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JOINT STATEMENT TO THE 59TH SESSION OF THE
COMMISSION ON HUMAN RIGHTS
by Conchita Poncini
International Federation of University Women
ITEM 10 – ECONOMIC, SOCIAL AND CULTURAL RIGHTS
This is a joint statement of 15 NGOs: International Federation of University Women, World Union
of Catholic Women Organizations, Socialist International Women, World Federation of Methodist and
Uniting Church Women,. International Association for Counselling, Femmes Afrique Solidarite,
Baccalaureat International, International Council of Jewish Women, Inter-African Committee,
International Zionist Women, Zonta International, Bahai International Community, World
Organization of Former Pupils of Catholic Education (OMAEC), Institute of Global Education,
International Association for Religious Freedom.
Madame President

.

We call attention to the report of UNIFEM on “Progress of the World’s Women 2000, which assesses
what has been achieved for women’s economic empowerment and gender equality. It highlights both
progress and forms of gender inequality which still persist and shows through statistical indicators and
personal testimonies that we have a long way to go before the Beijing Platform for Action is fulfilled.
I would like to illustrate these assertions:
1. Eradication of Poverty:
One-third of the world’s households is headed by a woman. As a direct consequence of women’s
disadvantaged situation with regard to education, employment, inheritance rights or land tenure and
the various ways of discrimination and exclusion they experience in their daily lives, most of these
households belong to the poorest segments of societies. Children from these households, because they
receive little or no education, run the greatest risk of becoming child workers, a future generation that
perpetuates the vicious cycle of poverty and social exclusion. Neglect of girls’ and women’s access to
lifelong education and training as well as to productive assets and credit, not only deprive women and
their families of income but also reduce the skill level of a nation’s human resources, limit national
production and bar countries from being competititve in the global market.
2. A Culture of Fully Democratic Societies
No society can call itself fully democratic if legislation and entrenched customs and habits prevent
women from participating in the shaping of their society’s future; if children grow up in the
understanding that giving privileges to some and limiting the rights of others is permissible.
Democracy is a self-generating condition and its existence requires constant vigilance which has to
permeate all political, social, cultural and economic spheres. As half of the population, women’s
condition can therefore hinder or enhance the democratization process and could be regarded as an
indicator of the level of democracy. Through the participation of grassroots and all other levels,
women no longer call only for political parties to take up women’s issues; they are calling for a
transformation of society in which the inclusion of women and their perspectives is indispensable. For
example, it is a well-known fact women in Latin America have participated in massive numbers in the
movement for democracy in that continent. In these struggles their participation are creating a social
change particularly in the new awareness that women’s struggle for rights are simultaneous with the
struggle for democracy.
3. Formulating Economic and Financial Policies which Promote Social Justice and Human
Prosperity.
Access of women to decision-making at local, community, national and international levels determine
also the development of social, cultural, economic and financial policies. Societies cultivate and
inculcate sets of values in women and men differently. Limited access of women has generally
assigned them to where they are absent from shaping important policies. Yet, if we at this
Commission advocate for human beings to be at the center of development; if we want to share
equally the benefits of globalization and if we demand that social justice be a reality, we have to

2
promote the values of caring, protecting and nurturing which women have been accustomed to
performing at home and at work throughout their life course. We have therefore to inject a new
system of values which have the capacity to perceive the needs of others; we have to foster the rightbrain “feminine” energy which has the ability to apply a human face and spirit to the legal tenets of
human rights.
4. Culture and tradition are not about impunity but Tolerance and Respect
It is fundamental to develop a culture of tolerance and respect for diversity in a multi-cultural society.
There are indeed differences primarily biological and physical as in sex and age, anthropological as in
ethnicity, culture and traditions; sociological as in gender, group or community relations and in
economic wellbeing. But, as you, Madame President, have said, one cannot use culture or tradition or
religion as an excuse to inflict harm, which violate women’s rights such as “honour killings” “female
genital mutilation” which do away with impunity and other forms of violence against women in their
reproductive role,.
5. Changes in Democraphic Landscape and Labour Market
The population of the world in general is living longer and women live longer than men that; women
are forced to enter the labour market often with marginal status. In developing countries and transition
economics they are either in the informal sector which have in general no social safety nets because of
the nature of the production and services rendered, or as migrant and domestic workers, performing
jobs that are below the level of their skills or simply exploited with no social security and low wages,
or in the worst situations, are being trafficked as prostitutes. The more privileged educated women,
are also discriminated against through glass ceilings and unfavourable working environment that do
not take into consideration their right to motherhood. As to unpaid work, with a few exceptions of
countries that have included these in Statistics of National Accounts, such work is still very invisible.
6. The Digital Divide is a Gender Divide
Our present educational systems are creating exclusions. The name of the game is the one who gets the
fastest information gets the most benefit. The right to individual self expression and communicaton is
lost in the maze of ICT. There is particularly a gender bias in favour of men since they are the ones
“connected” while women, especially those from remote rural areas, do not even have access to
telephone or are illiterate to benefit from newspapers and other forms of literature
7. A Culture of World Peace is a Woman’s Movement
To commemorate the 10th anniversary of the Vienna Declaration and Progrmame of Action, I wish to
recall that the peace movement in recent history can be traced back to women’s peace societies.
Women active in the movement for women’s suffrage and social change, were simultaneously active
in promotIing peace. The first woman Nobel Peace Prize winner in 1905, Bertha von Suttner of
Austria, took an anti-war stance and promoted non-violence and international sisterhood Today, the
women’s peace movement has raised major issues on war, peace, armaments and militarism around
the world and the movement has significant impact on public opinion. The big question remains
however, on how much can the world realistically achieve sustainable peace, rehabilitation and
reconstruction if women do not participate in bodies that make decisions about war and peace, military
spending and policy?
8. Finally, Madame President, in my capacity as President of the NGO Committee on the Status of
Women in Geneva, I wish to express heartfelt appreciation to the European Union for giving gender
equality one of their 3 highest priorities.
Thank you Madame President.
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