NGO Report from Dr Geulah Solomon, National Chairperson for Status of Women, National Council of Jewish Women of Australia  2005

Report on 49th Session of UN Commission on the Status of Women
As the nominee of the National Council of Jewish Women of Australia (NCJWA), with the support of the Australian Women’s Coalition, it was an honour to be one of the two NGO members representing Australian women and a privilege to work with the other members of the Australian Government delegation which represented the interests of all Australian women at UN- CSW49 in New York. 

Reports Presented

Since my return to Australia, I have presented a (sanitised) written report to NCJWA (attached) which was sent to OFW and published in the Council Bulletin, Vol 81, No1, April 2005. This briefly outlined the activities in which I was involved as a member of the Australian delegation. On 31 March Dr Susan Feldman who was one of the Australian NGOs who came to New York for CSW49 and I reported and spoke of our very different experiences at a public function held by NCJW Victoria.  I also presented brief oral reports to the AWC teleconference on 4 April and to the State Zionist Council of Victoria on 5 April. 

Leadup to CSW49

NGO consultations (caravans) were held in Sydney and Canberra. Presumably all concerned women were expected to travel to Sydney or Melbourne - since the foreshadowed Caravans did not take place in other States. However member organizations of the AWC and other peak women’s coalitions did hold some events e.g. in Melbourne on trafficking (NCWA & Zonta) and on CEDAW and CSW49 (NCWA & NCJWA). This somewhat inadequate consultation process reached only the most activist NGOs and individuals, and meant that many NGOs and Australian women were ignorant of the CSW49 meeting and its importance and relevance to women nationally, regionally and internationally.   

OSW/OFW did not initiate face to face consultations with NGOs,  (as was done before the Beijing Conference) but did issue a call for NGO responses to a questionnaire on Beijing+10 achievements, gaps and emerging issues. Compiling the NCJWA response to the questionnaire was an excellent preparation for participation in and expectations of CSW49.

Preliminary Delegation Briefing in Canberra:

Despite the short notice of the briefing, it was invaluable for 

a) disseminating essential factual information and reports

b) providing opportunity for members of the delegation to meet and get to know each other

c) facilitating travel arrangements to New York. I was particularly grateful to my NGO colleague Suzette Mitchell who travelled on the same flight with me, and to Kerry Flanagan and Gabrielle Burrell for their assistance.  

Expectations

My optimistic expectations - which were shared by all the Australian delegation, and articulated in the plenum by Senator the Hon Kay Patterson in her Australian Country Statement and in the Australian statement by Kerry Flanagan at the concluding session - had been that the 49th session would be devoted to exchanging views on lessons learned over the past 10 years, identifying gaps and challenges, sharing effective processes and best practice, and providing some opportunity for mentoring to assist countries to move forward to improve women’s lives. 

However this did not occur for reasons which I can only surmise:

*  there was little or no opportunity for input to the two week program by participating governments e.g. Australia 

*  the detailed program was not available in time for comments, suggestions, or revisions by participating governments 

*  Draft Resolutions were not distributed in advance, so texts could not be considered by governments prior to the drafting sessions

*  other than Country Statements, there was little opportunity in the program schedule for open discussion and exchange of information on meeting BPFA goals and on strategies for overcoming gaps and challenges  

*  emerging challenges were largely addressed in parallel events on issues which reflected the specific interests/projects  of the event sponsors, rather than the BPFA 12 critical areas directly. The time allocated to each parallel event was usually too short after formal presentations on the topic to allow for much discussion or contribution by the large number of those attending. 

*   national interests, rivalry, power plays and hostility dominated the proceedings. If the UN World Conference Against Racism was perverted into a racist conference against Israel, the target attacked at CSW49 (including by European Union, New Zealand, South Africa and Cuba) was the United States. The continual opposition to the US by the European Union, New Zealand, South Africa and Cuba was undoubtedly geo-political in motivation. Whilst the US was virtually isolated,  the real victims were the women of the world whose future equality and well-being were largely pushed into the background.  

*  the anti-US response to the US abortion amendment which dominated proceedings in the first week and spilled over into the drafting of Resolution texts in the second week, had the effect of distracting all delegations from the primary focus on forwarding the Beijing agenda

*  the CSW49 was an example of the problems and tensions which characterise the UN and its special agencies and the need for reform. 

In hindsight it would appear that governments need to consult and lobby with one another before, not at, the meeting, in order to ensure that their expectations are met and the aims of the CSW are met.

The Delegation

Despite being the oldest member of the delegation, suffering from prolonged jetlag, and having no previous experience of CSW or other UN committee meetings, I can only speak with the greatest respect and gratitude for the way I was wholly accepted as a working member of the team. 

At the UN World Conference Against Racism in Durban, I was a delegate of ICJW which has ECOSOC status at the UN and therefore had attended the Government Conference only as an observer. Being a member of the Government delegation was a new and enjoyable learning experience which was facilitated by Kerry Flanagan, Gabrielle Burrell and all the delegation members.  The daily meetings and delegation briefings kept me informed on sessions I had not attended, up to date on Australia’s policy positions, and directed to what was required of me for the coming day.

I particularly appreciated and greatly enjoyed being included in the delegation’s social activities – dinners, birthday celebrations, and events organised by the Australian Mission to the UN. The highlights included the cocktail reception at the Australian Mission and dinner hosted by the Australian Ambassador to the UN, and the cocktail reception hosted by the Israeli Ambassador to the UN.

Although my main role was to liaise with the Australian NGOs, I also liaised with members of several other government delegations and with NGO women from other countries including Italy, France, Uzbekistan, Rumania, Taiwan, Sweden, United Kingdom, and United States. It was a pity that there seemed little opportunity or need for my input on the views of the Australian NGOs I could speak for who were not at CSW49 but had been involved in the preparatory process.

Plenary: Country Statements

Governments had five minutes each to present their achievements in the 10 years since Beijing. 

The excellent and comprehensive Australian Country Statement by Senator the Hon Kay Patterson , Minister for Women’s Issues and Head of the Australian delegation was a model of what the Country Statements should be. The Minister expressed the Australian Government’s reaffirmation of the Beijing Declaration and Platform for Action and reported on the considerable Australian achievements across the BPFA’s 12 critical areas. She expressed the Australian Government’s ongoing commitment to

”consolidate and build upon our achievements so that women can realise their full potential in the dynamic environment of the twenty first century”.

It was virtually impossible to attend every Country Statement and some Statements were not distributed as written papers. Although almost all spoke of positive achievements, there were clearly different levels of emphases and achievements. Some of the most impressive statements came from the smallest, least developed and newly-independent countries e.g.Burkino Pasa, Bosnia, Ghana, Antigua, Cape Verde, Eritrea, whose presenters often spoke from the heart and were on occasion critical of their own governments. The report from Bahrain was largely apologist for a society in which women’s policy and norms are dictated by the King and religion rather than responsive to BPFA.

All the Country Statements focussed entirely on achievements for women and girls except that of the Palestinian Authority which was an entirely political diatribe of lies and distortions, blaming Israel for the alleged poverty, unemployment, homelessness, lack of health and medical services, and lack of educational access, for Palestinian women and girls. This contrasted completely with the report on Palestinian women and girls which Hanaan Ashrawi presented in Melbourne to a group of Australian women NGOs at a meeting organised by DAFT which I attended 2 years ago. I did not hear, but have read, Israel’s Country Statement which also included some political content in defensive response, but it did also address the BPFA’s 12 critical areas.

There was no program time or opportunity to discuss Country Statements individually or to identify and deal with global, regional or national gaps or challenges.

Reaffirming the Beijing Declaration

The Commission had adopted a declaration reaffirming the Beijing Declaration and BPFA, but prior to the session beginning the United States put forward an amendment to prevent “reproductive health services” being interpreted as a new universal global right to abortion.       

Most of the discussion for the first week on the floor, at the side events, in the corridors and cafeterias, focussed solely on the issue of abortion. Following strong opposition and consultations with other states, the US withdrew its amendment on the understanding that neither the Beijing or Beijing+5 outcome documents, nor the terms “reproductive health services” and ‘reproductive rights” constitute support, endorsement or promotion of abortion  

The withdrawal of the amendment enabled the declaration of reaffirmation to be approved by consensus, without any reservation. Nevertheless the hostility to the US continued during the second week particularly in relation to US sponsored resolutions.

Interactive Panels

There were six interactive panels: 

Synergies between BPFA and CEDAW 

Linkages between BPFA Beijing+5 and the Millenium Declaration and Millennium Development Goals. 

Challenges relating to statistics and indicators

Future perspectives through the eyes of young women and men

Gender perspectives in macro-economics

Role of regional and international organizations in promoting gender equality-

I attended the panel on Future perspectives through the eyes of young men and women.

A common thread in the interactive panels was the need for emphasis on maintaining/promoting/mainstreaming gender (i.e. women’s) perspectives, but it should be noted that increasing attention is being given by CSW and Millenium Development to men and boys when addressing issues of gender equality.

Parallel Events

These were sponsored by Missions or by UN agencies. Unfortunately the multiplicity of parallel events on different topics at the same time meant one could not attend all the events on topics of particular concern to the delegation or one’s own NGO: many events during the second week were when many members of government delegations were occupied with drafting Resolution texts.

I did attend parallel events From Beijing +10 to the Millenium Summit; The Voices of Asia and the Pacific; and Migrant Women Workers’ Rights. 

Resolutions

The Australian delegation looked forward to the second week of proceedings being devoted to exchange of information on lessons learned in the past 10 years and sharing of best practice. Instead delegation members spent most of the time on the drafting of texts of ten resolutions to be adopted at the final session. 

The four traditional resolutions were: 

Women, girls and HIV/AIDS

Strengthening International Research and Training Institute for Women (INSTRAW)

Women and Girls in Afghanistan

Palestinian Women and Girls

These four resolutions were passed with consensus on the final day, unamended from the negotiated text.

Although I understandably had a concern for the resolution on Palestinian women, which was sponsored by Jamaica on behalf of the Group of 77, I deliberately did not attend Parallel events or drafting sessions dealing with this issue. However I did express my view to the Head of the Australian Mission that a) at this time when fragile negotiations towards a hopefully peaceful settlement of the conflict are under way, the resolution is inappropriate and unhelpful b) the resolution includes a right-of-return clause which pre-empts final negotiations c) Australia has previously voted against a General Assembly resolution condemning Israel’s security fence and d) singling out the situation of Afghanistan and Palestinian women ignores the plight of women in Darfur, Nigeria and other areas of conflict. 

The six new Resolutions were on:

Women’s economic advancement

Gender mainstreaming

Appointment of Special Rapporteur on discrimination against women

Trafficking of women and girls

Women and disaster relief

Indigenous women 

I attended one Resolution drafting session for each of gender mainstreaming, indigenous women, and trafficking of women and girls and three very long and contentious drafting sessions on the Resolution on women’s economic advancement.

The resolution calling for the appointment of a special rapporteur was not supported by Australia because it is incompatible with Australia’s policy on UN reform. The resolution was passed but without consensus.

The resolutions on Gender mainstreaming, Women and disaster relief, and Indigenous women passed with consensus unamended from the negotiated agreed text. The resolution on disaster relief included a reference to psychosocial health (mental health)which was advocated by the Australian NGOs.

The resolutions on Trafficking and Women’s economic advancement were the most contentious, arguably because both were sponsored by the US. Initially the resolution was Trafficking and Prostitution. Although several European experts on trafficking insisted that legalised prostitution commercialised and encouraged trafficking, it was impossible for countries like Australia committed to legalised prostitution, to support the resolution in its original form.  However after much debate the US agreed to the term ‘sexual exploitation’ and the resolution, calling for the prevention, suppression and punishment of traffickers and for protection of the rights of trafficked persons, was passed with consensus unamended from the negotiated agreed text.

The text for the resolution on women’s economic advancement proved the most intractable.  Objections were raised to much of the free market rhetoric, while the EU, South Africa and New Zealand pressured for including the importance of sexual and reproductive rights for economic empowerment (thereby reiterating their opposition to the US in the previous week’s debate). Nevertheless the US succeeded in having enabling conditions for economic empowerment such as enforceable contracts, absence of corruption, and sound macro-economic management, included in the text. 

Although the US withdrew its sponsorship in the final session, the resolution on Women’s economic advancement was passed but without consensus. 

Due to the protracted negotiations in adopting the Resolutions, the formal requirements regarding CSW50 could not be completed at the final session of the CSW49.

Non-Government Organisations

Unlike the Beijing Conference and the World Conference Against Racism, there was no NGO Forum prior to or alongside the CSW49 which was essentially a UN government meeting with NGOs with ECOSOC standing having limited numbers of  observers. 

Consequently many of the Australian (and other) NGOs who came for the CSW49 felt they were marginalised and redundant. Some were incensed that they were unable to enter the General Assembly building through the main entrance, which they regarded as an indication of their irrelevance. Although they were quite organised and lobbied their government delegation to ensure input of their views, many felt their attendance was a waste of time and money which could have been better spent on activities within Australia. They would have liked more feedback on the fate of their lobbying.  

I was informed that the means of identifying Australian NGO participants was haphazard.  Some Australian NGOs expressed their dissatisfaction with the morning coffee at the Australian Mission which they felt was simply a social gathering, and also with the daily briefing process. In contrast the British NGOs spoke highly of the daily frank briefings held by the UK Mission for combined members of the UK delegation and UK NGOs.

In place of an NGO Forum, a full program of events was conducted daily by the NGOs parallel to CSW49. Held at the UN Church Centre and other New York venues, the events reflected the issues of concern to participating NGOs most of which were also the issues addressed in the CSW49 program. 

I believe that the only events in which all NGOs participated were the daily morning NGO briefings (which I attended) and the International Women’s Day program.   

Civil society particularly women’s NGOs have played a significant role in the implmentation of CEDAW and the BPFA and gender perspectives are integral to the achievement of the Millenium Development Goals. Stakeholders who should participate and be consulted in this process of implementing internationally agreed goals include women’s NGOs and networks.  . 

The CSW49 was not intended to be a World Women’s Conference but perhaps it would have been appropriate to mark the 10th anniversary of the Beijing Declaration and PFA with a World Women’s Conference. 

Antisemitism Seminar 

NCJWA which nominated me for the delegation is an affiliate of the International Council of Jewish Women, which has ECOSOC status at the UN and permanent delegates at the UN in New York, Geneva, Paris, Vienna and Brussels.

While in New York, and with approval from Kerry Flanagan, I took two days leave from CSW49 to attend an allday Administrative meeting of the ICJW Executive, and an allday seminar on Antisemitism hosted by the ICJW North American Region. 

and held at NCJW New York Section’s office. Keynote speakers included Shashi Tharoor, UN Under-Secretary-General and convenor of the recent Antisemitism session of the UN;  David Harris, Executive Director of the American Jewish Committee; Blu Greenberg, renowned author and founding president of the Jewish Orthodox Feminist Alliance;  and Sister Maureen Fiedler, host of  ‘Interfaith Voices’, a public radio show promoting religious tolerance and interfaith understanding.

A panel of ICJW leaders who reported on antisemitism in their country/region comprised Sara Winkowski about Latin America, Evelyn Ascot about France, and I reported on antisemitism in Australia (attached: copy also forwarded to Dr Thu Nguyen-Hoan at DIMIA)). After the seminar, we were interviewed by Sister Maureen Fiedler for her radio show. The proceedings of the seminar will be published in a booklet. 

Conclusion  

The outcomes of CSW49 were 

a) reaffirmation of the Beijing Declaration and Platform for Action 

b) adoption of  10 Resolutions intended to meet gaps and challenges 

c) 165 member states of the UN came together to forward the BPFA into the next decade

d) over 2500 NGO participants representing civil society joined with the 165 governments

e) the need for greater tolerance, co-operation and trust between

member states was established

      f)   the Australian Government can be justifiably proud of the role played by the 

 Minister for Women’s Issues and the Australian Government delegation

Personal Outcomes were

a) increased knowledge and understanding of  CSW and UN processes

b) ability to inform Australian NGOs (NCJWA, members of AWC, other NGOs) about achievements, gaps and emerging issues globally across the 12 critical areas of BPFA 

c) ability to contribute to NGO forward-looking strategies on issues raised at CSW49

d) ability to contribute more knowledgably on actions required by Resolutions adopted by CSW49 

e) more informed consultation, dialogue with Australian Government and OFW

f) increased ability to initiate/ contribute to relevant/priority  projects for women

g) greater understanding of regional and global women’s issues and needs 

Dr Geulah Solomon OAM

NCJWA 

NGO Member of the Australian Government delegation to CSW49

27 April 2005 

