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Freedom to live in Dignity

In the five minutes that I have this morning five women will die giving birth, most likely alone, afraid and in terrible pain- 

Their death is a result of our failure to guarantee women’s fundamental human rights to life, health care, non-discrimination, and reproductive self-determination.

Their deaths entirely preventable had governments fulfilled their duty to create the conditions necessary for women’s survival of pregnancy and childbirth, for women’s capacity to fully exercise their reproductive rights.

In these five minutes- many young people are contracting HIV/AIDS.

Young women now account for 62 percent of persons ages 15 to 24 living with HIV/AIDS worldwide. In sub-Saharan Africa, 75% of infected young people are female. 

What HIV/AIDS has revealed is that the feminization of the epidemic is the result of the abuse of women’s human rights. While there seems to be a consensus that HIV/AIDS is a women’s rights issue, women and girls will continue to be at risk unless we invest in sexual and reproductive health services and stop the abuse of the rights of women and girls.

Even in countries with existing laws to protect women’s human rights, women continue to experience discrimination and violence, and lack of access to justice. As Amnesty International pointed out recently, at least one out of every three women has been beaten, coerced into sex, or abused in her lifetime. Women experience violence throughout their lives, in times of peace as well as war, women face discrimination and violence at the hands of the state, the community, their partners and the family. 
Regardless of this terrible reality faced by girls and women around the world, women’s human rights and gender equality are not adequately addressed as key priorities on the agenda for the Summit.

Yet, it is clear that we will not achieve the goals set out by the international community, particularly the MDGs, without the full respect for women’s human rights- including ensuring universal access to sexual and reproductive health services and the full recognition and protection of sexual rights.

Development goals must be grounded in rights based approaches that mitigate the harms of stigma and discrimination which pose a serious threat to sexual and reproductive health for many persecuted individuals and groups including women, sexual minorities, refugees, people with disabilities, rural communities, indigenous peoples, people living with HIV/AIDS, sex workers and people held in detention.

Human rights should be enjoyed by all people and cannot be denied on the basis of sexual orientation or gender identity.  Its denial results in violence and increasing intolerance, which has a terrible impact on the lives of millions of people worldwide.  We must act to ensure a more comprehensive vision of human rights that goes beyond civil and political rights, to fully integrate the rights of women.  Therefore, the commitment to advance human rights must include the recognition of the importance of sexual rights and reproductive rights of all peoples.

We cannot think about poverty eradication, security or development, without fully integrating women’s human rights.  There is vast evidence that links the violation of women’s rights, particularly their sexual rights and reproductive rights, with poverty and violence.  

We have existing frameworks from past conferences and international human rights treaties and mechanisms; what we urgently need is their implementation.  If governments could hold up to the commitments and promises they made throughout the last two decades, the reality of people’s lives, particularly for girls and women, would look very differently today.

We need both the political commitment and the resources to implement the agreements made to protect and advance women’s human rights, everywhere.  The principles of gender equality, non discrimination and justice as enshrined in human rights, should be the foundations for all the agreements made at the Summit.  Gender equality and women’s human rights are a fundamental part of the human rights framework, and should be a key reference when developing proposals for peace, security and development.

Therefore, in September governments must use the occasion of the Summit to strengthen their commitment to implement previous agreements and to raise to all challenges facing the world today, to strengthen the United Nations as a credible institution responsive to the needs of all peoples, as it has to be able to respond courageously to current challenges. 

