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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 in order 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 fora for the development of key international norms across a range of 

issues which seek to establish good practice and provide recommendations which can engender meaningful change 

for women.3  

Initially, the CSW was tasked with drafting reports and recommendations on 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 which 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 

                                                           
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 
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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 

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

established in 2015, and determines each session will include a priority theme, a ministerial segment, general 

discussions, reviews of previous conclusions and timely issues, and agreements on new conclusions.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 Sessions 

include a priority theme which is based on an emerging issue for the CSW and a review theme which is often pulled 

from a previous session.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 

                                                           
13 UN ECOSOC, Multi-year programme of work of the CSW (E/RES/2016/3), 2016. http://undocs.org/E/RES/2016/3 
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18 Ibid. 
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20 UN-Women, Member States. http://www.unwomen.org/en/csw/member-states  
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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. 

Region Seats 
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Latin American & Caribbean States 9 

Asian and Pacific States 11 

African & Arab States (rotation) 13 

 

http://www.un.org/ga/search/view_doc.asp?symbol=E/RES/2016/3
http://www.un.org/ga/search/view_doc.asp?symbol=E/RES/2015/6
http://www.unwomen.org/en/csw
https://goo.gl/6TPu6V
http://www.unwomen.org/en/csw
https://goo.gl/6TPu6V
http://www.unwomen.org/en/csw/member-states
https://goo.gl/6TPu6V
http://www.unwomen.org/en/csw/member-states
http://www.unwomen.org/en/csw/member-states
http://www.un.org/en/ecosoc/docs/2002/decision%202002-234.pdf
https://goo.gl/6TPu6V
http://www.un.org/womenwatch/daw/csw/pdf/CSW_founding_resolution_1946.pdf


 

 

to explicitly state that the body should be a catalytic for a through which to promote the inclusion of gender 

perspectives in policies and programs and to continue to monitor progress and implementation of the Beijing 

Platform for Action (BPfA) (1995).26 Subsequently, in 2015, the mandate was further clarified in order to emphasize 

the role of CSW in 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 works 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 which 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 

research and recommendation body, 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, educational partnerships between Member States, and has 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 

                                                           
26 UN ECOSOC, Resolution 1996/6. Follow-up to the Fourth WCW, 1996. http://www.un.org/documents/ecosoc/res/1996/eres1996-

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. 
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wider range of action and progress than is laid out in its mandate.42 Today, the CSW plays an integral 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 9 March 2020.44 The session was held with the priority theme of the 

review of the Beijing Declaration and Platform for Action (1995) during its twenty-fifth anniversary.45 The review 

will focus on the challenges of its implementation and how it plays into the achievement of gender equality and the 

empowerment of women, especially related to the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development.46  

Due to the coronavirus (COVID-19) developing into a global pandemic, the session consisted of opening statements 

and the adoption of the Political declaration on the occasion of the twenty-fifth anniversary of the Fourth World 

Conference on Women (E/RES/6/2020/1).47 The session is suspended until further notice.48 

Agenda and Priorities  

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

which details the themes and priorities of its annual sessions for the next three years.49 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.50 The session is structured with one topic 

from the Beijing Platform for Action and the second addressing the Sustainable Development Goals.51 This 

inclusion of dual priorities allows the CSW to make planned progress in addition to acting on issues as they arise.52 

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, and social protection systems, access to public services and sustainable 

infrastructure for gender equality and the empowerment of women and girls.53 

In 2020, the CSW met March 9 at the United Nations Headquarters in New York for its 64th session.54 The CSW 

discussed the priority theme of the review and appraisal of the implementation of the Beijing Declaration and 

Platform for Action and the outcomes of the 23rd special session of the General Assembly, and its contribution 

towards the full realization of the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development.55 The session was suspended 

following opening statements and adoption of E/RES/6/2020/1 due to the emergence of the coronavirus global 
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53 UN-Women, Commission on the Status of Women. https://www.unwomen.org/en/csw 
54 UN-Women, Commission on the Status of Women. https://www.unwomen.org/en/csw/csw64-2020 
55 Ibid. 

http://www.un.org/womenwatch/daw/beijing/platform/
https://sustainabledevelopment.un.org/post2015/transformingourworld
https://sustainabledevelopment.un.org/post2015/transformingourworld
http://www.unwomen.org/-/media/headquarters/attachments/sections/partnerships/civil%20society/unwomen-civilsociety-brochure-en.pdf?la=en&vs=1445
http://www.unwomen.org/-/media/headquarters/attachments/sections/partnerships/civil%20society/unwomen-civilsociety-brochure-en.pdf?la=en&vs=1445
http://www.unwomen.org/-/media/headquarters/attachments/sections/partnerships/civil%20society/unwomen-civilsociety-brochure-en.pdf?la=en&vs=1445
http://www.unwomen.org/en/digital-library/publications/2015/01/beijing-declaration
http://www.unwomen.org/en/digital-library/publications/2015/01/beijing-declaration
http://www.un.org/womenwatch/daw/CSW60YRS/CSWbriefhistory.pdf
https://goo.gl/oKhMhY
https://www.unwomen.org/en/csw/csw64-2020
https://undocs.org/en/E/CN.6/2020/L.1
https://www.unwomen.org/en/csw/csw64-2020
http://www.un.org/womenwatch/daw/CSW60YRS/CSWbriefhistory.pdf
http://www.un.org/ga/search/view_doc.asp?symbol=E/RES/2016/3
http://www.unwomen.org/en/csw
https://goo.gl/6TPu6V
http://www.unwomen.org/en/csw
http://www.un.org/womenwatch/daw/CSW60YRS/CSWbriefhistory.pdf
https://www.unwomen.org/en/csw
https://www.unwomen.org/en/csw/csw64-2020


 

 

pandemic.56 The 65th session of the CSW will take place 15-26 March 2021 at the UN Headquarters in New York.57 

The priority theme will be women’s full and effective participation and decision-making in public life, as well as the 

elimination of violence, for achieving gender equality and the empowerment of women and girls.58 The review 

theme will be women’s empowerment and the link to sustainable development.59 The 66th session of the CSW will 

be held in 2022, with the priority theme of achieving gender equality and the empowerment of all women in the 

context of climate change, environmental risk and disaster reduction policies and programmes.60 The review theme 

for the 66th session will be women’s economic empowerment in the changing world of work.61 

Meetings and Events  

During the 64th session of the CSW in 2020, delegates made their opening statements before adopting the Political 

Declaration E/RES/6/2020/1 regarding the twenty-fifth anniversary of the Fourth World Conference on Women.62 

This session was suspended until further notice due to the outbreak of the coronavirus.63 

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 the lives of women and helps to 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.  
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I. Access to Justice 

 

Introduction 

There has been a number of discriminatory practices and laws in place that have created legal barriers for women in 

access to justice.64 Many discriminatory behaviors and laws based in negative stereotypes and prejudice limit the 

ability of women to overcome legal barriers and exclusionary practices that often leave them outside of the justice 

system.65 Many laws and practices discriminate against women in poverty, women with disabilities, and indigenous 

women without providing assistance to overcome the barriers in place.66 Marginalized women face issues with 

having to overcome language barriers and a lack of education on their rights and legal options when seeking to 

engage in the justice system.67 Many times these practices lead to a gap in justice systems and upholding of human 

rights for women due to laws that undermine justice for women.68 Women’s empowerment and legal capacity is a 

crucial areas of focus that is needed to address the systemic needs for legislative reform and increased assistance to 

women in order to remove the barriers that prevent them from pursuing legal actions.69 Access to justice for women 

can become increasingly difficult due to systemic practices in justice systems that undermine women and their legal 

capacity.70 

International Framework  

The advocacy of access to justice for women by the CSW has it’s foundations in the Universal Declaration of 

Human Rights (UDHR), which was adopted by the General Assembly (GA) in 1948, proclaimed “all humans are 

born free and equal in dignity and rights”, promoting equality and inadmissibility of discrimination for men and 

women.71 This milestone document would eventually inspire the authors of the Convention on the Elimination of All 

Forms of Discrimination against Women (CEDAW), adopted by the GA in 1979; the treaty is considered as the bill 

of rights for women and also calls to action all Member States to advocate for justice to be given to all women.72 In 

1992 at the World Conference on Human Rights, the culminated efforts of UDHR and CEDAW when the 

conference adopted the Vienna Declaration and Programme of Action, which further enhanced the inalienable rights 

of women and girls to seek justice against gender-based violence, sexual harassment and exploitation “resulting 

from cultural prejudice and international trafficking.”73 Lack of access to justice for women issue is partly rooted in 

discrimination against women, which was recognized at the Fourth World Conference on Women in 1995; the 

resulting conference formulated the Beijing Platform for Action which advocates for human rights and “fundamental 

freedoms” of all women as a precursor for women empowerment and access to justice.74 

These historical frameworks make-up the foundation for women’s access to justice at the national, regional and 

international levels to which most Member States have signed to promote in any future formulation of policy. In 

particular, Article 15 of CEDAW calls on Member States to recognize women equality with men before the law, 

identifying that women and men be given the same access to justice.75 CEDAW recognized the need to protect 

                                                           
64 UNWOMEN, Sexual Harassment Against Women with Disabilities in the World of Work and On Campus, 2020. P. 19. 
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70 Ibid. 
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women from prejudices at home, place of work, educational institutions, and national governments, access to justice 

would be necessary for women empowerment.76 As for the Vienna Declaration and Programme of Action, Articles 

36-44 exclusively address the equal status and human rights of women and advocating for this issue to be integrated 

into all future discussions at UN conference.77It was also noted that, Member States should be working towards 

addressing violence against women, and that women would have access to justice for the crimes committed against 

them.78 Another framework goes further in addressing access to justice for all women, the Beijing Platform for 

Action, by advocating for the empowerment of women.79 Empower of women comes in the form of providing 

greater education opportunities for women and girls, greater entrepreneur opportunities, and a voice in the political 

process at all levels.80 These historical frameworks have provided the foundations for all current and future policy 

on the issue of access to justice for women, including SDGs 5 and 16.81 

 

In a recent meeting, the Deputy Executive Director of the UN Women stated that, “Justice for women and girls is at 

the heart of sustainable and inclusive development and is essential to achieve the 2030 Agenda goals.84 Specifically, 

SDG 5 advocates for empowering women and greater gender equality.85 There are nine targets which SDG 5 aims to 

achieve.86 For example, these points promote the adoption of national level policy to enforce legislation to protect 

women and girls; from gender based violence, effective participation in the political process, and all forms of 

discrimination against women.87 SDG 16 promotes a more “peaceful and inclusive societies” by committing 

Member States in preventing all forms of violence.88 Major points from SDG 16 worth noting are, ensuring equal 

participation in representative decision-making and the promotion of equal access to justice for all women and 

girls.89 
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Key Issues 

Addressing intersecting forms of discrimination 

There are a multitude of forms of discrimination that many women face in seeking access to justice and legal 

assistance for violations of human rights.90 Women face many barriers imposed by discrimination that exists in 

justice systems making claims for justice and access to justice a difficult process.91 Many justice systems continue to 

be influenced by negative stereotypes and discriminatory practices that often undermine the cases and allegation 

brought forth by women resulting in a lack of accountability.92 Women with disabilities especially face this issue 

and have a much harder time being able to properly seek justice in cases of abuse or violation of their rights.93 

Negative stereotypes and prejudice about women with disabilities lead to attitudinal obstacles that often result in law 

enforcement and judicial systems being dismissive of the accusations mentioned by women with disabilities.94 

Prejudice against women with disabilities will often result with law enforcement questioning the credibility and 

judgement capacity of women when reporting abuse and marking them as unreliable witnesses that perpetuates 

victim blaming cultures.95 It is a common occurrence for women with disabilities to also be excluded from formal 

justice process due to the nature of their disabilities.96 Women with psychosocial disabilities are often questioned 

and discredited due to their mental health history and can extend to women with intellectual disabilities who are 

often discredited due to the stereotypes that they cannot tell the truth.97 Women with hearing or visual impairments 

can be considered unreliable due to difficulties when describing events that retell what was seen or heard.98 In these 

cases judges often require more forms of evidence placing the burden of proof on them and provide very little 

assistance to do so.99 Justice systems also provide very few resources and legal aid to women with disabilities 

throughout the legal process and many women are often unable to complete the legal process due to accessibility 

obstacles to address their needs.100 

Many women also face intersecting forms of discrimination including poverty that provide new challenges and civil 

justice problems.101 In the United States people from low income neighborhoods are 30% more likely to have issues 

and face barriers when engaging in the justice process.102 Women in poverty often lack critical information and are 

more likely to face challenges with literacy leading to legal troubles.103 Without proper financial resources and often 

facing exclusionary practices due to education levels, women in poverty face significantly more challenges in 

seeking legal aid as well as discrimination in the workforce.104 Indigenous women also face several intersectional 

challenges as they often face discrimination due to ethnic backgrounds and are often among those living in poverty 

facing the same exclusionary practices.105 Many indigenous women face language barriers as well due to 

exclusionary practices that prevent them from receiving formal educations and often result in women being unable 

to participate in the formal justice system due to a lack of understanding of legal terminology and language barriers 

that continue to discriminate against ethnic minorities.106 
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Creating an enabling legal environment for justice 

In addressing the legal discrimination that many women face and increasing access to legal justice some of the most 

needed changes remain in the constitutional arrangements of laws and codes for countries.107 Some of the key areas 

of focus in gender responsive constitution changes have been focused on gender equality and nondiscrimination.108 

A key feature of constitutional changes has also been providing gender provisions relating to protection from 

violence, access to education, and ensuring gender responsive political quotas.109 Many women still face a number 

of discriminatory laws and face legal challenges due to legal protections not being guaranteed.110 In many places 

where the national system of justice does not guarantee legal protections and deliberate discrimination exists, justice 

for women continues to be undermined.111 Many justice systems still maintain discriminatory legal frameworks that 

create legal challenges for women when attempting to seek justice through the legal proceedings.112 

There are major factors contributing to the justice gap women face that limits their access to justice due to structural 

barriers.113 Some of the barriers include insufficient knowledge of rights, poor literacy, fear of retaliation, lack of 

time to engage in justice processes, and discriminatory practices.114 Changes are needed to be able to make justice 

systems more accessible to women by removing legal barriers and making new justice systems easier to use.115 

Some promising approaches to women’s justice have come in the forms of good practice changes that aim to 

provide frameworks more accessible to women’s justice.116 Some good practice recommendation have been the 

elimination of discriminatory laws that target the ability of women to seek justice through legal systems that provide 

gender quality and equity by providing the same legal protections that men receive.117 Legislative reforms and 

amending of laws that previously created legal barriers to women accessing justice for unequal rights and treatment 

help remove the source of discriminatory practices that often prevented women form having access to proper 

justice.118 Another practice for increased access to justice is to provide assistance to overcome the disadvantages that 

marginalized women face in access to justice.119 Providing legal aid to disadvantaged women to assist in providing 

legal advice that is available in their languages as well as providing needed information and legal options when 

pursuing legal actions is crucial in overcoming the barriers in access to justice.120 In addition, increasing access to 

paralegal assistance and having programs to address legal literacy will help in providing women with more capacity 

to gain access to justice systems and be informed of their proceedings.121 

Ensuring Women’s Legal Empowerment  

Aside from removing barriers to access to justice, the empowerment of women through programs and legislative 

reform is also crucial to facilitating justice systems that uphold the rights of women.122 A key feature of women’s 
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empowerment that can improve the legal presence of women is through legal identity laws that provide them with 

more legal capacity.123 Enabling legal identity through increased access to legal identity cards, birth certificates, 

national IDs, and marriage registrations.124 Providing women with legal identities for themselves marked them as 

being more independent and able to pursue legal processes and actions through their own name rather than relying 

on their husbands identity.125 There have also been legislative changes and reforms of constitutions to address 

systemic abuses from intimate partners and to recognize their actions as violations of criminal codes.126 By enacting 

laws that prevent the impunity of abusive partners, more women are able to report cases of abuse through their own 

means and be able to separate and seek justice for abuses from their respective partners.127 This has been an 

increasing trend in domestic legislation in empowering the legal capacity of women by providing new avenues to 

pursue legal actions against abusers and being able to be involved in the formal justice system.128 Alongside 

legislative reform there has also been a focus of an increase participation of women as policy and decision makers to 

help provide new legislative acts to empower women and remove legal barriers that prevent them from being able to 

pursue legal actions.129 The increase in women’s participation in constitutional reforms have also seen an increase 

on the adoption of women’s rights and provided opportunities to cover legal gaps in previous justice systems.130 

More women involved have resulted in further adoption of international treaties such as the Convention on the 

Elimination of Discrimination Against Women (1979).131 Further involvement of women in positions of policy 

making and the government have implied major gains for women’s rights and further legal capacity through 

legislation and being more independent in legal frameworks.132 

Conclusion  

The gaps in justice for women are often derived from discriminatory behavior and the intersecting practices that 

deny marginalized women from proper participation in justice systems. The legislative and constitutional 

amendments and changes to policy decisions are a method that can enable proper justice for women and their 

empowerment to pursue legal actions in a justice system that defends them. New frameworks and policies with the 

involvement of women allows for greater legal capacity and a rejection of intersecting discrimination again women 

with disabilities, women in poverty, and indigenous women. The justice gap for women is still an area of focus that 

needs to be addressed in order to ensure the same protection of the rights of women as their male counterparts.  
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II. Sexual and Reproductive Health and Rights 

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 right to access to those rights that are available to men.133 As the role of 

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

educated on their sexual and reproductive rights.134 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.135 

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 to the Programme of Action of the 

International Conference on Population and Development as well as the Beijing Platform for Action.136 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.137 

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.138 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.139 CEDAW is 

also the only convention to call for the full realization of women’s sexual and reproductive health rights.140 

Declaration on the Elimination of Violence Against Women (A/48/629): This resolution was adopted by the UN 

General Assembly in 1994 and recalls CEDAW in order to further the guarantee of women’s access to equal 

rights.141 Violence against women has been deemed as a major obstacle towards women’s full realization of their 

human rights.142 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.143 

Beijing Declaration and Platform for Action: 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.144 The platform provides continued changes and forward movement to provide 

economic, political, and social realization of women’s rights.145 Articles 17 and 30 in particular promotes Member 

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

                                                           
133 UN Women, Convention the Elimination of All Forms of Discrimination Against Women, 1979. 

https://www.un.org/womenwatch/daw/cedaw/ 
134 UN Women, Progress of the world’s women 2019–2020: Families in a changing world, 2019. https://data.unwomen.org/progress-of-

the-worlds-women  
135 UNDP, Sustainable Development Goals, 2018. http://www.undp.org/content/undp/en/home/sustainable-development-goals.html 
136 UN Women, SOCIAL PROTECTION SYSTEMS, ACCESS TO PUBLIC SERVICES AND SUSTAINABLE INFRASTRUCTURE FOR 

GENDER EQUALITY AND THE EMPOWERMENT OF WOMEN AND GIRLS, 2019. https://www.unwomen.org/-

/media/headquarters/attachments/sections/csw/63/conclusions63-en-letter-final.pdf?la=en&vs=3258 
137 Ibid. 
138 UN Women, Convention the Elimination of All Forms of Discrimination Against Women, 1979. 

https://www.un.org/womenwatch/daw/cedaw/ 
139 Ibid. 
140 Ibid. 
141 UN GA, Declaration on the Elimination of Violence Against Women, 1994. 

https://www.ohchr.org/en/professionalinterest/pages/violenceagainstwomen.aspx  
142 Ibid. 
143 Ibid. 
144 UN Women, Beijing Platform for Action, 1995. 

https://beijing20.unwomen.org/~/media/headquarters/attachments/sections/csw/pfa_e_final_web.pdf 
145 Ibid. 

https://www.un.org/womenwatch/daw/cedaw/
https://data.unwomen.org/progress-of-the-worlds-women
https://data.unwomen.org/progress-of-the-worlds-women
http://www.undp.org/content/undp/en/home/sustainable-development-goals.html
https://www.unwomen.org/-/media/headquarters/attachments/sections/csw/63/conclusions63-en-letter-final.pdf?la=en&vs=3258
https://www.unwomen.org/-/media/headquarters/attachments/sections/csw/63/conclusions63-en-letter-final.pdf?la=en&vs=3258
https://www.un.org/womenwatch/daw/cedaw/
https://www.ohchr.org/en/professionalinterest/pages/violenceagainstwomen.aspx
https://beijing20.unwomen.org/~/media/headquarters/attachments/sections/csw/pfa_e_final_web.pdf


 

 

Programme for Action of the International Conference on Population and Development (ICPD): The conference 

helped to push more progressive thinking towards population and development, and this included the increased 

empowerment of women in order to progress women’s equality and rights.146 Under Principle 4 of the ICPD, the 

advancement of women’s rights is highlighted and denotes the necessity of women to be able to make informed 

decisions on their sexual and reproductive rights.147 Principle 7 goes even further by promoting the necessity to 

provide family planning to all women and girls, particularly reproductive health.148 

Transforming our world: the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development (SDGs): 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.149 Targets 5.1-3 and 5.6 embody the entirety of the issue of women’s access to sexual and reproductive 

health.150 

Title Author Year 

Title (Code) UN General Assembly, etc.  

Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of 

Discrimination Against Women151 

UN General Assembly 1979 

Declaration on the Elimination of Violence Against 

Women (A/48/629)152 

ECOSOC 1994 

Beijing Declaration and Platform for Action153 UN Women 1995 

Programme of Action of the International 

Conference on Population and Development154 

UN Population Fund 2014 

Transforming our world: the 2030 Agenda for 

Sustainable Development (A/RES/70/1)155 

UN General Assembly  2015 

   

Role of 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) that work with ECOSOC.156 Beginning in 1963, the CSW worked on the creation of 

CEDAW, which was adopted by the GA in 1967.157 The basis of CEDAW would highlight the groundwork of the 

work done by the CSW, which includes, but is not limited to, meet the needs of women’s family planning needs.158 

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.159 Recently, CSW held a meeting in 
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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.160 

 United Nations Population Fund (UNFPA)161 

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

Reproductive Health and Rights162 

 Center for Reproductive Rights163 

 Feminist Alliance for Rights164 

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, and this means that 

52% of all adults with HIV/AIDS are women.165 There are several pervasive circumstances, such as violence against 

women, child marriage, intimate sexual violence, that have led to not only the disproportionate amount of women 

living with HIV/AIDS including as well as women and girls also comprising of 59% of new HIV infections globally 

in 2016.166 Those factors that contribute to these statistics include violence against women and girls and lack of 

education surrounding HIV/AIDS prevention.167 Statistically, only 1/3 of women and girls (15-24) have accurate 

knowledge about HIV/AIDS.168 Unfortunately, the prevalence of violence against women denies them the power in 

their relationships to advocate for themselves, and this power dynamic is prevalent in areas where women are at 

higher risk of becoming infected with HIV.169 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.170  

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.171 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 of those infected with HIV/AIDS.172 Throughout it is recognized that the importance of equality 

between men and women in the labor market will help to secure more equality of caregiving at home. 173The body 

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.174 The connection of violence against women and 

risk of HIV contraction is shown in that many of young girls’ first sexual experiences are forced, lack of ability to 

make informed decisions of 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 
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perspective.175 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.176 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.177  The importance of building social systems are developed from a 

multifaceted perspective in order 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.178 Other groups that are disproportionately affected among women 

include women of color, sex workers, and women of low socio-economic standing.179 

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 include allocating funds to CSOs that are working directly with women 

and make sure they are adequately funded.180 With the global goal of HIV/AIDS eradication by 2030, the year of 

2020, despite complications from COVID-19, has been a kick off of the final decade of work.181 New targets have 

been set for 2025 and are made up of multiple phases.182 Phase one is the Strategy Review phase and is used to 

receipt input from surveys and interviews, partner focus groups and UNAIDS hosted focus groups, and ends with 

input synthesis.183 Phase two is the strategy development and finalization, and this part 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.184 

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).185 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.186 

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.187 Subsequently, 1 in 4 adolescent girls (ages 15-19) have an unmet need for contraception 

and account for 11% of all births.188 Young women who have access to comprehensive sexual and reproductive 

health There are many barriers that 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 
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in their sexual and reproductive decisions.189 Studies have shown women and girls is 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 exercise better control over their sexual and reproductive health 

choices.190 In 29 countries women require their spouse’s consent to access sexual and reproductive health services, 

diminishing women’s ability to receive care of her own autonomy.191 In least developed countries, 60% of girls are 

not attending secondary school, and for those in school, and of those in school, most are not receiving adequate 

education on HIV, sex, and sexuality.192 

Convention on the Elimination of all Forms of Discrimination Against Women (CEDAW) has 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 body believes this 

because the Universal Declaration of Human Rights sets the precedent for equality between men and women.193194 

The goal of States to ensure universal access to sexual and reproductive health is 3.7 of the SDGs, and a key issue is 

access to information and education on contraception and the options in the case of unwanted pregnancies.195 

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

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

based violence, unwanted pregnancy, and STIs.196  

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

(IPPF) work globally in order to help provide legal advocacy as well as expanding access to the resources and 

education for women to have access to contraception, safe abortions, and education.197 198 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 courts first case on sexual abuse in school settings as well as 

winning the case of June Medical Services v. Russo in the United States on the topic of abortion.199 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.200  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.201 In 2019, the UNFPA was able to avoid an estimated 14,071,023 unintended pregnancies and 3,904,568 

unsafe abortions through the provision of 1,290,742,416 male condoms, 66,612,288 oral contraceptives, and other 

contraceptive options.202 Continued combined work from the UN, State governments, and CSOs will continue to 

serve the needs of women globally. 

Maternal Mortality and Morbidity 

Every day it is estimated that 830 women die from pregnancy and childbirth related causes.203 Maternal mortality is 

defined as non-accidental nor incidental causes but as the death of a women while pregnant or within 42 days of 
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termination of pregnancy.204 The leading causes are blood loss, infection, unsafe abortion, high blood pressure, or 

prolonged/obstructed labor.205 It is believed that issues of discrimination against women and poverty are large 

contributing factors to maternal mortality and morbidity.206 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 

five factor leading to maternal death.207  

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.208 Through 

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

resources.209 They also report and review maternal death programmes in order 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.210 Work 

done by the CRR has worked to urge Kenya to enforce abortion rights protections due to the fact that each year in 

Kenya nearly 2,500 women and girls die from unsafe abortions.211  

Moving forward, the importance of these key facets is imperative: respect, protect, and fulfill.212 Respect, protect, 

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

should be safe and require unbiased support.213 Continued pressure on State Governments to support the 

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 be less than 70 per 100,000 live births.214 

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 contain the 

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

the concerning issues of maternal mortality and morbidity. In order 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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