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“Although this prize comes to me, it acknowledges the work of countless individuals 

and groups across the globe.  They work quietly and often without recognition to  

protect the environment, promote democracy, defend human rights and ensure 

equality between women and men.  By so doing they plant seeds of peace.”

—WANGARI MAATHAI, NOBEL LAUREATE, NOBEL LECTURE, OSLO, DECEMBER 10, 2004 

“The Beijing Platform for Action is the strongest statement of consensus  

on women’s equality, empowerment and justice ever produced by the world’s  

governments. It is a vision of transformation—of what the world can be for  

women and men, for this and future generations.”

—BELLA ABZUG (1920-1998), WEDO CO-FOUNDER AND FOUNDING PRESIDENT 
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The Women’s Environment and Development Organization (WEDO)  
is an international organization that advocates for women’s equality in  
global policy.  It seeks to empower women as decision makers to achieve  
economic, social and gender justice, a healthy and peaceful planet and  
human rights for all.
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B eijing Betrayed is the fifth global monitoring report pub-
lished by the Women’s Environment and Development 
Organization (WEDO) assessing governments’ progress 
in implementing the commitments they made to the 
world’s women at the United Nations Fourth World 

Conference on Women in Beijing, 1995. 
Beijing Betrayed brings together the diverse voices of women in 

some 150 countries in subregions across Africa, Asia and the Pacific, 
Europe and North America, Latin America and the Caribbean and 
West Asia to influence the United Nations 10 Year Review of the 
Beijing Declaration and Platform for Action.  This report presents 
women’s realities—their concerns, experiences, perspectives and anal-
yses—in the implementation process and contrasts sharply with the 
more formal and often abstract reports governments have presented.

The reports presented here are a testimony to women as agents of 
change and give us cause for celebration. They show that women ad-
vocates everywhere have stepped up their activities since Beijing using 
the Platform for Action and other key global policy instruments to 
push governments into taking action.  In every region of the world, 
women have taken the lead in crafting legislation and conducting 
public awareness activities to promote women’s human rights, peace, 
and sustainable development. 

But the reports also provide powerful evidence that key govern-
mental commitments to women—the Beijing Platform and the out-
come of the Beijing Five-Year Review, Cairo Programme of Action 
and 1979 Convention on the Elimination of All forms of Discrimina-
tion Against Women (CEDAW)—have yet to be achieved.  The title, 
Beijing Betrayed, reflects the core of women’s critique—“governments 
worldwide have adopted a piecemeal and incremental approach to 
implementation that cannot achieve the economic, social and po-
litical transformation underlying the promises and vision of Beijing” 
(see Global Overview, page 10). The reports speak loudly: the women 
of the world don’t need any more words from their governments—
they want action, they want resources and they want governments to 
protect and advance women’s human rights. 

Women understand that implementation falters because of power-
ful negative political, economic and social trends constraining the 
global environment as well as progress at the national level. WEDO’s 
1999 monitoring report, Risks, Rights and Reforms, assessing govern-
ment actions five years after the International Conference on Popula-
tion and Development, sounded a global alarm calling for a reversal 
of “disturbing economic, environmental and political trends that 
threaten the health and sustainability of our increasingly vulnerable 
planet.”  But instead of a reversal, women have witnessed an expan-
sion and deepening of this crisis.     

A combination of global trends—the predominance of the neo-lib-
eral economic framework, growing militarization, and rising funda-
mentalism—have created an environment that is increasingly hostile 
to the advancement of women’s human rights.  Since Beijing, the 
neo-liberal economic model and market-driven policies—particu-
larly changes in trade and finance rules, and the deregulation and 
privatization of public goods and services—have increased poverty 
and intensified inequalities between and within nations, with the 
harshest impact falling on women, the majority and poorest of the 
poor. Women’s work in the care economy remains unaccounted for in 
gender-blind macroeconomic policy and poverty reduction strategies 
that further exacerbate the feminization of poverty.

These conditions are perpetuated and structural inequalities rein-
forced by the enormous power wielded by large transnational cor-
porations and the World Trade Organization, along with the failed 
economic prescriptions imposed by the International Monetary Fund 
and the World Bank. The dominance of these institutions in con-
junction with the most unilateralist U.S. administration in decades 
has deepened the crisis in global governance and contributed to the 
weakening of the United Nations.

Escalating militarism and new and revived fundamentalisms, both 
secular and religious, have created a stifling climate for progressive 
change. Increased militarization since the September 2001 attacks 
in New York and Washington, framed by the U.S. “global war on 
terror” and invasions of Afghanistan and Iraq, comes on top of an 
increase in regional ethnic and communal violence in many parts of 
the world.  Fundamentalist parties, often led by or supported by the 
U.S., seek to rollback the gains of Cairo and Beijing, particularly on 
sexual and reproductive health and rights, and to limit the freedom 
and opportunities of women and girls around the world. The dev-
astating impact of all of these trends intensifies women’s social and 
cultural vulnerabilities, especially the poorest and those coping with 
the consequences of the HIV/AIDS pandemic. 

Operating within this difficult climate, which constrains available 
resources and narrows public perceptions about acceptable roles for 
women, few governments have mobilized the political will or leader-
ship at the highest levels to comprehensively carry out the commit-
ments made to women at Beijing.  This inaction in the face of such 
intense opposition to women’s rights, underscores the conclusion of 
this global report—that governments have betrayed the promises 
they made in Beijing. 

Beyond Beijing + 10
As with previous WEDO global monitoring reports, Beijing Be-
trayed is an advocacy tool to hold governments accountable for the 
commitments they have made to women. We are confident that 
women around the world, who put so much collective energy into 
this report, will find multiple ways to use it locally as a source of 
new ideas and experimentation, for mobilization and policy reform, 
and globally to press for further commitments and to “bring back 
Beijing” into the Millennium Development Goals.  It will also serve 
as a benchmark against which women can assess future progress and 
for countries to see how they compare with others in the region and 
around the globe.  

In conclusion, I want to acknowledge the path-breaking lead-
ership and powerful voices of WEDO’s founders. 2004 brought 
great pride, when Wangari Maathai, one of WEDO’s founding 
board members, received the Nobel Peace Prize. There was sadness 
too in the passing of Mim Kelber, passionate thinker, writer and 
fighter, who co-founded WEDO with Bella Abzug.  Since WEDO’s 
last monitoring report, the longest-serving founding Board mem-
bers—Jocelyn Dow, Thais Coral, Brownie Ledbetter and Chief Bisi 
Ogunleye—have retired from the Board. I thank all of them for 
helping to get us to this place, and they can rest assured that the 
energy, spirit and commitment they brought to WEDO for over a 
decade lives on.  

June Zeitlin is Executive Director of  Women’s Environment and Devel-
opment Organization.

INTRODUCTION BY JUNE ZEITLIN
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The 2005 WEDO monitoring report Beijing Betrayed has 
been a collaborative effort from the outset. An exchange 
of ideas between the WEDO staff and Board of Directors 
in 2003 was followed by the establishment of an Inter-
national Advisory Group, comprised of regionally diverse 

feminist activists with expertise across a range of issues. A question-
naire (reprinted on page 202) was then developed to guide national 
and regional responses. 

While focusing on the Beijing Platform for Action, the question-
naire reflects the understanding that new issues have emerged more 
forcefully since 1995—issues such as peace and security, trade and 
finance rules, sustainability and HIV/AIDS—and that the linkages 
across all 12 Critical Areas of Concern are now even more complex 
and intertwined. It captures the critical issues in seven themes: Hu-
man Rights; Peace and Security; Power and Decision-Making; Pov-
erty Eradication; Education; Natural Resources and Environmental 
Security; and Health.

WEDO liaised with regional and subregional networks, partners 
and colleagues to obtain additional perspectives and to recruit con-
tributors with broad ties to the women’s movement. We were over-
whelmed by the enthusiastic response; women everywhere affirmed 
the need for a new global monitoring report to impact the 2005 
Beijing+10 and Millennium Summit+5 Reviews. Contributors and 
national organizers translated and disseminated the WEDO ques-
tionnaire and mobilized feedback from national and regional groups. 
Organizations and individual women shared their Beijing+10 assess-
ments and reports, data, expert views and photographs.

It was soon clear that one size does not fit all when it comes to 
the international women’s movement—all the contributors used the 
questionnaire as their starting point, but they have taken different ap-
proaches and emphasized different themes depending on subregional 
priorities and the rich diversity of women’s daily lives and experiences. 
Following is a regional overview of the different ways the analysis and 
assessments were brought together.

AFRICA 

Since the questionnaire responses in Eastern Africa focused mainly 
on human rights, the contributors supplemented the report with in-
terviews with activists and information from a subregional shadow 
report prepared for Beijing+10. In West Africa, the questionnaire was 
taken to a subregional meeting to garner responses, and interviews 
were conducted with women’s groups and women in government. 
Both subregions submitted their reports in French. In Southern Af-
rica, telephone interviews were conducted for 11 of the 14 countries.

ASIA AND THE PACIFIC 

In Central Asia the information was compiled by a rural women’s 
NGO, in collaboration with other women’s organizations in four 
countries and drawing on alternative reports for CEDAW. In East 

Asia, women’s groups from Japan, Mongolia and South Korea col-
laborated on the report, together with individual university women 
in Hong Kong and Taiwan. China submitted a separate report. In 
Southeast Asia, women’s organizations in Cambodia, Malaysia, Phil-
ippines and Vietnam completed  the questionnaire and provided 
regional reports assessing implementation of ICPD and Beijing 
commitments. In South Asia, various networks coordinated country 
reports. In Bangladesh, representatives from nine women’s organiza-
tions met in workshop-style meetings to exchange information. The 
coordinators note that, “though there might be shortcomings in the 
report, the beauty is its collectiveness, sincerity and the mutual coop-
eration among different organizations.” National reports came from 
India, Nepal and Pakistan. In the Pacific, academics and activists col-
laborated at the national level to produce New Zealand’s report and a 
broad group of feminists collaborated throughout the Pacific Islands, 
bringing together information from 15 small island states.

EUROPE AND NORTH AMERICA

The basis of the EU report was a review of the Beijing Platform for 
Action by the European Union, conducted by the European Wom-
en’s Lobby. This was supplemented by reports from individual coun-
tries and regional women’s organizations. In Central Europe and the 
Commonwealth of Independent States (CIS), the questionnaire was 
translated into Russian and distributed to academics and activists. 
The Canada report grew out of a meeting of feminists and nation-
al Aboriginal women’s organizations and used indigenous women’s 
rights as a standard to assess the progress of women. In the United 
States, information was drawn from responses received from 10 na-
tional organizations working in all thematic areas, supplemented by 
two national reports.

LATIN AMERICA AND THE CARIBBEAN

In Latin America and the Spanish-speaking Caribbean, a network of 
social justice NGO’s translated the questionnaire into Spanish and 
coordinated distribution to and synthesis of questionnaires for 20 
spanish-speaking countries. Similarly, a regional women’s network 
coordinated contributions from its representatives in 14 states of the 
Caribbean Community (CARICOM). 

WEST ASIA

Responses were difficult to collect in West Asia, due to political and 
social constraints on women’s organizations. While the subregion has 
emerged within the international women’s community since 1995, 
outreach to activist groups continues to be a challenge. Although the 
questionnaire was translated into Arabic, most responses were not 
received in a timely manner to include them in the report. Egypt 
submitted a country report and information on the other countries 
was drawn from existing NGO reports. 

PUTTING IT ALL TOGETHER
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West Asia, women still do not enjoy equal access to technical and 
skills training.

Many countries around the world have changed their curricula to 
include a gender dimension. However, some regions require more 
work in this area. In contrast to the quantitative achievement in edu-
cation, problems remain in qualitative aspects, especially education 
for gender equality. Most responses are negative about governments’ 
will to promote gender equality through education. In Latin America 
and the Caribbean, no specific proposals exist to change the con-
tents of curriculum guides to reflect gender issues. In addition, in 
some countries, women are still being presented with stereotypical 
gendered messages in textbooks. 

NATURAL RESOURCES AND ENVIRONMENTAL SECURITY 

The Beijing Platform calls for women to be actively involved in envi-
ronmental decision-making, for gender perspectives to be integrated 
into policies and programs and for national, regional and internation-
al mechanisms to be established to assess the impact of environmental 
policies on women. Beijing +5 also emphasized women’s right to own 
land. The extent to which these mandates have been implemented 
varies greatly throughout the world but, despite country differences, 
women everywhere are mobilizing around the issue of access to and 
control over natural resources. 

Participation and Decision-Making
Women are major contributors to the well-being and sustainable de-
velopment of their communities and nations, and to the maintenance 
of the earth’s ecosystems, biodiversity and natural resources. Across the 
globe, women are working to become more involved, and more ad-
equately represented, in decision-making on natural resources. World-
wide there are 14 women ministers of the environment and three dep-
uty ministers. In 2002, a network of women ministers of environment 
was formed, currently led by South Africa and Sweden.

In China, women occupy leadership positions in the Department 
of Environmental Protection at all levels (East Asia). There are also 
two vice-chairwomen of the Committee of Environment and Re-
sources of the National People’s Congress, and women make up a 
third of the 20,000 plus scientists and researchers working for some 
400 environmental research organs. 

In those areas where governmental representation is low, women 
still work at the grassroots level on environmental issues. In Kenya, 
most community-based organizations working on environmental 
conservation are women-led (East Africa). Wangari Maathai, Assis-
tant Minister for Environment and Natural Resources and the Chair-
person of the Greenbelt Movement, won the 2004 Nobel Peace Prize 
for her contribution to the environment, sustainable development, 
democracy and peace.

Women in the Pacific Islands have been developing partnerships 
with national and international agencies, using a community-based 
approach to raising awareness. For example, rural women in Fiji 
worked with the World Wildlife Fund for Nature on a wetlands con-
servation initiative. Women in CARICOM countries are also highly 
involved in civil society organizations that work on environment and 
the ministries and departments of gender affairs have played a part in 
supporting these initiatives. 

Despite these gains, gaps in participation and representation con-
tinue in many of the subregions. In Southern Africa, women are not 
adequately involved in the management of the environment, and 
most environmental policies lack a gender perspective. 

In Bangladesh (South Asia), women remain largely absent at all 
levels of policy formulation and decision-making in natural resources 
and environmental management, conservation, protection and reha-
bilitation, and their experience and skills too often remain marginal-
ized in policy-making and decision-making bodies. 

The case in Aotearao/New Zealand is similar, as the Government 
generally fails to consider the gender dimensions of access to and con-
trol of natural resources. Neither the Environment Act (1996) nor 
the Resource Management Act (1991) mentions women or includes 
a gender perspective. And though Maori women actively voice their 
concerns about biodiversity, indigenous people’s rights and genetic 
resources, their views are often dismissed and excluded from govern-
ment discussions. 

Despite good overall EU legislation on the protection of the envi-
ronment, a gender perspective is absent from environmental policy. 
No legislation has been adopted that deals with women and the en-
vironment directly, even though there is increased knowledge that 
environmental hazards impact women and men differently, such as 
the possible link between breast cancer and high levels of toxic chemi-
cals in women’s bodies. In the CIS, there are no female environment 
ministers, no gender units or specialists under the environment min-
istries, and no state strategies for increasing women’s access to and 
control over resources. 

In the Environmental Protection Agency (EPA) in the U.S., wom-
en’s participation is not highlighted and is scarce. Despite being head-

As the primary caregivers of the family, women bear the worst consequences  

of policies that ignore principles of sustainability since they must cope with the  

increased difficulties of the day-to-day survivial of their families.
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ed by several women between 1993 and 2003, it has no visible gender 
units or specialists, nor have specific gender policies been developed 
or promoted. And though the EPA focuses on the effects of environ-
mental hazards on children, seniors and workers, there is no specific 
information presented on women.12 

Gender Impacts of Environmental Degradation
Environmental degradation disproportionately affects women and 
substantially increases their workload in the informal sector. As the 
primary caregivers of the family, women bear the worst consequences 
of policies that ignore principles of sustainability and must cope with 
the increased difficulties of the day-to-day survival of their families.

In Somalia, rangeland degradation, marine pollution, deforestation 
and coastal desertification increase the amount of time women must 
spend looking for fuel wood and threaten the livelihoods of women 
farmers (Eastern Africa). 

Ecological disasters also impact women in particular ways. The De-
cember 2004 Indian Ocean tsunami made no distinction between 
men and women in the death toll but, according to the UN, it has 
produced gender-specific after-shocks, ranging from increasing wom-
en’s traditional role in caring for the sick to an escalation in cases of 
rape and abuse.

In Kazakhstan, three quarters of the land is subject to desertifi-
cation (CIS). Living and working conditions in these areas are ex-

tremely hard. In the ecological disaster zone of the Aral region, the 
incidence of various diseases among children is several times higher 
than the national average. 

Indigenous women throughout the world are hit hardest by en-
vironmental degradation. In Canada, environmental contaminants 
such as persistent organic pollutants (POPs) have bio-accumulated 
in Arctic wildlife and subsequently negatively impact Inuit women’s 
health through their diet, which primarily consists of meat. In the 
U.S., POPs disproportionately affect Native American women and 
children, as toxic run-off from factories near tribal lands poisons wa-
ter and food sources that are then consumed by women and trans-
ferred to their children through breast milk. 

Globalization policies in CARICOM countries are playing an in-
creasingly disturbing role in the environment and women’s health. 
In St Lucia, where tourism is the fastest growing industry, pollution 
from cruise ships affects the fisheries sector. In addition, the poultry 
and meat industry is suffering due to cheaper imports, which also has 
a negative impact on women’s health and that of their families. 

Right to Natural Resources
At the 2002 World Summit on Sustainable Development in South 
Africa, women activists succeeded in winning landmark recognition 
of women’s right to inherit land. Yet throughout the world there are 
laws blocking women’s right to inheritance and ownership. 

In line with the Beijing Platform for Action, 
which recognized the importance of women 
and the environment in Section K, the Com-
mission on Sustainable Development has 
agreed that gender should be a cross-cut-
ting issue in its program of work. Organiza-
tions such as the World Conservation Union 
(IUCN) and several governments have taken 
steps to integrate a gender perspective 
into their environmental work. The United 
Nations Environment Programme (UNEP) 
organized the first global women’s as-
sembly on the environment, Women as the 
Voice for the Environment (WAVE), in No-
vember 2004. A gender perspective was also 
promoted in environmental negotiations 
and the implementation of some interna-
tional agreements, such as the Convention 
to Combat Desertification. 

A major catalyst for all these efforts were 
the thousands of women and their orga-
nizations that undertook local initiatives, 
collected case studies, shared lessons and 
pressured governments and institutions to 
ensure the equal participation of women 
in matters relating to the environment 
and the formulation of gender-sensitive 
policies. In addition, women at regional and 
international levels have formed specialized 

networks such as the Gender and Water Alli-
ance, ENERGIA, Genero y Ambiente, Women 
in Europe for a Common Future, the Women 
and Environment Network, Diverse Women 
for Diversity and the International Net-
work of Indigenous Women. The Women’s 
Environment and Development Organiza-
tion (WEDO) played an important advocacy 
role at the global level and published, in 
cooperation with other groups (such as the 
Heinrich Böll Foundation and REDEH), the 
Women’s Action Agenda for a Peaceful and 
Healthy Planet 2015 for the World Sum-
mit on Sustainable Development (2002). 
Women Ministers for the Environment also 
established their own network. 

 Many experts and activists from all 
regions of the world participated in the 
recent online discussion on women and the 
environment in preparation for Beijing+10 
that was sponsored by UNEP (see: www.
un.org/womenwatch/forums/review). Sev-
eral issues were highlighted that need par-
ticular attention in policies and institutional 
practice. Climate change and other forms 
of environmental change, disasters, conflict 
and the environment, sustainable consump-
tion and production (including extractive 
industries) and environmental health is-

sues all need a specific gender perspective 
and approach. While women are centrally 
involved in the use and management of 
many natural resources, they are also more 
economically and socially disadvantaged 
and more burdened by environmental 
degradation. 

Gender equality and equity in the envi-
ronmental sector has not yet been achieved, 
and women’s interests are not well repre-
sented in planning and implementation. 
In general, gender mainstreaming in the 
sector is still limited or merely given lip 
service. The situation of specific groups, 
such as indigenous women, immigrants 
and refugees, needs particular attention. 
A major concern (due to privatization, for 
example, but also to some conservation 
practices) is safeguarding local women’s ac-
cess to and control over resources. Women’s 
skills, knowledge and experiences and 
their practical and strategic needs should 
be respected, and a rights-based approach 
to gender and the environment should be 
promoted.
Irene Dankleman is the Coordinator for Sustainable 
Development at the University of Nijmegen in the Neth-
erlands and a WEDO Board member

Box 7. Gender and the Environment: Strong Voice and Human Face  BY IRENE DANKLEMAN
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Women are still being denied their land rights even where the laws 
call for it. In Ethiopia, for example, there are equal rights for men 
and women to all natural resources according to the Ethiopian Con-
stitution, but the implementation among the diverse cultures and 
traditions is problematic (Eastern Africa). In Zimbabwe, access to 
secondary water is now tied to land rights, disadvantaging women 
who do not have direct access to land unless they have acquired it 
through the market system (Southern Africa). 

In addition, women’s right to property in many countries is closely 
related to their status in the family. Women almost never inherit the 
property of their parents, and although widows may be entitled to a 
share of the deceased husband’s land, in reality they seldom inherit it. 
In Japan, although laws stipulate all children have an equal right to 
inherit land, women’s right to inherit it, especially farmland, has been 
hindered by custom (East Asia). In Nepal, as well, land rights are tied 
to marital status; the recent amendment to the Land Act (1964) has 
allowed women to obtain tenancy rights, but only unmarried women 
are entitled to the exercise of such rights (South Asia). 

HEALTH

Beijing called for quality health services for women that are acces-
sible, affordable and preventative; gender sensitive initiatives that 
address sexually transmitted diseases (STDs), HIV/AIDS and sexual 
and reproductive health; the promoting of research and dissemina-
tion of information on women’s health; and increased resources and 
monitoring of follow-up care for women. Governments’ implemen-
tation, however, has for the most part been lacking in all areas.

Despite commitments made in Cairo and Beijing, there continue 
to be significant threats to women’s health. Access and affordability 
remain problematic worldwide, particularly affecting low-income 
women and women in rural areas. In the case of women’s reproduc-
tive health, obstacles such as access and affordability are compounded 
by cultural and religious fundamentalism, which have increasingly 
used women’s bodies as their main point of attack. The HIV/AIDS 
pandemic more and more often has a female face, and the stigma at-
tached to the disease makes obtaining services all the more difficult.

Access and Affordability
Women around the world continue to face obstacles to full and com-
prehensive access to primary health care. This is often due to a lack of 
financial and human resources. In some areas—such as West Africa 

and Southeast Asia—access to health care has been compounded by 
financial crises that have adversely affected health budgets and con-
sumer ability to pay for services and medication.

In addition, subregions that have undergone a transition to a mar-
ket economy are having difficulties providing quality healthcare. This 
has been the case in East Asia, where women have seen reduced access 
to health services as government health expenditures have decreased. 
As a result, women are less likely to have regular medical examina-
tions than men. 

Another alarming trend is the privatization of health care, making 
quality care inaccessible for many women worldwide. For example, 
80 percent of health services in Pakistan are provided by the private 
sector; subsequently, the medical care provided to lower-income 
women and those in rural areas is sub-par. In Indonesia, Malaysia 
and Vietnam, the privatization of health services has increased health-
related costs substantially. The costs of contraceptive pills in Makasar, 
for example, jumped from Rp1,000 to Rp2,500.13 

There are also drastic disparities worldwide in the quality of health 
care accessible to those in rural and urban areas, as well as to different 
ethnic groups. In the U.S. for example, there are significant differ-
ences in the incidence of disease between white women and women 
of color. Many of these disparities can be linked to the inequality in 
health coverage: In 2001, 16 percent of white women lacked health 
coverage, while 20 percent of African American and 37 percent of 
Latina women lacked coverage. 

In Aotearoa/New Zealand, Maori women’s health is generally 
worse than that of other Pacific Islands women—they have lower life 
expectancy and higher rates of lung and cervical cancer, cardiovas-
cular disease and diabetes—in part due to rural isolation. However, 
alternative health initiatives created by and for Maori women have 
shown great success in addressing their diverse needs. 

Aboriginal women in Canada face similar problems. They have 
double the incidence of reproductive and breast cancer of non-Ab-
original women, 11 years less life expectancy and higher rates of heart 
disease, diabetes, tuberculosis and suicide. This disproportionately 
poor health is due to the effects of colonization, with Aboriginal 
women more likely to be living without adequate nutrition, housing 
and sanitation. Additionally, Aboriginal women’s organizations are 
still forced to struggle for inclusion in government discussions on 
health policies and services.

Women’s lack of access to health care is also compounded by social 
problems such as illiteracy, poverty and inferior legal status. This is 
the case in West Asia, where in addition to lack of proper services and 
qualified doctors, women also face logistical and cultural obstacles, 
such as having to ask permission from their husbands to access many 
reproductive health services. 

Reproductive Health
Both the Cairo outcome document and the Beijing Platform define 
“reproductive rights” as “the basic right of all couples and individuals 
to decide freely and responsibly the number, spacing and timing of 
their children and to have the information and means to do so.” The 
lack of these “means” is an overarching problem affecting women’s 
reproductive rights. 

Women cannot avail themselves of reproductive rights if they lack 
the financial resources to pay for health services or the transport to 
get to them; or if they are illiterate or given no information in a lan-
guage they understand. In a world governed by neo-liberal regimes, 
sexual and reproductive health rights are entirely subject to the avail-
ability of resources. 

Seeking rights for young 
women in official meetings.
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For example, while policy commitments in Tanzania give women 
and girls full access to information regarding sexual and reproductive 
health and rights, resource limitation impede the realization of these 
policy goals in women’s actual lives (Southern Africa). And in Kenya, 
women living in rural areas have limited access to information regard-
ing sexual and reproductive health and family planning, and pre-na-
tal and post-natal services and emergency contraception are difficult 
to obtain (Eastern Africa).

Worldwide, poor maternal health and maternal mortality also re-
main problems for women—more than 500,000 women die world-
wide every year from pregnancy-related causes. In Bangladesh, which 
has the highest maternal mortality rate among developing countries, 
maternal mortality accounts for 37 percent of all deaths (South Asia). 
Maternal health and mortality is also a concern in West Africa, where 
maternal mortality varies between 480 and 1,800 deaths per hundred 
thousand births.

Abortion is still widely banned.  Where it is legal, substantial re-
strictions impede access and affordability. In the U.S., for example, 
abortion is legal but highly inaccessible. Eighty-four percent of coun-
ties have no abortion provider; parental notification laws are in place 
in 44 states; and 25 states have mandatory waiting periods for the 
procedure. In areas where abortion is illegal, there are often no ser-
vices to address the needs of women who still obtain them, as is the 
case in Ethiopia(East Africa).  In Pakistan, where abortion is also il-

legal, 11 percent of maternal deaths are estimated to be due to unsafe 
abortions (South Asia). 

In addition to these problems, women’s reproductive health is also 
severely threatened by increasing cultural and religious fundamental-
ism worldwide. 

In Latin America and the Caribbean, countries where the Catholic 
church is strong, taboos regarding women’s sexuality remain; women’s 
sexuality continues to be identified with reproduction, and socially 
the idea prevails that women cannot make decisions about their own 
bodies. According to the World Health Organization (WHO), 4.2 
million women each year have abortions in Latin America and the 
Caribbean, the majority of which are illegal and performed under 
risky conditions and in secret, which can irreparably damage women’s 
health and sometimes lead to death.

In Japan, discussion of sexual and reproductive health and rights is 
still taboo (East Asia). In 1999, a sex education book was produced 
for junior high school students with information about marriage, un-
wanted pregnancy and contraception. However, after criticism from 
conservative groups, circulation of the book was stopped, despite the 
fact that STDs are rapidly increasing among teenagers and the rate of 
teenage abortions has doubled since 1995.

Samoa, in keeping with cultural values concerning female pre-
marital chastity, will not provide contraceptives to unmarried  
women and many young women, even in countries where contraception 

The Beijing Platform for Action, together 
with the Vienna, Cairo, and Copenhagen 
conferences and their outcome documents 
five and ten years later, carved out a new 
normative and conceptual terrain—the 
rights of the body and bodily integrity. This 
new level of specificity created a whole 
new constellation of norms, strategies and 
institutional sites—a new human rights 
discourse around the body and its needs for 
security, health, and pleasure, including:  

•  Reproductive health, rights and access to 
services, encompassing access to adequate 
contraceptive information and supplies, 
full antenatal care including trained atten-
dants and emergency obstetric services, 
and access to safe, legal abortion and 
post-abortion care.

•  Secure access to good quality health care 
generally and more specifically to treat-
ment, prevention, and essential life-saving 
medicines, particularly for those suffering 
from or at risk of HIV/AIDS infection and 
other preventable and communicable 
diseases.

•  Rights of sexual expression, enjoyment 
and well-being without discrimination 
based on sexual or gender orientation, age 

or marital status, including respect for the 
dignity, humanity and citizenship rights of 
commercial sex workers.

•  Freedom from sexual, reproductive and 
other bodily violence and abuses, includ-
ing harmful practices such as female 
genital mutilation and sexual trafficking, 
regardless of whether these are imposed 
by family members, employers, medical 
personnel, state officials, military combat-
ants or UN peacekeepers.

Although the phrase “sexual rights” does 
not appear in any formal UN document or 
multilateral or bilateral treaty, the Beijing 
Platform began to articulate such a concept 
in Paragraph 96: “The human rights of 
women include their right to have control 
over and decide freely and responsibly on 
matters related to their sexuality, includ-
ing sexual and reproductive health, free of 
coercion, discrimination and violence.  Equal 
relationships between women and men in 
matters of sexual relations and reproduc-
tion, including full respect for the integ-
rity of the person, require mutual respect, 
consent and shared responsibility for sexual 
behavior and its consequences.”

The language possible in 1995 was limited 

in critical ways—to an explicitly hetero-
sexual framework; to an emphasis more on 
protection from coercion than on affirma-
tion of pleasure; to responsibility more than 
freedom. Yet, in tandem with the harsh re-
alities of the HIV/AIDS pandemic, it opened 
the way to broader understandings.  

Meanwhile, despite regressive organiza-
tion by fundamentalist and right-wing 
movements throughout the world to 
defeat sexual and reproductive rights, some 
progress has taken place in a few national 
settings.  In Belgium, the Netherlands, Spain, 
Canada and South Africa, gays and lesbians 
are winning full civil rights, including the 
right to marry and form a family.  Even in 
the United States, where powerful religious 
conservatives have dug in their heels to 
defend marriage as an irrevocably hetero-
sexual institution, widespread popular and 
judicial approval of civil unions, adoptions, 
cohabitation, inheritance and insurance 
rights for gays and lesbians has become a 
cultural and legal reality.  All this was un-
heard of a decade ago.
Rosalind Petchesky, Professor of Political Science and 
Women’s Studies at Hunter College, is a vice-Chair of the 
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Reproductive Health Matters.
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is available on request, are too embarrassed or ill-informed to seek 
the service.

In the U.S., women’s reproductive health is under attack by the 
current Bush administration, as well as conservative and religious 
forces. Due to the increased funding of abstinence-only sex educa-
tion programs, young women lack medically accurate information 
concerning their reproductive health; the continued erosion of abor-
tion rights through state and federal legislation has made the proce-
dure increasingly difficult to obtain, especially for younger and low-
income women; and stealth “conscience clause” legislation, which 
allows pharmacists to indiscriminately refuse to fill prescriptions, has 
put contraception’s accessibility at risk.

The policies of the Bush administration are not only harmful to 
women in the U.S., but to the lives of women all around the world. 
In 2001, Bush reinstated the Mexico City Policy, also known as the 
Global Gag Rule, which denies foreign organizations receiving U.S. 
family planning assistance the right to use their own non-U.S. funds 
to provide legal abortions, counsel or refer abortions, or lobby for 
the legalization of abortion in their country. This policy endangers 
the lives of women by withholding funding, technical assistance and 
U.S.-donated contraceptives (including condoms) from organiza-
tions that refuse to comply.

HIV/AIDS 
Recognizing the devastating effects of HIV/AIDS and other STDs 
on women’s health, governments promised in Beijing to “undertake 
gender-sensitive initiatives” to combat the problem. But despite this 
commitment, the lack of services along with pervasive social stig-
mas, have meant that the effects on women have actually become 
far more severe.

As with all issues of reproductive health, it is impossible to sepa-
rate a discussion of HIV/AIDS from the intersections of gender, race, 
class and geography and the macroeconomic constraints that make 
those intersections a death sentence for millions. 

This can be clearly seen in the HIV/AIDS epidemic in Southern 
Africa, where over 58 percent of the victims—and nearly two thirds 
among young people below 24—are women and girls. These women, 
often invisible, are the causalities of trade inequities in agriculture 
and textiles, displaced from sustainable livelihoods and forced into 
casual labor and/or transactional sex; the victims of domestic violence 
or family ostracism for getting infected; and the wives of long-dis-
tance truckers or men who migrate out for work, have unprotected 
sex and infect their unsuspecting wives.

These connections come to light in many of the regions. In West 
Africa, the HIV/AIDS pandemic affects women disproportionately, 
as their social and legal status makes them particularly vulnerable. In 
Taiwan, women between the ages of 20 to 39 are at the greatest risk 
of infection, accounting for 56 percent of all HIV infections among 
females (East Asia). 

In addition, as is the case with women’s health overall, some wom-
en are affected by HIV/AIDS more than others. In the U.S., for ex-
ample, African American women accounted for 13 percent of the 
female population in 2003, but approximately 67 percent of female 
AIDS and Latinas accounted for 16 percent of estimated cases in the 

same year. For African American women aged 25-44, HIV/AIDS is 
the fourth leading cause of death and is the third leading cause of 
death for Latinas the same age range.

HIV/AIDS education and services are successful to varying de-
grees. However, some regions do not take women into account when 
creating educational and preventative programs. In the Philippines, 
for example, the National AIDS Prevention and Control Program 
established targets only for men and women sex workers (Southern 
Asia). No programs or services target women specifically. In Aote-
aroa/New Zealand, there is a gap in public funding for promotion 
and prevention efforts targeted to women and heterosexuals; HIV/
AIDS has been viewed as a predominantly male homosexual issue. In 
contrast, all CIS countries have launched national programs on HIV/
AIDS prevention that include gender concerns, such as prevention of 
mother-to-child transmission, along with special attention to youth. 

Widespread stigma and discrimination still exists in most regions. 
In Latin America and the Caribbean, the stigmatization and exclu-
sion of women living with HIV/AIDS undercuts their human rights 
and substantially increases their difficulties in living in their com-
munities. HIV-positive women suffer societal isolation irrespective 
of their country’s borders. In Cuba, however, all HIV/AIDS services 
are provided free and are accessible, and it ranks among the countries 
with the lowest infection levels, with 0.02 percent of its population 
HIV positive. In China, the strong stigma attached to HIV/AIDS of-
ten leads to medical practitioners violating confidentiality rights be-
cause of discrimination compounded with a lack of knowledge about 
national policies and guidelines for HIV/AIDS patients (East Asia). 

Even where there are anti-discrimination laws in place, the social 
stigma of HIV/AIDS counteracts legislation. In Aotearoa/New Zea-
land, where the Human Rights Act protects women with HIV/AIDS, 
there is still widespread discrimination in employment, access to 
housing and public places, and the provision of goods and services. 
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