
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

 

 

Background Guide for the  
COMMISSION ON THE STATUS OF WOMEN 

(CSW) 

Northwest Model United Nations - Seattle| November 18-20, 2022 | Seattle, Washington, USA 

 

The Premier Model United Nations Conference in the Pacific Northwest 

2022



 

 

The Commission on the Status of Women at NWMUN Seattle 2022 

The NWMUN-Seattle Secretariat strives each year to create an accurate simulation for our delegates. We have 

developed additional ways for delegates to interact within the simulation, including enabling delegates to take 

multiple forms of action on an issue, including but not limited to adopting resolutions. This section aims to provide 

additional, specific information for the Commission on the Status of Women (CSW) at NWMUN-Seattle 2022. 

Briefings 

While discussing a topic, Commission on the Status of Women delegates are able to receive briefings from 

representatives of specific relevant Member States or UN subject matter experts. These available experts will be 

announced on the NWMUN-Seattle website, as well as at the beginning of the conference.  

Mandate 

The mandate of the CSW is: The Commission on the Status of Women (CSW) is the principal global 

intergovernmental body exclusively dedicated to the promotion of gender equality and the empowerment of women. 

A functional commission of the Economic and Social Council (ECOSOC), it was established by ECOSOC resolution 

11(II) of 21 June 1946.  

Selected Functions & Powers 

 Reaffirms and strengthens political commitment to the realization of gender equality and the empowerment 

of women and girls as well as their human rights, and exchanges experiences, lessons learned, and good 

practices; 

 Engages in general discussion on the status of gender equality, identifying goals attained, achievements 

made, and efforts under way to close gaps and meet challenges; 

 Considers one priority theme, based on the Beijing Declaration and Platform for Action and the outcome of 

the 23rd special session of the General Assembly and linkages to the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable 

Development; 

 Discusses emerging issues, trends, focus areas, and new approaches to questions affecting the situation of 

women, including equality between women and men, that require timely consideration; 

 Agrees on further actions for the promotion of gender equality and the empowerment of women by 

adopting agreed conclusions and resolutions; 

 Contributes gender perspectives to the work of other intergovernmental bodies and processes; 

 Reports on the aspects relating to gender equality and the empowerment of women of the agreed main 

theme of the Economic and Social Council, in order to contribute to its work. 

Outcome Documents 

When taking action, the CSW may adopt resolutions containing recommendations aimed at a range of stakeholders, 

including the UN Secretary-General and Secretariat, Member States, UN entities, or other international 

organizations, encouraging action.  

Rules of Procedure 

The Commission on the Status of Women will use the standard NWMUN rules of procedure available on our 

website.  
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Committee Overview 

Introduction  

The Commission on the Status of Women (CSW) was created by the Economic and Social Council (ECOSOC) in 

1946 to investigate and report back to the Council on women’s rights.1 ECOSOC deemed the establishment of the 

CSW as important, following the reports of the Sub-Commission of the Status of Women (E/38/Rev.1), which 

recommended a permanent body of the UN focused on women’s rights and empowerment as a necessity to ensure 

stronger policymaking.2 With women’s rights at the forefront of many discussions for the UN system as a whole, the 

CSW has played an important forum in the development of key international norms across a range of issues that 

seek to establish good practice and provide recommendations that can engender meaningful change for women.3  

Initially, the CSW was tasked with drafting reports and recommendations on the political, economic, social, and 

educational rights of women as well as emerging issues like access to productive resources for women and the 

empowerment of Indigenous women.4 Over the years, the CSW’s mandate has expanded greatly, transforming the 

body into the only intergovernmental forum focused exclusively on promoting women’s rights, documenting the 

situation of women in different areas and situations, and facilitating discussion amongst Member States and other 

key stakeholders to develop global standards and empower women.5 

History  

The first meeting of the CSW took place in February 1947 in Lake Success, New York with 15 Member State 

representatives, all of whom were women.6 The Commission has contributed to the creation of the Universal 

Declaration of Human Rights (1948), the Convention on the Political Rights of Women (1953), and, most 

importantly, the Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of Discrimination against Women (CEDAW) (1979).7 

Through minor expansions of its mandate, the CSW expanded beyond the basic rights of women to include 

economic and social rights, and the empowerment of all women as well as the empowerment of specific groups 

including women with disabilities and Indigenous women.8 

In 1996, ECOSOC expanded heavily upon the original mandate, giving the CSW authority over the implementation 

of the Beijing Platform for Action (BPfA) (1995), the outcome of the Fourth World Conference on Women.9 The 

BPfA encourages a multilateral approach to the empowerment of women and the full realization of women’s rights, 

encouraging Member States to work with community groups, NGOs, and individuals.10 The 1996 revision of the 

mandate also encourages CSW to expand its cooperation with a variety of NGOs who are given consultative status 

by ECOSOC.11 Over the years, the CSW has served as an opportunity for active engagement and advocacy by has 

formed close relationships with non-governmental organizations, who attend CSW meetings as observers.12 

The CSW works under multi-year thematic programmes of work.13 This method allows ECOSOC to evaluate the 

work of the CSW every 3 years, and determine if any changes or expansions of the commission are necessary to 

                                                           
1 New Zealand, UN Handbook: 2017-2018, 2017, p. 155. https://goo.gl/6TPu6V  
2 UN ECOSOC, Commission on the Status of Women, 1946. 

http://www.un.org/womenwatch/daw/csw/pdf/CSW_founding_resolution_1946.pdf  
3 UN-Women, Commission on the Status of Women. http://www.unwomen.org/en/csw 
4 New Zealand, UN Handbook: 2017-2018, 2017, p. 154. https://goo.gl/6TPu6V 
5 UN-Women, Commission on the Status of Women. http://www.unwomen.org/en/csw  
6 UN ECOSOC, Commission on the Status of Women, 1946. 

http://www.un.org/womenwatch/daw/csw/pdf/CSW_founding_resolution_1946.pdf 

UN-Women, A Brief History of the CSW, 2011. http://www.unwomen.org/en/csw/brief-history  
7 UN-Women, A Brief History of the CSW, 2011. http://www.unwomen.org/en/csw/brief-history 
8 UN-WomenWatch, Short History of the CSW. http://www.un.org/womenwatch/daw/CSW60YRS/CSWbriefhistory.pdf 
9 UN ECOSOC, Resolution 1996/6. Follow-up to the Fourth WCW, 1996. http://www.un.org/documents/ecosoc/res/1996/eres1996-6.htm 
10 United Nations, Beijing Declaration and Platform for Action, 1995. 

http://www.un.org/womenwatch/daw/beijing/pdf/BDPfA%20E.pdf 
11 UN ECOSOC, Resolution 1996/6. Follow-up to the Fourth WCW, 1996. http://www.un.org/documents/ecosoc/res/1996/eres1996-

6.htm 
12 UN-Women, A Brief History of the CSW, 2011. http://www.unwomen.org/en/csw/brief-history 
13 UN ECOSOC, Multi-year programme of work of the CSW (E/RES/2016/3), 2016. http://undocs.org/E/RES/2016/3 

http://www.ohchr.org/EN/ProfessionalInterest/Pages/CEDAW.aspx
http://www.un.org/womenwatch/daw/beijing/platform/
http://www.un.org/womenwatch/daw/beijing/platform/
https://goo.gl/6TPu6V
http://www.un.org/womenwatch/daw/csw/pdf/CSW_founding_resolution_1946.pdf
http://www.unwomen.org/en/csw
https://goo.gl/6TPu6V
http://www.unwomen.org/en/csw
http://www.un.org/womenwatch/daw/csw/pdf/CSW_founding_resolution_1946.pdf
http://www.unwomen.org/en/csw/brief-history
http://www.unwomen.org/en/csw/brief-history
http://www.un.org/womenwatch/daw/CSW60YRS/CSWbriefhistory.pdf
http://www.un.org/documents/ecosoc/res/1996/eres1996-6.htm
http://www.un.org/womenwatch/daw/beijing/pdf/BDPfA%20E.pdf
http://www.un.org/documents/ecosoc/res/1996/eres1996-6.htm
http://www.un.org/documents/ecosoc/res/1996/eres1996-6.htm
http://www.unwomen.org/en/csw/brief-history
http://www.un.org/ga/search/view_doc.asp?symbol=E/RES/2016/3


 

 

ensure the CSW has the resources it needs to continue its work.14 The CSW’s current programme of work was 

established in 2020 (E/Res/2020/15) and determines each session will include a priority theme and a review theme to 

shape their work, and the CSW will have special considerations for the SDG goals in the High Level Political Forum 

as well as special events surrounding the 30th anniversary of the Fourth Conference on Women.15 Each session of the 

CSW is conducted in February or March for a period of 10 days at UN Headquarters in New York.16 Priority themes 

for 2021-2024 include addressing poverty and work lives, building inclusive decision-making practices, and 

providing access and training to full participation in the digital age.17  

Structure and Organization 

As a functional subsidiary, CSW submits one comprehensive report to ECOSOC following their annual session.18 

The CSW was created with 15 members but has since expanded to 45 members.19 Membership is broken down by 

geographical area to promote equal representation.20 Member States serve for a period of 4 years.21  

 

The work of the CSW is facilitated by a small group of Member States, referred to collectively as the Bureau. The 

Bureau is comprised of a chairperson and four vice-chairs; each member serves for 2 years.22 The Bureau is 

responsible for planning the session and ensuring the meeting runs as smoothly as possible, and all goals for 

outcomes and discussion set by the CSW are met.23  

Mandate and Powers  

The original mandate of the CSW was to “prepare recommendations and reports to ECOSOC on promoting 

women’s rights in political, economic, social, and educational fields.”24 The CSW was also tasked with making 

recommendations on urgent problems regarding women’s rights.25 In 1996, the mandate of the CSW was expanded 

to explicitly state that the body should be catalytic through which to promote the inclusion of gender perspectives in 

policies and programs and to continue to monitor the progress and implementation of the Beijing Platform for Action 

(BPfA) (1995).26 Subsequently, in 2015, the mandate was further clarified to emphasize the role of CSW in 

                                                           
14 UN ECOSOC, Future organization and methods of work of the CSW (E/RES/2015/6), 2015, p. 1. http://undocs.org/E/RES/2015/6  
15 UN-Women, Commission on the Status of Women. http://www.unwomen.org/en/csw 
16 New Zealand, UN Handbook: 2017-2018, 2017, p. 155. https://goo.gl/6TPu6V  
17 UN-Women, Commission on the Status of Women. http://www.unwomen.org/en/csw 
18 Ibid. 
19 New Zealand, UN Handbook: 2017-2018, 2017, p. 155. https://goo.gl/6TPu6V 
20 UN-Women, Member States. http://www.unwomen.org/en/csw/member-states  
21 New Zealand, UN Handbook: 2017-2018, 2017, p. 155. https://goo.gl/6TPu6V 

UN-Women, Member States. http://www.unwomen.org/en/csw/member-states 
22 UN-Women, Member States. http://www.unwomen.org/en/csw/member-states 
23 UN ECOSOC, Election of the Bureau of the CSW, 2002. http://www.un.org/en/ecosoc/docs/2002/decision%202002-234.pdf 

New Zealand, UN Handbook: 2017-2018, 2017, p. 155. https://goo.gl/6TPu6V 
24 UN ECOSOC, Commission on the Status of Women, 1946. 

http://www.un.org/womenwatch/daw/csw/pdf/CSW_founding_resolution_1946.pdf 
25 Ibid. 
26 UN ECOSOC, Resolution 1996/6. Follow-up to the Fourth WCW, 1996. http://www.un.org/documents/ecosoc/res/1996/eres1996-

Region Seats 

Western European and North American States 8 

Eastern European States 4 

Latin American & Caribbean States 9 

Asian and Pacific States 11 

African & Arab States (rotation) 13 
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continuing to monitor the BPfA, in addition to the newly adopted 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development (“the 

2030 Agenda”) (A/RES/70/1) and its sustainable development goals (SDGs), including specifically Goal 5, which 

aims to “achieve gender equality and empower all women and girls.”27  

Under its mandate, the CSW collaborates closely with UN-Women to identify key opportunities for the 

advancement of women and gender issues.28 The CSW also helps to guide the work of UN-Women, with the ideas 

from the final documents of CSW meetings used to create goals and focus areas.29 Further, the CSW is substantively 

and administratively supported by UN-Women, an agency that focuses more broadly on direct work for gender 

equality.30 UN-Women helps to prepare materials for the session, foster change based on CSW decisions, and 

coordinate side events for the annual session.31 In particular, UN-Women is responsible for including and promoting 

civil society representatives during CSW Session as well as continuing the conversations started during session in 

communities, governments, and international agencies.32 

The primary outcome document of the CSW is entitled “agreed conclusions;” the document focuses on the priority 

theme of the session and lays out recommendations for a range of actors.33 It includes an analysis of the theme and 

recommendations for stakeholders at various levels to promote productive action towards the theme.34 The CSW 

also adopts more individualized resolutions on key topics and themes to promote more specific action.35 As a body 

whose primary scope is research and recommendation, the power of CSW on its own is rather limited.36 The body 

has the power to research and document gender issues, recommend actions, request information or resources, 

request ECOSOC to conduct further studies, support the work of NGOs or governments, and conduct its own 

reporting.37 All information, reports, and requests are passed to ECOSOC for revision and/or approval.38  

Following the expansion of its mandate to include monitoring the progress and implementation of the BPfA, the 

CSW has built up its connections with NGOs and civil society organizations (CSOs) to better serve women and 

girls.39 This change has allowed for the development of Civil Society Advisory Groups, comprised of NGO and 

CSO personnel to help inform the work of CSW, as well as numerous other partnerships and programs devoted to 

improving women’s lives.40 Key partnerships have yielded an increase in the availability of data on women’s places 

in society, and educational partnerships between Member States, and have encouraged developing Member States to 

take the lead in promoting gender equality.41 These actions have been inspired and supported by the work of the 

CSW, as it provides resources, information, and strategies for success to its partner agencies, allowing CSW to 

accomplish a wider range of action and progress than is laid out in its mandate.42 Today, the CSW plays an integral 

                                                           
6.htm 

27 Ibid.  
28 UN-Women, Commission on the Status of Women. http://www.unwomen.org/en/csw 
29 UN-Women, UN-Women: Strategic Plan 2018-2021, 2017, p. 14. https://goo.gl/oKhMhY  
30 UN-Women, About UN-Women, 2010. http://www.unwomen.org/en/about-us/about-un-women  
31 New Zealand, UN Handbook: 2017-2018, 2017, p. 154. https://goo.gl/6TPu6V 
32 UN-Women, Commission on the Status of Women. http://www.unwomen.org/en/csw 

UN-Women, UN-Women: Strategic Plan 2018-2021, 2017, p. 13. https://goo.gl/oKhMhY 
33 UN-Women, Outcomes. http://www.unwomen.org/en/csw/outcomes  
34 Ibid. 
35 Ibid. 
36 UN-WomenWatch, Short History of the CSW, p. 2. http://www.un.org/womenwatch/daw/CSW60YRS/CSWbriefhistory.pdf 
37 Ibid. 
38 UN ECOSOC, Resolution E/90, CSW, 1946. http://www.un.org/womenwatch/daw/csw/pdf/CSW_founding_resolution_1946.pdf 
39 United Nations, Beijing Declaration and Platform for Action, 1995. 

http://www.un.org/womenwatch/daw/beijing/pdf/BDPfA%20E.pdf 
40 UN-Women, Civil Society Advisory Groups. http://www.unwomen.org/en/partnerships/civil-society/civil-society-advisory-groups 

UN-Women, The Premise and Promise of UN-Women’s Partnerships with Civil Society, 2013. http://www.unwomen.org/-

/media/headquarters/attachments/sections/partnerships/civil%20society/unwomen-civilsociety-brochure-

en.pdf?la=en&vs=1445  
41 AWID, Commission on the Status of Women, 2017. https://www.awid.org/special-focus-sections/commission-status-women 

Equal Futures Partnership, Expanding Women’s Political and Economic Participation, 2017. http://www.equal-futures.org/ 
42 UN-Women, The Premise and Promise of UN-Women’s Partnerships with Civil Society, 2013. http://www.unwomen.org/-

/media/headquarters/attachments/sections/partnerships/civil%20society/unwomen-civilsociety-brochure-

en.pdf?la=en&vs=1445 
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part in monitoring and implementing the BPfA as well as contributing to the development and implementation of the 

2030 Agenda, particularly as it pertains to women and gender equality.43  

Recent Work of the CSW  

The most recent session of the CSW was held on 14-25 March 2022.44 The session met with the priority theme 

“Achieving gender equality and the empowerment of all women and girls in the context of climate change, 

environmental and disaster risk reduction policies and programmes.”45 The review focused on Women’s economic 

empowerment in the changing world of work.46 Due to the ongoing coronavirus (COVID-19) pandemic, the session 

was conducted in a hybrid fashion, with all side and parallel events fully virtual.47 

Agenda and Priorities  

The CSW is devoted to discussing women’s issues in a timely manner through a multi-year programme of work that 

details the themes and priorities of its annual sessions for the next three years.48 As such, each Multi-Year 

Programme of work lays out meeting themes for each annual session, with the theme providing the focus for 

discussion and the primary outcome document, the agreed conclusions.49 The session is structured with one topic 

from the Beijing Platform for Action and the second addressing the Sustainable Development Goals.50 This 

inclusion of dual priorities allows the CSW to make planned progress in addition to acting on issues as they arise.51 

Current topics include women’s empowerment and the link to sustainable development, women’s economic 

empowerment in the changing world of work, challenges and opportunities in achieving gender equality and the 

empowerment of rural women and girls, inclusion of women and girls in decision-making processes, and innovation 

and technological change.52 

The 67th session of the CSW will take place 6-17 March 2023 at the UN Headquarters in New York.53 The priority 

theme will be Innovation and technological change, and education in the digital age for achieving gender equality 

and the empowerment of all women and girls.54 The review theme will be challenges and opportunities in achieving 

gender equality and the empowerment of rural women and girls.55 The 68th session of the CSW will be held in 2024, 

with the priority theme of accelerating the achievement of gender equality and the empowerment of all women and 

girls by addressing poverty and strengthening institutions and financing with a gender perspective.56 The review 

theme for the 68th session will be social protection systems, access to public services and sustainable infrastructure 

for gender equality and the empowerment of women and girls.57 

                                                           
43 UN-Women, Beijing +5 Political Declaration & Outcome, 2015. http://www.unwomen.org/en/digital-

library/publications/2015/01/beijing-declaration 

UN WomenWatch, Short History of the CSW, p. 17. http://www.un.org/womenwatch/daw/CSW60YRS/CSWbriefhistory.pdf  

UN-Women, UN-Women Strategic Plan 2018-2021, 2017. https://goo.gl/oKhMhY  

44 UN-Women, 66th session of the CSW (2022), 2022, https://www.unwomen.org/en/csw/csw66-2022  
45 Ibid. 
46 Ibid. 
47 UN-Women, Political declaration on the occasion of the twenty-fifth anniversary of the Fourth World Conference on Women 

(E/RES/6/2020/1), 2020, https://undocs.org/en/E/CN.6/2020/L.1  
48 UN-WomenWatch, Short History of the Commission on the Status of Women. 

http://www.un.org/womenwatch/daw/CSW60YRS/CSWbriefhistory.pdf 

UN ECOSOC, Multi-year programme of work of the CSW (E/RES/2016/3), 2016. http://undocs.org/E/RES/2016/3  
49 UN-Women, Commission on the Status of Women. http://www.unwomen.org/en/csw 

 New Zealand, UN Handbook: 2017-2018, 2017, p. 155. https://goo.gl/6TPu6V 
50 UN-Women, Commission on the Status of Women. http://www.unwomen.org/en/csw 
51 UN-WomenWatch, Short History of the CSW. http://www.un.org/womenwatch/daw/CSW60YRS/CSWbriefhistory.pdf 
52 UN-Women, Commission on the Status of Women. https://www.unwomen.org/en/csw 
53 UN-Women, Commission on the Status of Women. https://www.unwomen.org/en/csw/csw65-2021 
54 Ibid. 
55 Ibid. 
56 UN-Women, Commission on the Status of Women. https://www.unwomen.org/en/csw 
57 Ibid. 
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Meetings and Events  

The 66th session of the CSW in 2022 included open discussions, ministerial round tables, interactive dialogues, and 

the adoption of the report on the 66th session.58 All side events took place virtually, due to the ongoing pandemic.59 

The CSW adopted the Agreed Conclusions of the 66th session (E/CN.6/2022/L.7) on 25 March 2022.60  

Conclusion  

The CSW is an important body of the Economic and Social Council, which develops its own reports and 

recommendations and works closely with NGOs to create positive change for women. It provides valuable insight 

into women’s lives and helps determine how the international community can best meet their needs. The CSW is 

invaluable in helping to ensure the BPfA is implemented and the 2030 Agenda and Goal 5 can be fully achieved. 

Through its annual sessions, the CSW discusses major topics related to women’s rights and empowerment and 

provides a space for civil society, NGOs, governments, and individuals to come together and discuss both emerging 

and long-term issues for women.  

  

  

                                                           
58 UN-Women, Commission on the Status of Women. https://www.unwomen.org/en/csw/csw66-2022  
59 Ibid. 
60 Ibid. 
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I. The Empowerment of Indigenous Women 

We, indigenous women want to be considered as part of the solution for sustainable development, 

because we have capabilities and knowledge. – Tarcila Rivera61 

Introduction 

There are an estimated 476 million Indigenous people throughout the world, comprising approximately 6% of the 

global population.62 Indigenous people have distinct cultural traditions which set them apart from mainstream 

society.63 More than 4,000 unique languages are used by Indigenous peoples, and many of these are at a strong risk 

of becoming extinct.64 These communities are often among the most marginalized, representing 19% of the extreme 

poor globally, as the very natures of their communities and identities set them apart from dominant societal groups.65 

The United Nations defines Indigenous people as: 

Those which, having a historical continuity with pre-invasion and pre-colonial societies that 

developed on their territories, consider themselves distinct from other sectors of the societies now 

prevailing on those territories, or parts of them. They form at present non-dominant sectors of 

society and are determined to preserve, develop and transmit to future generations their ancestral 

territories, and their ethnic identity, as the basis of their continued existence as peoples, by their 

own cultural patterns, social institutions and legal system.66 

Within this group, Indigenous women and girls are particularly susceptible to marginalization, as they face a broader 

range of discrimination, higher poverty rates, and a greater lack of access to basic services when compared to non-

Indigenous women within the same region.67 These women and girls are also highly susceptible to violence and 

barriers to accessing social services and legal avenues to seek help, issues faced by all women in many cases.68 

These barriers arise from lack of education and literacy, discriminatory legal frameworks, distance to services, and 

community prejudice.69  

The most important work on this topic has been accomplished through the 2007 United Nations Declaration on the 

Rights of Indigenous Peoples (A/61/L. 67 and Add 1) and the World Conference on Indigenous Peoples, which work 

to secure the rights of all Indigenous peoples and establish the necessity for the Permanent Forum on Indigenous 

Issues.70 The Permanent Forum on Indigenous Issues (UNPFII), a subsidiary body of ECOSOC, has made women a 

priority, developing and implementing over 100 recommendations on key topics including health, education, and 

capacity building.71 While these efforts have encouraged progress, they have not been enough to successfully 
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combat the marginalization of Indigenous women.72 To successfully achieve the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable 

Development (A/RES/70/1) and its sustainable development goals (SDGs), specifically Goal 5, particular attention 

must be given to the rights and empowerment of Indigenous women.73 As such, the empowerment of Indigenous 

women was discussed at the 61st session of the in 2017 as an emerging issue, with Member States agreeing to 

continue the discussion on this topic, to ensure all women are given access to the opportunities and support systems 

they need to be successful.74 Unfortunately, there has only been limited discussion of Indigenous women in the 

context of other themes under discussion by the CSW in the following years.75 More recent documents are available 

from the General Assembly, but mentions of Indigenous women and issues pertaining to their unique situations are 

minimal.76 

International Framework  

The Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of Discrimination against Women (CEDAW) (1979) acts as a bill 

of rights for women, defining discrimination, and working to create concrete action plans to reduce violence and 

discrimination against women.77 It was drafted with all women and girls in mind, working to reduce barriers to their 

full and effective participation in all aspects of everyday life.78 While CEDAW does not have any language specific 

to Indigenous women, it encourages Member States to implement women’s rights across all social dimensions, and 

when combined with the Declaration on the Rights of Indigenous Peoples ensures these rights are given equally to 

Indigenous women.79 

The Beijing Platform for Action (BPfA) (1995) promotes the full implementation of all of these goals by Member 

States.80 It encourages Member States to work with community groups to reduce poverty and empower women and 

girls in diverse situations while maintaining the groups’ autonomy.81 The Declaration signaled a positive change for 

Indigenous women, with their needs specifically mentioned representing a call to action for Member States.82 

Following the passage of the BPfA, Indigenous women began to more fully engage in advocacy efforts, attending 

high-level meetings and summits, working more closely with NGOs, and working with other women’s and 

Indigenous peoples’ groups to share their stories, raise their voices, and affect change.83 

The United Nations Declaration on the Rights of Indigenous Peoples (UNDRIP) (2007) recognizes the unique 

cultures and needs of Indigenous peoples and outlines their specific human rights.84 This resolution serves as a 

pathway for Indigenous communities to work with Member States to communicate their needs, create plans and 

projects to further implement the declaration, and build opportunities for Indigenous peoples.85 UNDRIP specifically 
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calls upon Member States to put measures in place to ensure the rights of Indigenous women are fully secured.86 It 

also emphasizes the right of all Indigenous peoples to participate fully in social, economic, and public life.87  

The 2030 Agenda and its related SDGs promote equality, diligent stewardship, and the inclusion of all members of 

society in development efforts.88 All of the goals take on special meaning when speaking about Indigenous 

populations, as they encourage partnerships and support for all diverse populations, particularly those most 

marginalized.89 Of particular importance is Goal 5, as its goals of including women in the workplace, ending 

intimate partner violence and other harmful practices, and encouraging women’s participation in all aspects of life 

are all major challenges faced by Indigenous women and their communities.90 Indigenous women face heavy 

marginalization because of their gender as well as their social and cultural status and are susceptible to violence and 

further marginalization.91 

Finally, the “Multi-year programme of work of the CSW” (2015) is the first document to explicitly prioritize the 

empowerment of Indigenous women and girls.92 This document encourages the discussion of the issue of Indigenous 

women’s empowerment further through future CSW Sessions, placing a strong emphasis on this issue.93 The 

programme determined that the empowerment of Indigenous women would be covered as an emerging priority area 

during the 61st session of the CSW in 2017.94 This brings Indigenous women’s issues to the forefront of 

conversation and ensures that during future CSW meetings Indigenous women will continue to be included and their 

unique views and issues are taken into account.95 During the 61st session of the CSW, delegates discussed the unique 

contributions made by Indigenous women and their communities to the broader society and emphasized the need to 

continue this discussion and provide these women with further opportunities.96 Notably, Indigenous women and 

girls do not appear in the current programme of work that is operable through 2024, despite the demonstrated need 

for continued discussion on the matter.97  

Role of the CSW and the International System 

The United Nations has worked tirelessly to empower and protect women and girls, through various programs and 

agreements, as well as the establishment of the CSW, UN-Women, and other organizations.98 The UNPFII is 

responsible for researching and discussing issues about Indigenous peoples.99 The Forum has presented more than 

150 recommendations for fully achieving the rights of Indigenous women, and presents a new set of 

recommendations and updates to current recommendations about women and girls every session.100 The UN 

                                                           
86 UNGA, United Nations Declaration on the Rights of Indigenous Peoples, 2007. 

http://www.un.org/esa/socdev/unpfii/documents/DRIPS_en.pdf 
87 Ibid. 
88 UNGA, Transforming our world: the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development, 2015. http://undocs.org/A/RES/70/1&Lang=E 
89 United Nations, Sustainable Development Goals, 2016. http://www.un.org/sustainabledevelopment/sustainable-development-goals/ 
90 UN-Women, Spotlight on Sustainable Development Goal 5: Achieve gender equality and empower all women and girls, 2017. 

http://www.unwomen.org/en/digital-library/multimedia/2017/7/infographic-spotlight-on-sdg-5  

Forest Peoples, Realizing Indigenous Women’s Rights: A Handbook on the CEDAW, 2013. 

http://www.forestpeoples.org/sites/default/files/publication/2014/03/realizing-indigenous-women-s-rights-handbook-

cedaw.pdf 
91 Ibid. 
92 UN ECOSOC, Multi-year programme of work of the CSW, 2016. http://undocs.org/E/RES/2016/3 
93 UN DESA, Indigenous Women and the CSW, 2017. https://www.un.org/development/desa/indigenouspeoples/mandated-

areas1/indigenous-women/indigenous-women-and-the-commission-on-the-status-of-women.html  
94 UN ECOSOC, Multi-year programme of work of the CSW (E/RES/2016/3), 2016. http://undocs.org/E/RES/2016/3 
95 Ibid. 
96  UN CSW, Agreed conclusions on women’s economic empowerment in the changing world of work (E/2017/27-E/CN.6/2017/21), 

2017. http://www.unwomen.org/-/media/headquarters/attachments/sections/csw/61/csw-conclusions-61-

web.pdf?la=en&vs=5452  
97 UN ECOSOC, Multi-year programme of work of the Commission on the Status of Women (E/Res/2020/15), 2020. 

http://undocs.org/E/RES/2020/15  
98 UN-Women, About UN-Women, 2010. http://www.unwomen.org/en/about-us/about-un-women  
99 UN DESA, Indigenous Peoples at the UN. https://www.un.org/development/desa/indigenouspeoples/about-us.html 
100 UN DESA, Indigenous Women & the UN. https://www.un.org/development/desa/indigenouspeoples/mandated-areas1/indigenous-

women.html 

UNPFII, Report on the Sixteenth Session: Recommendations Specifically Pertaining to Indigenous Women and Girls, adopted UNPFII, 

2017. https://www.un.org/development/desa/indigenouspeoples/wp-

https://sustainabledevelopment.un.org/post2015/transformingourworld
https://sustainabledevelopment.un.org/sdg5
http://www.un.org/esa/socdev/unpfii/documents/DRIPS_en.pdf
http://www.un.org/ga/search/view_doc.asp?symbol=A/RES/70/1&Lang=E
http://www.un.org/sustainabledevelopment/sustainable-development-goals/
http://www.unwomen.org/en/digital-library/multimedia/2017/7/infographic-spotlight-on-sdg-5
http://www.forestpeoples.org/sites/default/files/publication/2014/03/realizing-indigenous-women-s-rights-handbook-cedaw.pdf
http://www.forestpeoples.org/sites/default/files/publication/2014/03/realizing-indigenous-women-s-rights-handbook-cedaw.pdf
http://www.un.org/ga/search/view_doc.asp?symbol=E/RES/2016/3
https://www.un.org/development/desa/indigenouspeoples/mandated-areas1/indigenous-women/indigenous-women-and-the-commission-on-the-status-of-women.html
https://www.un.org/development/desa/indigenouspeoples/mandated-areas1/indigenous-women/indigenous-women-and-the-commission-on-the-status-of-women.html
http://www.un.org/ga/search/view_doc.asp?symbol=E/RES/2016/3
http://www.unwomen.org/-/media/headquarters/attachments/sections/csw/61/csw-conclusions-61-web.pdf?la=en&vs=5452
http://www.unwomen.org/-/media/headquarters/attachments/sections/csw/61/csw-conclusions-61-web.pdf?la=en&vs=5452
http://undocs.org/E/RES/2020/15
http://www.unwomen.org/en/about-us/about-un-women
https://www.un.org/development/desa/indigenouspeoples/about-us.html
https://www.un.org/development/desa/indigenouspeoples/mandated-areas1/indigenous-women.html
https://www.un.org/development/desa/indigenouspeoples/mandated-areas1/indigenous-women.html
https://www.un.org/development/desa/indigenouspeoples/wp-content/uploads/sites/19/2015/06/Indigenous_women_UNPFII_session16.pdf


 

 

Populations Fund (UNFPA) works closely with the UNPFII to research Indigenous issues and provide women and 

girls with education on key topics like reproductive health, environmental sustainability, and economic 

empowerment.101 UNFPA focuses on developing data that can be used by a variety of UN and NGOs to better serve 

Indigenous communities, as well as creating culturally sensitive practices and training bearing in mind the unique 

traditions and values of the Indigenous communities they serve.102 The International Labour Organization (ILO) has 

also taken note of the plight of Indigenous women and girls, especially as they form the backbone and primary 

workforce of many rural communities.103 The organization adopted the Indigenous and Tribal Peoples Convention 

in 1989, which works to ensure decent work and fair wages for Indigenous people.104 

Civil society has also worked hard to ensure opportunities for Indigenous women, sharing stories, promoting their 

full inclusion and rights, and building up Indigenous communities.105 In rural Kenya, for example, Indigenous 

women’s groups have worked to develop their communities, building critical infrastructure and providing economic 

opportunity for all people.106 These efforts are supported by organizations such as the Asia Indigenous Peoples Pact, 

and the International Women’s Forum, among others.107 These organizations participate in widespread advocacy 

efforts both within their communities and on the international level, attending CSW meetings and working to effect 

change.108 NGO leaders have emphasized the need for Indigenous people, and women, in particular, to be a part of 

peace and community-building efforts.109 As a result of these actions, Indigenous women have become empowered 

to share their stories with leaders, influence how outside agencies and organizations help their communities and 

identify the biggest issues and needs for support.110 While these efforts show a major commitment to working 

together to achieve change, much work is still required of the international community to ensure Indigenous women 

are included and valued.111 

The 61st session of the CSW created an opportunity for future discussion on this issue.112 Previously, the only work 

done for Indigenous women within the CSW’s sphere are the blanket statements made in the Beijing Declaration 

and the 2030 Agenda, both of which target disadvantaged communities overall.113 These statements encourage the 

inclusion of Indigenous peoples in economic and development discussions, as part of a larger section of the 

community not previously involved in these topics and movements.114 The CSW is in a unique position to discuss 

this topic, as it has recently become a topic of heated political discussion.115 With dangerous situations for 
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Indigenous women escalating across the world, maintaining women’s rights, promoting their empowerment, and 

engaging them in productive development conversations are vital.116 The CSW can provide a neutral space for 

women to discuss these issues and encourage change.117  

Key Issues  

Reducing violence against Indigenous women 

Despite extensive work on the global stage to reduce violence against women, high rates persist regarding violence 

against Indigenous women.118 This violence includes femicide, disappearances, and sexual and other forms of 

physical assault.119 Violence is largely unreported or underreported due to lack of access to support services or 

prevention of reporting due to perpetrator influence.120 This issue is not just limited to Indigenous women in 

developing countries where support systems are inaccessible due to distance, discrimination, or instability, but 

persists globally.121 As of 2016, at least 5,712 missing and murdered Indigenous women were reported in the United 

States, but government records show a much lower number.122 Globally, Indigenous women report more frequent 

and violent victimization, in some cases double those of other racial backgrounds.123 Despite state’s good economic 

development level, these women still face double discrimination, ultimately resulting in too little action and 

visibility for their causes.124 

The current leading UN program addressing this issue is the UN Trust Fund to End Violence against Women, which 

supports more than 609 different initiatives to help end violence against women.125 However, this program is not 

specific to Indigenous women, and initiatives geared towards those goals have to compete for funding with other 

programs through the competitive grant system.126 Another campaign, UNiTE to End Violence Against Women, 

works to bring together a multitude of people and organizations to create action plans for ending violence against 

women.127 Other programs from the UN and NGOs align with Goal 5 and its Targets 5.2 and 5.3, which work to 

eliminate violence against women and harmful gender-based practices, respectively.128 However, very few programs 

specifically address the unique issues and challenges facing Indigenous women.129 While overarching programs 

working to end violence against women do, in some small part, work to address the issues of Indigenous women, 

they often do not have the culturally sensitive and responsive mechanisms that would be more effective in working 

within Indigenous communities.130 

One of the keys to reducing violence against Indigenous women is documentation.131 Encouraging women and girls 

to document abuses allow communities to determine any patterns which may exist and see to identify root causes.132 

Peer-to-peer groups, like those championed by FAWCO in Central and South America, have also found great 
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success in helping women and girls combat violence as well as move past and violence which has occurred, as the 

women participating in these groups have a shared cultural background and understand the nuances of their 

societies.133 These groups allow Indigenous groups to share and process information verbally, in their language or 

another language they are familiar with, create programs that are meaningful to them, and address the issues 

pertinent to their community.134 Other recommendations include drafting a Declaration of Rights specific to 

Indigenous women, promoting self-identification methods, and training women to advocate for each other.135 

Opening communication between Indigenous women, community services, and the government 

A major issue preventing the empowerment of Indigenous women is the lack of communication between Indigenous 

communities, community support, and government.136 Indigenous peoples have faced numerous challenges in 

gaining full recognition of their rights and cultures.137 For many years, this has reduced communication between 

Indigenous communities, particularly women, and the outside world.138 Before the adoption of the BPfA, Indigenous 

women were largely excluded from the work of women’s empowerment movements which were mainly focused on 

the broad issue of women’s rights and removing marginalization based on gender.139 

With the passage of the BPfA, Indigenous women began to come together to empower one another and speak up 

about injustices they face in their everyday lives.140 This work by women’s groups to bring their issues to light is 

fostering change, however, it is often one-sided dialogue with limited improvement.141 To create lasting, effective 

change which promotes the needs of Indigenous women, civil society organizations (CSOs) and governments need 

to learn about the Indigenous communities they serve, including traditional norms, local politics, and how they can 

be effective partners in the development and empowerment efforts.142 The CSW could become an important partner 

in helping to build these connections, but more work needs to be done to ensure all voices are heard at CSW 

Sessions.143  

Advocacy efforts which seek to highlight and share the lived experiences of Indigenous women have been 

particularly successful, and many organizations have emerged which seek to raise public awareness regarding the 

lives of Indigenous women.144 Groups like the International Indigenous Women’s Forum bring together women 

from Indigenous groups throughout the world to assess the progress made by the UN and individual Member States, 

and to offer their recommendations for future actions.145 Efforts like those of FAWCO have made progress in 

encouraging Indigenous women to share their experiences and provide a safe and understanding space for them to 

work through these issues as a community.146 This progress allows women to voice their concerns, but can be 

limited by region, and does not provide a consistent experience for women across cultural and geographical lines.147 
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To continue to encourage dialogue between Indigenous women, their communities, and outside organizations, the 

CSW must first acknowledge the unique culture and history of Indigenous communities.148 These women have 

unique knowledge of preserving natural resources and cultural traditions but are often told that to be heard they must 

assimilate to the dominant culture.149 Aid and support systems must also be changed to reflect the actual needs of the 

communities they are serving and must be done in a way that does not dehumanize or victimize recipients. During 

the 61st session of the CSW, delegates pointed out that many aid programs were not helpful to the people they 

served, and did not provide the kind of support that would empower communities to meet their own needs, but 

would encourage their dependence on short-term aid programs.150 Other recommendations include incorporating 

culturally sensitive data collection measures, cultural outreach efforts by Indigenous communities, and 

acknowledgment of the unique roles of women in Indigenous communities as community supporters and 

guardians.151 

Providing economic opportunities for Indigenous women 

A key step to the empowerment of any group is the provision of economic, social, and political opportunities.152 

This is especially true in the case of Indigenous women and girls who are doubly marginalized by their ethnic 

background and by their gender.153 These women face greater challenges in full and effective participation in 

economic and political affairs than their non-Indigenous peers, and they must be provided more opportunities to 

remove barriers to empowerment.154 Indigenous women have uniquely valuable experiences in many fields based on 

their community experiences.155 In places like the Mekong river countries in Asia or the rural Northern Alaskan 

region, Indigenous populations, particularly women, depend on subsistence living, which entails utilizing unique 

conservation methods to preserve their way of life.156 These and other skills make Indigenous women valuable 

human assets for protecting irreplaceable cultural and natural resources.157 However, globally there are fewer 

women than men participating in paid employment, with full gender equality in the workforce not predicted for 

many decades.158  

Unfortunately, many Member States have policies that make it impossible for Indigenous women and girls to own 

land, access information, or build the skills they need to be competitive workers.159 These policies prevent women 

and girls from becoming effective advocates for themselves and others and perpetuate the cycles of poverty and 

disadvantage they face.160 Similar to violence against Indigenous women, this is an issue that crosses national 

borders and affects Indigenous women wherever they live.161 Women represent the vast majority of unpaid workers, 
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especially in care fields.162 Women who do engage in paid work are often not engaged in decent work - safe work 

which includes the empowering elements of living wages, right to unionization, and fair work legislation.163 

Economic policies favor non-Indigenous women for these decent work positions, leaving Indigenous women 

susceptible to unfair labor policies and limited job prospects.164 

Select Member States have developed methods of using Indigenous women’s unique set of skills and cultural 

knowledge as the key to economic growth.165 In Australia and Nordic countries, Indigenous people are unique 

stewards of language and cultural traditions, with their cultural backgrounds enriching the broader communities in 

which they live, and offering visitors a unique perspective on the lands they call home.166 In the Mekong River 

countries, Indigenous women’s knowledge of sustainable forest development and usage is vital to the preservation 

of that biosphere, promoting subsistence agriculture which also enriches the land.167 All of these measures provide 

valuable support to their communities, allowing Indigenous women enriching economic opportunities.168 Similar 

opportunities are offered through NGOs and corporate efforts such as Bead for Life and D’Arce, which work with 

local communities to develop economic opportunities through business and product development efforts.169 

However, like the efforts of Member States, these opportunities for economic advancement are often siloed within a 

community or small group of communities, rather than widespread efforts.170 

Further economic opportunities must be provided to Indigenous women to ensure they have equal access to the 

resources and support of their society.171 This involves creating macroeconomic policies which encourage gender 

equality, encouraging Indigenous women to share their knowledge and skills, closing the gender wage gap, and 

working to create gender financing.172 Special care must be given to the skills and expertise of Indigenous women, 

who are often engaged in work that enriches their communities but may not be paid.173 Outside organizations must 

also remain mindful of the attitudes of women towards their support, making sure they gain community buy-in 

before taking on large projects as this can have an inverse effect on women’s empowerment.174 
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Conclusion 

Overall, the empowerment of Indigenous women will take a concentrated effort on behalf of the global 

community.175 The CSW is in the unique position to encourage these development efforts through its position as a 

subsidiary of ECOSOC and principal role as the key entity for the discussion of women’s rights and related 

emerging issues.176 By combatting gender and ethnically-based violence, women will feel more supported within 

their communities and be more comfortable reaching out to support systems and services.177 Through the opening of 

communication between Indigenous women, Indigenous communities, and outside organizations, the provision of 

aid and support will become more effective, and Indigenous peoples can engage more fully with mainstream 

societies while maintaining their own unique cultural identities.178 By providing economic opportunities to 

Indigenous women, Member States will become more familiar with their citizens and be able to more fully utilize 

the strengths and knowledge of all people.179 All of these positive steps require the engagement of Indigenous 

populations, which can only be achieved through the building of mutual cultural respect and understanding. The 

CSW is fully capable of facilitating these conversations and providing a positive influence to shape the 

empowerment and full inclusion in society of Indigenous women.180   
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II. Sexual and Reproductive Health and Rights 

"Why is it that something that is so fundamental to women ends up being the most controversial in 

the development agenda?" – Helen Clark, UNDP Administrator 

Introduction  

In 1979, the Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of Discrimination Against Women (CEDAW) was 

adopted, and in it the precedent of women’s rights to access basic rights already available to men.181 As the role of 

women changes in family units, which are also experiencing change, it is increasingly important that women are 

educated on their sexual and reproductive rights.182 In 2015, with the adoption of the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable 

Development (SDGs), the issue of protecting and ensuring women’s rights to sexual and reproductive health and 

rights was made a priority with SDG5 Achieve Gender Equality and Empower All Women and Girls.183 

In 2019, the Commission on the Status of Women (CSW) adopted a document that worked in conjunction to 

reaffirm universal access to sexual and reproductive health in accordance with the Programme of Action of the 

International Conference on Population and Development as well as the Beijing Platform for Action.184 For the full 

realization of women’s human rights, women need access to family planning education as well as full control over 

their sexuality, including the choice of and when to have children.185 

In 2020, the CSW held its 64th session and marked the twenty-fifth anniversary of the Fourth World Conference on 

Women where the Beijing Declaration and Platform for action was adopted.186 During festivities, the CSW adopted 

the Political Declaration on the Occasion of the Twenty-Fifth Anniversary of the Fourth World Conference on 

Women, which reaffirmed support for the 1995 resolution.187 Additionally, in 2020, ECOSOC adopted Resolution 

2020/15 on the recommendation from CSW Resolution 2020/27, which outlined the multiyear program for the CSW 

from 2021 to 2025.188 

International Framework  

CEDAW was adopted in 1979 by the UN General Assembly, and it is generally known as the international bill of 

rights for women.189 Discrimination against women is described as “any distinction, exclusion or restriction made on 

the basis of sex” which is meant to keep women from obtaining their full realization of human rights.190 CEDAW is 

also the only convention to call for the full realization of women’s sexual and reproductive health rights.191 

The Declaration on the Elimination of Violence Against Women (A/48/629) was adopted by the UN General 

Assembly in 1994 and recalls CEDAW to further the guarantee of women’s access to equal rights.192 Violence 
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against women has been deemed a major obstacle to women’s full realization of their human rights.193 While sexual 

reproductive rights are not explicitly endorsed in this framework, Member States are called upon to protect the right 

of women to the highest standards of physical and mental health.194 

In 1995, the Fourth World Conference on Women was held in Beijing, China, and it led to the publication of what’s 

considered to be one of the most comprehensive frameworks for women’s rights and empowerment, the Beijing 

Declaration and Platform for Action.195 The platform provides continued changes and forward movement to provide 

economic, political, and social realization of women’s rights.196 Articles 17 and 30 in particular promote Member 

States to respect women’s right to “control all aspects of their health,” especially their fertility.  

Program for Action of the International Conference on Population and Development (ICPD) helped to push more 

progressive thinking toward population and development, and this included the increased empowerment of women 

to progress women’s equality and rights.197 Under Principle 4 of the ICPD, the advancement of women’s rights is 

highlighted and denotes the necessity for women to be able to make informed decisions on their sexual and 

reproductive rights.198 Principle 7 goes even further by promoting the necessity to provide family planning to all 

women and girls, particularly reproductive health.199 

Transforming our world: the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development (SDGs) sets a strong emphasis on gender 

equality moving forward.200 SDG 5 is ‘Achieve Gender Equality and Empower All Women and Girls,’ and it is the 

basis for increased access to sexual and reproductive rights.201 Targets 5.1-3 and 5.6 embody the entirety of the issue 

of women’s access to sexual and reproductive health.202 

Title Author Year 

Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of 

Discrimination Against Women203 

UN General Assembly 1979 

Declaration on the Elimination of Violence Against 

Women (A/48/629)204 

ECOSOC 1994 

Beijing Declaration and Platform for Action205 UN Women 1995 

Programme of Action of the International 

Conference on Population and Development206 

UN Population Fund 2014 

Transforming our world: the 2030 Agenda for 

Sustainable Development (A/RES/70/1)207 

UN General Assembly  2015 
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Political Declaration on the Occasion of the Twenty-

Fifth Anniversary of the Fourth World Conference 

on Women208  

ECOSOC 2020 

Role of the Commission on the Status of Women and the International System 

The Commission on the Status of Women (CSW) first met in 1947 and works closely with non-governmental 

organizations (NGOs), specifically many that work with ECOSOC.209 Beginning in 1963, the CSW worked on the 

creation of CEDAW, which was adopted by the GA in 1967.210 The basis of CEDAW would highlight the 

groundwork of the work done by the CSW, which includes, but is not limited to, meeting the needs of women’s 

family planning needs.211 The CSW worked with other UN bodies to create the Beijing Declaration and Platform for 

Action in 1995, its follow-up in 1999, and the Optional Protocol for CEDAW in its 43rd session.212 Recently, CSW 

held a meeting in March 2020 on the Political Declaration on the Occasion of the Twenty-fifth Anniversary of the 

Fourth World Conference on Women, reinforcing gender equality and the empowerment of all women and girls.213 

The CSW further works with the following organizations to build support and further their mission: 

 United Nations Population Fund (UNFPA)214 

 United Nations Human Rights Office of the High Commissioner: Information Series Sexual and 

Reproductive Health and Rights215 

 Center for Reproductive Rights216 

 Feminist Alliance for Rights217 

Key Issues  

Empowerment of Women in the Prevention of HIV/AIDS 

As of 2016, the global estimation of women over the age of 15 who have HIV is 17.8 million.218 As of 2021, 54% of 

people living with HIV/AIDS are female.219 There are several pervasive circumstances, such as violence against 

women, child marriage, and intimate sexual violence, that have led to the disproportionate amount of women living 

with HIV/AIDS.220 Women and girls also comprise 59% of new HIV infections globally in 2016, and in 2021 63% 

of all new cases in Sub-Saharan Africa were women.221 Those factors that contribute to these statistics include 

violence against women and girls and lack of education surrounding HIV/AIDS prevention.222 Statistically, only 1/3 

of women and girls (15-24) have accurate knowledge about HIV/AIDS.223 Unfortunately, the prevalence of violence 

against women denies them power in their relationships to advocate for themselves, and this power dynamic is 
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prevalent in areas where women are at higher risk of becoming infected with HIV.224 Despite continued progress in 

decreased infection rates and increased survival rates, women continue to be a key demographic that are at high risk, 

and as such, require extra attention moving forward so that no one is left behind.225  

In 2009, the CSW produced the agreed conclusion document: The Equal Sharing of Responsibilities Between Men 

and Women, including Caregiving in the Context of HIV/AIDS.226 This document reaffirmed that women were more 

vulnerable to becoming infected with HIV due to inequality and that women and girls were burdening more of the 

brunt of caretaking those infected with HIV/AIDS.227 Throughout, it is recognized that the importance of equality 

between men and women in the labor market will help to secure more equality in caregiving at home.228 The CSW 

also recognized in this document the need to address violence against women holistically, including in the context of 

HIV/AIDS due to its close connection to violence against women.229 The connection between violence against 

women and the risk of HIV contraction is shown in that many young girls’ first sexual experiences are forced, and 

they cannot make informed decisions on condom usage within partnerships due to unequal power dynamics, and 

from the other side, women with HIV are more likely to experience violence or be discriminated against from a legal 

perspective.230 In 2019, the CSW addressed the issue of Social protection systems, access to public services and 

sustainable infrastructure for gender equality and the empowerment of women and girls, and through the agreed 

upon conclusions addressed the topic of HIV/AIDS by noting the importance of strengthening efforts to provide 

universal access to HIV/AIDS prevention, treatment, care, and support, noting that women and girls are 

disproportionately affected.231 Organizations such as the International Community of Women Living With HIV East 

Africa (ICWEA) work in three major areas to help meet the needs of women living with HIV and prevention include 

sexual and reproductive health rights, access to prevention, care, and treatment, and meaningful involvement of 

women living with HIV.232  The importance of building social systems is developed from a multifaceted perspective 

to address the needs of women not only infected with HIV/AIDS, but those who are widowed or orphaned, as they 

each have unique needs including but not limited to: legal protection, financial support, and support for access to 

health services.233 Other groups that are disproportionately affected among women include women of color, sex 

workers, and women of low socio-economic standing.234 

Through the 2016 High-Level Meeting on Ending AIDS, it was determined, through the SDGs and international 

cooperation, that the strategy for ending AIDS would require focusing on high-risk groups, which include women, 

and increasing investment outreach, which includes allocating funds to Civil Society Organizations (CSOs) that are 

working directly with women and make sure they are adequately funded.235 With the global goal of HIV/AIDS 

eradication by 2030, the year 2020, despite complications from COVID-19, was a kick-off of the final decade of 

work.236 New targets have been set for 2025 and are made up of multiple phases.237 Phase one is the Strategy 

Review phase, and is used to receive input from surveys and interviews, partner focus groups, and UNAIDS-hosted 

focus groups, and ends with input synthesis.238 Phase two is the strategy development and finalization, and this part 
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of the process creates smaller working groups who will continue to do focus groups and research, have multi-

stakeholder conversations, and hold multiple workshops before finalizing the strategy for the final decade of 

eradication and present it for approval.239 UNAIDS focus groups have been able to lay out some new strategies by 

synthesizing information from focus groups that met during Phase 1 (May-August 2020).240 The CSW should look 

to how it can support UNAIDS’ new strategies and other international bodies in the endeavor of harm reduction, 

supporting civil society, and supporting the communities of women affected by HIV/AIDS as they work with 

UNAIDS to receive support and empowerment, as suggested by crowdsourced information of CSOs and funding 

partnerships.241 

Comprehensive Sex Education: Access to Family Planning, Contraception, and Abortion 

Globally, 214 million women in developing countries who do not wish to become pregnant are not using modern 

contraceptive methods.242 Subsequently, one in four adolescent girls (ages 15-19) have an unmet need for 

contraception and account for 11% of all births.243 For young women who have access to comprehensive sexual and 

reproductive health, many barriers exist that prevent women and adolescent girls from receiving the resources, both 

physical and educational, and they need to be able to make informed decisions and exercise their autonomy of body 

in their sexual and reproductive decisions.244 Studies have shown women and girls who have the power to make 

these decisions for themselves are linked to better sexual and reproductive health outcomes, which include marrying 

later, later childbearing, safer births and abortions, lower risk of STIs and unwanted pregnancy, and generally 

exercising better control over their sexual and reproductive health choices.245 In 29 countries women require their 

spouse’s consent to access sexual and reproductive health services, diminishing women’s ability to receive care of 

their autonomy.246 In least developed countries, 60% of girls are not attending secondary school, and of those in 

school, most are not receiving adequate education on HIV, sex, and sexuality.247 

Convention on the Elimination of all Forms of Discrimination Against Women (CEDAW) declared that women’s 

rights to decide “freely and responsibly on the number and spacing of their children and to have access to 

information, education, and means to enable and exercise these rights” are fundamental, and the CSW supports this, 

as the Universal Declaration of Human Rights set the precedent for equality between men and women.248 The goal 

of Member States to ensure universal access to sexual and reproductive health is Target 3.7 of the SDGs, and key to 

this is access to information and education on contraception and the options in the case of unwanted pregnancies.249 

Having access to sexual and reproductive health education provides women with the power and support both from 

their medical professionals but also with their partners. The education and access help protect them from gender-

based violence, unwanted pregnancy, and STIs.250  

Organizations such as the Center for Reproductive Rights (CRR) and International Planned Parenthood Federation 

(IPPF) work globally to help provide legal advocacy as well as expand access to the resources and education for 

women to have access to contraception, safe abortions, and education.251 The CRR works within the courts to help 

push for the rights of women, and in 2020 they have fought in the Inter-American Court of Human Rights in Paola 

Guzmán v. Ecuador, which was the court’s first case on sexual abuse in school settings as well as winning the case 

                                                           
239 Ibid. 
240 Ibid. 
241 UNAIDS, UNAIDS Strategy Development: Focus Group Reports, 2020. https://www.unaids.org/en/Global_AIDS_strategy 
242 UN OHCHR, Information Series on Sexual and Reproductive Health and Rights: Contraception and Family Planning, 2020. 

https://www.ohchr.org/Documents/Issues/Women/WRGS/SexualHealth/INFO_Contra_FamPlan_WEB.pdf 
243 UN OHCHR, Information Series on Sexual and Reproductive Health and Rights: Adolescents, 2020. 

https://www.ohchr.org/Documents/Issues/Women/WRGS/SexualHealth/INFO_Adolescents_WEB.pdf 
244 Ibid. 
245 Avert, Lack of access to healthcare services. https://www.avert.org/professionals/hiv-social-issues/key-affected-populations/women 
246 Ibid. 
247 Avert, Lack of access to education. https://www.avert.org/professionals/hiv-social-issues/key-affected-populations/women 
248 UN OHCHR, Information Series on Sexual and Reproductive Health and Rights: Contraception and Family Planning, 2020. 

https://www.ohchr.org/Documents/Issues/Women/WRGS/SexualHealth/INFO_Contra_FamPlan_WEB.pdf 

    UN GA, Universal Declaration of Human Rights, 1948. https://www.un.org/en/universal-declaration-human-rights/ 
249 UN OHCHR, Information Series on Sexual and Reproductive Health and Rights: Contraception and Family Planning, 2020. 

https://www.ohchr.org/Documents/Issues/Women/WRGS/SexualHealth/INFO_Contra_FamPlan_WEB.pdf 
250 UNFPA, Sexual & Reproductive Health, 2020. https://www.unfpa.org/sexual-reproductive-health 
251 https://beta.reproductiverights.org/: https://www.ippf.org/our-results/women-girls 

https://www.unaids.org/en/Global_AIDS_strategy
https://www.ohchr.org/Documents/Issues/Women/WRGS/SexualHealth/INFO_Contra_FamPlan_WEB.pdf
https://www.ohchr.org/Documents/Issues/Women/WRGS/SexualHealth/INFO_Adolescents_WEB.pdf
https://www.avert.org/professionals/hiv-social-issues/key-affected-populations/women
https://www.avert.org/professionals/hiv-social-issues/key-affected-populations/women
https://www.ohchr.org/Documents/Issues/Women/WRGS/SexualHealth/INFO_Contra_FamPlan_WEB.pdf
https://www.un.org/en/universal-declaration-human-rights/
https://www.ohchr.org/Documents/Issues/Women/WRGS/SexualHealth/INFO_Contra_FamPlan_WEB.pdf
https://www.unfpa.org/sexual-reproductive-health
https://beta.reproductiverights.org/
https://www.ippf.org/our-results/women-girls


 

 

of June Medical Services v. Russo in the United States on the topic of abortion.252 In 2019, the IPPF was able to 

provide 252.3 million sexual and reproductive health services, with 84% being to women and girls, as well as took 

part in 141 policy and legal changes in support of sexual and reproductive rights worldwide.253  The United Nations 

Population Fund (UNFPA) works with partner organizations and governments to increase access to women and 

adolescent girls by educating health care workers, providing a reliable supply of contraceptives, condoms, and 

medicine/medical equipment and working to integrate family planning into the local healthcare systems.254 In 2021, 

the UNFPA was able to avoid an estimated 12.7 million unintended pregnancies and 5 million unsafe abortions 

through the provision of 744,371,136 male condoms, 64,614,408 oral contraceptives, and other contraceptive 

options.255 Continued combined work from the UN, State governments, and CSOs will continue to serve the needs 

of women globally.256 

Maternal Mortality and Morbidity 

As of 2020, it is estimated that every day 830 women die from pregnancy and childbirth-related causes.257 Maternal 

mortality is defined as non-accidental or incidental causes but as the death of a woman while pregnant or within 42 

days of termination of pregnancy.258 The leading causes are blood loss, infection, unsafe abortion, high blood 

pressure, or prolonged/obstructed labor.259 It is believed that issues of discrimination against women and poverty are 

large contributing factors to maternal mortality and morbidity.260 The discriminatory factors against women also 

include restrictive abortion laws, and where there are restrictive abortion laws, there are unsafe abortions which are a 

top factor leading to maternal death.261 

The UNFPA holds maternal health at the core of its mandate, and the ways it works to improve conditions is by 

promoting all levels of equal access to sexual and reproductive health care and rights along with continuing to 

promote international standards of care and the education, guidance, and support to health care systems.262 Through 

their work, they help train midwives, support emergency OBGYN care, and help provide family planning 

resources.263 They also report and review maternal death programmes to help officials understand the underlying 

causes of death, how many women are dying, and what needs to be done to fill the gaps in care.264 Work done by the 

CRR has worked to urge Kenya to enforce abortion rights protections since each year in Kenya nearly 2,500 women 

and girls die from unsafe abortions.265  

Moving forward, the importance of these key facets is imperative: respect, protect, and fulfill.266 Respect, protect, 

and fulfill the obligation under International Human Rights law that maternal health, pregnancy, and childbirth 

should be safe and require unbiased support.267 Continued pressure on State Governments to support 

nondiscrimination against women and adequate medical care both during and after pregnancy or the protection of 

the termination of pregnancy and care after is necessary to reach the goal of reducing the global maternity mortality 

rate to less than 70 per 100,000 live births.268 
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Conclusion  

Although advancements in women’s rights have come a long way since the adoption of CEDAW, there still exist 

issues of discrimination that need to bed addressed. The right to sexual and reproductive rights contains the 

crosscutting issues of HIV/AIDS disproportionately affecting women, access to comprehensive sex education, and 

the concerning issues of maternal mortality and morbidity. To guarantee women’s continued access and progress of 

women’s rights and access to sexual and reproductive rights is necessary to do so. 
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