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WOMEN’S RIGHTS ARE HUMAN RIGHTS
Women and men are equal. International conventions
signed by most of the world’s nations acknowledge
that fact and commit them to making it a reality. Yet,
women’s equality is denied on a daily basis around the
world, from Canada to Pakistan. Whether it is access
to education or health care, security of the person,
an economic livelihood, or the right to hold property
and take part in political decision-making, the situation
of women continues to fall short of international
human rights standards.

The result? Worldwide, women account for 70% of
adults living in poverty. Of all uneducated adults, 2/3
are women. Of children who don’t attend school, 2/3
are girls. Women earn 20% less than men, occupy

the most precarious jobs and are most vulnerable to
exploitation. Women aged 15 to 44 are more likely
to be maimed, or die, from male violence than from
cancer, malaria, traffic accidents and war combined.
As for political influence, only 16% of the world’s
elected officials are women. The list goes on, but
the picture is clear.

This is not just a global human rights crisis. Gender
inequality is also a leading cause of poverty. Inequality
denies women the chance to shape and contribute
to social, political and economic development. Ending
poverty requires ending gender discrimination. This
requires supporting women’s active roles in develop-
ment and democracy – as survivors, grassroots leaders,
educators, workers, mobilizers, and politicians. 

PROMOTE WOMEN’S
RIGHTS AND EQUALITY

ACCELERATE ACTION ON
CANADA’S INTERNATIONAL 
COMMITMENTS TO WOMEN’S
EQUALITY BY PROMOTING 
AND INVESTING IN WOMEN’S
SOCIAL, POLITICAL, ECONOMIC,
AND CULTURAL RIGHTS.
CANADA’S ACTIONS MUST
INCLUDE SIGNIFICANT SUPPORT
FOR WOMEN’S ORGANIZATIONS,
AS WELL AS EXPLICIT ATTENTION
TO GENDER INEQUALITIES
ACROSS ALL INTERNATIONAL 
INITIATIVES IN DIPLOMACY, AID,
TRADE AND DEFENCE.
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THE MANY FACES OF DISCRIMINATION
All women experience inequality. But for many women,
discrimination has more than one face. Women from
Indigenous communities, women with disabilities, and
widows face special difficulties accessing services and
participating in decision-making. Since not all women
share the same experience or interests, strategies to end
discrimination must take into account the effects of
race, class, sexuality, ability, and nationality in addition
to gender.

Girls and young women bear a special burden. They
are more likely to be aborted or die as babies, sub-
jected to genital mutilation or early marriage. They
are more vulnerable to HIV/AIDS, poor nutrition, a
heavy domestic workload, and less likely to be in
school than their brothers. Such a poor start on life
has enormous negative consequences for them,
their communities and, of course, their own children.

Sexual and physical violence against women, trafficking
of women and girls, and rape as a weapon of war
leave a costly trail – long-term suffering, social break-
down, health care and legal costs and lost productivity.
What’s more, poor access to sexual health and
reproductive services leaves women vulnerable to
sexually transmitted diseases, including HIV/AIDS,
and higher maternal mortality.

Gender inequality also rules the workplace. Women
and girls carry the lion’s share of domestic work,
from cooking to caring for the young, the elderly,
and the sick – work that is largely invisible. The pres-
sures of a globalizing economy have created new
employment opportunities for women but the jobs
are low paid, part time and often dangerous. Globally,
in the labour market, women earn less than men,
experience greater job insecurity, and are more 
vulnerable to abuse and exploitation. 

Poor access to education compounds women’s
inequality. Educated girls and women are not only
likely to be more productive economically, they are
also more likely to know and exercise their rights.

Finally, international conventions also commit national
governments to ensure that women’s perspectives
will be heard at all decision-making levels, from trade
to diplomacy to peace and security. The record is
dismally short of that goal.

WHAT WE CAN DO
There is reason for optimism. The 20th century spawned
a powerful global women’s movement dedicated to
the cause of equality. It helped achieve international
agreements that set standards, such as the Beijing
Platform for Action, against which to hold national
governments accountable. These are great achieve-
ments. But countries still fail to live up to their promises.
More needs to be done.

Women’s organizations have made the difference
where states have failed. Future progress depends on
continued support for their activities. Yet, too many
women human rights activists today are under threat,
or face physical violence. Worse, governments are
cutting back. Canada has slashed funding to the
women’s movement and for research and advocacy. The
international story is similar. We must reverse the trend
if we are serious about achieving gender equality.

We need to increase our efforts to make our policies
and practices sensitive to women’s rights, ensure that
our international aid spending advances gender
equality, fund women’s organizations directly and
improve our data collection to monitor progress.
Regular reporting is also essential on how much of
Canada’s assistance budget goes to support gender
equality and women’s organizations, and what our
diplomacy is doing for the same ends.

Women have called for a new United Nations agency
with the resources to advance women’s rights and
gender equality within the UN and its member states.
Action is overdue.

There is no country where girls and boys are equal
and where women’s rights have been fully realized.
It’s time for Canada and Canadians to recommit
ourselves to join with our Southern counterparts to
ensure women’s rights and equality are a reality
around the world. 
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UPHOLD CANADA’S OBLIGATIONS
TO FULFIL THE RIGHTS TO HEALTH
AND EDUCATION BY ENSURING
OUR AID PROGRAMS, AS WELL
AS INTERNATIONAL FINANCE AND
TRADE POLICIES, SUPPORT THE
DEVELOPMENT OF HIGH QUALITY
HEALTH CARE AND EDUCATION
SYSTEMS IN DEVELOPING COUN-
TRIES THAT ARE UNIVERSALLY
ACCESSIBLE, AS WELL AS PUBLICLY
FUNDED AND ADMINISTERED.
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PROMOTE HEALTH AND
EDUCATION FOR ALL
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