NGO REPORT FROM CSW 49

Suzette Mitchell, Executive Director, International Women’s Development Agency

Background and focus of role on delegation

As an NGO delegate on the Australian Government Delegation I saw my role as key to liaising between NGOs and getting information from Australian and international NGOs at the meeting.  In the preparation for the CSW/Beijing Session, as Executive Director of International Women’s Development Agency (IWDA) I attended planning meetings in Melbourne with working group for the Beijing +10 Caravan process, coordinated by the Australian National Coordinating Committee for Refugee Women, the University of NSW and the Human Rights and Equal Opportunity Commission. I actively participated in the Women’s Tribunal and National NGO Preparatory Meeting and in Sydney in 2004 and facilitated the session on women and armed conflict.  I also fed into the process of preparing language suggestions to the Office for Women coordinated through the Womenspeak network and attended the peak national women’s NGO meeting on language preparation for the Office for Women in February 2005.

IWDA has been extremely active in implementing the Beijing Platform for Action in the context of Australia’s overseas aid program, particularly in the area of armed conflict and implementing Security Council Resolution 1325 on Women, Peace and Security.  In this respect we have developed a paper for AusAID on integrating the role women in peace building into AusAID’s program, developed a set of gender guidelines for the United Nations Mine Action Service, and prepared a set of gender checklists for Australian aid agencies working in emergencies.  

As a former staff member of UNIFEM Headquarters in New York, I also had links with UN agencies and several international women’s networks active at the Beijing +10 session.  I have also recently completed my PhD thesis on the implementation of the Beijing Platform for Action in the context of civil society.  Thus I saw my role on the Australian Delegation as drawing from my expertise, my links with Australian NGOs, international women’s NGOs and UN agencies. 

I attended the briefing for Australia’s official delegates in Canberra prior to the CSW session and went armed with the official delegation brief, ‘Voices 2004’ lobby document ‘the Little Purple Book’, ‘Voices 2004 and Beyond’ Booklet,  ‘the Big Purple Book’, outcomes from Asia-Pacific NGO forum, the Australian Report of the Beijing + 10 sub-regional meeting held at UNSW in June 2004, detailing the outcomes from the ‘Women Taking Action Locally And Globally’ workshops, Voices 2000 and Beyond’ ‘the Little Blue Book’, and Asia-Pacific Women 2000: Gender Equality, Development and Peace  ‘the Big Blue Book’, outcomes from the Asia- Pacific NGO forum, held in Thailand, September 1999, reviewing progress and identifying challenges to achieving the objectives of the BPFA in the Asia-Pacific region.

Other key documents taken included the ‘Platform for Action and Outcome Document’ from Beijing +5, CEDAW and other UN and international NGO documents.
At the session

In my role as NGO representative I attended the 8 am international NGO strategy meetings of the Linkage Caucus and the 9 am NGO briefings, and where possible I also attended the Asia-Pacific Women’s Watch meetings at 11 am daily.  These were the major mechanisms available to me at the event to key information from the international and regional NGO women’s movements.  At these meetings I gathered information on the process and the resolutions that I could feed to the delegation, which proved to be a useful way of obtaining documentation, often before the delegation had obtained it formally.  I also fed information in on positions that Australia had declared, or documents the Australian Delegation had obtained that NGOs did not already have.

Wherever possible I also attended the daily meetings of the Australian Delegation with Australian NGOs and liaised with this group to coordinate a meeting with the Minister and Head of Delegation and a dinner between the delegation and Australian NGOs for International Women’s Day.  I tried to be a conduit for information between the groups while being active in discussions in both groups.

In terms of tracking language negotiations, I focused on the tsunami resolution.  I liaised with Eileen Pittaway and the Asia Pacific Women’s Watch on the tsunami resolution and fed this information into the Australian delegation and vice versa.  I also maintained a general overview of the other resolutions, in particularly trafficking, gender mainstreaming and indigenous women.  

Sessions coordinated

IWDA held two highly successful and well attended side panels during the Beijing +10 session.  I had organised these before being selected as an NGO representative on the delegation, so I had to fulfill these roles for IWDA as advertised.

Gender Indicators – Measuring progress for women: opportunities and challenges

I chaired this panel discussion on Wednesday 2 March, 2005 11.30-1.00 pm. 

Panelists:  Lucia Fort, Senior Gender Specialist The World Bank; Shireen Lateef, Head of Gender, Asian Development Bank; Joanne Sandler, Deputy Director, UNIFEM; Shirin Shukri, Arab States Office, UNIFEM; and, Aster Zaoude, United Nations Development Programme. 

A great deal of work has been done in the period since Beijing +5 in the area of gender indicators.  This work represents a key strategy for measuring change in development projects for women and, as such, could be seen as a major area of implementation of the Beijing Platform for Action.  This workshop provided space for leaders in the gender and development field to talk about the groundbreaking work their organisations have been doing in the area of gender indicators. It is anticipated a follow up workshop will be held at the Association for Women’s Rights in Development (AWID) Conference in October 2005 with project partners responding to the implementation of the indicators at a field level. 

Mainstreaming gender into mine action programs – guidelines for implementation. Wednesday March 9, 2005 11.30-1.00 pm  

Convened by: IWDA and United Nations Mine Action Service (UNMAS).  

Speakers: Comfort Lamptey, Gender Advisor, Department of Peacekeeping Operations (DPKO); Justin Brady, Planning Officer, UNMAS; Bob Eaton, Executive Director, Survey Action Center (SAC); Rashida Al-Hamdani, Yemen National Mine Action Centre and Chair of Women’s National Committee; and, Suzette Mitchell, Executive Director, IWDA.

As one component of the United Nations commitment to strategies of gender mainstreaming and gender balance, the Inter-Agency Steering Committee on Gender and Mine Action, chaired by the UN Mine Action Service (UNMAS) has established Gender Guidelines for Mine Action Programmes. It is hoped that these guidelines will also serve as a helpful tool for non-UN mine action implementing partners, as they strive to ensure gender equality within their programmes.  IWDA, along with representatives of mine action NGOs, educational institutions and interested donors have worked with the UN’s Inter-Agency Steering Committee to develop these guidelines.  This session outlined the development of these guidelines, the process for UN implementation and monitoring, and will also include discussion on how NGOs can actively use the guidelines.

Other sessions attended

I attended a plethora of events during Beijing +10, some in the General Assembly for the formal proceedings, including Country Statements, some celebratory events and the final language adoption.  I also attended some of the high level plenaries and several of the side panels run by NGOs, multilaterals and UN agencies.  A selection of the highlights of these are outlined below. 

High level plenaries IV and VII

· IV Remaining challenges in relation to statistics and indicators, building on the discussions from CSW 48 and data from the World’s Women: Trends and Statistics 2005 and the World Survey on the Role of Women in Development.

· VII The role of regional and intergovernmental organisations in promoting gender equality

These high level plenaries provided useful information on statistical work and papers from these sessions are available in hard copies from my office.

Association for Women’s Rights in Development (AWID) session on women’s funding (closed session for selected international women’s groups) 

“Where is the money?”  This was the question posed by AWID and participants discussed this question from all corners of the globe.  Susan Beresford (Ford) opened the session.  She talked of a backlash – of women’s groups experiencing the disadvantages of marginalisation in global funding.  She considered that some of the backlash has come from the recent success since the Beijing era.

Sanja Sarnavka from Babe in Croatia stated funding is getting harder and harder to obtain and now that the guns have left the Balkans so has the money.  It was noted that there is a change in the terminology, no longer referred to in funding circles as “grassroots women’s support”, now assistance is termed “developmental finance”.

The Dutch government  who were major funders of women’s projects and are now changing direction.  They have changed their focus from women’s projects into gender mainstreaming hence it is less likely to be received by women specific agencies.  An example of this is the cessation of their funding to UNIFEM and their increased funds to UNDP for gender mainstreaming.

Quote: “Women don’t live their lives in boxes that can be ticked” – Bisi, African Women’s Development Agency.

Tsunami workshops

Men are now seen selling in the markets due to the lack of women, illustrating a change in gender roles since the disaster.  Illegal migrant workers were badly hit in Thailand. The Thai newspapers spread the story “Burmese gangs looting Southern Thailand”.  Burmese refugees in Thailand talked of there being an aftershock every day— another discrimination— border soldiers, as illegal migrants faced discrimination and repatriation.

The differential impact on men and women by the tsunami process was noted with more women killed due to them not being able to climb trees or swim, and that they waited for children and the disabled.  The men were out in the boats where the water was calmer.

A Sri Lankan group CATAW has been established - Coalition for Tsunami Affect Women.

Commonwealth Foundation session on partnerships

The Commonwealth Foundation explores partnerships between the government and civil society and is an interesting organisation that could possibly provide assistance for Australian led initiatives in the Asia-Pacific region.

The UN Fund for Partnerships began in 1998 from Ted Turner funds and aims to bring together UN agencies for joint initiatives with other civil society partners.  So far $600 million has been spent on environment, women and population initiatives, children’s health and peace, security and human rights issues. 

Hillary Clinton event

Hillary referred to the power of Beijing a decade ago and the strength of the words of “womens’s rights as human rights, and human rights as women rights” which was the centre of her speech in Beijing.  She talked of the moves backwards often led by the US in the area of women’s sexual and reproductive health which damages the lives of women as 20 million women undergo abortions each year with 68000 dying from the implications of unsafe operations.

She stressed that after Rwanda we said “never again” after Bosnia we said “never again” and now Darfur is happening and we are doing nothing. 

OECD DAC WID Marker review and report launch

This session outlined the results of the recent review of the DAC WID marker (I have the complete report for anyone interested).

There are many difficulties with the marker and the OECD DAC are working to refine it as even bilaterals have misused it, making the data inaccurate.  One of the key red flags is a definitional issue that points to the inherent problem of trying to capture all work on gender as one gender indicator.  Gender is not an issue but a theme.  There will be more work done on the definitional development of the gender marker and the NGO network will be included in this.

The GAD marker currently illustrates whether a project is not targeted (0), partially (1) or significant (2) with only $3.1 billion of $17.9 billion in ODA currently targeting women.  

Karen Mason (World Bank) once likened gender mainstreaming to computerisation, the concern that once everyone has a computer there wouldn’t be a need for computer experts.

Discussion illustrated that we are unclear of what we are measuring when we measure gender  and even less clear on how to measure it.  There is a need to link the use of a gender marker with quantitative tools of investigation and change.  A comment also pointed to the need to track changes in men’s behaviour in gender equality.

Other sessions attended

· Commonwealth Secretariat Expert Panel and Book launch

· International Women’s Tribune Centre Bagel and Books sessions on the launch of Peggy Antrobus ‘The Global Women’s Movement’ 

· Project Kesher Grassroots Organizing: Are We Really Working from the Ground Up?
Analysis

‘Turning Promises into Progress’ is the title of the Statement of the Linkage Caucus of NGOs at CSW 49. With ten years passing since the Beijing Fourth World Conference for Women, women had hoped for great celebrations and results from the hard work of women around the world.  Although over 6000 gathered in New York for this meeting at the UN, much time was spent protecting the language and gains from the Beijing Platform for Action.  

The Beijing +10 session was not as I, the Australian Delegation, or international and national NGOs had expected.  The introduction of resolutions was a new process, led by the US Delegation and one that the Australian Delegation formally objected to, stating that it had intentionally not sponsored any of the resolutions as a protest to the process.  The Australian Delegation, as articulated by the head of Delegation, Kerry Flanagan, had wanted more international discussions on lessons learned and ways forward.

The Australian and international NGOs were also frustrated by this process, not so much in the context of the resolutions but in their process which made it extremely hard for NGOs to gain access to the language and the negotiations themselves which were largely restricted to official delegates.  

The NGO Linkage Caucus document called for no more empty promises, claiming the time for action is now.  The final meetings of the NGO linkage caucus illustrated the frustration felt by many NGOs at the lack of information available to them on the resolution, making the process one not of empowerment, but disempowerment.  The group called for governments and the UN to include civil society representatives, especially women’s organisations as equal partners in the UN reform process and the Millennium Summit.  Many discussions focussed on the links between the Platform for Action (PFA) from Beijing and the Millennium Development Goals (MDGs) with some felling that progress on women’s status was no longer being measured by the PFA, but by the less comprehensive MDGs.  Either way, all were in agreement that more links need to be made between the PFA and the MDG and that women’s needs and issues need to be clearly articulated and integrated into the upcoming GA session focusing on the 5 year review of the MDGs.   

The most contentious issues identified in the first week were from the US hesitancy in recommitting to the Beijing Platform for Action that caused a flurry of lobbying and discussions.  Introduction of the resolution process then occupied much of the discussion with the most contentious issues focusing around issues of trafficking and prostitution and gender in macro economic issues. 

Although the Beijing +10 process did not yield the potential women deserved, it did adopt six new resolutions on: gender mainstreaming; the viability of appointing a Special indigenous women; women's economic advancement; and Rapporteur on discrimination against women; trafficking; integrating a gender perspective in post-disaster relief especially in response to the Indian Ocean tsunami.  This latter resolution, calls for women to have access to an active role in all phases of disaster management.  It urges governments to address "gender equality dimensions of livelihood, security, land tenure, land rights, property and housing since they posed major challenges to women, in particular widows, women heads of households, women with disabilities and women who had lost family members in natural disasters."

Follow up

Since returning from New York I have spoken to many NGOs and interested people on the outcomes of the session.  The editorial of IWDA’s latest newsletter features my experience at this session and is attached below.

Ten years of the Beijing Platform For Action

The year was 1995 and it was the United Nations Fourth World Conference on Women. I attended as the Gender Advisor for the Australian Council for Overseas Aid and as a member of the Australian Council for Women. My life would literally never be the same again. I met so many women who were to become close friends, mentors and an inspiration on an emotional, intellectual and activist level. I was amazed at the impact this event had on my life, and started to study this phenomenon through a PhD thesis.  

Fast forward to 2005. Now representing IWDA, and as an NGO Advisor for the Australian delegation, I have just submitted the PhD and  attended the Beijing +10 session of the Commission on the Status of Women with 6000 others. I was full of hope and excitement.

Two weeks later. Deflated, frustrated and despondent, I wonder why this process has changed so dramatically. Of course, global geopolitics has changed markedly and the UN process has never been an easy one for women. We never expected fast, radical or easy change, but I certainly hadn’t expected it would be so jolly hard just to hold onto the basic rights that were enshrined in the Beijing Platform for Action (PFA) a decade earlier. The US Delegation began the CSW session with reservations about reaffirming the PFA that had become a guidebook on the status of women’s needs and concerns. I had expected to talk with others on exciting strategies for the future – instead we found ourselves arguing and lobbying to protect the past.

But many of the same women were present – still as inspiring, still full of energy, wisdom and vision, and they were the silver lining in the process for me. I met more incredible women from around the world who are changing women’s lives every day, and I guess these women are the power of what is our force of change. Just as women continue to support IWDA 20 years after its creation, women from all parts of the globe continue to support and provide inspiration to each other – within their families, local communities and cities, and on the world stage.

This is how we will continue to create solidarity and change for women: by working together. 

