansions, 
and several ECOSOC resolutions on the methods of work of the Commission. These methods of work have been 
examined and expanded several times by ECOSOC within the last 10 years in ECOSOC resolutions 2006/9, 
2009/15, and 2013/18 in order to ensure best possible coherence with the work of the Council as well as an effective 
approach to mainstreaming gender within the entire UN system and engaging in dialogues with government 
representatives, experts, and non-governmental actors to identify gaps and challenges to gender equality.39 At its 
annual meetings the Commission adopts resolutions that are included in an annual report to ECOSOC.40  
                                                                        
27 UN General Assembly, System-wide coherence (A/RES/64/289), 2010, pp. 8-9. 
28 Ibid., pp. 8-10. 
29 Ibid., p. 9. 
30 UN-Women, Communications Procedure, 2015. 
31 Ibid. 
32 Ibid. 
33 Ibid. 
34 UN ECOSOC, Commission on the Status of Women - Report on the 59th session (E/2015/27-E/CN.6/2015/10), 2015, pp. 37-40. 
35 UN ECOSOC, Journal of the Economic and Social Council – Commission on the Status of Women (Res. 11(II)), 1946, p. 525. 
36 UN CSW, Short History of the Commission on the Status of Women, 2006. 
37 UN ECOSOC, Measures to strengthen the role and functions of the Commission on the Status of Women (E/RES/1987/22), 

1987. 
38 UN ECOSOC, Follow-up to the Fourth World Conference on Women (E/RES/1996/6), 1996. 
39 UN-Women, Commission on the Status of Women, 2015. 
40 Ibid. 
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Taking into consideration the report of Secretary-General Ban Ki-moon on “Ways and means to further enhance the 
impact of the work of the Commission on the Status of Women” (E/CN.6/2014/14), CSW, in its 59th session in 
March 2015, adopted a draft resolution to be considered by ECOSOC outlining the future organization and methods 
of work of CSW.41 In June 2015, upon recommendation by CSW, ECOSOC adopted a resolution which clearly 
defines and sets out the “Future organization and methods of work of the Commission on the Status of Women” 
(E/RES/2015/6).42 The Commission will continue to meet annually to provide normative policy guidance to UN 
Member States and other relevant UN entities in the form of Agreed Conclusions on its priority and review theme 
and resolutions on emerging issues and trends in gender equality and women’s empowerment.43 During those 
sessions, CSW facilitates ministerial round tables or other high-level interactive dialogues with experts and civil 
society actors to discuss local, national, regional, and global data-based experiences, lessons learned, and best 
practices on BPfA and outcomes of the 23rd special session of the GA, to identify successful key policy initiatives 
and strategies.44 The Commission continues to organize the Beijing reviews and use the momentum therein to 
commit Member States and strengthen their political will.45 Furthermore, CSW will contribute to the annual theme 
of ECOSOC, strengthening the Council’s impact, and work closely with all other gender-specific UN entities, such 
as the Committee on the Elimination of Discrimination against Women, to contribute to their work.46 Those working 
methods will be further elaborated during the 60th session of the Commission as well as in the upcoming annual 
report of the Secretary-General to the Council on mainstreaming a gender perspective in order to guarantee 
effectiveness in promoting women’s rights, meaningful contribution to the UN high-level political forum on 
sustainable development, and the practical inclusion of a gender perspective in the post-2015 development agenda.47 

Recent Sessions and Current Priorities  

The most recent 59th session of CSW, held from 9-20 March 2015, focused on the BPfA and the outcomes of the 
23rd special session of the GA, as the fundamental document of BPfA celebrated its 20th anniversary.48 The long 
ongoing global, regional, and national review processes culminated in the adoption of a “Political declaration on the 
occasion of the twentieth anniversary of the Fourth World Conference on Women” (E/CN.6/2015/L.1) by ministers 
and high-level representatives of governments reaffirming their commitment to the implementation of the BPfA and 
the advancement of women.49 In accordance with CSW’s mandate and taking into account the developments that lie 
ahead of the Commission and the UN system as a whole, the 59th session identified persisting gaps in the 
achievement of gender equality and the underlying causes and challenges that impede the implementation of the 
BPfA.50 On International Women's Day 2015 the campaign “Planet 50-50 by 2030: Step It Up for Gender Equality” 
was launched to call upon governments to recommit to the objectives once signed in the BPfA.51 In addition, the 
session recognized opportunities that the post-2015 development agenda offers for the empowerment of women if 
Member States fully commit to SDG 5 and the integration of a gender perspective into all other SDGs.52 The 
adopted political declaration stressed monitoring and accountability to accelerate full and effective implementation 
of BPfA.53 Furthermore, within the context of the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development, the declaration set the 
deadline of 2030 for achieving gender equality and women’s empowerment.54  
 
During the upcoming 60th session of CSW, which convenes in March 2016, the Commission will be addressing 
women’s empowerment and the link to sustainable development as its priority theme, which will show the way 
forward for ECOSOC actions to ensure gender mainstreaming and the implementation of a gender perspective 

                                                                        
41 UN ECOSOC, Ways and means to further enhance the impact of the work of the Commission on the Status of Women: Report 

of the Secretary-General (E/CN.6/2014/14), 2013. 
42 UN ECOSOC, Future organization and methods of work of CSW (E/RES/2015/6), 2015. 
43 Ibid., pp. 2-3. 
44 Ibid., pp. 2-4. 
45 Ibid., pp. 2-3. 
46 Ibid., pp. 2-3 & 5. 
47 Ibid., p. 5. 
48 UN-Women, CSW59/Beijing+20 (2015), 2015. 
49 UN CSW, Political declaration on the occasion of the twentieth anniversary of the Fourth World Conference on Women, 2015. 
50 UN-Women, CSW59/Beijing+20 (2015), 2015. 
51 UN-Women, About Step It Up, 2015. 
52 UN-Women, CSW59/Beijing+20 (2015), 2015. 
53 UN CSW, Political declaration on the occasion of the twentieth anniversary of the Fourth World Conference on Women, 2015. 
54 Ibid. 
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within the post-2015 framework and the 17 SDGs.55 Moreover, CSW will be reviewing the work and progress made 
on the elimination and prevention of all forms of violence against women and girls.56 Furthermore, at the 60th 
session, the Commission will be deciding its future multi-year program of work which will enable the Bureau to 
prepare the sessions appropriately.57 Additionally, the Commission adopted a draft resolution on the “Situation of 
and assistance to Palestinian women” for action by ECOSOC, raising concerns about the humanitarian crisis and 
still-critical situation of women and girls, especially in the Gaza Strip, still dealing with the detrimental effects of the 
military operation during July and August 2014.58 The Commission calls for stronger female participation in conflict 
resolution and peace efforts in the region.59 Remaining seized of the matter at its 60th session, CSW will take into 
consideration the report of the Secretary-General on “The situation of, and assistance to, Palestinian women.”60 
 
Following the Sustainable Development Summit of 25-27 September 2015, the adoption of the SDGs now guide 
efforts of CSW and the international community towards achieving SDG 5 as well as integrating a gender 
perspective in all SDGs, considering its cross-cutting nature and the evident “gender dimensions of poverty, hunger, 
health, education, water and sanitation, employment, safe cities and peace and security.”61 The latest “Global 
Leaders’ Meeting on Gender Equality and Women’s Empowerment: A Commitment to Action” took place for the 
first time on 27 September 2015, and together with the upcoming 60th session, will bring about momentum to 
implement the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development in regards to gender equality.62 The meeting was an 
opportunity for heads of states to “step it up” and prove political will to advance women’s rights in all spheres of 
society. 63 

Conclusion 

The Commission on the Status of Women has reached major accomplishments in setting global standards, 
establishing a legally binding framework for gender equality, and promoting women’s rights in all spheres. 
Nonetheless, the Commission, together with UN-Women and other relevant UN entities, have to further align their 
efforts to achieve total gender equality and the full realization of women’s and girls’ universal human rights in an 
effective, coherent, and comprehensive manner. Furthermore, CSW has to continue to follow-up on the final 
implementation of the BPfA and outcomes of the 23rd special session of the GA as well as assess the progress of 
women’s advancement within the 2030 Agenda and SDGs. With the help of CSOs, expert meetings, and UN-
Women reports, CSW must identify prevailing and newly emerging gaps and challenges to gender equality and 
address them in an effective manner in their annual meetings advising ECOSOC in their draft resolutions and 
Agreed Conclusions to take action accordingly to empower women on a local, national, regional, and global level. 
The policy guidance provided by CSW is making it one of the most important actors on women’s issues worldwide. 
CSW is setting the pace for change by establishing more and more progressive norms and standards, advising 
Member States how to accomplish full gender equality.64 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
                                                                        
55 UN-Women, CSW60 (2016), 2015. 
56 Ibid. 
57 New Zealand Ministry of Foreign Affairs and Trade, United Nations Handbook 2014-15, 2014, p. 152. 
58 UN ECOSOC, Commission on the Status of Women - Report on the 59th session (E/2015/27-E/CN.6/2015/10), 2015, pp. 7-10. 
59 Ibid., p. 9. 
60 UN-Women, CSW60 (2016) – Official Documents, 2015. 
61 UN General Assembly, Transforming Our World: The 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development (A/RES/70/1), 2015. 
62 UN-Women, World leaders agree: We must close the gender gap, 2015.  
63 Ibid. 
64 UN ECOSOC, Ways and means to further enhance the impact of the work of the Commission on the Status of Women: Report 

of the Secretary-General (E/CN.6/2014/14), 2013. 
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I. The Impact of Sexual and Gender-Based Violence on Reproductive Health 

Introduction  

According to the World Health Organization (WHO), 35% of women have been exposed to either physical or sexual 
gender-based violence (SGBV).65 The significance of this figure demonstrates that the issue of SGBV has effects not 
only at the individual and national levels, but also in the international community.66 Various entities within the 
United Nations (UN) system have introduced different definitions and criteria for classifying SGBV, all of which 
have stemmed from the international framework of the Millennium Development Goals (MDGs) and the newly 
adopted Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs).67 The UN Commission on the Status of Women (CSW) has 
affirmed the link between women’s empowerment and sustainable development, while noting that the eradication of 
sexual violence and SGBV is necessary to achieve these goals.68 
 
It is important to distinguish between SGBV and sexual violence; SGBV describes violence used to target 
individuals or groups based on their gender, while sexual violence is a form of SGBV that includes any threat, 
attempt, or act of sexual exploitation or sexual abuse.69 Sexual violence and SGBV can include the same forms of 
physical, psychological, and emotional harm, but SGBV is targeted at a person purely because of their gender; it 
affects the targeted gender negatively and disproportionately.70 Rape, torture, sexual slavery, genital mutilation, and 
sexual harassment are just a few of the ways SGBV manifests in society.71 During times of conflict, threats and acts 
of SGBV are used to instill fear and for perpetrators to exert dominance and control over civilians.72 The devastating 
consequences of SGBV on reproductive health are commonly overlooked when implementing policies that originate 
from international and regional frameworks, although such consequences add to the magnitude of the problem.73 
 
The UN defines sexual and reproductive health (SRH) as “a state of complete physical, mental and social well-
being, and not merely the absence of reproductive disease or infirmity;” SRH oversees all sexual and reproductive 
health processes and functions throughout the life cycle.74 The Declaration of Sexual Rights (DSR) (1997), which 
was revised in 2014, lists 16 fundamental sexual and human rights, including the right to equality, right to be free 
from all forms of violence, and the right to the highest attainable standard of sexual health.75 Attaining the highest 
standard of sexual health is hindered by acts of SGBV, which further violate numerous sexual and human rights.76  
SGBV can have fatal and nonfatal physical and mental outcomes that impact SRH, including, but not limited to, 
sexually transmitted diseases (STDs), pre- and post-natal complications, and psychological trauma.77 The social 
culture created in societies where such forms of violence are present embeds a structural violence into societal 
norms.78 Limited access to medical services, education, and resources are common for victims of SGBV.79 In 2011, 
over 800,000 adolescent men and women were newly diagnosed with HIV in developing countries alone; over 60% 
of those diagnosed were women with relating factors of gender inequality and sexual violence predominant in their 
communities.80 The physical, emotional, and social consequences that stem from sexual violence and SGBV can 
create a stigma that may make victims feel ashamed and responsible for the violations that have occurred, which can 

                                                                        
65 UN WHO, Global and regional estimates of violence against women: prevalence and health effects of intimate partner 

violence and non-partner sexual violence, 2013, p. 2. 
66 Greig et al., Men and the Prevention of Gender-based Violence: A Conceptual Framework for Policy Change, p. 3. 
67 Ibid., p. 4. 
68 UN ECOSOC, Future organization and methods of work f the Commission on the Status of Women (E/RES/2013/18), 2013, p. 

2. 
69 IRIN, Our Bodies – Their Battle Ground: Gender-based violence in Conflict Zones, 2004, p. 3. 
70 Ibid. 
71 Ibid., p. 4. 
72 UN Security Council, Women, Peace and Security (S/RES/1820 (2008)), 2008, pp. 1-2. 
73 UNFPA, Reproductive Health Effects of Gender-Based Violence: Policy and Programme Implications, 1998, p. 1. 
74 UNFPA, Making Reproductive Rights and Sexual and Reproductive Health a Reality for All: Reproductive Rights and Sexual 

and Reproductive Health Framework, 2008, p. 6.  
75 WAS, Declaration of Sexual Rights, 1997, pp. 1-3. 
76 UNFPA, Reproductive Health Effects of Gender-Based Violence: Policy and Programme Implications, 1998, p. 12. 
77 Ibid. 
78 Ibid., p. 1. 
79 Ibid. 
80 UN WHO, Women’s health, 2013. 
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cause them to remain silent about the issue.81 Breaking the “culture of silence” on SRH consequences that stem from 
SGBV can be achieved through policy reform and the further promotion of women’s empowerment and gender 
equality with the implementation of the SDGs.82 

International and Regional Framework 

Various international and regional frameworks take into account the overarching problem of gender inequality in 
which the issue of SGBV and its effects on SRH are intertwined.83 The Charter of the United Nations (1946), the 
Universal Declaration of Human Rights (UDHR) (1948), the Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of 
Discrimination against Women (CEDAW) (1979), the Convention on the Rights of the Child (CRC) (1989), the 
Declaration on the Elimination of Violence against Women (DEVAW) (1993), the 1994 International Conference on 
Population and Development (ICPD), and the DSR all describe the importance of gender equality, which cannot be 
achieved without eradicating sexual violence against women and attaining the highest standard of SRH.84 CEDAW 
and DEVAW are the two principle documents that have clauses specific to addressing sexual violence and 
discrimination that leads to SGBV.85 CEDAW has been considered an “international bill of rights for women,” and it 
is the only human rights treaty that includes women’s reproductive rights.86 DEVAW outlines eight rights of women 
that are commonly suppressed in times of conflict and unequal societies, each addressing gender equality as a whole 
or specific issues that act as a catalyst for structural violence.87 “The right to equal protection under the law,” “the 
right to just and favorable conditions of work,” and, “the right to the highest standard attainable of physical and 
mental health” are specific examples of rights commonly infringed upon in societies impacted by SGBV.88  
 
In 2008, the UN Population Fund (UNFPA) drafted a framework titled, “Making Reproductive Rights and Sexual 
and Reproductive Health a Reality for All.”89 This policy framework specifically outlines the differences of 
reproductive rights and SRH while noting priority issues for policy development linked to trends in SGBV that 
impede making reproductive rights and SRH a reality for all.90 Reproductive rights are for individuals to decide 
freely – without violence or discrimination – the number, spacing, and timing of their children.91 SRH focuses upon 
the healthcare services that are essential for people to realize their reproductive rights, e.g. family planning, 
prevention and treatment of HIV/AIDS and STDs, and safe pre- and post-natal care.92 CSW has prioritized the 
promotion of reproductive healthcare services, eliminating the spread of HIV/AIDS, and the empowerment of 
women.93  All of these priorities are embedded in CEDAW, having an effect on overall SRH.94  
 
Since 2000, the UN Security Council (SC) has adopted resolutions 1325 (2000), 1820 (2008), 1888 (2009), 1889 
(2009), 1960 (2010), 2106 (2013), and 2122 (2013) on “Women, Peace and Security.”95 These resolutions provide a 
framework for UN Peacekeeping on how to monitor and implement policies specific to women’s role in conflict and 
post-conflict societies as well as conflict resolution processes, “[urging] Member States to ensure increased 
representation of women at all decision making levels … and mechanisms for prevention, management, and 
resolution of conflict.”96 This framework aims to mitigate the use of sexual violence as a tool of war, specifically 

                                                                        
81 UNFPA, Reproductive Health Effects of Gender-Based Violence: Policy and Programme Implications, 1998, p. 5. 
82 Ibid., p. 3. 
83 UN General Assembly, Declaration on the Elimination of Violence against Women (A/RES/48/104), 1993, pp. 1-3. 
84 UN DESA, Handbook for Legislation on Violence against Women (ST/ESA/329), 2010, pp. 1-3.  
85 UN General Assembly, Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of Discrimination against Women (A/RES/34/180), 1979; 

UN General Assembly, Declaration on the Elimination of Violence against Women (A/RES/48/104), 1993. 
86 UN General Assembly, Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of Discrimination against Women (A/RES/34/180), 1979, 

p. 194. 
87 UN General Assembly, Declaration on the Elimination of Violence against Women (A/RES/48/104), 1993, pp. 3-4. 
88 Ibid. 
89 UNFPA, Making Reproductive Rights and Sexual and Reproductive Health a Reality for All: Reproductive Rights and Sexual 

and Reproductive Health Framework, 2008. 
90 Ibid., p. 6. 
91 Ibid. 
92 Ibid. 
93 UN-Women, Challenges and Achievements in the Implementation of the Millennium Development Goals for Women and Girls, 

2014, p. 3. 
94 Ibid. 
95 UN Peacekeeping, Women, peace and security, 2015.  
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stated in resolution 1820 (2008), while protecting women and children in times of conflict from violence that will 
have a negative impact on their reproductive rights and SRH, as stated in resolution 1888 (2009).97 The SC is 
promoting the empowerment of women by recognizing the impact SGBV can have on a conflict-driven society.98 
Furthermore, the SC is committed to formulating specific policies that include women in the peacebuilding 
processes and strengthen policies regarding sexual violence through the “Women, Peace and Security” framework.99   
 
The MDGs, the foundational international framework for policy development in gender equality, SGBV, and SRH 
for the past 15 years, will expire at the end of 2015 and will be replaced by the SDGs (adopted in September 2015), 
making it necessary to understand their effectiveness as well as how goals pertaining to SGBV and SRH have been 
adapted for this new framework.100 In the Agreed Conclusions on the priority theme of the 58th session on 
“Challenges and Achievements in the Implementation of the Millennium Development Goals for Women and 
Girls,” the Commission heavily criticized the process of achieving gender equality.101 The Commission highlights 
that poverty-stricken regions where gender discrimination and SGBV are most predominate have shown a 
significant lack of progress.102 This is a result of poor institutional structures and capacity, providing an atmosphere 
for poverty and SGBV to grow.103 SGBV increases child mortality, worsens maternal health care and outcomes, 
increases HIV/AIDS prevalence, and does not promote gender equality or the empowerment of women, yet there 
was no MDG to specifically target SGBV.104 The adopted SDG 5, “Achieve gender equality and empower all 
women and girls,” follows up on MDG 3, “Promote gender equality and empower women.”105 The improvement of 
maternal health is a specific target built within SDG 5 to increase the effectiveness of policies to reach gender 
equality and the SDGs as a whole.106 SGBV and SRH are addressed in these targets in an attempt to achieve gender 
equality and eliminate violence against women and girls in order to achieve sustainable development.107 

Role of the International System 

Many bodies within the UN system discuss SGBV, but it has been a reoccurring topic for CSW. In 2016, the review 
theme of the Commission is on “The elimination and prevention of all forms of violence against women and girls;” 
this was also the priority theme for the Commission in 2013.108 At its 57th session, CSW agreed on the need to 
protect and promote the fundamental human rights of women, including their reproductive rights, and the need for 
sufficient healthcare services that can aid in SRH.109 The priority theme in 2016 for CSW is: “Women’s 
empowerment and the link to sustainable development.”110 The themes for 2016 align with what the Commission 
values most in the SDGs, specifically Goal 5.111 In 2013, the UN Entity for Gender Equality and the Empowerment 
of Women (UN-Women) produced a report calling for a stand-alone goal focused on gender equality, women’s 
rights, and women’s empowerment.112 The outcome of that report has led to the development of proposed SDG 5, 
and the Commission believes “[SDG 5] has the potential to transform unequal power relations between men and 
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women and address structural barriers impeding progress.”113 Structural barriers include sexual violence, such as that 
inflicted upon the approximately 133 million girls who have experienced female genital mutilation (FGM).114 It is 
situations such as this that CSW believes can be addressed through the SDGs.115  
 
The International Conference on Population and Development (ICPD) was held in 1994 by the UNFPA in 
coordination with the Commission on Population and Development (CPD) to “set out an ambitious agenda to deliver 
inclusive, equitable and sustainable global development.”116 The ICPD had a heavy focus on reproductive rights and 
SRH that created a framework to ensure “accessible, affordable, acceptable, and convenient” healthcare services, 
while ensuring SRH needs are met throughout the lifecycle of both women and family.117 A follow-up conference, 
known as ICPD Beyond 2014, was held in 2014 to renew the ideals discussed at ICPD and identify challenges that 
emerged in the last two decades.118 Women’s empowerment and gender equality were at the forefront of the 
discussion, encouraging Member States to “remove legal, regulatory and social barriers to reproductive health 
information and care for adolescents.”119 CPD, in conjunction with the Economic and Social Council (ECOSOC) 
and other UN entities, is implementing specific policies related to improving the standards of SRH while attempting 
to ensure their longevity throughout the lifecycle.120 
 
A 2014 report issued by UN-Women and transmitted to CSW and the UN Human Rights Council (HRC) provides 
insight into the impacts and achievements of the UN Trust Fund to End Violence against Women (UN Trust Fund), 
another important entity.121 The UN Trust Fund was formed by the adoption of General Assembly (GA) resolution 
50/166 of 16 February 1996 with the purpose of addressing violence against women through providing grants.122 
Such grants can be provided to “governments and community organizations, non-governmental organizations, 
educational institutions, and the public and private sectors.”123 Since its inauguration, the UN Trust Fund has 
awarded over $103 million to 393 initiatives to end violence against women and girls.124 In 2014, the UN Trust Fund 
emphasized addressing violence through education and leadership development, implementing laws and policies to 
combat violence against women, and advanced transitional justice mechanisms through addressing violence against 
women in conflict settings.125 The UN Trust Fund programs benefitted over 700,000 women and girls in 2014 in 
four large geographical areas worldwide.126 
 
The UN Trust Fund looks for civil society organizations (CSOs) that share its interests of preventing violence 
against women, expanding access to services for women survivors of violence, and strengthening implementation 
laws to receive program grants.127 Fundació Sida i Societat (FSIS) is a CSO operating in Guatemala and a 
beneficiary of a UN Trust Fund grant.128 FSIS educates institutions working in the field of sexual violence, such as 
medical and judicial bodies, supporting the capacity building of institutions and response mechanisms for those 
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victimized by sexual violence.129 In doing so, it is attempting to increase the standard of SRH that has been 
negatively impacted by SGBV.130 

Gender Equality and Connections to Sustainable Development 

Gender equality and women’s empowerment are reoccurring themes for ECOSOC, UN-Women, and CSW, as it is 
understood that they are necessary to fully attain women’s rights and sustainable development.131 It is important to 
understand the principles of gender equality and women’s empowerment that these foundational frameworks speak 
of. In connection with sustainable development, it is estimated that 1.2-2% of gross domestic product (GDP) 
worldwide is lost due to domestic violence.132 It is also estimated that 35% of women are exposed to SGBV 
worldwide, which furthermore exemplifies the economic drawbacks – as well as the social and political drawbacks – 
to SGBV.133 Promoting empowerment when discussing the implications of SGBV on SRH can be difficult due to the 
“culture of silence” formed around the issue, which furthermore suppresses women’s skills, talents, and experiences 
that are necessary for sustainable development.134  
 
WHO reports that approximately 30% of women that have had a relationship have encountered sexual or physical 
violence, and nearly “38% of murders of women are committed by an intimate partner.”135 Many individuals, 
couples, and families would like to believe the home is a “safe haven” or place of refuge from violence, but statistics 
show that much of the violence against women originates in an interdependent relationship.136 When such violence 
takes place in the privacy of the household by individual(s) who the victim knows, it creates a psychological and 
emotional burden on the victim that they have nowhere to go and cannot trust anyone.137 This outcome creates a 
“culture of silence” where victims cannot or do not want to discuss the problems they are facing due to cultural 
stigma or personal isolation.138 The culture that perpetuates such violence or stigma around the issue of interpersonal 
violence suppresses skills, talents, and experiences that are necessary for full sustainable development of societies.139 
In line with this, UNFPA conducted a study outlining “the interface between the historical, political, social, and 
cultural contexts of indigenous peoples, including the structural, underlying causes and risk factors associated with 
violence against indigenous women and girls.”140 Historical, political, social, and cultural stigmas create a barrier to 
ending SGBV through manifestations of violence, sexual exploitation, and economic exploitation that vary in 
different socio-economic regions of the world.141 Addressing and ending stigmas placed on the survivors of SGBV is 
one of the first steps to combatting it, and a pathway to ensuring better SRH outcomes for women.142 
 
SGBV can occur throughout an individual’s lifespan and will have different repercussions on her/his SRH at 
different stages in physical development.143 As women age and physically develop, they become more susceptible to 
forms of SGBV that can have dramatic effects on their SRH.144 FGM, sexual abuse, rape, physical abuse, and sexual 
harassment are common within the childhood, adolescent, and reproductive stages of the life cycle.145 Sex-selective 
abortion, infanticide, child marriage, child prostitution, and elder abuse are more common within the prenatal, 
infancy, and old age categories; physical and emotional abuse is prevalent throughout all stages.146 These forms of 
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SGBV, many of which can be classified as human rights violations or crimes against humanity, are suppressing SRH 
by impeding the victim’s overall bodily autonomy and wellbeing.147  
 
In order to alleviate the devastating consequences of SGBV on SRH, from an institutional framework perspective, 
the SDGs will have to provide a foundation for a sustainable policy prescription process that will focus on 
eradicating violence against women.148 Target 7 of SDG 3 also includes “[ensuring] universal access to sexual and 
reproductive health-care services, including for family planning, information and education, and the integration of 
reproductive health into national strategies and programmes.”149 These SDG targets, with specific impacts to the 
effects of SGBV on reproductive health, work towards the umbrella goal to “promote peaceful and inclusive 
societies for sustainable development.”150 The Panzi Foundation in the Democratic Republic of the Congo is 
working towards this notion of an inclusive society by raising awareness and advocating to end violence against 
women, as well as supporting hospitals in their work with victims.151 By specifically integrating gender issues into 
the SDGs, linking SRH rights to established programs, and conducting new research on the impact of SGBV on 
SRH, the international community will gain a better understanding and appreciation of the sensitivity of the topic, 
therefore, breaking the “culture of silence” and working towards sustainable development.152 

Effects on Sexual and Reproductive Health 

Various forms of SGBV can have an impact of SRH. According to UNAIDS, as of 2014, the world prevalence rate 
of HIV amongst young adults aged 15-49 was 0.8%, and reaches as high as 27% in Swaziland.153 The prevalence of 
intimate partner violence reaches as high as 69% in Benin and discriminatory attitudes towards individuals living 
with HIV reaches as high as 84% in Saint Vincent and the Grenadines.154 In the Democratic Republic of the Congo, 
over 1,100 rapes are reported monthly.155 Of the estimated 2.5 million people trafficked annually, over 80% are 
estimated to be women.156 In European Union (EU) member countries, an estimated 40-50% of women are sexually 
harassed.157 Sexual harassment can take the form of physical or structural violence, ranging from unwanted sexual 
advances to sexual assault, all of which place a stigma on reproductive rights and SRH.158 These statistics exemplify 
that various socio-economic regions are affected by different manifestations of violence, sexual exploitation, and 
economic exploitation.159 Through advocacy and awareness of worldwide physical, psychological, and emotional 
effects of SGBV on SRH, the “culture of silence” that causes victims to feel ashamed and responsible for the 
violations that occurred upon them should subside, furthermore decreasing the prevalence of SGBV that effect 
SRH.160 

Female Genital Mutilation    
FGM is a human rights violation that stems from deep-rooted gender inequality.161 According to WHO, FGM 
“comprises all procedures that involve partial or total removal of the external female genitalia, or other injury to 
female genital organs for non-medical reasons.”162 FGM is a commonly accepted traditional social convention 
practiced in many developing countries but is also used as a tool of war.163 It is estimated 133 million women have 
undergone FGM and three million women a year are at risk of it.164 In a 2008 revised draft resolution on “Ending 
female genital mutilation,” CSW called on Member States to fulfill their obligations within the international and 
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regional framework previously discussed to empower women and break the cycle of discrimination.165 As the 
majority of FGM occurs in developing countries, predominately in Africa, the resolution urges Member States to 
allocate sufficient resources and training to those working with the victims whilst providing support services for the 
physical, psychological, and emotional harm the mutilation will have caused.166 It further requested that Member 
States provide sufficient information to the Secretary-General regarding the allocation of resources to be presented 
to the Commission.167 The GA also in 2013 adopted resolution 67/146 on “Intensifying global efforts for the 
elimination of female genital mutilations.”168 The WHO has discussed FGM, calling for an increased response by 
health professionals to aid victims, research and build evidence of the presence of FGM, and advocate to help 
develop an international framework for handling FGM.169  

Maternal Health 
Maternal health describes reproductive health and wellbeing, from pregnancy though childbirth and the postpartum 
period.170 The consequences of the devastating relationship between SGBV and maternal health are varied; some 
consequences include pregnancy resulting from rape, maternal and child mortality, difficulty finding care for women 
experiencing abuse, lack of treatment for women affected by SGBV, and an increased risk of STD transmission.171 
While progress has been made on maternal health, such as the reduction of the maternal mortality ratio by nearly 
half since 1990 and a 12% increase in births assisted by a skilled health professional between 1990 and 2014, 
meeting the established targets of MDG 5 (to improve maternal health) has been hindered as populations vulnerable 
to SGBV, primarily in developing countries, have been neglected due to societal inequalities.172 On maternal health, 
Mahmoud Fathalla of the International Federation of Obstetricians and Gynecologists has said, “Women are not 
dying of diseases we can’t treat… They are dying because societies have yet to make the decision that their lives are 
worth saving.”173 Due to the uneven progress on MDG 5, the international community renewed its commitment to 
this issue through SDGs 3 and 5, in particular, to reduce the maternal mortality ratio by eliminating all preventable 
deaths before 2030.174 The SDGs aim “to complete what [the MDGs] did not achieve” by reaching the most 
vulnerable regions affected by the maternal health consequences associated with SGBV.175  
 
Delivering appropriate maternal health and SRH services to developing Member States, and especially through 
humanitarian intervention in conflict and post-conflict regions, helps address harmful consequences of SGBV.176 In 
one example in sub-Saharan Africa, contraceptive use among women 15-49 who are married or in a union increased 
from 13% to 28% between 1990 and 2015, yet the unmet need for family planning remains quite prevalent, totaling 
24% among the same population.177 Family planning and contraceptive use is still risky for women in violent 
situations; intimate partners may intervene and prevent use, leading to a higher rate of unintended and/or adolescent 
pregnancy and unsafe abortions.178 Maternal health and SGBV are inextricably linked, making it imperative to 
combat stigmas associated with family planning and SRH education, as well as to acknowledge and address the 
consequences and opportunities for women and for Member States.179 

                                                                        
165 UN CSW, Ending female genital mutilation (E/CN.6/2008/L.2/Rev.1), 2008, p. 3. 
166 Ibid., pp. 4-5. 
167 Ibid., p. 6. 
168 UN General Assembly, Intensifying global efforts for the elimination of female genital mutilation (A/RES/67/146), 2013, p. 1. 
169 UN WHO World Health Assembly, Female Genital Mutilation (WHA61.16), 2008, p. 2. 
170 UN WHO, Maternal health, 2015. 
171 PRB, Gender-Based Violence: Impediment to Reproductive Health, 2010, pp. 1-2.  
172 UN DESA, The Millennium Development Goals Report 2015, 2015, p. 43. 
173 Amnesty International, Maternal Health is a Human Right, 2015.  
174 UN General Assembly, Transforming Our World: The 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development (A/RES/70/1), 2015, pp. 5-

7. 
175 Ibid., pp. 5-6. 
176 UN WHO, Saving Lives Protecting Futures: Progress Report on the Global Strategy for Women’s and Children’s Health, 

2015, pp. 45-47.  
177 UN DESA, The Millennium Development Goals Report 2015, 2015, p. 41. 
178 PRB, Gender-Based Violence: Impediment to Reproductive Health, 2010, pp. 1-2. 
179 UN General Assembly, Transforming Our World: The 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development (A/RES/70/1), 2015, p. 7. 



 
 

 

 
   21 
 

Conclusion 

SGBV is an unmistakable threat to sustainable development, as it has various negative implications at the local, 
regional, and international levels.180 Through activism and public awareness that seeks to address the underlying 
causes of SGBV and understand the impacts it has on SRH, victims can be empowered to break the “culture of 
silence” and speak out, especially regarding sensitive forms of SGBV, such as FGM.181 By aiding communities to 
reach the highest attainable standard of SRH, victim’s skills, talents, and experiences that were once suppressed can 
be brought forward and integrated into society.182 As displayed by the SDGs, sustainable development is not 
possible without achieving gender equality. Such equality needs to occur in the present and be sustained through the 
future. By attaining a higher standard of SRH, the international community will be acting upon the prescribed 
international framework and be working towards an era of more full gender equality and sustainable development. 

Further Research 

While researching this topic, delegates should consider the following questions: Is the stand-alone approach of 
promoting gender equality and women empowerment satisfactory for attaining the highest possible standard of SRH 
by counteracting SGBV? What mechanism can be used to break the “culture of silence” commonly seen in 
developing countries with a low standard of SRH? How much of an impact will promoting individual skills, traits, 
and experiences in a community have on sustainable development? To what degree does the international 
community need to intervene if they wish to eradicate specific forms of violence against women, such as FGM? 
What is the connection between SGBV and reproductive health? What are other types of reproductive health 
impacted by SGBV? 
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can have on sexual and reproductive health, but is limited in its recommendations. The report 
concludes by displaying the link between sexual and gender-based violence and its effect on 
specific types of sexual and reproductive health indicators.   
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II. Furthering Women’s Participation in and Access to Information and Communication 
Technologies   

“Until the ICT policy arena is itself engendered, it will be difficult to improve access for women and girls to the 
revolutionary tools of information and communication technology.”183 

Introduction 

As technology advances and the international community continues to work toward eliminating gender-based 
violence (GBV) and promoting gender equality, it is important to consider how women can break the gender barrier 
in the world of information and communication technology (ICT).184 ICT access for women and girls is important 
because it promotes sustainable development and gender equality, particularly through grassroots programs that 
serve women’s needs on a local level.185 The United Nations (UN) Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) and the 
Beijing Platform for Action (BPfA) are active agendas and conferences that play a significant role in this issue, in 
coordination with the UN Entity for Gender Equality and the Empowerment of Women (UN-Women) and the UN 
Commission on the Status of Women (CSW).186  
 
ICTs can be defined as any technological tool or media device that advances the lives of those who use it, which 
includes computers, tablets, cellular devices, radios, and televisions.187 When women are given ICT access and 
training, it reduces the communication gender gap and further invites women to participate in their communities and 
public and government institutions.188 However, there is currently inequity in access to ICT; globally, men are twice 
as likely as women to have access to the internet, with the access gap reaching 45% in parts of sub-Saharan 
Africa.189 Goal 5 of the SDGs aims to “achieve gender equality for all women and girls” and states in Target 5.b the 
aspiration to empower women by encouraging technological use and enhancement of specific ICTs.190 Furthermore, 
when the ICT gender gap closes and women are able to participate in their communities, their communities are more 
successful.191 However, women struggle to gain access to multiple facets of ICT, including technology during a 
natural disaster and access to proper education, and may even experience GBV when they do gain access to ICT.192 
For example, many women and girls experience cyber-bullying on the Internet.193 Additionally, in Africa, less than 
3% of engineering positions are held by women, and many women are encouraged to not seek higher education.194 
Training and proper communication with Member State governments on how they can best implement the resources 
and education systems necessary for women to receive training, access to higher education, and careers in ICT is 
highly important.195 It is also critical to emphasize the role of civil society organizations (CSO) and grassroots 
programs as partners with the UN on this issue.196  

International and Regional Framework 

In 1948, the Universal Declaration of Human Rights (UDHR) established that all persons have basic human 
rights.197 The UDHR’s goal of using universal and gender-neutral language, as recommended by CSW, was to 
ensure there is no question of who has access to these rights.198 The preamble of the UDHR states, “[T]he peoples of 
                                                                        
183 Hafkin, Gender Issues in ICT Policy in Developing Countries: An Overview, 2002.  
184 UN Fourth World Conference on Women, Beijing Declaration and Platform for Action, 1995. 
185 Ibid. 
186 UN ECOSOC, Millennium Development Goals and post-2015 Development Agenda, 2015, 2015. 
187 WWWF & SIDA, ICTs for Empowerment of Women and Girls: A research and policy advocacy initiative on   
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the United Nations have in the Charter reaffirmed their faith in fundamental human rights, in the dignity and worth 
of the human person and in the equal rights of men and women and have determined to promote social progress and 
better standards of life in larger freedom.”199 These principles served as a foundation to other important UN 
documents, such as the Convention on the Political Rights of Women (CPRW) (1953) and the Convention on the 
Elimination of All Forms of Discrimination against Women (CEDAW) (1979). The freedom to access information is 
the basis for women’s rights to ICT, paralleling the series of frameworks established by conventions.200 The initial 
women’s rights document, the CPRW provides a basic framework for all States Parties to agree to the specific equal 
rights and freedoms of women.201 In 1979, CEDAW established clear guidelines for women to be treated equally, 
and the conventions continue to ensure a standard of gender equality for Member States.202 Articles 10 and 16 of 
CEDAW focus heavily on women’s reproductive rights.203 Promoting women’s access to ICT also promotes better 
reproductive health education and provides women the opportunity to choose the right health options as an 
individual.204 CEDAW also firmly recommends women and their children have access to proper education and 
access to health information in various formats.205  
 
In 1995, the Fourth World Conference on Women took place in Beijing, and part of the conversation at the historical 
conference considered women’s access and use of ICT.206 The resulting BPfA defined a sustainable world for 
women in all areas, such as reproductive health, government participation, and eliminating GBV.207 The BPfA 
recognizes the daily use of technology, the quickly progressing technological advancements necessary for gender 
equality, and the importance of providing access to women in developing countries.208 Furthermore, women’s access 
and ICT training is recognized as a human right in a large scale under the UDHR and is addressed specifically in 
Annex I, point 35 of the BPfA.209 According to that document, technology and science can only move forward if 
women are treated equally and given the same ability to make decisions in mass media, as well as eliminating 
stereotypes.210 Developing countries are also discussed, underlining the need to ensure women’s access to 
technology globally and the information needed to start promoting ICT at an early age to establish gender equality 
and women’s leadership.211 
 
The recently adopted SDGs, following the Millennium Development Goals (MDGs), extend beyond the current 
global issues faced by women and look to create a world in which women of this current and of future generations 
can be empowered.212 Target 3 of the MDGs was to address gender equality and the empowerment of women.213 
Goal 5 of the SDGs is solely dedicated to creating an equal world and empowering all women and girls, with the 
consideration that women can be educated and trained to use ICT to “serve as agents of change.”214 Goal 5 includes 
targets drawn from women-focused UN documents to highlight the progress that still needs to be made to eliminate 
gender violence, promote reproductive health education, give access to ICT, and ensure a gender-equal world. 215 
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Role of the International System 

CSW meets regularly to discuss specific issues women are facing.216 It has been successful in ensuring that language 
in conventions, mandates, and declarations is inclusive and gender-neutral, which has been an important step in 
addressing gender inequality.217 The 47th annual session of CSW (2003) focused on ICT with the goal of promoting 
women’s participation in government, such as having political leadership opportunities and running for office.218 
The 47th session further highlighted the importance of gender equality in relation to access to ICT.219 The 55th annual 
session of CSW (2011) identified ways in which women and girls could utilize technology in order to achieve 
equality and combat poverty.220 Culture-specific education for ICT training and media awareness was a key aspect of 
the session to identify groups of women and their regional needs, which led to the 55th session’s primary goal of 
creating an inclusive environment for ICT training by eliminating stereotypes and ensuring teachers and education 
materials are gender-sensitive.221 The 55th session also discussed women and ICT-use in partnership with UN-
Women and non-governmental organizations (NGOs) recognized by CSW as able to assist women with 
empowerment and promoting peace, including OneVoice and Peace Women.222 CSW also works in collaboration 
with the Global Advisory Group, which involves 25 CSOs, including grassroot and local government-based 
programs.223 Including these CSOs creates transparency and streamlines ideas and concepts to be highlighted during 
CSW sessions and to be utilized under UN-Women.224 The 58th session of CSW (2015) recognized the unfinished 
task of the MDGs, but looked to the future as progress will continue to be made, and highlighted the necessary task 
of including women in government, media, and education access in a safe environment free from violence.225  
 
In 2000, the 23rd General Assembly (GA) Special Session, known as Beijing+5, was held by the GA with CSW 
acting as the preparatory body alongside the UN Division on the Advancement of Women (DAW).226 The work of 
the special session was then reported to ECOSOC for a follow-up.227 CSW regularly makes contributions to gender-
specific aspects of the GA and had assisted in shaping the gender-specific components of the MDGs and SDGs.228 
Additionally, GA resolution 68/167 (2014) draws attention to the growing role of technology in everyday life and 
makes strong recommendations for privacy in the digital age by recognizing the importance of “the global and open 
nature of the Internet and the rapid advancement in information and communications technologies as a driving force 
in accelerating progress towards development in its various forms.”229 
 
UN-Women works to implement many of the ideas discussed by CSW.230 For example, it worked with the 
government of Nepal on Nepal’s Action Plan to train women on ICT to assist in the event of a natural disaster.231 
Peer training on ICT use and bridging the gap between Palestinian and Israeli women are also themes of the 
collaborative relationship between UN-Women and CSW, with the aim of achieving goals and implementing ICT 
training methods through NGOs and grassroots programs.232 UN-Women further coordinates with other UN bodies 
such as the UN Children’s Fund (UNICEF) and the United Nations Educational, Science and Cultural Organization 

                                                                        
216 UN-Women, A Brief History of the CSW. 
217 Ibid. 
218 UN CSW, Participation in and Access of Women to the Media, and Information and Communication Technologies and their 

Impact on and use as an Instrument for the Advancement and Empowerment of Women, 2003. 
219 Ibid., p. 33. 
220 UN CSW, Commission on the Status of Women to Promote Women’s and Girls’ Access to Education, Training, Science, and 

Technology, 2011, pp. 2-3. 
221 Ibid. 
222 Peace Women, CSW55, 2011. 
223 UN-Women, Civil Society Advisory Groups. 
224 Ibid. 
225 UN ECOSOC, Commission on the Status of Women Report on the 58th Session (E/2014/27), 2014.  
226 UN Entity for Gender Equality and the Empowerment of Women, Five-year Review of the implementation of the Beijing 

Declaration and Platform for Action (Beijing + 5) held in the General Assembly, 5-9 June 2000, 2000.  
227 UN-Women, Commission on the Status of Women. 
228 Ibid. 
229 UN General Assembly, The Right to Privacy in the Digital Age (A/RES/68/167), 2014. 
230 UN-Women, About UN-Women. 
231 Peace Women, CSW55, 2011. 
232 Ibid. 



 
 

 

 
   31 
 

(UNESCO) to coordinate with Member States on protecting women and girls, as well as giving them the opportunity 
to receive ICT training and employment in the ICT sector.233 

The Status of Women and ICTs 

ICT can be linked to numerous aspects of gender equality, including education, sexual and reproductive health, and 
sustainable development.234 If programs can be properly integrated with fair access, the world will continue to 
change and develop.235 One concern is the growing technological advancement gap between developed and 
developing countries, which also means that women living in developing countries face a lack of access to ICT.236 
CSW has furthered noted that the access is substantially different for women living in rural environments, 
grassroots, small island developing states, and war-torn areas.237 Additionally, women may be sexually exploited 
through the media.238 Giving priority for women’s access and protection while using ICTs is one of the solutions for 
achieving sustainable development, policy implementation, and alleviating poverty for the future of the international 
community.239  
 
In one effort to emphasize the importance of girls and ICTs, 23 April is the official International Girls in ICTs Day, 
celebrating progress toward including more women and girls in the use of ICT.240 There is effective work being done 
in developing countries in Africa to target girls in slums and train them specifically in ICT access and use.241 This 
opportunity teaches girls necessary skills for jobs in the ICT industry and prepares them to further their education 
and have a successful career.242 It is important to involve girls and women in ICT training for the future success of a 
Member State and the international community in empowering women and girls.243 

The Link Between ICTs and Gender Equality 

Access to ICTs is an important aspect of achieving global gender equality. Access to affordable ICT can provide 
help to women who own small businesses or strive to start their own businesses, raising job accessibility and the 
opportunity for businesses to grow.244 A woman’s social standing can also be affected by her ICT access, since 
communication may alter the way a person is viewed.245 From the perspective of a local government, 
communication and best-practice sharing methods help to streamline methods that work to eliminate gender 
inequality and successfully provide ICT access to women and girls.246 UN-Women Executive Director Phumzile 
Mlambo-Ngcukah has also highlighted the importance of establishing accessible education for women and girls.247 
Women’s access to ICT establishes the groundwork for a world without poverty by promoting the economic success 
of women and their children.248 
 
According to the 2008 ECOSOC report “Situation of and Assistance to Palestinian Women,” less than five percent 
of young women in Palestine were working in 2006, and among the employed women, one in three were working in 
the housekeeping sector.249 In part due to the lack of employment and extreme poverty, women’s lives were at a 
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great risk for violence and death.250 The occupied Palestinian territories’ (oPt) right to access education was severely 
hindered by violence and human rights violations; young women were unable to attend school or access clubs, and 
were being forced into marriage.251 In order to combat the lack of access to education for young women and girls, 
UN-Women partnered with the World Bank, UNESCO, and the UN Population Fund (UNFPA) on the Joint 
Programme for the Empowerment of Adolescent Girls and Young Women through Education, which established 
education focused on skills for high-paying jobs that require technological and science training and eliminating 
gender-based discrimination along with leadership and financial management programs.252 The World Bank also 
funded UN-Women’s program to educate women on Internet use, online communication in rural communities, and 
the ability to process data.253 Another good case study includes partner NGO Uganda Media Women’s Association, 
which was recognized as a running a successful program for the involvement of women in the media in developing 
Member States.254 
 
The use of media can be beneficial or detrimental when considering women’s equality.255 A person’s access to ICT 
is connected to how communities receive an understanding of how the media influences their opinions and 
decisions.256 UN-Women reports that while often unrecognized, “only one in four people heard or read about in 
news are women.”257 The BPfA is an important component to ensuring that women have fair access to working in 
the media, as well as having access to media without having to worry about being cyber-bullied, harassed, or 
sexualized.258 The 47th annual session of CSW (2003) identified media as a necessary tool for bringing women to the 
forefront of society and a contributor to the advancement of women.259 When using the media as a tool to promote 
gender equality, it is important to establish clear guidelines for transparency to appropriately utilize the media in an 
effective and safe manner.260 

Case Study: Palestinian Women and the Sabaya Programme 

The 55th CSW session on the theme “Technology & Peacebuilding: Bridging the Israel Palestine Divide” (2011) 
highlighted concern for the occupation of the Palestinian territory, home demolition, and the detrimental effects of 
violence on women.261 The empowerment of rural women is an important issue when considering the different 
aspects of the role ICT can play in gender equality. The UN Development Fund for Women (UNIFEM), now a part 
of CSW, established the Sabaya Programme in Palestine to establish centers to give ICT access to women while also 
protecting their human rights.262 The Sabaya Programme is acknowledged as successful in giving women the 
opportunity to seek leadership roles and eliminate gender inequality with the implementation, access, and use of 
ICT.263 Its goal was to promote women’s participation in government by teaching ICT skills for social media, 
finance, and education, and encouraging women to participate in policy and decision-making in the public 
institutions.264 The program spread throughout different areas of the oPt, with 15 centers providing access to over 
25,000 women.265 As part of the Sabaya Programme, goals were established to ensure that UNIFEM was utilizing all 
forms of networking through ICT and therefore creating best practice methods for future programs.266 Partnerships 
and grassroots programs were evaluated and utilized to provide beginner, intermediate, and advanced courses for 
women in oPt, with the goal of allowing the program to grow and become mobile for women who could not reach 
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the centers via peer education.267 Also, by using media and advertisement, certain communities were targeted to 
create awareness of the benefits of the program, and how this could positively affect their own community.268 The 
success of the leadership and advocacy programs were measured by asking the women if their self-confidence had 
improved, if they felt more empowered by speaking up for their rights, and if they felt confident to take a leadership 
role.269 Providing women with ICT training increased participant’s self-confidence by 97%.270 Additionally, 98% of 
the participants supported the program and encouraged its continuation.271  
 
The sustainability of the Sabaya centers has been promoted through the use of peer training at the Relief-
International Schools Online, with a focus on rural women’s needs in oPt.272 The women were also encouraged to 
keep a blog and write stories about their experiences with the program, and a web portal was created so they could 
share their stories and ideas with each other and show other women how the Sabaya Programme was run.273 The fact 
that the younger women were more likely to utilize the tool on a regular basis creates sustainability for future 
Sabaya generations.274 The centers provided women with the best experience and education by enhancing their 
capacity to react to conflicts, and by including them in local and state government decision and policymaking 
process.275 The centers also aimed to ensure access to technology by streamlining providers and access to user-
friendly technology,  to provide peer teaching programs in a friendly learning environment, and to promote women’s 
empowerment through access and training that had concrete goals, longevity, and sustainability.276 One of the 
biggest changes in the surrounding communities was women working in the ICT sector; many participants are now 
working in successful ICT careers because they had to access to gender-specific programs in their community that 
encouraged them to do so.277  

Conclusion 

ICTs are tools that can be used to benefit individuals, but should not be limited to those who can easily access ICT, 
or have the current knowledge to use ICT effectively.278 Further routes need to be examined so women have equal 
opportunity to access ICT.279 The research is clear; there is a direct correlation between the empowerment of women 
and the ability of Member States to achieve sustainable development.280 The Global Sustainable Development 
Report estimates that if women have equal access to ICT and related resources, upwards of 150 million people could 
be lifted out of poverty.281 ICT access could potentially bridge the gap between conflict-affected Member States and 
regions.282 Furthermore, proper access to ICT gives women employment opportunities.283 Finally, in order to 
eliminate GBV, ICT can be used as a modern tool to combat acts of violence and keep women safe.284 By promoting 
women’s access to ICTs, the world will be a better place to live for future generations where women and men can 
work together equally.285 

Further Research 

Delegates should consider the following questions in their research: As Member States look to achieving the SDGs, 
what specific roles do ICT have in ensuring gender equality is achieved? How can ICT be used as a tool to eliminate 
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and prevent gender-based violence? How can ICT be used as a tool in the media to combat cyber violence and the 
involuntary sexualization of women? How can ICT be marketed in developing countries in a way that will 
encourage women to utilize local resources? What does access to social media mean for the future of gender 
equality? What are the best ways to provide women with ICT training and job access? How can women use peer 
education to provide further education and access to ICT? 
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III. Women’s Empowerment and the Link to Sustainable Development  
“To be effective, policy actions for sustainability must redress the disproportionate impact on women and girls of 

economic, social and environmental shocks and stresses.”286  

Introduction 

Defined as the form of development which will allow communities to fulfill their actual needs while giving future 
generations the same opportunity, sustainable development takes into account three main dimensions: environmental 
protection, social well-being, and economic growth.287 In recent decades, gender equality and women’s 
empowerment have been further integrated into international discussions as a whole, such as the International 
Women’s Conference in Nairobi, Kenya (1985), the United Nations (UN) Conference on Environment and 
Development (UNCED) in Rio de Janeiro, Brazil (1992), and the Conferences of the Parties (COP) to the UN 
Framework Convention on Climate Change (UNFCCC), and on topics related to pressing development issues, such 
as environmental and climate change, food security, access to education, and building democratic and transparent 
institutions.288 However, achieving sustainable development requires ensuring the respect and efficacy of women’s 
rights and freedoms, the recognition of their abilities and skills, and the achieving of gender equality within 
society.289 Although the topic of women’s empowerment in sustainable development will be further discussed in 
March 2016 during the 60th session of the Commission on the Status of Women (CSW), previous international and 
regional instruments have set legal foundations and principles on the issue.290 Additionally, UN entities and civil 
society organizations (CSOs) have worked in close collaboration with CSW and the UN Entity for Gender Equality 
and the Empowerment of Women (UN-Women) on the current issue by bringing forward their expertise on human 
rights, women’s empowerment in development, gender equality in climate change, and other topics of pertinence.291  
 
The most recent global discussions on women’s empowerment, gender equality, and sustainable development started 
through panels and ministerial roundtables during the 59th session of CSW, which took place in March 2015.292 A 
roundtable on women’s participation in political and public life underlined the link between sustainable 
development and women’s representation in decisional institutions.293 Another discussion emphasized the need to 
achieve women’s economic empowerment to ensure greater gender equality, and sustainable economic and social 
policies.294 The recent adoption of the Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) further emphasizes the importance of 
integrating gender equality and women’s rights in the efforts of achieving sustainable development.295 Working in 
close collaboration with women’s organizations and using women’s knowledge and capacities to shape policies and 
achieve sustainable development, Member States are called to integrate the gender dimension and recognize 
women’s empowerment in their policies and programs for sustainable development.296 

International and Regional Framework  

Many international legal instruments have provided guidance to Member States about women’s rights, gender 
equality, and measures to ensure women’s empowerment and respect of rights and freedoms.297 General provisions 
are included in the Universal Declaration of Human Rights (UDHR) (1948); its Article 2 recalls that all the rights of 

                                                                        
286 UN-Women, World Survey on the Role of Women in Development 2014: Gender Equality and Sustainable Development, 

2014, p. 7. 
287 UN WCED, Our Common Future, 1987, p. 16. 
288 UNDP, On the Road to Sustainable Development: Promoting Gender Equality and Addressing Climate Change, 2015, pp. 2-

3. 
289 UN-Women, World Survey on the Role of Women in Development 2014: Gender Equality and Sustainable Development, 

2014, p. 7. 
290 Ibid., p. 19. 
291 UN OHCHR, Women’s rights are human rights (HR/Pub/14/2), 2014, p. 21. 
292 UN-Women, Official Meetings: Organization of the session. 
293 UN ECOSOC, Ministerial round table: transforming politics and public life to achieve gender equality (E/CN.6/2015/INF/3), 

2015, p. 1. 
294 UN ECOSOC, Ministerial round table: making the economy work for women and girls (E/CN.6/2015/INF/1), 2015, p. 1. 
295 UN-Women, World Survey on the Role of Women in Development 2014: Gender Equality and Sustainable Development, 

2014, p. 11. 
296 Ibid., p. 12. 
297 Ibid., p. 19. 



 
 

 

 
   42 
 

the UDHR, including equality of rights and dignity (Article 1), right to freedom and security (Article 3), right to 
property (Article 17), and right to participate in public life (Article 21), apply to every individual without any 
distinction on the basis of sex or where the person’s residence is located.298 The Convention on the Elimination of All 
Forms of Discrimination against Women (CEDAW) (1979) states that States Parties should refrain from taking 
further discriminatory measures against women and girls, and should guarantee the full development and enjoyment 
of their rights.299 In Article 7, it is mentioned that States Parties to CEDAW have the obligation to ensure that 
women can vote in elections, participate in policymaking, and participate in the political and public life of their 
country.300 Other articles reiterate women’s right to education (Article 10), and Member States’ obligation to 
eliminate all forms of discrimination against women in the field of work and employment.301 
 
The Beijing Declaration and Platform for Action (BPfA) (1995) set 12 focus areas for Member States to ensure the 
protection of women’s rights and to implement an agenda for women’s empowerment.302 The major themes of the 
BPfA include reducing poverty among women, increasing access to educational and training resources for women, 
women’s economic literacy and empowerment, women’s political empowerment and participation in decision-
making processes, and women’s participation in environmental protection.303 The BPfA has been subjected to 
periodic reviews in 2005, 2010, and 2015 by CSW to underline the challenges faced by Member States that effected 
its implementation.304 
 
Adopted in 2000, the Millennium Development Goals (MDGs) also addressed the issue of women’s empowerment 
through Goal 3, to promote gender equality and empower women.305 A target used to measure the fulfillment of the 
goal was the reduction of the gender gap between boys and girls enrolled in primary and secondary schools.306 
Although considered as an important pillar of women’s empowerment, education was considered insufficient to 
measure empowerment and substantive progress on gender equality.307 Other MDG target indicators, without precise 
measurements, included political participation and representation of women through seats in decisional institutions, 
the ratio of literate women, and the proportion of women employed in a working field not related to the agricultural 
sector.308 
 
The topic of women’s empowerment in the discussions on sustainable development was brought forward during the 
2012 UN Conference on Sustainable Development (Rio+20).309 In the outcome document, The Future We Want, 
Member States reaffirmed their commitment to empower women as a way to achieve sustainable development.310 
The document underlined the need for Member States to adopt and implement measures included in CEDAW and in 
the BPfA.311 The importance of working towards women’s political and economic empowerment by removing 
barriers that prevent the full participation of women and adapting the legislative and administrative measures is also 
mentioned.312 
 
Adopted on 25 September 2015, the SDGs put individuals in the center of the efforts towards achieving sustainable 
development by emphasizing issues such as women and girls’ empowerment and rights, equal access to education, 
and equal access to employment.313 The SDGs have dedicated Goal 5 to the achievement of gender equality and the 
empowerment of all women and girls.314 Some of the targets of Goal 5 include eliminating all forms of 
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discrimination against women and girls, ensuring opportunities for women’s leadership and political participation, 
and giving access to resources in order to economically empower women.315 Other SDGs include targets that 
mention women’s empowerment and rights, such as food security and agriculture (Targets 2.2 and 2.3), access to 
hygiene and health resources (Target 6.2), and making transportation and urban infrastructures safe for women 
(Targets 11.2 and 11.7).316 
 
Several regional organizations have also adopted legal instruments aiming to protect fundamental rights and 
freedoms, including provisions against discrimination on the basis of gender.317 Gender equality is protected under 
the scope of Article 14 of the European Convention of Human Rights (ECHR) (1950), which is a general provision 
against discrimination on any status, including sex.318 Individuals can complain to the European Court of Human 
Rights if they feel a State Party’s government has violated one or several rights protected by the ECHR.319 The 
Organization of African Unity (OAU) adopted the African Charter on Human and People’s Rights (1981), which 
secured the prohibition of discrimination against sex (Article 2).320 This provision is reinforced with Article 18, 
which obligates the parties to the Charter to eliminate discrimination against women and to protect their rights as 
prescribed by the international legal instruments.321 The Inter-American Convention on the Granting of Political 
Rights to Women (1948), from the Organization of American States (OAS), recognized that there should be no 
obstacles for women to the full enjoyment of the right of vote and the right to be elected in national institutions.322 

Role of the International System  

Women’s empowerment and the link to sustainable development will be the priority theme for the upcoming 60th 
session of CSW, to be held from 14 to 24 March 2016.323 In the Economic and Social Council (ECOSOC) resolution 
2015/6 of 31 July 2015, adopted on the recommendation of CSW, the Commission reaffirmed its intentions to have 
its interests represented in the post-2015 development agenda, more precisely on the SDGs, in order to improve 
gender equality and women’s empowerment.324 Among the thematic issues discussed during the roundtables and 
panels were the transition from the MDGs to the SDGs, economic empowerment of women and girls, investing in 
gender equality, and using public institutions and decision-making processes as tools to achieve gender equality.325 
In a panel discussing the lessons learned from the MDGs on gender equality and the transition to the SDGs, 
participants discussed priorities to ensure that the SDGs will ensure women and girl’s empowerment, such as 
addressing gender equality as a priority for the SDGs in all its three dimensions (economic, social, and 
environmental), strengthening monitoring and accountability mechanisms for gender equality, and enabling an 
environment to ensure gender equality.326  
 
As a supporter of CSW’s work, UN-Women also contributed to the global discussion on women’s empowerment in 
the post-2015 development agenda by publishing a position paper on the topic.327 The document discussed gender 
equality in the post-2015 process, more specifically with three target areas: the elimination of any type of violence 
against women and girls, increasing the access to economic, training, and health resources, and increasing women’s 
participation in the decision-making process and women’s representation in decisional institutions.328 UN-Women, 
along with other UN agencies and partner civil society organizations (CSO), played a crucial role in ensuring the 
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inclusion of women’s empowerment and gender equality in the SDGs.329 Other UN-Women publications addressing 
the issue of women’s empowerment and gender equality in sustainable development are on topics such as the 
economic empowerment of women, leadership and political participation, social protection, and access to 
education.330 UN-Women also implemented the UN-Women Training Centre which provides to women, 
governments, and other relevant stakeholders awareness and capacity-building training on a vast range of issues, 
including an introductory course about gender equality, improving the care economy mechanisms, improving aid 
from a gender perspective, and combating violence against women and girls.331 
 
The UN General Assembly (GA) also further discussed the link between women’s empowerment and sustainable 
development in its recent sessions.332 In resolution 68/227 of 2013, the GA urges Member States to include gender 
equality and women’s empowerment in their national development strategies.333 The resolution also encourages 
Member States to further develop tools such as microfinance, capacity-building, and training for economic 
empowerment of women.334 Another recent resolution, GA resolution 68/139 of 2013, discusses the situation of 
women living in rural areas and methods to empower them on the political and socioeconomic level.335 GA 
resolution 66/130 of 2012 proposes solutions to increase women participation in the political sphere and in the 
decision-making process.336 
 
CSW and UN-Women have also collaborated with other UN organs and programs to reflect on achieving gender 
equality and women’s empowerment.337 For instance, the UN Development Programme (UNDP) considers gender 
equality essential to achieving sustainable development and as a provider for constructive change for 
communities.338 UNDP has implemented the Global Gender and Economic Policy Management Initiative, which 
allows Member States to incorporate a gender component in their national development policies.339 The Office of the 
High Commissioner on Human Rights (OHCHR) also examined the issue of equal access to land and property for 
women through reports and publications.340 According to the OHCHR, proper access to land and property are 
essential to ensure women’s well-being, economic safety and personal security.341 The International Labour 
Organization (ILO) has been a partner of UN-Women in achieving gender equality in the workplace, and by 
providing safe and decent work conditions for both women and men.342 The ILO has also reaffirmed its commitment 
to SDG 8 (Promote sustained, inclusive and sustainable economic growth, full and productive employment and 
decent work for all) and one of its targets, which addresses the issue of the gender pay gap.343 
 
Finally, many CSOs are also actively involved in the global discussions of women’s empowerment in the context of 
sustainable development.344 The Women’s Major Group (WMG) has promoted human rights in sustainable 
development, more specifically women’s rights and empowerment.345 Created during the 1992 Earth Summit in Rio 
de Janeiro, Brazil, WMG has participated in UN events and conferences and has advocated for the participation of 
women in UN policies on sustainable development and the environment.346 Rede de Desenvolvimento Humano, a 
Brazilian CSO promoting human rights, gender equality, and cultural diversity in a perspective of sustainable 
development and environment conservation, has also collaborated with women’s organizations to ensure the respect 
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of human rights and diversity in sustainable development.347 The Global Gender and Climate Alliance constitutes 
another example of an organization that has worked to ensure gender equality through climate change policies by 
providing training and capacity-building.348 Therefore, CSOs, in coordination with the UN-Women Civil Society 
Advisory Group, provide local and regional perspectives to the UN on issues affecting women throughout the 
world.349 Some organizations also played a major role in the post-2015 development agenda process by recalling the 
importance of including women’s empowerment and gender equality in the SDGs.350 

Women’s Empowerment as a Means to Sustainable Development 

As previously discussed, MDG 3 was targeted towards women’s empowerment, and one form of measurement was 
the proportion of seats in national political institutions held by women.351 Progress occurred in some regions of the 
world, but the global picture shows a low proportion of women represented; globally, only 20% of parliamentary 
seats are held by women.352 Other targets, including access to education and employment, also saw some increase in 
gender parity but did not reach equality.353 Persistence of gender inequalities is not favorable to poverty reduction or 
economic growth, and could even lead to social tensions and conflicts.354 For instance, the lack of consideration 
given to human resources by governments can negatively impact women’s empowerment and sustainable economic 
growth because it does not recognize the burden of unpaid and non-market related work done by women, including 
domestic work and childcare.355 For a society to be considered sustainable, unpaid work should be acknowledged, 
and redistributive measures could be implemented to provide social support for women acting as primary caregivers 
in their households.356 
 
Sustainable development, mainly in its social dimension, aims to reduce inequalities by making sure that respect for 
human rights are at the center of Member States’ policies.357 Therefore, achieving sustainable development will 
require initiatives and policies from the Member States, but also from local institutions, CSOs, and private 
corporations.358 In order to accomplish this objective, giving a voice to minorities and marginalized groups is 
essential.359 Other suggestions for making policies more sustainable include avoiding stereotypical gender 
assumptions about men and women’s relationships with their environment; examining closely women’s right for 
labor, property, and decision-making; and ensuring women’s access to educational resources and effective 
participation in decision-making processes.360 In order to achieve sustainable development in regards to gender 
equality, some Member States have made available deliberations spaces, mechanisms, and forums to allow women 
to put forward gender-specific topics in the discussion agenda and make suggestions for actions that meet the three 
criteria of sustainable development.361 

Increasing Women’s Participation in Politics and Decision-Making Processes 

Achieving gender equality in sustainable development can be done through solid, transparent, and democratic 
deliberation spaces.362 Women’s voices and participation in policy-making processes is essential in order to ensure 
justice and equality.363 Target 5.5 of the SDGs emphasizes the need to ensure women’s full participation and 
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leadership in political, economic, and public life in order to achieve women’s empowerment.364 SDG 5 also 
recommends in target 5.c to strengthen national policies and legislation concerning gender equality and women’s 
empowerment.365 
 
In its report on the progress of the MDGs through a gender perspective, UN-Women recalled the recent progress in 
women’s political representation, but also underlined that women remain under-represented in decision-making 
processes and decisional institutions in both the public and private sectors.366 Several factors can explain this issue, 
notably the capacity gaps between men and women, as women are less likely to have the same education than men, 
and the disparity in the number of contacts and resources to access leadership position.367 During its 59th session, 
CSW held a ministerial roundtable on the role of politics in achieving gender equality.368 Solutions discussed 
included temporary incentive measures such as quotas to increase women’s opportunities for leadership position in 
the public and private sector, and education and capacity-building for women.369 Finally, the discussions recalled the 
importance of financing gender equality initiatives that encourage women to run for elected positions, and the 
inclusion of women’s empowerment in approaching all of the SDGs.370 

Empowering Women on the Economic Level 

One of the targets of SDG 5 aims to underline the amount of women’s unpaid working hours in order to improve 
public infrastructure and social policies, as well as an equal repartition of responsibilities in the household.371 
Generally recognized as the primary caregivers in a household, women’s employment opportunities are potentially 
limited as they have to balance their time spent between the workplace, domestic chores, and childcare.372 One of the 
key targets in relation to SDG 5, underlined in 5.a, encourages Member States to take reform within their own 
legislative systems to achieve the economic empowerment of women through access to economic resources, 
ownership, and financial services.373 However, reports on the MDGs show that the financial crisis of 2008 had 
devastating effects on employment in some regions of the world.374 The first MDG was dedicated to fighting against 
global poverty and extreme hunger, and among the targets used to measure its progress was the employment gap 
between men and women in different regions of the world.375 According to the data collected, employment gaps 
between the genders persist, especially in Sub-Saharan Africa, Southern Asia, and Oceania.376 
  
During its 59th session, CSW addressed the issue of women’s economic empowerment in a ministerial roundtable.377 
Some of the obstacles to women’s economic empowerment identified were structural barriers, which include the 
burden of unpaid work, the over-representation of women in low-paid jobs, the lack of feminine representation in 
senior management, and impediments to access of economic resources.378 Among the solutions discussed during the 
roundtable were the need for legislative and macroeconomics policies which address the issues of unpaid care work, 
social policies, the implementation of quotas to increase women’s representation in management positions, and the 
protection of women’s right in the workplace.379 Those policies can contribute to strengthening the economy, as they 
are promoting women’s rights and are aiming for sustainable societies.380  
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From another perspective, the International Center for Research on Women (ICRW), in collaboration with other 
organizations, has suggested an integrated approach to ensure women’s economic empowerment at different levels 
in the corporate value chain (customers, employees, suppliers, and communities).381 Such actions taken by 
corporations would ensure sustainable investment and social returns for the corporation while contributing to 
improve the living and working conditions of women on the global level.382 The suggested actions of the ICRW 
include eight pillars, such as the ensuring a safe and decent work environment, increasing access to economic and 
educational resources, and providing social protection and childcare.383 Corporations have a crucial role to play in 
providing resources and training to women and by making sure women’s rights are respected in the workplace.384 
Member States can also support corporations’ efforts by implementing policies to ensure women’s economic 
empowerment, and therefore, providing societies with sustainable and positive outcomes on the political and social 
levels.385 

Conclusion  

Before the upcoming 60th session of CSW, during which women’s empowerment in sustainable development will be 
further discussed, Member States met in September 2015 during the UN Sustainable Development Summit to adopt 
the SDGs.386 One of the interactive dialogues that took place during the Summit was a discussion on the theme of 
tackling inequalities between Member States in gender equality and women and girl’s empowerment.387 The SDGs, 
especially Goal 5, provide complements to the existing legal tools to achieve gender equality and women’s 
empowerment.388  
 
Issues related to the three dimensions of sustainable development (environmental protection, social wellbeing, and 
economic growth) and women’s empowerment still need to be further discussed by the international community; 
aspects of these issues include women’s access to educational and training resources, increasing the political 
participation of women, women’s empowerment in the global climate change, and women’s economic 
empowerment.389 The recent adoption of the SDGs, the meeting sessions of UN organs and programs, and the 
upcoming 60th session of CSW will contribute to the discussions on the topic, and will provide Member States with 
multi-dimensional solutions on women’s empowerment and sustainable development in the post-2015 agenda.390 

Further Research 

While researching on the current topic, delegates should consider the following questions: How is women’s 
empowerment related to sustainable development and the post-2015 development agenda? What actions could be 
further taken by CSW to achieve gender equality and women’s empowerment in the three dimensions of sustainable 
development? What are the current challenges faced by developed and developing Member States on women’s 
empowerment, and how could those issues be resolved in sustainable development? How can global challenges, 
such as climate change, disasters and conflicts, be resolved in the context of women’s empowerment in sustainable 
development? 
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