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In September 2009, the General Assembly adopted a resolution 
that will set in motion a new composite gender entity to work 
for gender equality and increased empowerment of women. 
This NGLS Roundup presents an overview of the process, 
both within the UN and through civil society mobilization, 
leading to the adoption of the resolution; an opinion piece 
by the UNIFEM Executive Director on how the new entity 
can support greater accountability for implementing gender 
equality commitments; and interviews with women activists 
that highlight some of their hopes and recommendations for 
the new gender entity.

Overview

Over the past six decades and within the framework of the 
United Nations, the international community has made 
considerable progress in the area of gender equality and 
women’s empowerment. The result is a strong normative 
foundation within the UN system to enhance these issues 
worldwide, among others through the UN Charter, the Beijing 
Declaration and Platform for Action, the Convention on the 
Elimination of Discrimination Against Women (CEDAW), and 
the Millennium Development Goals (MDGs). Yet, despite 
important normative and policy achievements at all levels, a 
large gap remains between the commitments towards gender 
equality and their implementation.   

On 14 September 2009, the UN General Assembly adopted a 
landmark resolution on “system-wide coherence” (A/63/311) 
calling, among other things, for the establishment of a new UN 
gender entity that would address fragmentation by initiating 
stronger coherence and coordination at all levels. The entity 
would merge the four existing UN gender entities: the Office 
of the Special Adviser to the Secretary-General on Gender 
Issues and Advancement of Women (OSAGI), the Division for 
the Advancement of Women (DAW), the UN Development 
Fund for Women (UNIFEM) and the International Research and 
Training Institute for the Advancement of Women (INSTRAW) 
(see box page 8). 

This resolution is the result of more than two years of intense 
negotiations that started with the 2006 Report of the Secretary-
General’s High-Level Panel on System-wide Coherence, 
“Delivering as One” (A/61/583). The panel, set up by former UN 
Secretary-General Kofi Annan in response to the 2005 World 
Summit outcome document, called for greater coherence 
and effectiveness in the work of the UN in the areas of 
development, humanitarian assistance and the environment. 
Co-chaired by the Prime Ministers of Pakistan, Mozambique 
and Norway, it made extensive recommendations to 
consolidate and improve the effectiveness of United Nations 
operations, including the formation of a single UN gender 
organization, ambitiously staffed and funded to fulfil the 
different mandates of the above-mentioned bodies. The panel 
suggested that the new body should be headed for the first 
time by an Under-Secretary-General (USG) – a top ranking UN 
official with the clout to lobby for money, make decisions and 
plan wide-ranging programmes for women.

Although all Member States acknowledged the importance 
of addressing the weaknesses of the UN system in the area 
of gender equality and the empowerment of women, they 
disagreed on the implementation of the recommendations of 
the report. While some supported the establishment of a new 
gender entity, others, to varying degrees, either opposed the 
idea or asked for further discussions before any decision was 
made. Concerns were of both a procedural and substantive 
nature. Some governments felt that it was necessary to 
consider the issue of the new gender architecture along with 
the Coherence Panel’s other recommendations in “Delivering 
as One” – eight initially – and not as a separate issue. Others 
were not convinced that merging institutions would improve 
effectiveness and promote greater gender equality, especially 
at country level.

Intergovernmental consultations co-chaired by Ambassador 
John Paul Kavanaugh of Ireland and Ambassador Augustine 
Mahiga of Tanzania continued throughout the 62nd session of 
the General Assembly. During 2008, Member States agreed 
to address gender equality and the empowerment of women 
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along with four other priority areas: “Delivering as One” at 
the country and regional levels; Harmonisation of Business 
Practices; Funding; and Governance. The UN Secretariat was 
asked to produce two concept notes on the programmatic 
and substantive aspects of gender equality and on the four 
institutional options that served as the basis for negotiations: 
1) maintain the status quo; 2) create an autonomous fund/
programme; 3) create a department within the Secretariat; 4) 
create a “composite” entity that combines both operational and 
normative responsibilities. As many Member States continued 
to resist the idea of treating any of these issues separately, 
the Co-Chairs recommended opting for a draft resolution, 
including the five elements of System-wide Coherence. 
Consultations continued on the institutional options for 
gender reform throughout 2009, culminating with Member 
States reaching a consensus in September with Resolution 
63/311, which opted for the consolidation of the four women-
specific entities and the appointment of an Under-Secretary-
General to lead the “composite” gender entity. 
In response to a request to provide details of organizational 
and other details, the Secretary-General submitted a 
“Comprehensive proposal for the composite entity for 
gender equality and the empowerment of women” 
(A/64/588) in January 2010. The report addresses the issues 
of the entity’s mission statement, functions, structure and 
organizational arrangements. It proposes the establishment 
of an organization with both operational and normative 
responsibilities that would operate at the global, regional and 
national levels. 
The new entity is envisioned as a subsidiary organ of the 
General Assembly, reporting through the Economic and 
Social Council (ECOSOC), its normative work guided by the 
Commission on the Status of Women (CSW) and its operational 
activities overseen by an Executive Board. It will have an initial 
annual budget of about US$500 million.

Mission Statement of the Proposed  
Composite Gender Entity

“Grounded in the vision of equality enshrined in the Charter 
of the United Nations, the composite entity will work for the 
elimination of discrimination against women and girls; the 
empowerment of women; and the achievement of equality 
between women and men as partners and beneficiaries 
of development, human rights, humanitarian action and 
peace and security. Placing women’s rights at the centre of 
all its efforts, the composite entity will lead and coordinate 
United Nations system efforts to ensure that commitments 
on gender equality and gender mainstreaming translate 
into action throughout the world. It will provide strong and 
coherent leadership in support of Member States’ priorities 
and efforts, building effective partnerships with civil society 
and other relevant actors.”

—Secretary-General’s Report (A/64/588) January 2010

Following the issuance of the report, the newly appointed 
Co-Facilitators Ambassador Tiina Intelmann of Estonia and 
Ambassador Ghazi Jomaa of Tunisia launched a series of 

consultations that should continue throughout the spring. 
Two issues are expected to be particularly difficult: how the 
entity is governed and how it should work in the field to 
ensure universal coverage with a strategic presence (initially 
the entity cannot be present in all 192 countries). Member 
States need to not only resolve these issues but also appoint 
an Under-Secretary-General and begin to think about how 
to concretely merge the four entities – a challenge in itself. 
Amidst so many questions, one thing is clear: the outcomes of 
the political discussion in the coming few months will have a 
significant impact on the capacity of the UN to deliver results 
for women around the world.

Towards the Gender Equality Entity:  
Key UN Documents

-  United Nations General Assembly (2005). The 2005 World 
Summit Outcome. A/RES/60/1 (24 October)

-  United Nations (2006). Report of the High-Level Panel on 
System-wide Coherence, A/61/583 (9 November)

-  United Nations (2007). Strengthened Architecture for 
Gender Equality and Empowerment of Women. Deputy-
Secretary-General’s Concept Note (1 August 2007)

-  United Nations (2008). The United Nations System Support 
to Member States on Gender Equality and Women’s 
Empowerment. Secretary-General’s Concept Note (5 June)

-  United Nations (2008). Institutional Options to Strengthen 
United Nations Work on Gender Equality and the 
Empowerment of Women. Deputy-Secretary-General’s 
Concept Note (23 July)

-  United Nations (2009). Further Details on Institutional 
Options for Strengthening the Institutional Arrangements 
for Support to Gender Equality and the Empowerment of 
Women. (5 March)

-  United Nations General Assembly (2009). Resolution on 
System-wide Coherence. A/RES/63/311 (14 September)

-  United Nations (2010). Comprehensive proposal for 
the composite entity for gender equality and the 
empowerment of women. Report of the Secretary-
General. A/64/588 (6 January)

Civil Society: A Driving Force
Women’s group and civil society organizations have played a 
vital role in mobilizing and moving forward negotiations on 
gender architecture reform in the UN system, advocating for 
positive systemic change that will strongly advance women’s 
human rights, gender equality and women’s empowerment. 
They began to actively campaign for the reform of the UN 
gender equality architecture in 2006 when Member States 
initiated discussions on System-wide Coherence. During the 
50th session of the CSW, they voiced their dissatisfaction that 
the women’s equality agenda and women’s machineries were 
not being addressed as a central part of the reform efforts. In 
an Open Letter to the Secretary-General and Member States, 
endorsed by more than 240 women from over 50 countries and 

Continued p. 4
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 Accountability for gender equality commitments vital to achieve MDGs
Inés Alberdi, Executive Director, UNIFEM 

Since 2000, gender equality and women’s rights advocates have been saying that progress on normative frameworks and agreements 
has been steady, but that implementation has lagged far behind. Today, 15 years after Beijing, women are still outnumbered 4 to 
1 in legislatures around the world; close to two-thirds of working women in developing countries are in vulnerable employment, 
women’s wages still lag behind those of men; and millions of women endure some form of gender-based violence, often on a daily basis. 

During nearly three decades of struggle, women’s rights activists have succeeded in making violence against women a national 
and global human rights issue. Through CEDAW and other human rights instruments governments are responsible for preventing, 
responding to and punishing all forms of violence against women and girls, a responsibility endorsed by the UN Secretary-General’s 
UNITE to End Violence Against Women campaign in 2008 and supported by UNIFEM’s Say NO-Unite global action and advocacy 
platform.  Security Council Resolutions 1325 and 1820 recognize the impact of war on women and call for an end to impunity for 
sexual violence as a tactic of conflict. Yet marital rape is still not considered a crime in many cases, particularly where control over 
women’s sexuality is basic to widely held beliefs in male entitlement. And sexual violence in conflict has reached historic proportions.  

The ‘frontline’ institutions responsible for protection and support are in many cases weak lines of defense. According to a 2008 
multi-country survey, only a third of women experiencing male violence report their case to the police. Among those reported, 
less than 5 per cent lead to charges and even fewer result in convictions. And women are still on the margins of peace processes, 
comprising less than 10 per cent of negotiating delegations on average and fewer than 2 per cent of peace agreement signatories. 

Gender gaps on this scale indicate a serious accountability crisis.

Governments and multilateral organizations, including the UN, have a responsibility to do a better job in terms of delivering on 
commitments to women. UNIFEM’s experience has shown that accountability mechanisms work for women when they can ask 
for explanations and information from decision makers, initiate investigations or get compensation. Women must be included in 
oversight processes, and advancing women’s rights must be a key standard against which the performance of public officials is 
assessed. 

As efforts to accelerate progress intensify in the five years remaining for achieving the MDGs, attention is focusing on examples of 
what has worked. These include the stories of millions of women who expose discrimination, demand redress and have challenged 
the meaning of accountability. Good governance needs women’s engagement – just as gender equality requires States that are 
accountable and capable of delivering on promises of women’s rights.

But, while improving accountability to women begins with more women in decision-making, it cannot end there. It needs clearer 
performance indicators, better incentives and stronger mandates. Can the proposed gender entity make these happen?

The goal of a strengthened gender equality architecture is to provide coherent, timely support to Member States to advance 
gender equality, in line with national priorities and international norms and policies. Headed by an Under-Secretary-General, it 
would deal with problems of inadequate authority and positioning within the UN system as well as lack of resources to scale up 
promising initiatives; and be able to provide more systematic support to country-driven demands for assistance. By merging the 
existing gender-specific entities (OSAGI, DAW, UNIFEM and INSTRAW), it will be able to bring together analysis, standard setting and 
programmatic work to advance gender equality and become the driver for advancing women’s rights and gender mainstreaming in 
the UN system

It is also designed to ensure accountability of the UN system, including through oversight, monitoring and reporting of system-
wide performance, and towards this, will be charged with developing an accountability framework with goals and indicators. In 
order to meet this challenge it will draw on the advice, experience and expertise of the gender equality organizations and networks 
that have been the driving constituency for women’s rights and gender equality since the First World Conference on Women in 1975, 
including through an advisory board to the USG.

This is a strong mandate, which will go a long way towards the accountability that is so necessary. But it can only do so if it is 
fully resourced. The Beijing Platform for Action called for resources to be mobilized from all sources and across all sectors for its 
implementation, yet the four gender-specific entities together have been consistently under-resourced, representing together only 
a small fraction of other UN agencies. Women’s groups have been clear from the beginning that if it is to live up to its potential, the 
entity will need a budget of US$1 billion, perhaps to be achieved in phases over the first few years. This is a formidable challenge – 
but one which I am convinced that people and governments everywhere will rise to, making it possible to realize the commitments 
in the Beijing Platform for Action.

It is our hope that 2010 will see the launch of this new entity—and move toward real progress in achieving the MDGs.

This opinion piece also appears in the IPS Newsletter entitled “Beijing +15”.
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by numerous international and regional organizations, they 
repeated a call they had made at the 2005 World Summit: UN 
systems and mechanisms must be significantly strengthened, 
upgraded and resourced in order to advance gender equality 
at international and country levels. 
In July 2006, a paper commissioned by the Center for Women’s 
Global Leadership (CWGL), the NGO Committee on the Status 
of Women, the Women’s Environment and Development 
Organization (WEDO), and the Women’s International League 
for Peace and Freedom entitled “Gender Equality Architecture 
and UN Reforms,” was submitted to the Coherence Panel, briefly 
outlining the successes and failures of the current UN system 
in addressing gender equality and women’s rights. It also put 
forth what they saw as critical principles and characteristics 
to reform the gender equality architecture in order to deliver 
consistent gender equality outcomes.
They also voiced concern that the timeline for their 
implementation remained unclear and unpredictable.
Throughout 2007-09, women’s groups continued to lobby 
governments and the UN Secretariat, mostly through the 
Gender Equality Architecture Reform (GEAR) Campaign that 
now consists of over 300 organizations. The GEAR Campaign, 
launched during the 52nd session of CSW in 2008, has advocated 
for the establishment of a composite entity combining 
normative, programming, analytical and monitoring 
functions, to be led by an Under-Secretary-General (USG), with 
substantial, stable and predictable resources (US$1 billion 
minimum). It stressed the need for it to have extensive field 
presences and a strong policy and programmatic mandate; 
to create civil society advisory bodies at all levels and include 
civil society participation in its Executive Board.
The GEAR Campaign enthusiastically welcomed the decision 
to establish a composite gender entity. “The General 
Assembly has at last taken decisive action to create a new 
gender equality entity on the eve of the 15th anniversary of 

the Beijing Conference in 2010. It is a great victory for women’s 
rights as well as for the coalition of women’s and other civil 
society organizations,” Charlotte Bunch, CWGL’s Founding 
Director, said. “Now we must ensure that it is a robust and 
transformational body, capable of advancing the realization 
of women’s rights on the ground, urgently and effectively.” 

Gear Campaign Statement
The Gender Equality Architecture Reform (GEAR) Campaign, 
a network of over 300 women’s, human rights and social 
justice groups around the world urges UN Member States 
and the UN Secretariat to move swiftly forward to create 
the new UN gender equality entity. GEAR also urges the UN 
to set up a transparent process now for recruiting the best 
qualified Under Secretary-General to head this agency. 
On the 15th anniversary of the historic Beijing World 
Conference on Women, the United Nations must move 
without further delay to implement changes that it has 
repeatedly recognized as critical to fulfilling its mandate 
of working for gender equality as a crucial component of 
development, human rights, peace, and security.

Civil society sees the following elements as key for its 
success:
-  The driver in the UN system for women’s empowerment 

and gender equality with strong, country-level operational 
capacity.

-  Ambitiously funded with stable and predictable resources.
-  The entity needs meaningful, systematic and diverse civil 

society participation.
-  A transparent recruitment process for the Under-

Secretary-General that begins now.
 2010 GEAR Campaign Statement to the 54th session of the CSW

53rd CSW GEAR Parallel Event



norms and standards for ending discrimination against women 
and achieving equality in all spheres of life. In many countries, 
CEDAW has been incorporated into national constitutions 
or relied on as a basis for changing discriminatory laws and 
policies. In many places, governments have taken positive 
steps particularly with regard to girls’ education, laws around 
violence against women, and women’s access to political 
decision-making. 

Yet at the national level, UN efforts to support and hold 
governments accountable to implementing these standards 
have been weak and inadequate. The existing women’s 
entities have very limited capacity to respond to requests 
from government around implementation and even less to 
demand accountability. UNIFEM, the largest of the women’s 
agencies with the mandate to provide technical assistance 
and to support catalytic programming at the national level 
has been hampered by inadequate human and financial 
resources, limiting their presence and reach on the ground 
and by lack of high level authority. Moreover, the division 
among the entities between normative and operational work 
leads to fragmentation and often duplication in addressing 
critical issues.

Another effort made to advance women’s rights has even 
more mixed reviews: gender mainstreaming. This strategy 
was advanced, especially in the 1990s, in an effort to change 
the terms of global debates in areas of the UN’s work by 
showing the linkages between gender and other social, 
cultural, economic and political factors in the search for better 
solutions to world problems. The UN mandated “gender 
mainstreaming” and many agencies created gender focal 
points and/or programmes, but most of these have had 
limited success in part because they have been at low levels 
and under-funded and are sometimes seen as a substitute for 
women specific work which is still needed to develop new 
issues and to lead advocacy for women.

NGLS: What factors do you think underpin the need for a 
composite gender entity? 
Most importantly, the UN still lacks a strong, well resourced 
and coordinated agency or driver for its women’s rights and 
gender equality agenda at the highest levels of leadership, 
both at Headquarters and in the field. The need for a composite 
gender equality entity emerges from the limitations of the 
four existing ones. Each has a limited mandate, a very small 
budget and staff, and no one at a high level (a USG) to lead and 
coordinate the gender work among them, and in collaboration 
with other UN agencies pursuing gender mainstreaming.    

All evidence shows that investing in women is one of the 
smartest development strategies. Yet UNIFEM, whose primary 
role is to respond to requests from Member States and 
undertake catalytic programming, has a budget of only US$200 
million, very meagre when compared to the US$3 billion of 
UNICEF. At each five year review of the Beijing Platform for 
Action, governments themselves have documented serious 
gaps in implementation. The UN has been constrained by 
the limited capacity of the four women’s entities to respond 
to the needs of Member States in meeting their obligations 
under CEDAW and set out in the Beijing Platform, the MDGs 
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iNterview with the GeAr CAMpAiGN

NGLS asked Charlotte Bunch and June Zeitlin of the GEAR 
Campaign to reflect on the progress in terms of women’s 
rights and gender equality over the past 15 years, as well as 
their hopes for the new entity in terms of what it can do to 
advance gender equality.

NGLS: Looking back, what do you see as the main 
achievements within the UN in terms of promoting women’s 
rights and gender equality? What were the main challenges? 
The United Nations has been a vital arena in women’s pursuit 
of equality, justice and human rights over the past 35 years, 
which has led to significant commitments, especially since 
International Women’s Year in 1975. The four UN World 
Conferences (1975-95) were ground breaking and brought 
global attention to a multitude of issues raised by women 
who attended the intergovernmental conferences and/or the 
NGO parallel events. The UN Decade for Women and world 
conferences proved to be an enormous catalyst for women’s 
organizing, providing resources, space, and legitimization 
of the issues nationally. This also served to bring women 
together across national lines, both regionally and globally, 
laying ground work for the emergence of a global women’s 
movement, with its multitude of diverse manifestations, 
North and South. Governments also began to set up offices 
or departments (“national machineries”) dealing with policy 
and research on women and donors funded women’s groups 
around the world, especially as part of development and later 
human rights and peace and security programmes. The Fourth 
World Conference on Women in Beijing in 1995 showcased the 
strength and diversity of this movement, and consolidated its 
gains on the UN and worldwide agenda through the Beijing 
Platform for Action. 

The annual CSW reviews of implementation of the Platform 
have revealed that the greatest challenge is how to make 
these words reality for women on the ground, especially in the 
face of often entrenched resistance. 

One of the greatest achievements of the UN has been universal 
standard setting around gender equality and the human 
rights of women, from the Convention on the Elimination of 
All Forms of Discrimination Against Women (CEDAW) and the 
Declaration on the Elimination of Violence Against Women, 
to the Security Council resolutions on women, peace and 
security. Progress globally has led to progress at the national 
level, especially in fostering the elimination of discriminatory 
laws and strengthening the legal protections for women’s 
rights over the past two decades. The challenge now is how to 
implement these standards and goals in the everyday lives of 
women and girls. 

NGLS: Although attention to gender issues has increased 
within the United Nations, what kind of results has this brought 
for women? 
The UN has been an important space for focusing the attention 
of governments and the public on the needs and concerns of 
women all over the world. This had helped to gain government 
commitments to advance women’s rights at the national level. 
CEDAW, which has been ratified by 186 countries, sets out 
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national, regional, and global civil society advisory bodies 
and by the inclusion of civil society representatives in its 
governing board, as UNAIDS does. The Secretary-General’s 
proposal for the entity acknowledges the importance of civil 
society but does not spell this out as much as we had hoped. 
The success of the new entity will depend in part on utilizing 
the energy and expertise that women’s groups can bring to 
UN’s programming to advance gender equality at all levels. 

There is no question that the continuous engagement of 
women’s rights advocates involved in the GEAR Campaign 
watching and urging governments to create this new entity 
helped to propel the adoption of the resolution. With the 
CSW review of Beijing+15, we know women from around the 
world will continue to press Member States and the Secretary-
General on the launch of the new entity and the appointment 
of a dynamic, experienced feminist to lead it. We must also 
continue to advocate for meaningful and systematic civil 
society participation in its work. 

As to the name, we propose “The UN Organization for Women’s 
Empowerment and Gender Equality” or “The UN Programme 
for Women’s Empowerment and Gender Equality.”

Charlotte Bunch is founding Director and Senior Scholar of the 
Center for Women’s Global Leadership (CWGL), Rutgers University

June Zeitlin is Director of the CEDAW Education Project of the 
Leadership Conference on Civil and Human Rights and former 
Executive Director of WEDO

move things. Hence there is a real gap in the implementation of 
gender equality commitments. 

Therefore, we feel that this new entity – with adequate 
leadership, stature and authority – will be able to contribute 
significantly to eliminating inequalities in all spheres: 
economic, civil, cultural, social and political. 

It should also be able to have a stronger operational 
presence on the ground at the national level. It should be 
able to unify efforts among agencies at the country levels 
to contribute to more development impacts and outcomes 
to advance gender equality and women’s rights.

and other international agreements. Further, it has not been 
a priority for programmatic resources from other UN agencies 
in spite of gender mainstreaming.  

NGLS: Why has it taken so long to get from the High-Level 
Panel’s recommendation made in 2006 until now? Why was 
there a sudden switch in September?
This idea evolved over three years and we would not call it 
a “sudden switch”. Since the High-Level Panel report was 
released in 2006, the General Assembly has debated the 
issue of the new gender architecture along with other 
issues addressed by the High-Level Panel on System-wide 
Coherence. From the outset, many Member States insisted 
on addressing all of the issues together – and several, such as 
governance and funding – were more controversial. Over this 
period, governments came to an agreement about the nature 
of the gaps and challenges in its work on gender equality 
that were not being met by the UN system and then assessed 
which type of structure would best meet these. The choice of 
a composite structure, which combines both normative and 
operational functions, reflected the recognition of a need for 
an innovative approach to addressing gender equality in a 
comprehensive and cross-cutting manner.  

Civil society, particularly the GEAR Campaign, played a key 
role in educating governments – both in country capitals 
and at the UN – about the need for a consolidated stronger 
gender equality entity, and urging them to move forward 
with its creation. Throughout the three years of discussion, no 
country publicly opposed the creation of a stronger gender 
entity; however, many questions were raised and details 
requested about its operation, funding and governance. 
Eventually, it became clear that many of these questions could 
not be answered without a mandate to move forward with the 
creation of the entity. Along with progress in the other areas, 
this led to the resolution adopted in September 2009. While 
those of us who have been working on GEAR for more than 
three years feel that it has taken an eternity, we are told that 
for a UN process it has moved forward quickly. 

NGLS: How do you think the new entity can strengthen civil 
society advocacy and what name would you give it?
The GEAR Campaign has suggested a number of ways 
in which the new entity could be more dynamically and 
systematically engaged with civil society, including through 

iNterview with BANDANA rANA,  
GeNerAl SeCretAry Of SAAthi, NepAl

NGLS: A new UN gender entity is soon to be established. 
What do you think it can do for women and what issues 
should it take up? 
We the women of South Asia are very excited with the prospect 
of the new gender entity. We feel that at present there is very 
little investment to address the commitments on gender 
equality made at various conventions including CEDAW and 
the Beijing Platform. Gender mainstreaming is more or less 
limited to the Terms of Reference of a gender focal point who 
has too much to do and no actual authority or resources to 

AWID Forum GEAR event
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NGLS: What specific issues should it seek to address? 
Close the poverty gap by: (1) Supporting women-centred 
community economic development that lifts women out of 
poverty by connecting women with sustainable livelihoods to 
support themselves and their families. This includes financial 
and policy support for women’s training, business and micro-
business development and growth, social enterprise, and 
cooperatives. (2) Universal access to child care, reproductive 

Jessica Notwell, Executive Director,  
Women’s Economic Council, Canada
The new UN gender entity must be funded and staffed at levels 
that would guarantee its effectiveness at advancing women’s 
human rights with an initial budget of US$1 billion. The structure 
should include a strong field presence and the capacity to run 
programmes, influence policy, and bring gender experts to the 
joint work of UN agencies in every country. 

very practical areas, making the decades of UN commitments 
to gender equality a reality in our communities, it is crucial 
that the discussions of the Secretary-General report of January 
2010 is not simply undertaken as a UN-only exercise, but in 
partnership with women’s NGOs including representation 
from the global South. That is the spirit of the GEAR Campaign. 
From an operational perspective, it will also make practical 
sense that once the entity is operationalized, it is responsive 
to issues raised by women in their communities. For example, 
FemLINKPACIFIC’s areas of work range from women, media 
and ICTs [information and communication technologies] to 
the implementation of Security Council Resolution1325 and 
broader human security and human development issues. 
So, for me, it would be practical to have a clear channel of 
information and communication – no matter what the issues 
are – to ensure women’s human rights issues and broader 
gender equality issues are addressed in a consistent and 
focused manner, rather than wondering which agency is 
responsible for which aspect of the range of gender equality/
human rights commitments.

I would also like to see a greater connection between 
women’s groups, the gender equality entity and the agencies 
responsible for “peace and security,” i.e. the UN Security 
Council, DPKO [Department for Peacekeeping Operations] 
and the Peacebuilding Commission. This would certainly build 
on Margot Wallström’s appointment as the Secretary-General’s 
Special Representative on Sexual Violence in Conflict, but I feel 
there is a need to improve the operational implementation of 
1325, not just simply monitor implementation. The new entity 
can certainly improve linkages with the overarching principle 
of Resolution 1325 which is to involve women in all aspects of 
decision making on peace and security rather than a “sectoral” 
approach within the UN.

Regarding adequate funding for the new entity, UN Member 
States need to remember that some 500,000 women and girls 
still die every year in pregnancy and childbirth, and only US$ 
23 billion is invested annually in maternal health whereas that 
same amount of money is spent in six days of average military 
spending – this is not gender justice!

NGLS: And what name would you give it?
“UN Office for Women’s Empowerment and Gender Equality” 
aka “UN Women” although it would be nice to have an acro-
nym to include Gender Equality because we want to ensure 
that EVERYONE knows this is not just an entity for or about 
women, but one that is also setting to balance the scales of 
equality, from within the system and for UN Member States too. 

NGLS: What is the most urgent thing that needs to be done? 
What kind of advice would you give to the new USG? 

The Secretary-General needs to immediately appoint the 
new USG for the gender entity. However this should be 
done in an open, transparent manner and with adequate 
consultation with civil society. The new USG should take stock 
of the existing gaps in the implementation of gender equality 
commitments, bridge the gaps between the normative and 
programmatic aspect, ensure resources for the entity and for 
universal country level presence and provide leadership to 
mainstream gender in the entire UN system. 

NGLS: In Nepal, you have been working to change traditional 
views on violence against women. How do you think a new 
UN gender entity will be able to strengthen your work? 

In Nepal, Saathi was the first organization to take up the 
issue of domestic violence in 1992. But due to the absence 
of domestic violence legislation, we could not do much for 
the victims/survivors of violence who were seeking justice. 
Therefore, for me, the passing of the domestic violence 
legislation last April after 14 years of consistent lobbying 
has been the biggest achievement. I expect that the new 
gender entity with stronger national presence will be able 
to strengthen the effective implementation of all laws and 
polices related to gender equality and contribute immensely 
to creating a more gender equal and violence free society. 

iNterview with ShArON BhAGwAN rOllS,  
COOrDiNAtOr, feMliNKpACifiC, fiji

NGLS: In January 2010, the UN Secretary-General released his 
proposal for the composite gender equality entity. Does this 
proposal match your expectations or should it do more? 
First, as the Pacific Focal point for the GEAR Campaign, 
FemLINKPACIFIC welcomed the GA resolution, which responds 
to the very practical and operational needs for small  
islands/developing States, such as the Pacific Island Member 
States of the UN.
However, from a programming perspective, there is a need 
for a more formal structure for civil society involvement in the 
governance mechanism of the new entity. The GEAR Campaign 
calls for formal representation of civil society organizations 
including women’s organizations in the Executive Board, 
which would be reflected by formal civil society involvement 
at all levels. This is very important because it is women’s groups 
which can provide the practical technical support and field 
experiences to the “entity,” i.e. because women are working in 

Since the new gender entity will be helping to shape the gender agenda for the future, NGLS also asked two younger 
women leaders about their expectations for the entity and what they hoped it would address.
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among women and girls, we think one of the most important 
issues for the new UN gender entity to take on must be a 
commitment to achieving global policy goals regarding 
gender equality and women’s rights, goals that are not subject 
to religious or cultural ‘tradition’. It is important to make the 
links between socially defined gender roles and the danger to 
women’s health – from persistent gender-based violence as 
well as from HIV and other sexually transmitted diseases. 
HIV and AIDS, sadly, is spreading most rapidly among young 
women – particularly in Latin America and the Caribbean. 
While countries have made commitments to strengthen the 
treatment and prevention of infection in women, they cannot 
do it without changing the attitudes of male entitlement, 
particularly with regard to sex and sexuality. The new entity 
will have the capacity to monitor the mass media and press 
them to assume greater social responsibility in shaping 
people’s awareness of this situation.

NGLS: What name would you give the new entity?
As young women we feel it is especially important to look to 
the future: something like: “Women of the third millennium” 
(WIIIM) would be appropriate.

health and safe affordable housing. (3) Eradicating violence 
against women. (4) Ensuring equal pay for work of equal 
value. (5) Gender analysis of budgets and economic policies 
and programmes. (6) Parity in Parliament and all decision-
making bodies and processes. (7) Ensuring adequate funding 
for women’s organizations promoting women’s human rights.

NGLS: What name would you give the new entity?
AXIOM. It is a universal truth that women’s leadership is 
necessary to creating sustainable solutions to global problems. 
We also need the new UN gender entity as a partner to elevate 
women’s leadership into decision-making spaces at all levels.

Walkiria Jonquera & Vicky Rojas, YWCA Chile
We are extremely pleased to see the steps being taken towards 
the creation of the new UN gender entity that will fight for the 
equality and empowerment of women. With this, one of the 
12 critical areas of concern identified in the Beijing Platform of 
Action – the institutional mechanism for the advancement of 
women – acquires new force.
NGLS: What specific issues should it seek to address? 
As activists  working to combat the spread of HIV and AIDS 

OSAGI
The Office of the Special Adviser to the Secretary-General on 
Gender Issues and Advancement of Women was established in 
1997 following a recommendation made during the Fourth World 
Conference on Women that there should be a higher level gender 
post reporting to the Secretary-General. Its main objective is to 
promote and strengthen the effective implementation of the 
Millennium Declaration, the Beijing Declaration and the Platform 
for Action and the Outcome Document of the Special Session of the 
General Assembly on Beijing+5. Its functions include: advising the 
Secretary-General on gender issues; facilitating, monitoring and 
advising on the overall policy goals of the UN with regard to gender 
analysis and for mainstreaming a gender perspective into all of its 
activities; and providing leadership to the Inter-Agency Network on 
Women and Gender Equality.
DAW
The Division for the Advancement of Women is the division in 
the UN Secretariat that provides substantive servicing to the 
Commission on the Status of Women (CSW). It is located within 
the Department of Social and Economic Affairs and works to 
advance the global agenda on women’s rights, gender equality 
and the empowerment of women, and ensure that women’s 
voices are heard in international policy arenas by: supporting 
formulation of policy, global standards and norms on gender 

equality and women’s empowerment; promoting, supporting 
and monitoring the implementation of international agreements 
on gender equality and empowerment of women; supporting 
the implementation of the CEDAW and its Optional Protocol; and 
promoting the mainstreaming of gender perspectives across all 
sectors, both within and outside the UN system.
UNIFEM
UNIFEM is the women’s fund at the United Nations. It provides 
financial and technical assistance to innovative programmes and 
strategies that foster gender equality and women’s empowerment 
in line with national priorities. UNIFEM focuses on four thematic 
areas: enhancing women’s economic security and rights; ending 
violence against women; reducing the prevalence of HIV and 
AIDS among women and girls; and advancing gender justice in 
democratic governance in stable and fragile States.
INSTRAW
Since its creation in 1975, the United Nations International Research 
and Training Institute for the Advancement of Women promotes 
applied research, facilitates information sharing and supports 
capacity building through networking mechanisms and partnerships 
with UN agencies, governments, academia and civil society to achieve 
gender equality and women’s empowerment. The headquarters are 
located in Santo Domingo, Dominican Republic (since 1983).

The Four United Nations Gender Equality Entities


