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The Commission on the Status of Women (CSW) is a global conference held annually with women participating from United Nations agencies, government delegations and civil society. The CSW seeks to determine the annual progress made on issues affecting women and is said to be the main global policy forum, which sets the agenda for gender equality. The CSW falls under the Economic and Social Council of the United Nations. Each year a priority theme is chosen for the following CSW gathering and the priority theme for 2008 was “Financing for Gender Equality and the Empowerment of Women”. 

I was invited to attend the 52nd session of the CSW with a delegation funded by the Norwegian Foreign Ministry. The delegation was not mandated to attend or perform any specific functions except to provide a brief report at the end of the two-week conference.  

I found the CSW to be challenging, highly informative and transformative in respect of my own advocacy role at Masimanyane. I attended on average three to four sessions each day for the first week and fewer in the second week as the daily sessions decreased. 

The key issues arising from the CSW sessions I attended included the following: 

1. Government Budgets: 

· When do governmental departments and treasury determine the national budgetary priorities?

· In respect of the circular nature of the budget process, at which point does civil society participate in order to highlight gender concerns as national priorities?

· Do civil society organisations have the opportunity to engage national, provincial and local budgets before they are finalised?

· Do civil society organisations in fact have the capacity to engage government on macroeconomic policy issues?

· Has government utilised gender-responsive budgeting to determine their policy decisions and their direct or indirect impact on the lives of women?

2. Global Funding Trends:

· The Paris Declaration for Aid Effectiveness will have serious implications for civil society organisations receiving international donor funding as international donors will collaborate with member states on their national strategic plans for poverty reduction and the achievement of their Millennium Development Goals. 

· Donors have indicated that funding is available for civil society but that they are looking to fund regional programmes and larger networks as opposed to individual projects that in the past have proven to be ineffective and tarnished with administrative costs. 

· Controversy around the PEPFAR (President's Emergency Plan for AIDS Relief) Fund which allocates $15 billion over a five-year period to countries most affected by the epidemic could unfortunately be the end of successful prevention programmes in Africa. The US congress requires that 20% of the funds are directed at HIV prevention programmes and 33% of prevention programmes are to be spent on abstinence-until-marriage programmes. These conditions presuppose that women are in equitable positions allowing them to determine when, how and with whom to have sex, which is not a true reflection of the experiences of most African women. 

3. Health Care for Women was also highlighted as a priority especially moving beyond HIV/AIDS to other health care problems affecting many women globally such as cervical cancer as well as mental health care. 

4. Climate Change was introduced to the CSW as an emerging issue capable of exacerbating natural disasters and conflicts over natural resources in the future. 

5. Research in Africa was raised in terms of the quality of research, its relevance and utilisation: whether research is gender disaggregated to provide substantial insight into the topic being researched and its direct and indirect impact on women’s lives.
6. Calculating the cost of gender-based violence. Have we as a direct service provider ever considered calculating the cost of GBV in relation to our clients’ experiences? How does abuse impact on them in the long and short term? What is the economic cost for losing or constantly changing jobs, for not being able to work or medical expenses related to the abuse including therapy? 

7. The Millennium Development Goals
 (MDGs) are a direct result of the UN conferences held throughout the 1990s and reaffirmed governments commitments to the achievement of those commitments. The Millennium Summit resulted in the Millennium Declaration, which espoused eight goals for all member states. The MDGs have particular indicators and targets, which are to be achieved by 2015. The only shortcoming of the MDGs is that despite international commitments to the eradication of violence against women, the MDGs are silent on that front as well as with regards to the full realisation of women’s sexual and reproductive health and rights.
8. The Paris Declaration on Aid Effectiveness
 was somewhat new to me, yet has caused an uproar in civil society organisations worldwide. The Paris Declaration (PD) is fairly new and a first draft (detailing the roles and responsibilities of member states and donor partners for development aid) was produced in 2005. It will be up for review by donors and member states in September 2008. It is acknowledged that although the PD will impact on civil society organisations, the latter were excluded from the process. 

9. The CSW and Statistics Commission have been working on developing a set of indicators for VAW to incentivise states to collect data, monitor the extent of VAW and strengthen the knowledge base of VAW. The proposed indicators are for physical violence, sexual violence, and intimate partner violence, harmful practices and early marriage. 

10.  The GEAR (Gender Equality Architecture Reform) Campaign was launched recognising that gender equality and women’s rights within the UN itself are weak. This is evident in the lack of funds and political will to support agencies focusing on women’s rights (eg UNIFEM budget versus that of UNICEF). The campaign seeks to create a strong women’s entity that will in turn make financing for gender and development more effective. 

11. The UN Secretary General launched the United to End Violence Against Women Campaign which will run parallel to the MDGs until 2015. Oxfam International also launched the African Women’s Protocol in order to raise international awareness. 

12. Human trafficking is on the global agenda as a significant international human rights concern with various civil society activists expressing concern for the upcoming 2010 Soccer World Cup in South Africa. South Africa is recognised as being a source, destination and transit country for human trafficking with the added vulnerability of not having any legislation to regulate or penalise criminal offences of trafficking and those inherent to human trafficking (eg debt bondage, threats of violence). 

13. Debates around prostitution and the means for ensuring protection for women in the sex industry have divided feminists worldwide. Arguments for legalisation to provide essential social services for prostitutes are strong, while arguments seeking to protect women from being exploited through prostitution are as convincing. As Masimanyane, we will need to analyse our stance on the legalisation of prostitution and have it supported with primary or grassroots research.

� Millennium Development Goals: (1) Eradicate extreme poverty & hunger  (2) Achieve universal primary education  (3) Promote gender equality and empower women (4) Reduce child mortality (5) Improve maternal health (6)Combat HIV/AIDS, malaria and other diseases  (7) Ensure environmental sustainability (8)Develop a global partnership for development.  


� The PD is based on Five Key Principles: (1) Ownership (2) Alignment (3) Harmonisation  (4) Accountability  (5) Mutual Responsibility
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