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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 

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 

                                                        
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 
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  

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.unwomen.org/en/csw/brief-history
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
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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 

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  

                                                        
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/eres1996-6.htm 
27 Ibid.  

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 

 

http://www.un.org/womenwatch/daw/beijing/platform/
http://www.un.org/womenwatch/daw/beijing/platform/
https://sustainabledevelopment.un.org/post2015/transformingourworld
https://sustainabledevelopment.un.org/sdg5
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
http://www.un.org/documents/ecosoc/res/1996/eres1996-6.htm
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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 

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 13-24 March 2017.44 The session was held with the priority theme of 

women’s economic empowerment in the changing world of work, the review theme of challenges and achievements 

                                                        
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 
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, 61st session of the CSW (2017), 2017. http://www.unwomen.org/en/csw/csw61-2017  

http://www.un.org/womenwatch/daw/beijing/platform/
http://www.un.org/womenwatch/daw/beijing/platform/
https://sustainabledevelopment.un.org/post2015/transformingourworld
https://sustainabledevelopment.un.org/post2015/transformingourworld
http://www.unwomen.org/en/csw
https://goo.gl/oKhMhY
http://www.unwomen.org/en/about-us/about-un-women
https://goo.gl/6TPu6V
http://www.unwomen.org/en/csw
http://www.unwomen.org/en/csw/outcomes
http://www.un.org/womenwatch/daw/CSW60YRS/CSWbriefhistory.pdf
http://www.un.org/womenwatch/daw/csw/pdf/CSW_founding_resolution_1946.pdf
http://www.un.org/womenwatch/daw/beijing/pdf/BDPfA%20E.pdf
http://www.unwomen.org/en/partnerships/civil-society/civil-society-advisory-groups
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
https://www.awid.org/special-focus-sections/commission-status-women
http://www.equal-futures.org/
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
http://www.unwomen.org/en/csw/csw61-2017
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in the implementation of the Millennium Development Goals for women and girls, and the emerging issue of the 

empowerment of Indigenous women.45 Key documents included reports by the Secretary-General, discussion 

summaries, and the adoption of agreed conclusions.46  

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.47 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.48 The session is structured to allow for 

emerging themes, topics which members and other attendees find to be important to their work and are timely 

issues, but not currently in focus for the CSW or other bodies.49 This inclusion of dual priorities allows the CSW to 

make planned progress in addition to acting on issues as they arise.50 Current topics include women’s economic 

empowerment and sustainable development, women’s economic empowerment in the changing world of work, 
challenges to achieving gender equality and empowerment for rural women, and social protection issues.51 

In 2017, the CSW met March 13-24 at United Nations Headquarters in New York for its 61st session.52 The CSW 

discussed the priority theme of women’s economic empowerment in the changing world of work, the review theme 

of challenges and achievements in the implementation of the Millennium Development Goals for women and girls, 

and the emerging theme of the empowerment of Indigenous women.53 The 62nd session of the CSW will take place 

12-23 March at UN Headquarters in New York.54 The priority theme will be challenges and opportunities in 

achieving gender equality and the empowerment of rural women and girls, and the review theme will be 

participation in and access of women to the media, and information and communication technologies and their 
impact on and use as an instrument for the advancement and empowerment of women.55 For the 62nd session of the 

CSW, no emerging theme has been identified.56 The 63rd session of the CSW will be held in 2019, with the priority 

theme of social protection systems, access to public services and sustainable infrastructure for gender equality and 

the empowerment of women and girls, and the review theme of women’s empowerment and the link to sustainable 

development.57 

Meetings and Events  

During the 61st session of the CSW in 2017, delegates discussed women’s economic empowerment in the changing 

world of work, challenges and achievements in the implementation of the Millennium Development Goals for 

women and girls, and the empowerment of Indigenous women.58 The 61st session of the CSW in 2017 has some 

minor interruptions, with discussions closed for the day during a snow storm and many NGO representatives 

prevented from fully participating due to travel and UN entry requirements and regulations.59 Beyond these 

interruptions, the CSW conducted fruitful discussion on all three topics, resulting in the agreed conclusions 

document, which outlines a number of strategies and priorities for the CSW, Member States, and women overall.60 

                                                        
45 UN-Women, Commission on the Status of Women. http://www.unwomen.org/en/csw 
46 UN-Women, Official Documents, 2017. http://www.unwomen.org/en/csw/csw61-2017/official-documents  
47 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  
48 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 
49 UN-Women, Commission on the Status of Women. http://www.unwomen.org/en/csw 
50 UN-WomenWatch, Short History of the CSW. http://www.un.org/womenwatch/daw/CSW60YRS/CSWbriefhistory.pdf 
51 UN-Women, Commission on the Status of Women. http://www.unwomen.org/en/csw 
52 UN-Women, 61st session of the CSW (2017), 2017. http://www.unwomen.org/en/csw/csw61-2017 
53 Ibid. 
54 UN-Women, 62nd session of the CSW (2018), 2017. http://www.unwomen.org/en/csw/csw62-2018  
55 Ibid. 
56 Ibid. 
57 UN ECOSOC, Multi-year programme of work of the CSW (E/RES/2016/3), 2016. http://undocs.org/E/RES/2016/3 
58 Ibid. 
59 Church, Indigenous women brave the storm to being talks at UN CSW, 2017. https://goo.gl/99SbRG 

PeaceWomen, CSW 61, 2017. http://www.peacewomen.org/UN/csw-session/CSW61 
60 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 

http://www.unwomen.org/en/csw
http://www.unwomen.org/en/csw/csw61-2017/official-documents
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
http://www.unwomen.org/en/csw
http://www.unwomen.org/en/csw/csw61-2017
http://www.unwomen.org/en/csw/csw62-2018
http://www.un.org/ga/search/view_doc.asp?symbol=E/RES/2016/3
https://goo.gl/99SbRG
http://www.peacewomen.org/UN/csw-session/CSW61
http://www.unwomen.org/-/media/headquarters/attachments/sections/csw/61/csw-conclusions-61-web.pdf?la=en&vs=5452
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A number of side events were conducted by CSW partner agencies, furthering discussion and acknowledging the 

need for these topics, with the empowerment of women in particular, to continue to be discussed and acted upon in 

future meetings and programs.61 Overall, the work completed by the CSW has been viewed favorably, with the 

agreed conclusions living up to the standards set by the 60th session of the CSW, and working to define not only 

what action should be taken, but why it is necessary and how the global community can work together to achieve 

these goals.62  

The 61st session of the CSW provided a platform for the 62nd session to be held in March 2018, with a particular 
focus on issues facing rural women and how the global community can better serve women and girls and work 

towards achieving Goal 5.63 

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.  

  

                                                        
61 Church, Indigenous women brave the storm to being talks at UN CSW, 2017. https://goo.gl/99SbRG  

Oxfam, UN CSW: Oxfam Side Events, 2017. https://www.oxfam.org/en/campaigns/un-commission-status-women-csw-oxfam-side-events 
62 UN-Women, Report on CSW61 and Analysis of the Agreed Conclusions, 2017. http://www.unwomen.org/en/digital-

library/publications/2017/5/report-of-csw61-and-analysis-of-the-agreed-conclusions  
63 UN-Women, Preparations, 2017. http://www.unwomen.org/en/csw/csw62-2018/preparations#expert-group-meeting  
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I. Women’s economic empowerment in the changing world of work 

“We are all better off when we open doors of opportunity for women and girls…Institutions, 

companies, governments and organizations – including our own – those in which gender equality 

reflect the people they serve get better results by every measure. They are the future.” – António 

Guterres, United Nations Secretary-General  

Introduction 

The last two decades have seen increasing rhetoric regarding the importance of women’s role in the global economy, 

and changes for particular women in some parts of the world, however, broadly, structural barriers and endemic 

discrimination continues to this day.64 Women continue to be prevented from fully participating in or taking 

advantage of, employment opportunities, academic pursuits, and public service.65 Examples of ongoing challenges 

including access to parental leave and other benefits, which are often not an option in many countries.66 Women 

continue to be underrepresented in decision-making positions at the highest levels of government; between 1953 and 

2017, only 70 countries have elected women to the highest political offices, and at present, only 10% of current UN 

Member States are led by women.67 Although it is not guaranteed that women who are elected to office will pay 

particular attention to women’s rights and gender equality; there is evidence that with an increase in women’s 
participation in decision-making processes, there is a correlative increase in attention to issues that have a distinct 

impact on women, such as family leave policies.68 The emphasis of women’s economic empowerment in the 

changing world of work is the “impact [of] women and girls in the sphere of work, ranging from the gender pay gap 

to unpaid work, the challenges of the informal economy and the opportunities created by care and green economies, 

and new technologies.”69 

In rural and developing countries where enrollment in primary education is not the norm, girls lack access to 

education.70 Instead many of the girls who lack access to education are often marrying young, caring for family 
members and other children.71 A report from United Nations Children’s Fund indicated that “girls between 5 and 14 

years old spend 40 percent more time on unpaid household chores and collecting water and firewood compared to 

boys their age.”72 It is estimated that around 62 million girls globally are denied the right to education which 

remains a challenge the international community must confront as it considers women’s economic empowerment in 

the changing world of work.73 

Many women still encounter other difficulties such as resource scarcity, gender parity, and food insecurity which 

prohibit them from critical decision-making and providing sustainable income to support themselves and their 

families.74 Compared to the 77 percent of working-age men in the labor force, women of working age only make up 
50 percent of the labor force.75 In addition, a gender pay gap persists, demonstrating that women on average earn 

less than men, and in many cases only 70 to 90 percent of what men earn in all sectors and occupations.76 

Furthermore, statutory and customary laws in about a third of developing countries restrict women’s right to land, 

assets, and the flow of economic resources.77 The matter is how to implement social and economic policies that will 

                                                        
64 UN Statistics Division, The World’s Women 2015: Chapter 4, 2017. https://unstats.un.org/unsd/gender/chapter4/chapter4.html  
65 Ibid.  
66 Ibid.  
67 Geiger & Kent, Number of Women Leaders Around the World has Grown, but They’re Still a Small Group , 2017. 

http://www.pewresearch.org/fact-tank/2017/03/08/women-leaders-around-the-world/  
68 Miller, Women Actually Do Govern Differently, 2016. https://www.nytimes.com/2016/11/10/upshot/women-actually-do-govern-

differently.html  
69 UN-Women, As Work Transforms, UN’s Largest Meeting to Focus on its Impact on Women and Girls, 2017. https://goo.gl/UBvcXF  
70 UN Statistics Division, The World’s Women 2015, 2017, Ch. 3. https://unstats.un.org/unsd/gender/worldswomen.html  
71 HRW, Africa Make Girls Access Education Reality, 2017. https://goo.gl/qZr7KW  

Sharpe, Girls spend 160 million more hours than boys doing chores everyday, 2016. https://www.unicef.org/media/media_92884.html 
72 Ibid. 
73 Makers Team, 21 Facts You Never Knew About International Gender Inequality, 2015. https://www.makers.com/blog/21-facts-you-never-

knew-about-international-gender-inequality 
74 WEF, Five Challenges, One Solution: Women, 2013. https://goo.gl/KJhan3  
75 UN Statistics, The World’s Women 2015, 2017, Ch. 4. https://unstats.un.org/unsd/gender/worldswomen.html  
76 Ibid.  
77 Ibid., Ch. 8.  
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address the needs, hold accountability while serving as the beacon for advancing gender equality and economic 

empowerment for women within the scope and framework of the CSW.  

International Framework  

The Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of Discrimination against Women (CEDAW) adopted in 1979, 

reaffirms women’s equal access to and participation in the political and public life.78 Some of the specific rights 

listed include employment, education, voting, and health and reproductive rights.79 189 countries have ratified or 

acceded CEDAW, pledging to undertake legal obligations to protect and achieve human rights for women.80 

Although CEDAW has strong international support, it lacks measurement and accountability standards to ensure 

progress towards individual Member States’ goals.81 

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

in 1995, sets strategic objectives and actions to achieve gender equality encompassing 12 key areas ranging from 

women and the economy to education and training of women.82After the implementation of the BPfA, the 

international community continues to follow-up at five-year increments on the implementation of the often in the 

context of the CSW.83 Since the implementation, individual Member States have utilized the BPfA to make changes 

and improve gender equality in all aspects of life.84 2015 marked the 20th anniversary of the BPfA and its continued 

effort to enhance resources for women’s equality and empowerment and provide decision makers with the ability to 

renew their commitments to strengthening human rights for women globally.85 However, not one member state has 

yet to fully complete the agenda outlined in the BPfA, and gaps still remain on how to tackle some of the key 

areas.86 

The International Labour Organization (ILO) resolution, “Promotion of Gender Equality, Pay Equity and Maternity 

Protection,” calls for the elimination of gender discrimination in the labor market and for equal access to capital, 

land and assets.87 It encourages Member States to the ILO to ratify the Equal Remuneration Convention, 1951 (No. 

100) and the Discrimination (Employment and Occupation) Convention, 1958 (No. 111), and employers and 

organizations to adopt employment equity plans.88 The Equal Remuneration Convention, 1951 (No.100) established 

that rates of remuneration should be cited without discrimination based on sex, and members to the ILO ensure 

equal wage and salary for men and women workers for work of equal value.89 The Discrimination (Employment and 

Occupation) Convention, 1958 (No. 111) recognized the importance of equality of opportunity and defined the term 
discrimination for employment and occupation as so that if a member of the ILO denies those rights, it will have 

also violated the Universal Declaration of Human Rights (1948).90  

The ILO resolution, “Gender Equality at the Heart of Decent Work,” adopted in 2009 recognized the importance of 

gender equality and that there are still major challenges ahead.91 This resolution examines and calls for gender 

equality through a comprehensive understanding of the current economic state, employment security and social 

protection, and the role of governments and organizations in committing to gender equality policies and 

implementation.92 This resolution works to promote maternity leave, as upwards of 50,000 women face the loss of 

jobs and income due to pregnancy and caring for children.93 

                                                        
78 UNGA, CEDAW, 1979. http://www.un.org/womenwatch/daw/cedaw/cedaw.htm 
79 Ibid. 
80 Ibid. 
81 UN-Women, CEDAW and Women’s Human Rights, 2018. http://asiapacific.unwomen.org/en/focus-areas/cedaw-human-rights  
82 UN-Women, World Conferences on Women, 2018. https://goo.gl/UXqBK2  
83 UNGA, Outcome of the twenty-third special session of the General Assembly (A/RES/55/71), 2001. http://undocs.org/A/RES/55/71  
84 UN-Women, The Beijing Platform for Action: inspiration then and now, 2018. http://beijing20.unwomen.org/en/about 
85 Ibid. 
86 Ibid. 
87 ILO, Resolution concerning the Promotion of Gender Equality, Pay Equity and Maternity Protection, 2004. https://goo.gl/SBcj5L  
88 Ibid. 
89 ILO, Equal Remuneration Convention, 1951. https://goo.gl/K5R4Fa  
90 ILO, C111 - Discrimination (Employment and Occupation) Convention, 1958 (No. 111), 1958. https://goo.gl/TsyBc9  
91 ILO, Gender Equality at the Heart of Decent Work, 2009. https://goo.gl/FgVrgB  
92 Ibid. 
93 ILO, Maternity Protection, 2018. http://www.ilo.org/global/topics/equality-and-discrimination/maternity-protection/lang--en/index.htm 

Topping, Maternity leave discrimination means 54,000 women lose their jobs each year, 2015. https://goo.gl/rkhPhc  
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One of the key aspects to attaining women’s economic empowerment in the changing world of work is to promote 

and integrate inclusive gender-responsive policies in all aspect of life, and align the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable 

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

achieve gender equality and women’s economic empowerment.94 Goal 5 encompasses gender equality and targets 

the eradication of discrimination, the elimination of all forms of violence, and women equal rights to economic 

resources.95 The hope is that by 2030 the goals and targets set forth by the 2030 Agenda will be achieved or 

significant impact has been made.96 Some of the challenges to achieving the goals and targets are monitoring and 

measuring progress, and communication, implementation and outreach.97 

Role of the CSW and the International System 

The CSW established in 1946 is a global intergovernmental body and commission of the Economic and Social 

Council.98 The primary objective of the commission is to “promote gender equality and empowerment of women.”99 

Under its current method of works it adopts multi-year work program and as stated in ECOSOC resolution 2015/6, 
CSW is tasked to engage in discussion to negotiate agreed conclusion on a priority theme based on the BPfA.100At 

the convening sessions, Member States, UN Entities, and ECOSOC Non-governmental organizations work 

collaboratively and reviews the priority theme working towards agreed conclusion to further improve gender 

equality and women’s economic empowerment.101  

At the 61st session of the CSW convened in March of 2017, “Women’s Economic Empowerment in the Changing 

World of Work” was the priority theme discussed with the outcome to form agreed conclusions the topic.102 The 

challenge here is to deliberate beyond the current proposal from the 61st session and to formulate a comprehensive, 

innovative, inclusive and action-oriented agreed conclusions. Given the scope and platform of the CSW, Member 
States are encouraged to be creative yet realistic in determining the how and what solutions to combat the key issues 

affecting women and girls from economic and social independence in the world of work.  

The CSW as a research and reporting committee relies on support from other bodies including the ILO and UN-

Women to achieve its goals.103 The International Labour Organization works closely with the CSW as a series of the 

ILO conventions on gender equality contributes to achieving similar objectives.104 The ILO mandate on gender 

equality is among the international instruments which assist in advancing and reinforcing equality for men and 

women.105 UN-Women supports CSW in achieving its objective through championing women and working towards 
the goal set forth in the Sustainable Development Goals to ensure women and girls have equal participation in all 

areas of life.106 

Key Issues  

Access to education, training, skills programs  

The 2030 Agenda, specifically its related Goal 5 and Targets 5.1, 5.2, and 5.3, calls for efforts to eliminate all forms 

of discrimination, violence, and harmful practices, all of which impacts women’s ability to be at their fullest 

                                                        
94 UN-Women, Expert Group Meeting: Women’s economic empowerment in the changing world of work , 2018. https://goo.gl/2NuvMp  
95 UNDP, Goal 5 Targets, 2018. https://goo.gl/doXZZV  
96 UNDP, Sustainable Development Goals, 2018. http://www.undp.org/content/undp/en/home/sustainable-development-goals.html  
97 Risse, Getting Up to Speed to Implement the SDGs, 2017. https://goo.gl/xeux6P  
98 UN-Women, Commission on the Status of Women, 2018. http://www.unwomen.org/en/csw 
99 Ibid. 
100 UN ECOSOC, Future organization and methods of work of the CSW (E/RES/2015/6), 2015. http://undocs.org/E/RES/2015/6 
101 UN-Women, CSW 61, 2017. from: http://www.unwomen.org/en/csw/csw61-2017 
102 Ibid.  
103 UN-Women, Commission on the Status of Women, 2018. http://www.unwomen.org/en/csw 
104 UN-Women, Economic Empowerment, 2018. http://www.unwomen.org/en/what-we-do/economic-empowerment  
105 ILO, ILO And Gender Equality, 2018. http://www.ilo.org/gender/Aboutus/ILOandGenderEquality/lang--en/index.htm 
106 UN-Women, About UN-Women, 2018. http://www.unwomen.org/en/about-us/about-un-women  
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potential and gain access to opportunities and education.107 Women still face a significant amount of inequality 

linked to social and cultural factors, and political and economic influences.108  

Roughly 31 million girls globally are out of school at the primary level, and about more than half of them are 

projected to never enter school again.109 More boys than girls participate in Technical and Vocational Education and 
Training (TVET) programs which illustrates the need to expand and encourage inclusive programming.110 From 

1999 to 2012, girls accounted for 44 percent of the participants in such programs.111 Education and training can play 

a significant role in promoting gender equality and changing the stereotype through non-formal educational 

curriculum.112 In one study, a woman could reduce her chance of contracting HIV by three times if she received a 

basic education.113 Women account for about two-thirds of the world’s 774 million illiterate adults.114 This 

exemplifies the importance of having access to education and training as a factor to create healthy communities.115 

Women and girls are gaining access to education, training, and skills programs will eventually result in a society that 

is much healthier, more robust, and inclusive.116 Education can help decrease fewer child marriage and early births 
and improve children’s nutrition.117 Not only will having access to education and training programs improve the 

social life, but can also close out the pay gap between men and women and increase the likelihood to find work.118 It 

is critical when addressing the changing world of work to consider how vital education, training and skills programs 

play a major role in facilitating women’s economic empowerment. 

Lack of women in decision-making roles: Public and private  

Goal 5 and its Target 5.5, in particular, calls for “women’s full and effective participation and equal opportunities 

for leadership at all levels of decision-making in political, economic and public life.”119 Today, women account for 

one in five members of a lower house or parliament.120 Some countries have set quotas, and this has improved 

women’s opportunity to get elected to office.121 However, many challenges are still present such as the hierarchy 

and underrepresentation in Head of State or Government roles.122 Worldwide, at the local elected government 

positions, women hold far fewer seats than men.123 

It is important to note that, “women continue to be excluded from political office by discriminatory attitudes and 

‘old boys’ networks’ in political parties, by lack of funds to run election campaigns and by family responsibilities 

that clash with the inflexible working hours of political institutions.” 124Although some Member States have 

implemented the quota system to increase women’s representation in the political sphere, women are still 

underrepresented. In the public and private sector, women make up less than one-third of senior and middle 

management positions even though 47% of world business leaders would favor a quota system for corporate 

boards.125  

                                                        
107 UN DESA, Sustainable Development Goal 5, 2018. https://sustainabledevelopment.un.org/sdg5 
UN CSW, Agreed conclusions on access and participation of women and girls in education, training and science and technology , 2008. 

http://www.un.org/womenwatch/daw/csw/csw55/agreed_conclusions/AC_CSW55_E.pdf  
108 UNGA, Report of the World Conference of the UN Decade for Women, 1980, p. 8. http://bit.ly/2yQdS9O 
109 UN Statistics, The World’s Women 2015, 2017, Ch. 3. https://unstats.un.org/unsd/gender/worldswomen.html  

UNESCO, Girls’ Education—the facts, 2013. https://en.unesco.org/gem-report/sites/gem-report/files/girls-factsheet-en.pdf 
110 Ibid.  
111 Ibid. 
112 UN-Women, VAW: Education, 2014. http://www.unwomen.org/en/news/in-focus/end-violence-against-women/2014/education  
113 Matera, Lack of education making women 'powerless', 2015. https://goo.gl/RXL7kE  
114 UNICEF, Girls’ Education, 2018. https://www.unicef.org/media/media_45452.html  
115 Ibid. 
116 UNESCO, Girls’ Education—the facts, 2013. https://en.unesco.org/gem-report/sites/gem-report/files/girls-factsheet-en.pdf 
117 Ibid. 
118 Ibid. 
119 UN DESA, Sustainable Development Goal 5, 2018. https://sustainabledevelopment.un.org/sdg5  
120 UN Statistics, The World’s Women 2015, 2017, Ch. 5. https://unstats.un.org/unsd/gender/worldswomen.html  
121 Ibid. 
122 Ibid. 
123 Ibid. 
124 UN-Women, Progress of the World’s Women 2015-2016, 2017, p. 35. https://goo.gl/uJwYec  
125 UN-Women, Sustainable Development Goal 5: Infographics, 2018. https://goo.gl/HEzfWF  
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Enabling women to fully be represented in decision-making roles in both the public and private sector will 

eventually provide a foundation for the international community to work towards achieving equality and demands to 

gain equal rights as men.126  

Implementing women’s social and economic policies  

Social and economic policies have a major effect on women. This is reflected in Goal 5 and its Targets 5.4 and 5.A 

which calls for shared responsibilities in the household and reforms for women to secure rights and ownership of 

land, inheritance, and property.127 In some countries, social and cultural standards, there are norms of gender 

inequalities that confines men and women into segregated social roles.128 Many times, women who are in the male-

dominated occupation are faced with lower pay and performance devaluation.129 The challenge of implementing 

social and economic policies is respecting the cultural norm while confronting the underlying issue of gender 

equality.130 

Women remain particularly affected by low wages, poverty and discrimination which leave them very few economic 

opportunities.131 In 2014, the World Bank found that among 143 world economies about 90% of them had at least 

one aspect in restricting specifically women’s economic opportunities.132 Data from 171 countries illustrated that 

roughly 68% of those countries have an unemployment rate that is higher for women than men.133 This shows the 

need to ensure women have equal access to economic opportunities and more importantly fair and just employment. 

The role of the CSW in this key issue is to determine how social and economic policies are implemented to 

effectively empower women and ensure sustainability towards gender inclusive economic policies.  

Conclusion 

It is the responsibility of the CSW to promote cooperation between public and private entities to support and ensure 

all women and girls have greater economic empowerment and independence, able to shape and influence the world 

of work. Access to primary education, training and job skills are vital to prepare the future for women leaders. To do 

so, the world needs more role models and champions, leaders who will understand and connect with girls and 
women by advocating and breaking the stereotypes in both the public and private sectors. Social and economic 

policies at all levels should reflect the international standards as established by normative frameworks laid out by the 

ILO, as well as the BPfA. Basic education and primary schooling should be a right of all people, and as such, no one 

shall be denied the right to education. Men and boys must be equally involved in the support and empowerment of 

women and girls to achieve a world of work that respects and provide equal access to opportunities without 

discrimination. When it comes to the agreed conclusions for the CSW, all actors should be considered in order to 

provide a consensus and comprehensive action driven outcome addressing the topic at hand. 

 Some ways in which the CSW can address this key issue is to consider: how can women be represented in 

all facets and policies that affect women and girls? And what else can the global community do beyond the 

current efforts already demonstrated by some of the Member States and private sectors?  

 How can economic empowerment for women be achieved considering the current state of economies and 

world of work?  

 How does the issue of women’s economic participation align with the BPfA and contribute towards the 

achievement of relevant SDGs? 

 What social and economic policies are needed beyond the currents ones at the international level to achieve 

equal economic opportunities for women? 

 How can boys and men be involved in the empowerment of women in the changing world of work? 

                                                        
126 UN-Women, Progress of the World’s Women 2015-2016, 2017, p. 28. https://goo.gl/Nfa991  
127 UN DESA, Sustainable Development Goal 5, 2018. https://sustainabledevelopment.un.org/sdg5  
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II. 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 Rivera134 

Introduction 

There are an estimated 370 million indigenous people throughout the world.135 Indigenous people have distinct 

cultural traditions which set them apart from mainstream society.136 These communities are often among the most 

marginalized, as the very natures of their communities and identities set them apart from dominant societal group.137 

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, in 

accordance with their own cultural patterns, social institutions and legal system.138 

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

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

within the same region.139 These women and girls are also highly susceptible to violence and being blocked from 

social services and legal avenues to seek help, issues faced by all women in many cases.140 These barriers to services 

arise from lack of education and literacy, discriminatory legal frameworks, distance to services, and community 
prejudice.141  

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.142 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.143 While these efforts have encouraged progress, they have not been enough to successfully 
combat the marginalization of Indigenous women.144 In order to successfully achieve the 2030 Agenda for 

Sustainable Development (“2030 Agenda”) (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.145 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.146 

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 
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discrimination against women.147 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.148 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.149 

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

States.150 It encourages Member States to work with community groups to reduce poverty and empower women and 

girls in diverse situations while maintaining the groups’ individual autonomy.151 The Declaration signalled a positive 

change for Indigenous women, with their needs specifically mentioned representing a call to action for Member 

States.152 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.153 

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.154 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 to build opportunities for indigenous peoples.155 UNDRIP 

specifically calls upon Member States to put measures in place to ensure the rights of Indigenous women are fully 

secured.156 It also emphasizes the right of all indigenous peoples to participate fully in social, economic, and public 

life.157  

The 2030 Agenda and its related SDGs to promote equality, diligent stewardship, and the inclusion of all members 
of society in development efforts.158 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.159 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.160 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.161 

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.162 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.163 

The programme determined that the empowerment of Indigenous women would be covered as an emerging priority 
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area during the 61st session of the CSW in 2017.164 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 taken into account.165 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.166 

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.167 The UNPFII is 

responsible for researching and discussing issues pertaining to indigenous peoples.168 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 pertaining to women and girls every session.169 The UN 

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.170 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.171 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.172 The organization adopted the Indigenous and Tribal Peoples Convention 

in 1989, which works to ensure decent work and fair wages for indigenous people.173 

Civil Society has also worked hard to ensure opportunities for Indigenous women, sharing stories, promote their full 
inclusion and rights, and to build up indigenous communities.174 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.175 These efforts are supported by organizations such as the Asia Indigenous Peoples Pact, 

and the International Women’s Forum, among others.176 These organizations participate in widespread advocacy 

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

change.177 NGO leaders have emphasized the need for indigenous people, and women, in particular, to be a part of 

peace and community building efforts.178 As a result of these actions, Indigenous women have become empowered 

to share their stories with leaders, influence the ways in which outside agencies and organizations help their 

communities, and identify the biggest issues and needs for support.179 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.180 
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The 61st session of the CSW created an opportunity for future discussion on this issue.181 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.182 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.183 The CSW is in a unique position to discuss 

this topic, as it has recently become a topic of heated political discussion.184 With dangerous situations for 

Indigenous women escalating across the world, maintaining women’s rights, promoting their empowerment, and 

engaging them in productive development conversations is vital.185 The CSW can provide a neutral space for women 
to discuss these issues and encourage change.186  

Key Issues  

Reducing violence against Indigenous women 

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

against Indigenous women.187 This violence includes femicide, disappearances, sexual and other forms of physical 

assault.188 Violence is largely unreported or underreported due to lack of access to support services or prevention of 

reporting due to perpetrator influence.189 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.190 In 

2014, a report identified at least 1,181 missing and murdered Indigenous women and girls in Canada.191 In the 

United States, Indigenous women report more frequent and violent victimization, in some cases double those of 

other racial backgrounds.192 Despite these countries’ economic development level, these women face double 

discrimination, ultimately resulting in too little action and visibility for their causes.193 

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

supports more than 462 different initiatives to help end violence against women.194 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 grant system.195 Another campaign, UNiTE to End Violence Against Women, works to bring 

together a multitude of people and organizations to create action plans towards ending violence against women.196 

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.197 However, very few programs 
specifically address the unique issues and challenges facing Indigenous women.198 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.199 
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One of the keys to reducing violence against Indigenous women is documentation.200 Encouraging women and girls 

to document abuses allows communities to determine any patterns which may exist, and see to identify root 

causes.201 Peer to peer groups, like those championed by FAWCO in Central and South America, have also found 

great 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.202 These groups allow indigenous groups to share and process information verbally, in their own language 

or another language they are familiar with, and create programs which are meaningful to them, and address the 

issues pertinent to their community.203 Other recommendations include drafting a Declaration of Rights specific to 
Indigenous women, promoting self-identification methods, and training women to advocate for each other.204 

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 supports, and government.205 Indigenous peoples have faced numerous challenges in 
gaining full recognition of their rights and cultures.206 For many years, this has reduced communication between 

indigenous communities, particularly women, and the outside world.207 Prior to the adoption of the BPfA, 

Indigenous women were largely excluded from the work of women’s empowerment movements who were mainly 

focused on the broad issue of women’s rights and removing marginalization based on gender.208 

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.209 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.210 In order to create lasting, 

effective change which promotes the needs of Indigenous women, community supports and governments need to 
learn about the indigenous communities they serve, including traditional norms, local politics, and how they can be 

effective partners in development and empowerment efforts. 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 the CSW.211  

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.212 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.213 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.214 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.215 

In order 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.216 These 

women have unique knowledge on preserving natural resources and cultural traditions, but are often told that in 

order to be heard they must assimilate to the dominant culture.217 Aid and support systems must also be changed to 
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reflect the actual needs of the communities they are serving, and must be done in a way that does not de-humanize 

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.218 Other recommendations 

include incorporating culturally sensitive data collection measures, cultural outreach efforts by indigenous 

communities, and acknowledgement of the unique roles of women in indigenous communities as community 

supporters and guardians.219 

Providing economic opportunities for Indigenous women 

A key step to the empowerment of any group is the provision of economic, social, and political opportunities.220 

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

background and by their gender.221 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.222 Indigenous women have uniquely valuable experiences in many fields based on 

their community experiences.223 In places like the Mekong river countries in Asia or the rural Northern Alaskan 

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

conservation methods to preserve their way of life.224 These and other skills make Indigenous women valuable 

human assets to protecting irreplaceable cultural and natural resources.225 However, globally there are more than 700 

million fewer women than men participating in paid employment, with full gender equality in the workforce not 

predicted for many decades.226  

Unfortunately, many Member States have policies which make it impossible for Indigenous women and girls to own 
land, access information, or build the skills they need to be competitive workers.227 These policies prevent women 

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

disadvantage they face.228 Similar to violence against Indigenous women, this is an issue that crosses national 

borders and effects Indigenous women wherever they live.229 Women represent the vast majority of unpaid workers, 

especially in care fields.230 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.231 

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

susceptible to unfair labor policies and limited job prospects.232 

Select Member States have developed methods of using Indigenous women’s unique set of skills and cultural 
knowledge as the key to economic growth.233 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.234 In the Mekong River 

countries, Indigenous women’s knowledge of sustainable forest development and usage is vital to the preservation 
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of that biosphere, promoting subsistence agriculture which also enriches the land.235 All of these measure provide 

valuable support to their communities, allowing Indigenous women enriching economic opportunities.236 Similar 

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

local communities to develop economic opportunities through business and product development efforts.237 

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.238 

Further economic opportunities must be provided to Indigenous women to ensure they have equal access to the 
resources and supports of their society.239 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.240 Special care must be given to the skills and expertise of Indigenous women, 

who are often engaged in work which enriches their communities, but may not be paid.241 Outside organizations 

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

before taking on large projects as this can have an inverse effect on women’s empowerment.242 

Conclusion 

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

community.243 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.244 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.245 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.246 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.247 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.248  

 What changes can be made to programs and endeavors to end violence against women so that they are 

more effective in working with indigenous communities? 

 What normative framework and policy guidance can the CSW provide to Member States in order to allow 

governments to better empower Indigenous women? 

 What kind of systemic barriers can be removed for Indigenous women to promote their full and effective 

participation in all aspects of life? 
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