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UNITED NATIONS ECONOMIC AND SOCIAL COUNCIL

DESCRIPTION OF THE COMMITTEE

The United Nations Economic and Social Council (ECOSOC) promotes international economic
and social development. It has 54 members who are elected annually by the UN General Assembly
for three year terms. Besides its normal functions, it also has the obligation of determining how
much progress has been made towards fulfilling the UN Millennium Development Goals.
ECOSOC is also in charge of coordinating a number of secondary organizations in the UN
including the Commission on Social Development, UN Development Program, and UNICEF.

VIOLENCE AGAINST WOMEN
INTRODUCTION

Violence against women is a human rights concern that affects millions of women around the world
in developed and developing nations alike. Women are especially vulnerable to physical and sexual
abuse, often because their social circumstances enable or excuse such violence. Violence against
women occurs both in families and intimate relationships and in public. It crosses social, cultural,
and religious barriers.

According to large-scale international studies, between 10 and 50 percent of women report having
been physically abused by someone close to them at some point in their lives. Between 12 and 25
percent of women have been the victims of rape or attempted rape by someone close to them.
Furthermore, a World Bank Study reports that women between the ages of 15 and 44 are more likely
to die from rape and domestic violence than from war, cancer, malaria, and motor accidents.” It is
important to remember, too, that these statistics come only from violence that is reported to
authorities, and only in countries with the means to conduct large-scale studies. Countries that
cannot or do not maintain statistics on violence against women may have similar or higher rates of
abuse.

Violence against women takes many forms. Women can be abused in domestic situations or because
of social or cultural trends. Women are particularly vulnerable in times of conflict when gender-
based violence may be used as a tactic of war.
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BACKGROUND
Traditional Forms of 1 iolence

Violence against women often occurs as part of a cultural practice or belief. Traditional forms of
violence include female genital mutilation (also called female circumcision), honor killings and early
marriage. All of these practices have deep cultural roots. Some of these practices are considered
necessary rituals for a girl or woman to be an accepted member of society.

In some cultures, traditional forms of violence are not considered to be “violence” at all. Early
marriage, the exchange of a dowry, and female genital mutilation are all thought to be important
ways to celebrate a girl’s transition into adulthood or marriage. In fact, female genital mutilation is
most often performed on girls by other women who believe the ritual is important for preserving
their cultural identity.

Tradition and culture do not excuse violence. While it is important to respect the traditions of a
society, it is also important to recognize a woman’s right to safety, health and dignity. The integrity
of these cultures can be protected while at the same time ensuring its women’s safety and respect.

Female Genital Mutilation

In some parts of the world, especially in Africa and Asia, an operation is performed on female
babies and children to remove parts of their genitalia. This operation, called female genital
mutilation (FGM) is believed to promote hygiene and ensure “purity,” and is sometimes performed
to celebrate a girl’s transition into womanhood. FGM is also believed to prevent women from
having sexual desires that would make her unfaithful to her husband.

FGM is very damaging to the girl’s body. The procedure is often performed in unsanitary conditions
and can result in infection (including HIV transmission). It can cause lifelong pain, difficulty in
childbirth and may even cause sterility—the inability to have children. Women can die because of
infections or because of complications during childbirth. According to UNITE to End Violence
Against Women, more than 130 million girls and women have undergone FGM and suffer from its

damaging effects.”

PROBLEMS STOPPING FGM

Olayinka Koso-Thomas, a doctor in Sierra L.eone, has been campaigning against FGM for
30 years. When she began, she received death threats and protests from people who
believed she was opposed to their culture. “People got me wrong at first... They thought I
was against their society,” said Koso-Thomas. Instead, she says, she is opposed only to one

cultural practice, not the entire society.

FGM is especially difficult to stop when the government refuses to act. Officials in Sierra
Leone often believed they would win votes if they encouraged FGM.

Source: IRNnews.org, www.irinnews.org/webspecials /FGM/45989.asp
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Honor Killings

In many societies, women accused of engaging in illicit sex, including those who have been raped,
are murdered by their male relatives. These women are accused of damaging their family’s honor by
behaving shamefully; their deaths are believed to redeem their families’ reputations. These murders
are called “honor killings,” and they occur in Argentina, Bangladesh, Brazil, Egypt, Guatemala,
Iran, Israel, Jordan, Pakistan and many other countries where a woman’s “purity” is linked to her
family’s honor. Over 1,000 women in Pakistan are victims of honor killings every year." Because
honor killings often occur in societies that believe a woman’s death will repair her family’s
reputation, the murderers are often not punished. The United Nations Population Fund estimates
that as many as 5,000 women ate murdered through “honor killings” each year.’

HONOR KILLINGS

“Guldunya Toren named her new baby ‘Hope’. She knew that the two of them might
not have long to live. After she became pregnant, she had refused to marry her cousin
and was sent to her uncle’s house in Istanbul. There, one of her brothers gave her a
rope and her to hang herself. She escaped and begged for police protection, but was

assured that her uncle and promised not to kill her. In February 2004, weeks after the
birth, her brothers reportedly shot her in the streets.”

Source: “Turkey: Women confronting family violence,” Amnesty International,

www.amnestyvusa.org/stopviolence

Early Marriage

In many parts of the world, particularly Africa and South Asia, girls are forced into marriage at a
very young age. In Nepal, seven percent of girls are married before the age of ten, and 40 percent of
girls are married by the time they are 15." This practice, especially when it takes place without the
consent of the bride, is 2 human rights violation.” Parents often believe that they are ensuring their
young daughter’s security later in life by making her marry a wealthy man or a man with high social
status. The worst cases of forced marriages can entail kidnapping, threatening behavior, physical
violence, rape, and sometimes even murder. In some countries, a rapist is not punished if he agrees
to marry his victim. Even Western countries have a problem with forced marriages. The Forced
Marriage Unit was established by the government of the United Kingdom intervenes in over 300
forced marriage cases a year.”

Early marriage poses many risks to girls. Being forced into marriage before they are old enough to
make an informed decision about their lives or families is psychologically harmful. Having a sexual
relationship at a very young age can be both emotionally and physically damaging. Young girls who
marry and become pregnant may be hurt, or even killed because their bodies are not mature enough
for pregnancy.
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Dowry Murder

In some cultures, it is traditional for the family of a bride to pay a certain amount of money or
goods, called a dowry, to the family of the groom. Sometimes when a woman’s family is unable, or
refuses to pay the dowry, she may be injured or killed by her husband or his family. In India, official
statistics state that 6,822 women were killed in dowry murders in the year 2002 alone.” Many of
these countries, including India, have outlawed traditional dowry payments to discourage dowry-
related killings. In spite of these laws, both the tradition of dowry payments and murders for
refusing to pay a dowry persist.

CRITICAL THINKING
How can authorities protect the health and safety of women, while also respecting the customs

and practices of a culture?

Victims in Conflict

Women are especially vulnerable to violence in times of war. Soldiers sometimes use rape as a tactic
of war, in order to humiliate women and their families. Women who are displaced by war and must
live in refugee camps are also vulnerable to attack and abuse. During the 1994 genocide in Rwanda,

nearly half a million women wete raped.”

WOMEN AND CONFLICT

In a 2002 UNIFEM-sponsored report on the issue, a UN official in the Democratic
Republic of Congo described the horrors that women face in their daily lives.

“From Pweto down near the Zambian border right up to Aru on the Sudan/Uganda
border, it’s a black hole where no one is safe and where no outsider goes. Women take a
risk when they go out to the fields or on a road to a market. Any day they can be stripped
naked, humiliated and raped in public. Many, many people no longer sleep at home;
though sleeping in the bush is equally unsafe. Every night, another village is attacked. It
could be any group, no one knows, but they always take away women and gitls.”

Source: “The Independent Experts” Assessment on the Impact of Armed Conflict on Women
and the Role of Women in Peace-building,” Program of the Wotld’s Women, Vol. 1, 2002,
UNIFEM.

Prenatal Sex Selection

Violence against women and discrimination can also start before a child is even born. In many South
Asian countries, prenatal sex selection, or aborting a child based on their gender, is a common
practice despite laws that have been passed to ban the procedure. Daughters are often seen as less of
an economic asset to a family because they are expected to contribute less to the family income, and
often require large dowries for marriage. In countries like India and China, pressure to have only one
ot two children causes many parents to resort to prenatal sex selection in order to ensure they will
have boys.
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In many countries sex selection has become a very profitable business for doctors, and it is even
easier for people to access cheap ultra sounds and other methods to determine the sex of their child.
The National Fertility and Family Health Survey reported that in the Republic of Korea, 90 percent
of pregnancies where a male fetus had been identified resulted in a normal birth, where as 30
percent of identified female fetuses were aborted.” Abortions are also very inexpensive, such as in
Vietnam where a walk-in abortion at a state hospital costs only 10 dollars.” The sex ratio of
newborns in Vietnam a decade ago was at a normal level of 1.04 males to every 1 girl, but now
thanks to cheap abortions, the number of male newborns has soared above the females. According
to UNICEF, in India easy access to ultra sounds and abortions has lead to 7,000 less girls being born
each day. In some of the most prosperous areas of China, the boy-gitl ratio is as skewed as 135 boys
to 100 girls.

xiii

Trafficking

Many women are trafficked, or transported, from one country to another in order to put them into
situations where they are powerless. According to the United Nations Office on Drugs and Crime,
there are 127 countries of origin and 137 destination countries for human trafficking.”™ Women are
then forced to work as prostitutes, forced to work in unsafe labor conditions in factories or
exploited in other ways. Sometimes women are deceived into believing they will find a safe job in
another country, only to find themselves in a situation resembling slavery. Most often, these women
are forced to become prostitutes. It is estimated that as many as two million girls under the age of 15
are trafficked as prostitutes worldwide.™

Many of these women have no protection once they arrive in their new country. If they seek help,
they may be arrested for illegal immigration. Because prostitution is illegal in many countries,
women who are forced to work as prostitutes are often afraid to go to the police for help.

HIV/ AIDS and Violence

Women’s inability to protect themselves from unwanted sex as well as their lack of education has
also been linked to higher rates of HIV/AIDS. Sexual assault and rape lead to higher risks of
bleeding and abrasion, leaving women more vulnerable to the transmission of the HIV virus and
other sexually transmitted infections. Women who are victims of violence are 48 percent more likely

to be infected with HIV/AIDS.™ Lack of knowledge also leads to higher rates of HIV/AIDS
because many women are unaware of diseases that can be spread through unsafe or unwanted sex.
In Bangladesh only 1 in 5 women had heard of AIDS, and in Sudan only 5 percent of women knew

i

HIV transmission could be prevented through the use of a condom.™

Violence not only makes women more prone to HIV/AIDS, but it also leads to the lack of
treatment of women who know they are infected. Women who make their HIV-positive status
public are often abused by their families and are driven from their homes to be left alone on the
streets. This fear of violence has caused 60 percent of eligible women who are HIV-positive in
Zambia to not seek treatment. In South Africa in 1998, Gugu Dhlamini went public about her HIV
status on the radio and television and was stoned to death by the men in her community

xviii

afterwards.
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Armed conflict has also left women more vulnerable to the HIV/AIDS epidemic. In many war-torn
countries where sexual violence is used as a weapon of war, soldiers purposefully infect women with

HIV to pit one ethnic group against another. This was the case with the 1994 genocide in Rwanda.™
Canses

Violence against women can be caused by a number of factors, such as war or traditional beliefs
about women’s role in society. Misconceptions about masculinity, or what it means to be a man, can
also contribute to violence against women. Studies have shown that men are more likely to become
abusive when they believe that “real men” never show signs of weakness or that men should be
controlling and forceful.

Additionally, with women’s rights expanding in many countries, men may feel powerless and
become violent to show that they are dominant in a relationship. One study showed that men in the
Philippines were more likely to become violent when they were unemployed or earned less than
their wives. Another report indicated that men with high self-esteem were less likely to become
abusive.”

Many of the factors that can lead to violence against women are found in areas that are developing
or impoverished. In developing regions, traditional ideas about gender roles are more persistent than
they are in developed areas. Lack of education, poverty and conflict are more likely to occur in
developing areas, as well.

DOMESTIC VIOLENCE

According to a 2003 report by the Human Rights Watch, many women in Uganda are
harmed or even killed by domestic violence. Sister Margaret, head of a trauma counseling
service, says that wives are routinely beaten because their husbands consider them to be

‘property.’

“Women, especially in rural areas, think it is acceptable for a man to be violent against her.
Some even feel that if their husbands do not beat them, then it means they no longer want
them. They think it is a sign of love. Because there is normally a dowry, husbands believe

they own their wives. But you cannot buy a human being. You cannot compatre her to a piece
of cloth.”

Source: “Violence against women in Northern Uganda,” Amnesty International,

www.amnestyvusa.org/stopviolence
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Social Consequences

Violence against women has terrible effects on the women who are victimized. Women may
contract diseases, may become disabled and may require long-term medical help. Women who are
victims of violence often require psychological care in addition to medical care. Violence against
women has far-reaching consequences for the whole of society, as well. Women who are physically
abused often require expensive health services. In Zimbabwe, as well as other developing nations,
the high rates of abuse place a significant burden on the health care system.

In addition, violence against women affects a country’s national economy. A study in Canada
showed that 30 percent of women who were abused could not attend or perform work as usual and
that 50 percent of abused women had to take sick leave because of their injuries. Abused women in
Nicaragua earned 46 percent less money than non-abused women.™ In the United States,

xxii

productivity losses caused by violence against women total an annual $1.8 billion.

CRITICAL THINKING

Why might lack of development lead to a higher incidence of violence against women?

PAST INTERNATIONAL ACTION

International acceptance of the equality of women began with the Declaration on the Elimination
of Discrimination Against Women in 1967. This proclamation of the UN General Assembly
declared discrimination against women as “fundamentally unjust and...an offence against human

55 xxiii

dignity”.

The next step toward protecting women came with the 1979 adoption of the Convention on the
Elimination of all forms of Discrimination against Women (CEDAW), which defines men and
women as equals and declares that nations must take whatever effort possible to eliminate
discrimination against women for any reason.

For a long time, many people believed that violence against women was a private matter for families
and cultures to deal with, not an international issue. But as countries began to value women as
equals—not inferiors—of men, leaders began to realize that violence against women is in fact a
human rights issue. Finally, international attention was drawn to the problem.™ In 1993, the UN
General Assembly passed the Declaration on the Elimination of Violence against Women, a
document that recognizes a woman’s right to equality and protection under the law. It calls for all
member states to ensure that their laws protect women from violence and punish offenders of those
laws. It also calls for international cooperation on programs that provide medical care and
counseling to victims of violence.”™
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VIOLENCE AGAINST WOMEN

“Violence against women is perhaps the most shameful human rights violations, and it is
perhaps the most pervasive. It knows no boundaries of geography, culture, or wealth. As
long as it continues, we cannot claim to be making real progress towards equality,

development and peace.”

Source: Kofi Annan, Former Secretary-General of the United Nations. “A World Free of
Violence Against Women.” United Nations Inter-Agency Global Videoconference. March 8,
1999.

In 1994, the Commission on Human Rights appointed a Special Rapporteur on Violence Against
Women, to collect information about the causes and consequences of violence against women, and
to recommend ways to eliminate it. In 1996, the Special Rapporteur recommended that refugee
camps improve security for women. She encouraged states to pass laws punishing those who abuse
women, outlaw early marriage, educate the public about the dangers of rape, outlaw FGM and to

take legal action preventing young gitls from being trafficked as prostitutes.™

In 1996, the General Assembly adopted Resolution 50/166, urging the United Nations
Development Fund for Women (UNIFEM) to concentrate on ways to reduce violence against

xxvil

women and to focus on empowering women by helping them find jobs.

UNIFEM has held sensitivity training sessions for the government of Somaliland, teaching
lawmakers about the special dangers that women face. In certain regions, they created a men’s
network to combat gender inequality, which makes reducing violence against women a responsibility
of men as well as women. UNIFEM has also set up trauma-counseling centers in countries where
many women are trafficked as prostitutes. In Peru, UNIFEM assisted rape victims as well as
educated men about the emotional trauma of rape.” UNIFEM also supported a program in Kenya
that encouraged people to replace female genital mutilation with other rituals. To celebrate a girl’s
becoming a woman, communities were encouraged to use words instead of FGM.

xxviii

In 2007, twelve UN entities united to form Stop Rape Now, a UN program against sexual violence
in conflict. The creation of the UN action has three main pillars: learning by doing, advocating for
action, and country level action. By combining these three pillars, Stop Rape Now hopes to more
effectively address the problem of sexual violence against women in conflict and works to eradicate
it all together.™

CRITICAL THINKING
Why is recognizing gender equality and preventing gender discrimination important to protect

women against violence?
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RECOMMENDATIONS FOR CREATING A RESOLUTION

Violence against women is a complicated problem with many causes to address. This issue must be
considered from many different perspectives. Delegates must:

Try to encourage governments to punish offenders who abuse women and to provide
assistance to victims of violence;

Discuss ways to help women who cannot be aided by governments, such as women in
war zones, refugees or women who are being illegally trafficked,;

Consider the importance of education, such as teaching people about the harms of
certain cultural practices (like female genital mutilation or dowries) and teaching people
that men and women have equal value;

Show respect for the differences in cultures and the importance of local traditions; and
Consider how to fund these measures.

QUESTIONS TO CONSIDER

1. Is violence against women a major problem in your country? If so, what is your
country doing to alleviate the problem?

Does your country have any widespread cultural practices or ideas that might be
harmful to women, like early marriage or honor killings? What is your country’s

position on these practices?

How does your country respond to the global problem of violence against
women? For example, does your country accept refugees who have been victims
of gender-based violence? Does your country provide assistance to victims of
gender-based violence in refugee camps or support initiatives to assist victims of
sex trafficking?

Copyright © 2009 UNA-USA Model UN Conference 9



TERMS AND CONCEPTS

Female Genital Mutilation (FGM): the practice of cutting or disfiguring the genitals of a
girl or woman. FGM is believed to ensure “purity” and cleanliness. Sometimes it is performed
to celebrate a gitl’s entrance into adulthood, and sometimes it is intended to ensure a girl will
be faithful to her future husband. The procedure can be very damaging to a woman’s health,
and can lead to complications such as infection, sterility or difficulty in childbirth. It can even
lead to death.

Honor killing: the murder of a woman who is alleged to have ruined their family’s
reputation. Usually, these women are accused of having an illicit sexual affair or are victims of
rape. It is believed that their death will redeem their family’s “honor.”

Early marriage: the practice of forcing girls under the age of 18 into marriage.

Dowry: an amount of money or gifts presented to a groom or his family by the bride and her
family.

Dowry murder: the murder of a bride by the groom’s family when the dowry received is
considered insufficient, or when the bride’s family refuses to pay a dowry.

Prenatal Sex Selection: the practice of aborting a pregnancy due to the gender of the fetus.

Declaration on the Elimination of Discrimination Against Women: a proclamation made

by the UN General Assembly in 1967, which recognizes discrimination that denies women the
same equality as men as completely unjust and “constitutes as an offence against human
dignity”.

Convention on the Elimination of all forms of Discrimination Against Women: a
convention adopted by the UN General Assembly in 1979 declaring that men and women are
equals. It required signatories to incorporate gender equality into their legal systems, and

obligated them to eliminate all forms of discrimination against women. It is sometimes called
an “international bill of rights for women.”

Declaration on the Elimination of Violence Against Women: a declaration issued by the

UN General Assembly in 1994 recognizing every woman’s right to equality and protection by
the law. The declaration calls for states to pass legislation protecting women from violence
and discrimination.
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SOURCES FOR FURTHER RESEARCH
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