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Madam Chairperson,
Distinguished Members of the Committee,

Ladies and Gentlemen,

It is my honour and privilege to address the forty-first session of the Committee on the Elimination of Discrimination against Women and to welcome you all to the United Nations Headquarters. I am delighted to report to you some highlights of the period between the closing of the fortieth session and the opening of this session in so far as the strengthening of the support by the United Nations system to Member States on gender equality and women’s empowerment is concerned. 

This session of the Committee is taking place just after two informal consultations of the General Assembly on 16 May and 16 June 2008 on gender dimensions of system-wide coherence.  In February 2008, delegations signaled that along with Delivering as One and the related areas of funding, development and governance, they wanted to include gender among the priority areas to be addressed during this session of the Assembly. In their consultations they consistently stressed that the issue of gender equality and women’s empowerment was an urgent matter that required their attention. Member States first concentrated on substantive and programmatic aspects of gender equality, activities undertaken by United Nations entities at the country level to support Member States in their efforts to achieve gender equality, the gaps in the work of the United Nations system, either normative or operational, that hinder the gender equality work of United Nations entities. 


Member States have made major advances in achieving gender equality through legislation, national gender equality policies, strategies and action plans.  

Despite these advances, gender inequality exists in all societies around the world, albeit to differing degrees. The combined devastating effects of poverty, discrimination, violence and lack of opportunity affect women’s economic standing, social well-being and their prospects for better political participation.  The majority of the world’s poorest who live on less than two dollars a day are women. In armed conflict, women are increasingly the target of hostile action by warring factions unconstrained by international humanitarian and human rights law. Domestic violence against women and girls is on the rise in developed and developing countries alike.  Women are still deprived of their economic rights and opportunities.  Maternal mortality remains unacceptably high in many places. Women also lag behind men in decision making. Thus, a large gap remains between Member States’ commitments to women and reality at the country level.  

That is why action is required to strengthen the UN system to better support MS in discharging their commitments to the world’s women.  Both the Secretary-General and the Deputy Secretary-General are fully committed to assist Member States in this urgent endeavour to transform the United Nations system into one that is truly up to the challenge.  

To facilitate the discussions of Member States on programmatic and substantive issues, a Note on the United Nations system support to Member States on gender equality and women’s empowerment dated 5 June 2008 was submitted by the Deputy Secretary-General to the President of the General Assembly in response to his letter dated 20 May. The Note provides in a nutshell the United Nations’ system support of Member States in their efforts to achieve gender equality. It provides a candid analysis of the situation the Member States need to address. It deliberately excluded questions of organizational or institutional nature some of which had been raised in an earlier concept paper submitted to the General Assembly by the Deputy Secretary-General on 1 August 2007.

The Note stressed that gender equality was essential to the achievement of peace, human rights and the internationally agreed development goals, including the Millennium Development Goals. It underlined that the United Nations mandate to promote gender equality was longstanding and enshrined in the United Nations Charter.  That mandate had been further reaffirmed and defined in the Beijing Declaration and Platform for Action and the Convention on the Elimination of Discrimination against Women.

And yet, this mandate has been only partly implemented. Member States increasingly call on the United Nations system to effectively assist them in implementing their programmes on gender equality and women’s empowerment by providing specific technical, human and financial support. At the country level, it was noted that progress was constrained by significant gaps. The capacity of United Nations entities to respond to these requests was not adequate. Gaps and challenges within the United Nations, including coordination and coherence, authority and positioning, accountability and human and financial resources continued to hinder its capacity to respond effectively to Member States’ needs. 


While United Nations entities increasingly work together on gender equality programmes and take steps to improve interagency coordination, the overall effectiveness and coherence of its actions remained limited. The lack of feedback between normative and operational work and clarity regarding the division of labor among the various United Nations entities often led to duplication of efforts and neglected priorities.   
During the informal consultations of the General Assembly on 16 May, Heads of United Nations entities dealing with gender equality and women’s empowerment shared their views on programmatic and substantive aspects of the United Nations gender equality work, raised concerns about the gaps and challenges they faced. 
During the informal consultations on both 16 May and 16 June, Member States provided their own views of the programmatic aspects of gender equality. In summarizing the outcome of both consultations, Co-Chairs of the system-wide coherence discussions, Ambassadors Mahiga of Tanzania and Kavanagh of Ireland sensed a strong desire across the broad membership to address effectively the manifest weaknesses of the United Nations system in the area of gender equality and women’s empowerment as well as a broad-based momentum to move forward in the direction of strengthening the gender equality work. This agreed understanding of programmatic and substantive gaps and challenges affecting the United Nations support to Member States established the basis for the Assembly to move forward to discuss institutional and organizational issues.

In their letter of 17 June to the President of the General Assembly, the Co-Chairs have requested the Secretary-General to prepare a paper which would focus on institutional aspects, presenting in a non-prescriptive manner, possible options for strengthening the United Nations system’s performance in the area of Gender Equality and the Empowerment of Women along with an assessment of each option and their implications, including governance and financial dimensions. The Secretary-General was asked to take into account the views and questions raised by Member States on both 16 May and 16 June. The paper should help “give focus to the General Assembly’s consideration and help it to advance toward an agreed outcome.” 


Preparations are under way to engage a consultant working closely with the Working Group which I chair to prepare the options note. 

Madame Chairperson,


This need for strengthening the United Nations gender equality work is now universally acknowledged by both Member States and the United Nations system. Today, the world is faced not only with on-going challenges but also new challenges, climate change, food crisis, water supply shortages, new epidemics and other challenges with gender differentiated impact. As the world learned, much to its cost, if women are marginalized, the world would not be able to harness at least half of the creative and productive capacity it possesses to meet these emerging challenges. 


I would like to invite this Committee to reflect on how its work could be strengthened and its support to Member States in achieving gender equality and women’s empowerment enhanced. 


Together, we can enhance the United Nation’s overall coherence and effectiveness.  In that way, we would be in a position to deliver an organization that is ready for today’s -- and tomorrow’s -- challenges.

Thank you. 
*****

