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Béijing + 5: Beginning and Ending with
Women'’s Human Rights

Cynthia Meillén

N 1995, DELEGATES FROM 189 COUNTRIES MET IN BEIJING, CHINA
Ito participate in the United Nations Fourth World Conference on Women.

The meeting, which is generally referred to as the Beijing Women’s Confer-
ence, marked over twenty years of activism to win guarantees from govern-
ments that concrete measures would at last be taken to put an end to the
unequal treatment women face in nearly every country and culture. The confer-
ence culminated in consensus agreement on the Beijing Declaration and the Bei-
jing Platform for Action.

The wording of the Beijing documents was gradually shaped out of
lengthy and sometimes contentious negotiations among governments, in which
old patterns and traditions of discrimination against women were frequently
challenged. Of the two, the Platform for Action (PFA) is by far the most impor-
tant; its wording and content clearly reflect the influence of countless women
who fought for decades to have discrimination against women officially recog-
nized and addressed. The Beijing Platform builds on the work of the three pre-
vious world conferences on women (Mexico City, 1975; Copenhagen, 1980;
and Nairobi, 1985), but it goes beyond them in asserting women’s rights as
human rights and in the specificity of commitments to action to ensure respect
for women’s rights.

The results of the Platform for Action have been far reaching. In countries
where United Nations treaties and agreements carry the weight of law, women
have been able to use the PFA to prod their governments to repeal legislation




INTRODUCTION

that worked against women. Even before the conference took place, women in
some countries used the publicity surrounding Beijing to increase public
awareness of women'’s unequal status in their societies. For a time, “Beijing”
became practically a household word, synonymous with women’s rights, since
the media, for once, had turned its attention to a meeting on women’s issues.

And in the midst of all the fanfare, something very real was achieved. The
Platform for Action is the most comprehensive expression of governments’
commitments to human rights for women and girls that has ever been pro-
duced. Divided into twelve “critical areas of concern,” it identifies the most
important sites of discrimination against women and outlines actions for
change that are to be taken at the national and international levels.

At Beijing, it was decided that governments would meet again in five
years’ time to evaluate how much progress they had made toward implement-
ing the PFA. This evaluation process, which would end with a Special Session
of the UN General Assembly in June 2000, came to be known as the Beijing + 5
Review, or B + 5.!

B + 5: Fighting for Implementation

In keeping with UN procedure, a formal document was developed for negotia-
tion through preparatory sessions of the Commission on the Status of Women.
This “Outcomes Document” (as it was called)? listed achievements and obsta-
cles that governments experienced in trying to fulfill the promises they made in
the twelve Critical Areas of Concern during the Beijing conference. It also con-
tained an extensive set of actions and initiatives that were to be taken in order
to improve implementation of the Platform. Many of these “actions” were
hotly debated throughout the review process.

Women committed to achieving women’s full human rights hoped to use
Beijing + S to push for ways to speed up and strengthen implementation of the
PFA. The Center for Women’s Global Leadership (Global Center) and its allies
planned to use the review as an opportunity to convince governments to com-
mit to more concrete goals than were originally set out in the Platform for
Action. In the year-and-a-half leading up to the Special Session, women’s rights
activists from around the world made their way to New York for the interna-
tional Preparatory Meetings (PrepComs) and to the regional Beijing + 5 meet-
ings that took place in Asia Pacific, Africa, Europe/North America, and Latin
America. At all of the meetings, women held workshops on specific aspects of
women’s human rights. And as they had done at the regional meetings for the
Beijing Conference, they grouped themselves into caucuses, drafted recom-
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mended language for amending the document, and lobbied governments to
promote these changes at the UN sessions.

As the review progressed, it became clear that some governments were not
willing to accept stronger measures aimed at implementing the Platform. In
fact, some wanted to use the review to try to weaken the language of the PFA
and to renege on areas of women’s human rights that they did not want to sup-
port. It was in this climate of uncertainty that we entered the final phase of the
Beijing + 5 negotiations in June 2000.

Focusing on Women'’s Organizing

We invite you to think of this book as a mosaic. It does not attempt to tell the
whole story of Beijing + 5, nor does it provide a detailed analysis of all the
views presented there. It does, however, provide a series of snapshots that
reflect much of the work carried out by the Center for Women’s Global Leader-
ship and the international network of like-minded organizations and individu-
als who work together to promote and protect women’s human rights. It also
highlights some of the ways women are organizing for their human rights,
which was a theme of primary importance throughout the process.

The book is divided into two sections. The first contains a series of
speeches and presentations from a human rights symposium that was organ-
ized by the Global Center on the eve of the UN Special Session. “Women 2000:
A Symposium on Future Directions for Human Rights” was designed to pro-
vide a rallying point for women before entering the final stage of the Beijing + 5
process. Over 1,300 people attended the six-hour event, which was held at
Columbia University. In order to encourage maximum participation, simulta-
neous translation in Spanish, French, and English was provided. A gallery
adjacent to the theater was filled with information tables from over seventy
human rights groups and related organizations. A spirit of combat filled the
hall as speakers reminded the audience of the need to enter the UN negotia-
tions with audacity, courage, and commitment to defending the gains women
made at Beijing.

Although it had always been foreseen that the Global Center would
organize a public event just prior to the opening of the UN Special Session, it
now seemed more necessary than ever to hold a meeting where women could
reaffirm their commitment to women’s human rights in a way that would make
governments fully aware that we were not prepared to accept backtracking or
postponement of the commitments made at Beijing. Although the structure of
the symposium resembled that of the human rights tribunals the Global Center
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had facilitated at the UN world conferences of the 1990s, it differed in a very
significant way: Rather than hearing testimony about cases of abuse, the audi-
ence was presented with specific examples of how women are using the tools
available to them (and in some cases, inventing new ones) to organize locally,
regionally and globally to demand and defend their human rights.

The symposium brought together women’s human rights activists who are
doing innovative organizing work in their own countries. Their testimonies
served to illustrate, not only the tremendous amount of creativity with which
women are addressing human rights issues, but also new and emerging trends
in human rights abuses internationally. The presentations were preceded by
keynote speeches by women whose commitment to human rights goes back
many years, which provided an overview of the achievements and the current
state of the movement for women’s human rights.

For this publication, the testimonies and speeches have been edited and
annotated in order to make them as accessible as possible. They are not pre-
sented in the exact order they were given, but are grouped into two thematic
areas. The first deals with specific instances of violence against women that are
currently taking place. The second looks at violations of women’s economic
rights and the structural underpinnings that give rise to injustice in societies.
Each set of presentations is followed by commentary which links the testi-
monies to broader issues and trends in human rights today.

The symposium was interspersed with poetry and music by women who
are using art to educate and inspire on issues of women’s human rights. Exam-
ples of their work have also been reproduced in this book.

Counting Our Losses and Gains

The second section of the book deals specifically with the Beijing + 5 Out-
comes Document. It contains papers by members of the Global Center staff
that look at the results of the review negotiations in five areas: the treatment
of the Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of Discrimination against
Women (CEDAW); violence against women; trafficking in women; respecting
women’s diversities; and economic justice and women’s economic rights.

We have chosen to focus on these particular areas because they are funda-
mental to women’s human rights and because they form an important part
of the Global Center’s work in general, as well as during the Beijing + 5
process. Although written by individuals, the analysis is a collectively evolving
work, shaped through our advocacy experiences and our ongoing dialogue
with women around the world. The papers are preceded by an essay by Char-
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lotte Bunch that takes an overall look at the Beijing + 5 process. We hope this
section will prove useful to readers who are interested in working with the con-
tent of the document itself.

Following these two sections, an appendix to the book contains copies of
documents related to the Global Center’s work during Beijing + 3, including the
Working Paper on a Human Rights Based Approach to the Beijing + 5 Review,
which was prepared for use throughout the review process. A program from the
Women 2000 symposium has been included, along with a list of other activities
organized by the Global Center in the period leading up to the Special Session.

Women as Winners

As the Beijing + 5 review progressed, it became apparent that, despite the diffi-
culties encountered, probably the richest aspect of the process was the way in
which women from around the world were able to work together. The Coali-
tion for the Beijing Platform brought together over 500 women’s organizations
in an effort to hold onto the gains that were made at Beijing. Throughout the
process, numerous workshops, panels and group lobbying efforts were carried
out by teams that were strongly international in their make up. The experience
was greatly enriched by the presence of a large number of young women who
participated in the Youth Caucus, in their regional caucuses, and as members
of the thematic caucuses.

While the Beijing Conference showed the world that an international
women’s human rights movement existed, Beijing + 5 proved that it has
remained intact and continues to grow stronger and more diverse. This may be
the most important lesson we have learned from the experience, and the one
that will best serve us in the future.

Notes

1. For more information about the Beijing + 5 process, see Appendix C, Women Prepare for the
B + 5 Review by Susana Fried and Charlotte Bunch.

2. The final version of the Beijing + 5 document is titled Report of the Ad Hoc Committee of the
Whole of the twenty-third special session of the General Assembly. Throughout the negotia-
tions, however, the document was called Further actions and initiatives to implement the Beijing
Declaration and Platform for Action, Proposed Outcomes, and generally referred to as the
“Outcomes Document.” The document can be viewed at the website: http://www.un.org/wom-
enwatch/confer/beijing5/.
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Introduction:
Imagine a World

Charlotte Bunch

E PLANNED THIS EVENT ON THE EVE OF THE UN GENERAL

; R / Assembly Special Session to review the Beijing Fourth World Con-

ference on Women, in order to highlight the gains women made in

Beijing and to provide an opportunity to look at women’s organizing around

the world based on the recognition of women’s rights as human rights—a
recognition that was achieved during the past decade.

We invited panelists to open this session by reflecting on the achieve-
ments and challenges in women’s human rights over the last ten years. They
will look at the UN world conferences leading up to Beijing that took place in
Rio (Earth Summit), Vienna (Human Rights), Cairo (Population and Devel-
opment), and Copenhagen (Social Summit)—as well as at Beijing—and per-
haps more importantly, reflect on the work of women everywhere at the
grassroots. We have asked the speakers to discuss the challenges ahead in
seeking to make human rights a lived reality for all women and girls. This
opening panel is followed by ten examples of “innovative praxis”—work
being done at the local level to bring human rights concepts and: instruments
to the daily struggles of women. Each of the presenters tells us about the vio-
lations of women’s human rights they are addressing and the strategies they
have adopted to end those abuses.

Charlotte Bunch is Executive Director of the Center for Women’s Global
Leadership.
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We have also asked two leading advocates for the human rights of women
to provide commentary after both sets of presentations in order to put these
concrete local experiences in a broader context and to focus on what this tells
us about the work that lies ahead in the next decade. More specifically, they
will also look at what this means with regard to the United Nations Special
Session, or Beijing + 5, and what the UN and governments ought to be doing
and saying this coming week if they are serious about advancing women’s
human rights.

Given what has been happening in the endless negotiations over the last
six months and the state of those negotiations on the eve of this Special Ses-
sion, it seems that this symposium is needed even more than we had originally
anticipated. For in spite of the commitments that governments made in Beijing
to advance the human rights of women and girls in many areas—from educa-
tion and the economy to violence against women, health, and decision-mak-
ing—there seems to be reluctance on the part of many governments to set more
specific goals and targets, and to commit real resources to the actual implemen-
tation of those words—those hard won words—that represent the work of
hundreds of thousands of women in the Beijing process.

What we need, in the phrase of the Latin American NGOs at their
regional meeting to prepare for Beijing + 5, which was held in Lima, Peru in
February, is algo mds que palabras. More than words, we need actions.

Instead, what has been happening in this preparatory process is that
good proposals that have been made for action—many of which are supported
by some of the governments—are being diminished, one by one, with the addi-
tion of phrases like “where appropriate.” Or, instead of “adopting,” they say
“consider adopting.” Also, specific dates and numerical targets are being
removed or questioned, often by only a handful of very vocal delegates deter-
mined to weaken the document.

One of the clearest examples of this weakening was the proposal to
change the call in the Beijing + 5 “Outcomes Document” for the repeal of all
legislation that actually legally discriminates against women. We know there is
a lot of legislation that has been passed to end discrimination that is not imple-
mented, but I am talking about actual laws that are discriminatory. In the orig-
inal draft, there was a call to repeal all such laws by the year 2005. If you
consider that 165 countries have already pledged to do so by signing the Con-
vention on the Elimination of All Forms of Discrimination against Women
(CEDAW), 2003 is already too late for something that should have been done
in the last century. Nonetheless, when there was a proposal to call for repealing
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such legislation by 2005, someone asked to insert the words “as soon as possi-
ble” instead of the date. In the final document, this sentence now says that gov-

[

ernments are to review legislation “with the view to striving to remove
discriminatory provisions as soon as possible, preferably by 2005.”

Now, I ask you, as human rights activists, how do we monitor and hold
governments accountable to “as soon as possible?” Of course, we would all

2

say “as soon as possible,” or at least “as soon as necessary” has already
passed. So when is “as soon as possible?” And that is the question we must
emphasize; to hold governments accountable, we need specific commitments to
targets and goals that can be measured. With this type of wording, we must
convince governments that “as soon as possible” must be now. It is not five
years from now. It is not ten years from now. It is now.

This is the point where this process must be engaged, because some coun-
tries are seeking to undermine human rights and the Beijing Platform, not by
directly attacking it, but by these kinds of subtle adjectives and slight diminu-
tions of the words that are there. And in doing so, they have also been resisting
the international monitoring of their human rights commitments and prac-
tices—the international monitoring that is at the heart of the United Nations
human rights system.

The reluctance to use human rights concepts and instruments in this
review process has also been disturbing. Even the mention of the Women’s
Convention has been challenged. References to the Women’s Convention and
its Optional Protocol have been deleted or diminished in many places and ref-
erences to other human rights instruments of the United Nations system—to
all the other treaties to which women have a right—have been eliminated from
this document. The human rights underpinning of this document, which was
so strong in Beijing, is being gradually whittled away, not with a direct assault
to eliminate it, but by slowly making it weaker.

There has been agreement in the Political Declaration for the Beijing + 5
Review that the Beijing Platform for Action is to be reaffirmed. This is a very
important success, and governments have stated that they have the responsibility
to work to implement it. Nevertheless, a handful of countries continue to drag
the process down, to stall, and to keep inserting phrases aimed at watering down
the commitments that were made in Beijing. We must demand that they no
longer hold this document hostage. Over the next five days, we must insist that a
strong, action-oriented document that does not go back on Beijing commitments,
that upholds the integrity of the Beijing Platform for Action, and that moves for-
ward the necessary steps to implement it must emerge from this process.
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SYMPOSIUM INTRODUCTION

In this symposium and in other NGO activities during this week, women
will demonstrate that we are moving ahead—that women are working to
implement the Platform for Action and to realize the human rights of women
locally, nationally, regionally and internationally, in spite of obstacles that have
been put in our path. In spite of challenges and obstacles from globalization to
fundamentalist backlash, women have become a global force for change that
will transform this century, and we will not be turned back. We will move for-
ward. This is the message that we hope will be transported from these halls to
the halls of the United Nations tomorrow morning when the Special Session
begins. We hope this event will add to and strengthen the resolve of the many
delegates there who are committed to preserving the integrity of the Beijing
Platform and to working to advance women’s human rights.

In this symposium, we bring you a taste of the future, of what women and
committed men are doing, and of what we think governments should be look-
ing at and reviewing if they want to have a serious Beijing + 5 Review. We hope
this event inspires and informs you as we share reflections, discuss challenges,
and imagine a world where all women and girls enjoy their human rights.
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