
C E D A W

M  A  D  E E  A  S  Y

Question & Answer Booklet

This Question & Answer Booklet is designed to provide you
with a snapshot view of the United Nations Convention on the
Elimination of All Forms of Discrimination against Women
(CEDAW). It aims to raise awareness of the rights to which
women are entitled under CEDAW so that you can use the
Convention to bring about concrete improvements in the lives
of Caribbean women. 

The Booklet is intended as a resource for women’s human
rights advocates, government officials, students, teachers,
practitioners and anyone who wants to know more about
women’s rights. 

Caribbean Office
UN House, Marine Gardens, Hastings
Christ Church, Barbados



C E D A W

M  A  D  E E  A  S  Y

Question & Answer Booklet



Acknowledgements

Contributing Editor: Tina Johnson
Cover photos: Caroline Penn/Panos Pictures; Philip Wolmuth/

Panos Pictures
Design/Layout: Tina Johnson

Special thanks to former UNIFEM Caribbean Regional Programme
Director, Joycelin Massiah; former consultants to UNIFEM, Lynette
Ametewee and Dawn Minott; and University of the West Indies
Faculty of Law lecturer Tracy Robinson – all of whom were
instrumental in the preparation of this publication.

Foreword  . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . i

1. CEDAW and International Human Rights: An Overview  . . 1

2. Women’s Rights under CEDAW  . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 9

3. How CEDAW is Monitored  . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 15

4. The Optional Protocol to CEDAW: A New Mechanism
for Enforcement  . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 21

5. The Rights of Women in the Caribbean . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 23

6. CEDAW and You . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 29

References . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 34
Glossary and Acronyms . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 37

Appendices

I. The Text of the Convention  . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 39
II.  Reservations (Caribbean State Parties)  . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 53
III. General Recommendations . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 54
IV. Equality Clauses in Caribbean Constitutions  . . . . . . . . . . . . . 55
V.  Other UN Conventions on Women . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 56

Your Notes  . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 57

Boxes and Tables

Box 1: The International Bill of Rights  . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 3
Box 2: Using International Law at the National Level . . . . . . . . . . . 5
Box 3: Women’s Activism and the Drafting of CEDAW . . . . . . . . . 6
Box 4: CEDAW at a Glance  . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 10
Box 5: The Convention of Belém do Pará  . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 25
Box 6: CARICOM Model Legislation  . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 27
Box 7: CEDAW and Constitutional Reform  . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 30

Table 1: How CEDAW is Structured  . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 2
Table 2: Caribbean Countries and CEDAW  . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 7
Table 3: States’ Reports to the CEDAW Committee 

(examined)  . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 17
Table 4: UN Human Rights Conventions, Protocols  and

Treaty Bodies  . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 20
Table 5: Women’s Political Participation  . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 23

table of contents



UNIFEM – the United Nations
Development Fund for Women
– is one of three UN agencies
whose mandate is directly
related to women.1 We are
committed to bringing about
systematic change that leads to
women’s empowerment and
gender equality. To this end, we
work with governments, non-
governmental organizations
(NGOs) and partner agencies in
the UN system to ensure that
women’s human rights continue
to be a centrepiece in follow-
up activities to fulfil the
Platforms and Programmes of
Action from UN world
conferences, the Caribbean
Community (CARICOM) and
the Commonwealth.

UNIFEM follows a global A B C
D E strategy: Advocacy and
policy dialogue; Building
sustainable knowledge and
action networks; Capacity-
building; Disseminating know-
ledge on emerging issues
and innovative solutions
towards gender equality; and
Experimentation on the ‘how
to’ of achieving gender equality.
It focuses on four goals:

1. Reducing feminized poverty and
exclusion – Mainstreaming a
gender perspective in trade
and macro-economic policy-
making; and increasing
women’s access to, and
influence on, markets for
labour, goods and services.

2. Ending violence against women
– Resourcing of legislation
and national action plans;
ensuring that statistics and
sector offices register the
incidence and types of
violence against women;
investing more in preven-
tion, particularly through
long-term campaigns at local,
national and global levels
aimed at involving men and
changing the attitudes that
perpetuate gender-based
violence; and increasing
support for women’s organ-
izations and for multi-
sectoral approaches to
prevention and protection.

3. Halting and reversing the
spread of HIV/AIDS among
women and girls – Bringing a
gender equality and human
rights perspective to

i

Foreword

UNIFEM will continue its efforts to help forge the political will to
implement the programmes and policies necessary to enable every woman
in the world to live a life free from violation and to exercise and enjoy all
their human rights. Bolstering the ratification and implementation of
CEDAW is a pivotal part of building a culture that understands, respects
and promotes equality for women.

– Noeleen Heyzer, Executive Director of UNIFEM



partnerships forged through
UNAIDS with the United
Nations system, national
AIDS councils and women’s
and government organiza-
tions at the global, regional
and national level; and
spearheading holistic stra-
tegies to address HIV/AIDS
by drawing links to violence
against women, feminized
poverty and gender justice in
post-conflict reconstruction.

4. Achieving gender equality in
democratic governance in times
of peace as well as war –
Increasing technical capacity
to implement and monitor
CEDAW for achieving con-
stitutional and legislative
guarantees to gender equal-
ity and its implementation;
building partnerships to
ensure women’s equal
participation in electoral
processes, peace negotia-
tions, conflict prevention,
disarmament, demobilization
and reintegration, and
other processes; establishing
national and local mechan-
isms (governmental and non-
governmental) to achieve
gender equality in post-
conflict reconstruction; and
improving information,
documentation and guidance
to attain gender justice.

In the Caribbean, the work pro-
gramme of the UNIFEM sub-

regional office, based in
Barbados,2 includes:

• Promoting active and visible
policies to address the
gender dimensions of
poverty reduction and
women’s place in the
economy, in the context of
the impact of globalization
on Caribbean Small Island
Developing States (SIDS).

• Developing and supporting
integrated action plans to
eliminate all forms of
violence against women,
including law reform on
sexual harassment and child
sexual assault.

• Ensuring that the gender-
based causes are taken into
account in programmes and
policies to combat HIV/
AIDS through capacity-
building of policy makers,
networks of women living
with HIV/AIDS and civil
society.

• Supporting leadership and
women’s participation in
political processes for gender
equity and social justice,
including working closely
with the UN system to
strengthen the rule of law
and democratic processes in
Haiti through active support
for women’s participation in
these areas.

UNIFEM’s role with

regard to CEDAW

In promoting women’s human
rights, UNIFEM has developed
a series of initiatives around the
Convention on the Elimination
of All Forms of Discrimination
against Women (CEDAW). Our
work on CEDAW has focused
on increasing the effectiveness
of reporting, monitoring and
implementation of the Con-
vention. Key to this is strength-
ening the capacity of govern-
ments and NGOs to use
CEDAW to create stronger legal
and policy frameworks for
gender equality. Fostering
NGO-government partnerships
is also a critical piece of this
work. 

The programme has included
region-specific areas of focus
such as: 

• popularizing CEDAW in the
Caribbean (of which this
Booklet is a part);

• CEDAW and Shari'a law in
Western Asia;

• a 'Training of Trainers'
programme on women's
human rights in the context
of CEDAW in the Arab
region; and 

• technical expertise to link
CEDAW to other critical

issues on the global agenda,
such as HIV/AIDS.

The purpose of this

Booklet 

This Booklet is designed to
provide you with a snapshot
view of CEDAW and to raise
awareness of the rights to which
women are entitled under the
Convention so that you can use
it to bring about concrete
improvements in the lives of
Caribbean women.

We hope that we have produced
a useful resource for women’s
human rights advocates,
government officials, students,
teachers, practitioners and any
person who wants to know
more about women’s rights. We
have provided as much
information as possible using
the question and answer format.
This lends itself for use as a
discussion aid and for research
as well as for general reading. A
listing of relevant websites and
other resources has been
provided to assist you in
identifying additional sources of
information on CEDAW and
other tools designed to achieve
women’s equal rights. The full
text of the Convention is
included at the end of the
Booklet.

We at UNIFEM know that
women’s rights are human
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rights and that development
cannot be fully attained if half of
the population continues to be
excluded from equal represen-
tation and involvement in the
political, social and economic
spheres of their countries. We
encourage you to use this
Booklet as a starting point in
advocating for women’s human
rights. 

Notes

1 
The other agencies are the Division for

the Advancement of Women (DAW),
which acts as a focal point for
coordination and mainstreaming of
gender issues in the UN system; and the
International Research and Training
Institute for the Advancement of
Women (INSTRAW), which works
towards gender equality through
research, training and information.

2 
UNIFEM Caribbean represents the

rights of women and women’s
organizations in the CARICOM
countries (Antigua and Barbuda, the
Bahamas, Barbados, Belize, Dominica,
Grenada, Guyana, Haiti, Jamaica, St.
Kitts and Nevis, St. Lucia, St. Vincent
and the Grenadines, Suriname and
Trinidad and Tobago); the British
Overseas Territories (Anguilla, British
Virgin Islands, Cayman Islands,
Montserrat and Turks and Caicos
Islands); the Netherlands Antilles
(Curaçao, Saba, St. Maarten and St.
Eustatius); Aruba; and Bermuda.

What is the Convention

on the Elimination of All

Forms of Discrimination

against Women? 

The Convention on the
Elimination of All Forms of
Discrimination against Women
(CEDAW) is an international
treaty that is part of the United
Nations human rights’ system.
Sometimes referred to as the
Women’s Convention or the
Women’s Bill of Rights, it’s a
comprehensive international
agreement that is intended to
improve the status of women. 

CEDAW promotes women’s
equal attainment of economic,
social, cultural, civil and
political rights. It also estab-
lishes rights for women in areas
that weren’t previously subject
to international standards.
Moreover, it provides a
universal definition of dis-
crimination against women, so
that those who would dis-
criminate on the basis of sex can
no longer claim that there isn’t a
clear definition of what this
means.

How does CEDAW define

discrimination?

Article 1 of CEDAW defines
discrimination against women
as “any distinction, exclusion or
restriction made on the basis of

sex which has the
effect or purpose of
impairing or nul-
lifying the recog-
nition, enjoyment
or exercise by
women, irrespec-
tive of their marital
status, on a basis of
equality of men
and women, of
human rights and fundamental
freedoms in the political,
economic, social, cultural, civil
and any other field”.

Why is it important to

have a convention like

CEDAW? 

CEDAW brings together, in one
wide-ranging international
human rights treaty, the
provisions of other existing UN
instruments concerning dis-
crimination on the basis of sex.
It then extends them further to
create a real tool for the
elimination of discrimination
against women. 

CEDAW also adds some
significant new provisions.
These include (a) the application
of non-discrimination  to private
as well as public life, (b) its
requirement that countries must
eliminate traditional and
stereotyped ideas of the roles of
the sexes, and (c) its specific
concern with rural women. In

iv 1

1. CEDAW AND INTERNATIONAL HUMAN

RIGHTS: AN OVERVIEW

It is fair to say that the
Women’s Convention is
the common offspring of
the international human
rights movement and the

women’s movement
under the roof of the

United Nations.
- Feride Acar,

Chairperson of the
CEDAW Committee1 

Cathy Jones/CAFRA News



addition, it creates a mechanism
for monitoring and enforcement
(see section 3).

Among the international human
rights treaties, the Convention
takes an important place by
bringing the female half of
humanity into the focus of
human rights concerns. It isn’t
only an international bill of
rights for women; it’s also an
agenda for action by countries to
guarantee the enjoyment of
those rights. Human rights
treaties like CEDAW represent

acceptance by the international
community of certain standards
and norms.

What’s the difference

between a convention

and a treaty? What

other types of

international legal

agreements are there?

Conventions and treaties (and
covenants, pacts and protocols)
mean much the same thing.
Treaties can be bilateral
(between two countries) or
multilateral (between more than

two countries) and cover a wide
range of issues. 

One example of a bilateral
agreement is the Bilateral
Investment Treaty between
Barbados and Canada, signed in
1996 to promote and protect
investments in the two
countries. An example of a
multilateral agreement is the
Treaty of Chaguaramas, which
established the Caribbean
Community (CARICOM) in July
1973. 

‘Convention’ is the most
common term for human rights
instruments and is frequently
used for agreements to which a
large number of States are
parties.2

Don’t any other

international human

rights instruments

address women’s rights? 

There are several other
instruments that address
specific issues, such as the rights
of married women or women’s
political rights (see Appendix
V). However, CEDAW is the
only international agreement
that focuses on the rights of
women in all areas of life and
addresses the particular types of
discrimination they face (which
may be cultural and structural). 

At the same time, it’s important
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PART I
Discrimination (article 1) 
Policy measures (article 2) 
Guarantee of basic human rights and
fundamental freedoms (article 3) 
Special measures (article 4) 
Sex role stereotyping and prejudice
(article 5) 
Prostitution (article 6) 

PART III 
Education (article 10) 
Employment (article 11) 
Health (article 12) 
Economic and social benefits (article 13) 
Rural women (article 14)

PART V
Committee an the Elimination of
Discrimination against Women (article
17) 
National Reports (article 18) 
Rules of procedure (article 19) 
Committee meetings (article 20) 
Committee reports (article 21) 
Role of specialized agencies (article 22) 

PART II
Political and public life (article 7) 
Representation (article 8) 
Nationality (article 9) 

PART IV 
Law (article 15) 
Marriage and family life (article 16) 

PART VI 
Effect on other treaties (article 23) 
Commitment of States parties (article 24) 
Administration of the Convention
(articles 25-30)

Table 1: How CEDAW is structured

Box 1: The International Bill of

Rights

The Universal Declaration of Human Rights
(UDHR) (1948) sets out a catalogue of
fundamental human rights including:
• the right to be free from torture (article 5); 
• the right to be free from discrimination

(article 7); 
• the right to freedom of thought,

conscience and religion (article 18); 
• the right to work (article 23); and 
• the right to education (article 26).

The International Covenant on Civil and
Political Rights (ICCPR) (1966) protects rights
such as:
• the right to life (article 6); 
• the right to liberty and security of person

(article 9); 
• the right to equality before the law (article

14); 
• the right to peaceful assembly and

freedom of association (articles 21 and
22); 

• the right to political participation (article
25); and 

• the right of minorities to protect their
language and culture (article 27).

The International Covenant on Economic,
Social and Cultural Rights (ICESCR) (1966)
covers rights such as:
• the right to work (article 6); 
• the right to form trade unions (article 8); 
• the right to social security (article 9); and 
• the right to an adequate standard of

living, including adequate food, nutrition,
shelter, clothing, education and health
services (article 11).

All three instruments state that everyone is
entitled to all the rights without
distinction/discrimination of any kind,
including race, colour, sex or other status.



to note that the principles of
non-discrimination and equality
are central to human rights in
general. The Universal Declara-
tion of Human Rights (UDHR),
the International Covenant on
Civil and Political Rights
(ICCPR) and the International
Covenant on Economic, Social
and Cultural Rights (ICESCR)
all bar discrimination on the
basis of sex. These make up
what is known as the Inter-
national Bill of Rights (see Box 1
on page 3).

The UDHR, adopted by the UN
General Assembly on 10
December 1948, is the founda-
tion of all modern human rights
instruments and contains a list
of civil, cultural, economic,
political and social rights.
Although the Declaration isn’t
itself a legally binding treaty,
over time it has become almost
an extension of the UN Charter,
which is binding for all UN
member States. 

F u r t h e r -
m o r e ,
most if not
all of the
U D H R ’ s
provisions
have now
b e c o m e
customary
i n t e r -
n a t i o n a l
law. This

term refers to a general and
consistent practice followed by
States, deriving from a sense of
legal obligation, which is then
accepted as the norm or
standard all countries should
abide by. Many international
lawyers argue that this includes
such acts as voting for
resolutions at the UN and other
international gatherings. 

Customary law is an important
source of international law
because it binds all nations, not
just those that have ratified
(formally approved) a particular
treaty. The UDHR is the
foundation of the Bills of Rights
of many Caribbean countries
(see Appendix IV).

What about the Beijing

Platform for Action?

Doesn’t that promote

women’s rights?

There is an important distinction
between conventions on the one
hand and declarations, resolu-
tions and platforms or pro-
grammes that emerge from
international meetings on the
other. 

Declarations, platforms, etc. are
important in that they reaffirm
human rights and establish
working frameworks for States
to fulfil their treaty obligations.
In the Beijing Declaration and
Platform for Action from the UN

Fourth World Conference on
Women (Beijing, 1995), govern-
ment delegations made a moral
and political commitment to
undertake certain activities to
improve the status of women.
However, this type of agree-
ment isn’t legally binding. 

Conventions such as CEDAW,
on the other hand, are
international agreements con-
cluded between countries in
writing and governed by inter-
national law. 

How does international

human rights law differ

from national law?

A country’s parliament is its
main legislative or law-making
body. National laws formulated
by the government require
various majority votes and
usually the assent of the Head of
State, and are then enforced by
the courts and law enforcement
officials such as the police. 

International laws are clearly
not created in the same way (see
next question). The enforcement
of international law is also very
different because there is no
international police force and it
is States, not individuals, who
are parties to the conventions
and have to be held account-
able.3 

The system therefore relies

heavily on political pressure, as
States generally don’t want to be
known as human rights abusers.
That’s why the involvement of
NGOs and activists is so
important in pushing the human
rights agenda forward (see
section 3 below on how CEDAW
is implemented).

However, judges in countries
that have ratified an inter-
national convention such as
CEDAW have the authority to
consider it either as part of law
or as an aid to interpreting
national law (see Box 2).

4 5

Box 2: Using International Law

at the National Level
4

In 1997, a Regional Judicial Colloquium for
the Caribbean region was held in Guyana
that issued Recommendations and Strategies
for Action on the Human Rights of Women
and the Girl-Child. The Colloquium
recognized “that the fundamental duty of
judges to ensure the fair and due
administration of justice requires judges to be
alert to manifestations of gender
discrimination in the law and in the
administration of justice, and to take such
measures as lie within their power to redress
or eliminate any such discrimination”. In this
regard, it “emphasized the utility of
international human rights norms to
domestic litigation, noting that in general
there was no constitutional or other bar to
referring to international human rights
treaties”. It suggested that, among other uses,
these norms might provide a standard to
clarify the meaning of constitutional
guarantees.

Tracey Johnson/CAFRA News



How is an international

convention created?

The majority of human rights
conventions come about
through negotiations at the UN,
often preceded by years of
national, regional and inter-
national activism around the
particular human rights vio-
lation or injustice (see Box 3).
The convention is drafted by a
sub-body and then adopted by
the General Assembly. It is then
open for signature and
ratification by the member

States. 
Each convention needs to be
ratified by a certain number of
States, specified in its articles,
before it enters into force
(becomes law).

CEDAW was drafted by the UN
Commission on the Status of
Women (CSW). The process of
compiling the treaty was
facilitated by the fact that it was
made a priority area on the UN
agenda during the UN Decade
for Women (1975-1985).
CEDAW came into force as an
international treaty on 3
September 1981. As of 16
October 2004, it had 179 State
parties.

How does a country

become a party to an

international

convention?

Agreeing to an international
convention is a legal process
that involves a series of steps.
Most commonly, a country in
favour of a convention signs
shortly after it has been adopted
by the UN General Assembly.
Signing isn’t legally binding but
creates (a) a presumption that
the country will abide by the
provisions of the treaty and (b)
an obligation not to do anything
that would defeat the objectives
of the convention or undermine
it. 

A country then makes a formal
agreement to be legally bound
by the treaty, normally
including some parliamentary
process. The instrument of
ratification – a formal letter
signed by the responsible
authority in the country – is
deposited with the UN Secretary
General by the government
(usually the Ministry of Foreign
Affairs). 

Another way that a State can
become a party is through
accession. This is essentially just
another word for ratification,
except that it isn’t preceded by
any act of signature. Either
method is equally binding on
the country. 

Is my country a party to

CEDAW?

All independent Caribbean
countries have committed
themselves to implement the
Convention (see Table 2). 

The situation is somewhat
different for the dependent
countries or overseas territories.
When the United Kingdom
signed CEDAW in 1981, the
overseas territories weren’t
included. However, in 1986
CEDAW was extended to these
territories. To date, the British
Virgin Islands and Turks and
Caicos Islands have accepted
CEDAW and are covered by the
UK ratification. However,

Anguilla, the Cayman Islands
and Montserrat haven’t  accept-
ed CEDAW yet. 

The Netherlands signed
CEDAW in 1991 and this
automatically extended the
Convention to the dependent
territories of Aruba and the
Netherlands Antilles (Curacao,
Saba, St. Barts, St. Eustatius and
St. Maarten).

Are all the articles in

the Convention legally

binding on countries

that ratify it?

When countries ratify, they can
make a reservation to the
Convention. This is a statement

6 7

Box 3: Women’s Activism and

the Drafting of CEDAW

Women around the world have been very
active in struggling to get their rights
recognized, and the inclusion of these rights
in the international human rights framework
is “deeply rooted in the story of women’s
organizing in different regions” (Friedman,
1995). In 1972, the UN Commission on the
Status of Women (CSW) began to press for a
legally binding global body of law to
eliminate discrimination against women.
More impetus for a women’s convention
came out of the first global conference on
women, the 1975 International Women's Year
Conference in Mexico City. CEDAW’s
requirement in article 5 that States must
eliminate traditional and stereotyped ideas of
the roles of the sexes, and its specific concern
with rural women in article 14, “clearly
reflected the concerns of women in the
developing world” and the fact that the CSW
at the time had a majority of members from
the Global South (Timothy and Freeman,
2000).

Table 2: Caribbean countries

and CEDAW

Year of
Country Ratification 

or Accession
Antigua and 
Barbuda 1989

Bahamas 1993
Barbados 1980
Belize 1990
Dominica 1980
Grenada 1990
Guyana 1980
Haiti 1981
Jamaica 1984
St. Kitts and Nevis 1985
St. Lucia 1982
St. Vincent and the 
Grenadines 1981

Suriname 1993



that modifies or limits the effect
of one or more of its provisions.
For example, Jamaica initially
made a reservation to article 9
because it conflicted with
national law. This article deals
with granting equal rights to
men and women to acquire,
change, retain and give
nationality to their children.
However, after the country’s
laws were amended, the
reservation was withdrawn.
Several Caribbean countries

have reserved to
article 29 relating
to the settlement
of disputes.

Despite the fact
that CEDAW is
one of the most
widely ratified
c o n v e n t i o n s ,
many countries
have made reser-
vations to dif-
ferent articles. It

has been argued that some of
these, particularly those that
indicate the State's intention not
to be bound by provisions that
conflict with religious or
domestic law, undermine
commitment to the Convention
and its full implementation. 

The Vienna Programme of
Action from the 1993 World
Conference on Human Rights
urged States to withdraw
reservations that are contrary to

the Convention’s objectives and
purpose or are otherwise
incompatible with international
treaty law.

To find out what types of
reservations countries have
made, go to www.un.org/
womenwatch/ daw/cedaw/
reservations-country.htm. For
Caribbean countries, see
Appendix II).

What’s the relevance of

CEDAW in countries that

haven’t ratified it? 

The Convention isn’t formally
binding on a country that hasn’t
ratified it. However, the
principle of non-discrimination
has an effect on all countries as
part of international customary
law (see above). 

Notes

1 
Written statement submitted to the

47th session of the Commission on the
Status of Women, New York, 3-14 March
2003.

2 
A State is simply a technical term for a

country and is used to refer to the
members of the United Nations. States
are the ‘parties’ that take part in
international law.

3 
However, the International Criminal

Court, established in 2002, is intended to
punish the individual perpetrators of the
worst human rights abuses.

4 
Source: Adams and Byrnes (eds.), 1999.

What are women’s

rights? 

Women's rights are human
rights and establish the same
social, economic, cultural, civil
and political status for women
as for men. They guarantee that
women won’t face discrimina-
tion on the basis of their sex. 

How does CEDAW

protect women’s human

rights?

CEDAW gives legitimacy or a
legal basis to women’s human
rights claims and promotes
women’s equality in all areas of
life. It obliges States to introduce
legal and policy changes to end
discrimination against women.
Equality rights must be both de
jure (as a matter of law) and de
facto (as a matter of fact, i.e. in
reality). The Convention creates
a monitoring (and more recently
a complaint mechanism) to
ensure implementation (see
sections 3 and 4). 

What kinds of rights are

covered by CEDAW?

CEDAW deals with the civil
rights and the legal status of
women in great detail. But,
unlike other human rights
treaties, the Convention is also
concerned with human repro-
duction as well as with the
impact of cultural factors on
gender relations. It applies to

private as well as
public life and requires
that States eliminate
traditional and stereo-
typed ideas of the roles
of the sexes (article 5). 

What does

CEDAW say about

the civil rights

and legal status

of women?

CEDAW guarantees
women’s right to vote,
to hold public office
and to exercise public
functions. This
includes equal rights
for women to represent
their coun-tries at the
international level
(articles 7 and 8). 

It says that, in civil
matters, States parties are to
ensure that women have a legal
capacity identical to that of men
and the same opportunities to
exercise that capacity. They are
to give women equal rights to
conclude contracts and to
administer property, and
women are to be treated equally
in all stages of court procedures
(article 15). 

What does CEDAW say

about the reproductive

rights of women?
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2. WOMEN’S RIGHTS UNDER CEDAW

Once your
government has

signed (CEDAW],
it is a social
contract that

they’re making with
the women in the
country … [I]t

gives you that tool,
that leverage to say

OK, this is the
normative context

within which
women’s status has
to be dealt with –
and it is a human

rights document, so
automatically you
are in the basket of

human rights.
– Roberta Clarke,

Regional
Programme

Director, UNIFEM
Caribbean1

Sojourner Sisters Inc.

Continued on page 12.
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Box 4: CEDAW at a Glance
2

Article 1: Definition of Discrimination
Discrimination against women is: “any distinction, exclusion or restriction
made on the basis of sex which has the effect or purpose of impairing or
nullifying the recognition, enjoyment or exercise by women…of human
rights and fundamental freedoms”.

Article 2: Policy Measures to be Taken
Governments condemn discrimination against women in all its forms and
will work to end it. This includes abolishing all existing laws, customs and
regulations that are discriminatory.

Article 3: Guarantee of Basic Human Rights
Governments will take all appropriate actions to ensure the advancement of
women and to protect their rights on a basis of equality with men.

Article 4: Temporary Special Measures
Governments may institute affirmative action programmes to ensure
women’s advancement. This will not be considered discriminatory.

Article 5: Sex Roles and Stereotyping
Governments will strive to eliminate cultural and traditional practices that
perpetuate discrimination and gender stereotyping of women.

Article 6: Trafficking and Prostitution
Governments will work to eliminate trafficking in women and the
exploitation of the prostitution of women.

Article 7: Political and Public Life
Governments will work to eliminate discrimination against women in
political and public life and will ensure women the right to vote, hold office
and actively participate in political parties, lobby groups and NGOs.

Article 8: Participation at the International Level
Governments will take action to ensure women the opportunity to represent
their government at the international level and participate in international
organizations.

Article 9: Nationality
Governments will grant women equal rights to change or retain their
nationality and that of their children.

Article 10: Equal Rights in Education
Governments will act to eliminate discrimination against women in
education. This includes giving women and men equal access to education
and vocational guidance; the same curricula, examinations, standards for
teaching and equipment; and equal access to scholarships and grants.

Article 11: Employment
Governments will eliminate discrimination against women in the workplace.
Women will have the same employment rights as men as well as maternity
leave and special protection against harmful work during pregnancy.

Article 12: Health Care and Family Planning
Governments will eliminate discrimination against women in health care
and provide them with equal access to health-care services, including family
planning.

Article 13: Economic Life, Sport and Culture
Governments will act to eliminate discrimination against women in the
economic and social arenas. Women will have equal access to family
benefits, loans and credit, and an equal right to participate in recreational
activities, sports and cultural life.

Article 14: Rural Women
Governments will ensure that the particular needs of rural women are met in
relation to access to services, training and employment opportunities and
social equity schemes, and act to eliminate discrimination against them.

Article 15: Equality Before the Law
Governments will give women equality with men before the law, including
rights to enter contracts, administer property, appear in court or before
tribunals, and to choose residence and domicile.

Article 16: Marriage and the Law
Governments will ensure that women and men have equal rights to choose a
spouse and to marry; the same rights and responsibilities within marriage
and on divorce; and equal rights in all matters relating to the birth, adoption
and raising of children.

Articles 17-22: 
Detail the establishment and function of the Committee on the Elimination of
Discrimination against Women.

Articles 23-30:
Detail the administration of the Convention.



Provisions for maternity
protection and child care are
proclaimed as essential rights.
They are found in all areas of
the Convention, whether
dealing with employment,
marriage and family relations,
health care or education. 

CEDAW is the only human
rights treaty to mention family
planning. States parties are
obliged to provide advice on
family planning in the education
process and to develop family
codes that guarantee women's
rights (a) to decide freely and
responsibly on the number and
spacing of their children and (b)
to have access to the
information, education and
means to enable them to exercise

these rights (article 16).
Does CEDAW say

anything about child-

rearing responsibilities?

CEDAW recognizes that
maternity is a social function,
demanding that both sexes fully
share the responsibility of child-
rearing. Family education
should highlight the need for
both the father and the mother
to participate actively in the
upbringing and development of
their children (article 5b).

Does CEDAW address

the schooling of

pregnant adolescents

and young mothers?

Under CEDAW, States commit
themselves to promoting the
reduction of female student
drop-out rates and the organ-
ization of programmes for girls
and women who have left
school prematurely. The Con-
vention states that women and
girls should have equal access
with men and boys to educa-
tional opportunities (article 10).
This has implications for the
rights of girls to continue their
education if they have to leave
school because of pregnancy.

What does CEDAW say

about the impact of

cultural factors?

Cultural patterns that define the
public realm as a man's world

and the domestic sphere as
women's domain are targeted in
the Convention. It calls on States
to take measures to eliminate
customary practices based on
the idea that one sex is superior
to the other. Its provisions
affirm the equal responsibilities
of both sexes in family life and
their equal rights with regard to
education and employment. For
example, CEDAW calls for the
revision of textbooks, school
programmes and teaching
methods in order to eliminate
stereotyped concepts about the
roles of women and men.

I don’t see anything in

the Convention about

violence against women.

Doesn’t CEDAW cover

this?

The Convention doesn’t contain
any provisions on violence
against women except for that
on trafficking of women for
prostitution (article 6).
However, General Recom-
mendation 19 – formulated by
the CEDAW Committee in 1992
– deals extensively with this
issue.  Each article of the Con-
vention is analysed in terms of
violence, and the overall thrust
of the Recommendation is that
‘discrimination’ for the purposes
of the Convention also includes
violence against women. 

In particular, the Recommenda-

tion identifies domestic vio-
lence, rape, trafficking for
prostitution, certain traditional
practices and sexual harassment
as discrimination covered by the
Convention.

Does CEDAW say

anything about the

rights of women with

HIV/AIDS?

While CEDAW was created
before the AIDS crisis, it
specifically prohibits discrimina-
tion against women in relation
to access to health-care services
(article 12). Under General
Recommendation 15, States are
obligated (a) to give special
attention to the rights and needs
of women and children with
HIV/AIDS in programmes to
combat the epidemic and (b) to
avoid discrimination against
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women in national strategies for
the prevention and control of
AIDS.

What about the rights of

disabled women?

Under General Recommend-
ation 18, States parties are to
provide the CEDAW Com-

mittee with information on
disabled women. This should
cover measures taken to deal
with women’s disability –
including special measures to
ensure that they have equal
access to education and
employment, health services
and social security, and to
ensure that they can participate
in all areas of social and cultural
life.

Notes

1 
Interviewed on 22 October 1993 by

Elisabeth Friedman, cited in Friedman,
1995.

2 
Adapted from The Tribune #58: Women

Moving Human Rights Centre Stage
(International Women’s Tribune Centre,
New York, 1999: 14-15). The full text of

When States ratify

CEDAW, what does that

commit them to?

In ratifying CEDAW, States
commit themselves to undertake
“…all appropriate measures,
including legislation, to ensure
the full development and
advancement of women, for the
purpose of guaranteeing them
the exercise and enjoyment of
human rights and fundamental
freedoms on a basis of equality
with men”.

How is the

implementation of

CEDAW monitored?

States have to report regularly to
the Committee on the Elimina-
tion of Discrimination against
Women on their progress
towards meeting the standards
set by the Convention. 

The Committee, established in
1982, monitors the national
measures taken by States to
comply with CEDAW and
reviews their performance in
implementing the Convention. 

Who sits on the CEDAW

Committee?

The Committee is made up of 23
independent experts. They are
nominated by their govern-
ments (which have ratified the
Convention) and then elected by
secret ballot. Their terms last

four years, with only
half of the Committee
members replaced each
time elections take
place. They are repre-
sentatives of the geo-
graphical regions of the
world.

Are there

representatives

from the

Caribbean on the

Committee?

To date, there have been three
Caribbean representatives on
the Committee: Norma Monica
Forde, Barbados (1987-1994);
Justice Desirée Patricia Bernard,
Guyana (1982-1992 and 1995-
1998); and Rosalyn Hazelle, St.
Kitts and Nevis (1999-2002).
Glenda P. Simms (Jamaica) will
begin a four-year term on 1
January 2005.

What does the CEDAW

Committee do? 

The CEDAW Committee studies
the National Reports that are
submitted by governments. It
meets at UN Headquarters twice
a year in January and June for
three-week sessions. Eight
countries from the various
world regions are usually
scheduled at each session. 

The Committee holds a
“constructive dialogue” on the
reports with government rep-

14 15

3. HOW CEDAW IS MONITORED

The Committee on
the Elimination of

Discrimination
against Women was

established “to
bridge the gap

between ratification
and

implementation”.
– Angela King, then
Assistant Secretary-
General and Special
Advisor to the UN
Secretary-General

on Gender 1

Anne S. Walker/IWTC



resentatives and explores with
them areas for further action. It
then formulates concluding
comments that (a) outline
positive aspects, (b) indicate
principal subjects of concern
(factors and difficulties affecting
the implementation of CEDAW)
and (c) make recommendations
on how the Con-vention could
be further implemented. 

What exactly is a

National Report? What

kind of information will I

find in one?

A National Report is a report
prepared by the government of
a country, usually through its
Department of Women’s/
Gender Affairs or in collabora-
tion with NGOs. It is intended
to show the legislative, judicial,
administrative or other mea-
sures adopted to implement
CEDAW and the national

actions taken to improve the
situation of women. 

Under the provisions of
CEDAW, States have to prepare
and submit a National Report
one year after they have ratified
the Convention. After that,
reports are to be submitted
every four years or when the
CEDAW Committee requests
them.

According to the guidelines, the
initial report should be a
detailed and comprehensive
description of the position of
women in the country at the
time of submission. This
provides a baseline against
which later progress can be
measured. 

The second and subsequent
National Reports are intended to
update the previous report(s).
They should detail significant
developments that have
occurred over the last four
years, note key trends and
identify obstacles to the full
achievement of the Convention.

National Reports (a) show how
the Convention’s provisions are
reflected in the economic,
political and social realities of a
country and the general
conditions existing in countries;
(b) provide sex-disaggregated
data; (c) reveal obstacles to
compliance; and (d) provide

other information on types and
frequencies of non-compliance
with the principle of equal
rights.

Has my country

submitted a National

Report? 

As of 2004, nine independent
Caribbean countries have
submitted National
Reports to be reviewed
by the CEDAW Com-
mittee (see Table 3). The
United Kingdom has
submitted reports includ-
ing information on the
two British Overseas
Territories in the region:
the British Virgin Islands
and the Turks and Caicos
Islands. The Netherlands
has submitted reports
including information on
the Netherlands Antilles.

How can I get a

copy of my

country’s National

Report

If you have access to the
Internet, the reports are
posted at www.un.org/
womenwatch/ daw/
cedaw/reports.htm. If
not, contact your
country’s Department of
Women’s/Gender Affairs
or Women’s Desk.

Can I make my own report

to the CEDAW Committee

if I don’t agree with what

my country’s National

Report says?

Yes. Your organization can
make its opinion known to the
Committee through what is
known as a ‘shadow’ report.
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Table 3: States’ Reports to the

CEDAW Committee (examined)
2

Country
Antigua and
Barbuda

Barbados

Belize

Guyana

Jamaica

St. Kitts and
Nevis

St. Vincent and
the Grenadines

Suriname

Trinidad and
Tobago

Latest Report
Combined initial,
second and third
periodic reports
Fourth periodic
report
Combined initial
and second
periodic reports
Second periodic
report (combined
third-sixth
periodic reports,
not examined)
Combined
second, third and
fourth periodic
reports
Combined initial,
second, third and
fourth periodic
reports
Combined initial,
second and third
periodic reports
(Add.1)
Combined initial
and second
periodic reports
Combined initial,
second and third
periodic reports

When Submitted
17th Session
(1997)

Exceptional
Session (2002)
21st Session
(1999)

25th Session
(2001)

24th Session
(2001)

27th Session
(2002)

16th Session
(1997)

27th Session
(2002)

26th Session
(2002)

CIPAF



This report, written by national
NGOs, can be used to highlight
disagreements with information
contained in the National Report
or to provide additional infor-
mation or data. For example,
women’s groups working on the
issue of violence against women
may have statistics on rape that
they have been collecting for
years while the government
may not yet have begun to do
this. 

Shadow reports have become
increasingly useful to the
CEDAW Committee as alter-
native sources of information on
reporting countries. The infor-

mation they provide
is important because
governments, not
surprisingly, are
rarely self-critical.
They may omit or
gloss over laws that
are discriminatory
or obstacles to
women's rights.
Shadow reports can
help Committee
members in form-
ulating questions on
issues that the
government has
omitted to mention
or wishes to avoid. 

The Committee may

also use NGO information, in
combination with government
responses to its questions, when
preparing its concluding
comments. In addition to read-
ing the shadow reports, the
Committee has adopted the
practice of holding informal
meetings during its sessions in
order to hear country-specific
information directly from
NGOs. 

International NGOs, such as the
Center for Reproductive Law
and Policy (CRLP), have also
collaborated with national
NGOs on shadow reports that
are issue-specific. CRLP repre-
sentatives and, where possible,
representatives from collabo-
rating NGOs have then
discussed with the Committee
particular issues and shortfalls
in the protection and promotion
of reproductive rights. The
International Women’s Rights
Action Watch (IWRAW) Asia-
Pacific is the leading NGO in
providing training to South-
based NGOs on how to have an
input into the reporting process
(see section 6).

What else can NGOs do

to encourage

implementation?

NGOs can press to be involved
in the preparation of the
National Report itself, as
recommended by the CEDAW

Committee. However, National
Reports are only submitted
every four years (at best), and so
the on-going role of NGOs is to
continue monitoring their
government's activities in the
meantime. 

Many NGOs have found that
their government isn’t actually
hostile to the Convention but
does not know how to go about
implementing it. Officials may
need training, some of which
NGOs have been able to supply.
NGOs can also sometimes
provide a solution to problems
that the government has said it
can’t solve because it would be
too expensive. In India, for
example, they came up with a
simple way to register births.

NGOs can use the concluding
comments as a lobbying tool to
encourage governments to take
action along the lines recom-
mended by the Committee and
institute positive legal and
policy reform at the national
level. Many Caribbean countries
have embarked on a process of
constitutional reform, in part
because most of the inde-
pendence constitutions were
created with little or no input
from the people of the countries
concerned. This offers an
important opportunity for
lobbying for stronger protection
of women’s human rights (see
Box 7 in section 6).

What happens if a

country doesn’t live up

to its commitments under

the Convention? 

No penalties or sanctions are
given to governments that have
ratified or acceded to CEDAW
but aren’t fulfilling their obliga-
tions under the Convention.
However, while governments
run the gamut from obstructive
to embracing of women's rights,
no State is immune to public
criticism. This is one reason why
the work of NGOs is so
important.

Notes

1 
Statement on the Eighteenth Session of

the Committee on the Elimination of
Discrimination Against Women, 6 April
1998.

2 
As of 13 May 2004.
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Convention (and date of
entering into force)

International Covenant on 
Economic, Social and Cultural
Rights (ICESCR) (1976)

International Covenant on Civil
and Political Rights (ICCPR)
(1976)
• Optional Protocol to the ICCPR
(1976)
• Second Optional Protocol
Aiming at the Abolition of the
Death Penalty (1991)

International Convention on the
Elimination of All Forms of
Racial Discrimination (CARD)
(1969)

Convention on the Elimination of
All Forms of Discrimination
against Women (CEDAW) (1981)
• Optional Protocol to CEDAW
(2000)

Convention Against Torture and
Other Cruel, Inhuman or
Degrading Treatment or
Punishment (CAT) (1987)

Convention on the Rights of the
Child (CRC) (1990)
• Optional Protocol on the
involvement of children in armed
conflict (2002)
•Optional Protocol on the sale
of children, child prostitution and
child pornography (2002)

What is an optional

protocol?

An optional protocol is a legal
mechanism related to an
existing convention or covenant.
It either provides additional
procedures with regard to the
treaty or addresses an area
related to the treaty. 

Optional protocols to human
rights treaties are treaties in
their own right, and States
parties to the original treaty
have to ratify or accede to them
separately. 

What is the Optional

Protocol to CEDAW for? 

The Optional Protocol to
CEDAW creates a new mechan-
ism for enforcement of the
Convention. It allows individual
women or groups of women to
submit claims of violations of
their rights directly to the
CEDAW Committee. NGOs and
other groups can represent
individuals with the consent of
the individuals, although in
certain instances the Committee
can  decide that such consent
isn’t necessary. 

A number of criteria have to be
met before claims can be
submitted, including the
exhaustion of domestic reme-

dies (i.e. using all the
procedures available at
the national level to
seek protection or
justice, such as taking a
case to court or making
a complaint to the
police). The Optional
Protocol also gives the
Committee powers of
inquiry into situations
of grave or systematic
violations of women's
rights. These inquiries
can only be carried out
in countries that are
States parties, and
there is also an ‘opt-out clause’
in the Protocol that allows
countries to ratify it without
committing themselves to the
inquiry procedure.

Do other human rights

instruments have

optional protocols?

A number of other human rights
instruments have optional
protocols (see Table 4). For
example, the first Optional
Protocol to the ICCPR is similar
to the Optional Protocol to
CEDAW in that it allows
individuals who (a) are from
countries that are party to the
convention and the protocol, (b)
claim their rights under the
convention have been violated
and (c) have exhausted all
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4. THE OPTIONAL PROTOCOL TO

CEDAW: A NEW MECHANISM FOR

ENFORCEMENT

Women’s groups
and human rights

organizations
should continue to
be involved in the
process of making

the Optional
Protocol to
CEDAW a

meaningful tool for
women seeking
access to justice.
– International

Women’s Rights
Action Watch

(IWRAW) Asia
Pacific website

Treaty Monitoring Body

Committee on Economic,
Social and Cultural Rights

Committee on Human Rights

Committee for the Elimination
of Racial Discrimination

Committee for the Elimination
of Discrimination against
Women

Committee Against Torture

Committee on the Rights of the
Child

Table 4: UN Human Rights Conventions, Protocols

and Treaty Bodies



domestic remedies, to submit
written communications to the
treaty body (in this case, the UN
Committee on Human Rights). 

The Convention on the Right of
the Child has two optional
protocols that deal with specific
issues: one on the involvement
of children in armed conflict and
the other on the sale of children,
child prostitution and child
pornography.

Is my country a party to

CEDAW’s Optional

Protocol?

The Optional Protocol, which
entered into force in December
2000, had 68 States parties as of
5 November 2004.  Of these
countries, only one (Belize) is
among the 25 Caribbean
countries covered by UNIFEM
Caribbean.  Therefore, women
in the other countries of the
region can’t use the provisions
of the Optional Protocol yet.

How can I get my

government to ratify the

Protocol?

Lobbying for ratification of the
Optional Protocol is an
important activity for NGOs in
the region. In June 2002,
IWRAW Asia Pacific launched a
global campaign called ‘Our
Rights Are Not Optional!’. The
campaign seeks to develop
strategies that will encourage
States parties to ratify the
Optional Protocol, particularly
those that have already ratified
CEDAW. It also seeks to
promote and build the capacity
of women's groups to effectively
use and access the Protocol (see
w w w . i w r a w - a p . o r g /
protocol.htm).

What are some of the

important human rights

issues faced by

Caribbean women?

Women have made great strides
in the Caribbean in many areas,
including access to education
and employment. Indeed, there
is a commonly expressed view
in the region that women are
‘taking over’ and that men are
the ones being marginalized.

Nevertheless, systemic and
structural barriers to women’s
equality remain and the goal of
gender justice continues to be
elusive. Some of the important
human rights issues for women
include the following:

(a) Lack of political repre-
sentation

Women’s participation in the
political process as voters and
campaigners is high. However,
this hasn’t translated into
increased numbers of women in
elected office (UNECLAC, 1999). 

The number of seats held by
women in parliamentary
assemblies in the region ranges
from 8.3 per cent in Antigua and
Barbuda to 28.6 per cent in
Grenada (UNDP, 2004) (see
Table 5).

(b) Inequality in the
labour market

Women’s unemploy-
ment levels in the
region tend to be
higher than men’s. In
Grenada and St. Lucia,
for example, the female
rate is almost twice
that of males. It is 45.5
per cent in Antigua
and Barbuda, 48.4 per
cent in Barbados and
55.5 per cent in
Dominica. In St.
Vincent and the
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5. THE RIGHTS OF WOMEN IN THE

CARIBBEAN

In spite of expanded
opportunities for

women to
participate in the
public [arena],

archaic and
ideological relations
of gender prevent

the majority of
women from

exploiting these. 
– Violet Eudine

Barriteau, Director,
Centre for Gender
and Development
Studies, University
of The West Indies,
Cave Hill Campus,

Barbados1

Table 5: Women’s Political

Participation
2

Country

Antigua and
Barbuda
Bahamas
Barbados
Belize
Dominica
Grenada
Guyana
Jamaica
St. Kitts and
Nevis
St. Lucia
St. Vincent and
the Grenadines
Suriname
Trinidad and
Tobago

Seats in
parliament
held by
women (%
of total)

8.3

26.8
17.6
9.3
18.8
28.6
20.0
13.6
13.3

20.7
22.7

17.6
25.4

Women in
government at
ministerial
level (% of
total), 2001
0

16.7
14.3
11.1
0
25.0
…
12.5
0

18.2
0

…
8.7Ellon/WAND



Grenadines, while women’s
unemployment rate is lower at
28.1 per cent, this is
considerably higher than the
male rate of 7.4 per cent (UN
Development System for the
Caribbean, 2000).

In Barbados, Jamaica and St.
Lucia, on the other hand, female
employment rates equal those of
men (UNECLAC, 1999). How-
ever, women still generally have
much lower rates of pay.
According to the latest Human
Development Report, the ratio
of estimated female earned
income to estimated male
earned income (for countries for
which data is available) ranges
from 0.24 in Belize, to 0.45 in
Trinidad and Tobago, to 0.66 in
Jamaica (UNDP, 2004).

(c) Increasing poverty

Women bear an unequal share

of the burden of poverty, and
research in the Windward
Islands has shown widespread
evidence of the ‘feminization  of
poverty’ (Babb, 1998).3 Based on
the Head Count Index, the
percentage of the population
living below the poverty line
ranges from 8 per cent in
Barbados to 33 per cent in
Dominica (Downes, 1999). And
female-headed households are
more likely than male-headed
households to fall below the
poverty line (LeFranc and Lee,
1999). 

In this regard, 30.5 per cent of
female-headed households were
defined as poor in Belize as
opposed to 23.6 per cent
of male-headed households
(National Committee for
Families and Children and
UNICEF Belize, 1997). Female
headship in households is as
high as 59 per cent in the OECS
(Downes, 1999). Fifty per cent of
households in Antigua and
Barbuda and 40 per cent in St.
Vincent and the Grenadines are
female headed (UN Develop-
ment System for the Caribbean,
2000). A recent study by the
government of St. Kitts and
Nevis shows that 47 per cent of
households there are female-
headed (Hazelle, 2000).

A 1996 Inter-American Develop-
ment Bank study in Barbados
revealed that 12.7 per cent of all

households lived below the
poverty line and 60 per cent of
these households were headed
by women. In Jamaica, 47 per
cent of urban households are
headed by single women and of
these 30 per cent live below the
poverty line (UNECLAC, 1999).

(d) Gender-based violence 

The Convention of Belém do
Pará (see Box 5) defines violence
against women as “… any act or
conduct, based on gender,
which causes death or physical,
sexual or psychological harm or
suffering to women, whether in
the public or the private
sphere”.

Across the region, there is an
absence of systematic research
and accurate statistics concern-
ing violence against women.
However, what evidence exists
suggests that it is an increasing
problem (UN Development
System for the Caribbean, 2000). 

A number of sample surveys
conducted on domestic violence
indicate that one in three adult
women in relationships are the
victims of domestic abuse, and
that this “runs the gamut from
assault and battery to
extraordinary sadism amount-
ing to torture” (UNECLAC,
2001). Reports from rape crisis
centres throughout the Carib-
bean suggest that only one in

eight victims who go to the
centres for assistance report the
sexual offence to the police
(Clarke, 1998). A CARICOM
study has found that the
greatest threat of violence to
women comes from their
families and partners (Babb,
1997). 

Surveys from nine Caribbean
countries found that 48 per cent
of adolescent girls who had
experienced intercourse report-
ed that their first sexual
intercourse had been forced
(UNICEF/WHO/UNAIDS,
2000). In several countries, 60
per cent of young people have
been initiated into sexual
activity by the age of 12
(McEvoy, 2001). There continue
to be some strong cultural and
social beliefs and sexist attitudes
about women, as well as a
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Box 5: The Convention of Belém

do Pará

All Caribbean countries have committed
themselves to implementing the Inter-
American Convention on the Prevention,
Punishment and Eradication of Violence
Against Women (known as the Convention
of Belém do Pará after the city where it was
signed). Adopted by the Organization of
American States (OAS) in 1994, this
recognizes that violence against women
constitutes a violation of human rights and
defines violence in both the public and
private spheres. The Convention makes
provision for the right of individual
complaint or petition. 
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number of systemic inequalities,
that make it difficult to tackle
gender-based violence in the
region (Commonwealth Secret-
ariat, 2003).

(e) The spread of HIV/AIDS 

The Caribbean has the highest
HIV/AIDS infection rate in the
world after sub-Saharan Africa.
In five countries (the Bahamas,
Belize, Guyana, Haiti and
Trinidad and Tobago), national
prevalence exceeds 2 per cent.
Women make up nearly half of
the 440,000 adults living with
HIV in the region (UNAIDS/
UNIFEM/UNFPA, 2004). 

AIDS is the leading cause of
death for people aged 15-45 and
the number of cases is doubling
every two or three years. In the
Bahamas, for example, AIDS
accounts for 41.1 per cent of
deaths of women in the 15-44
age group (Gomez and Sealey,
1997). Life expectancy at birth in

2010 is projected to be nine years
less in Trinidad and Tobago
than it would have been without
AIDS (Stanecki, 2004). 

Teenage girls are more likely to
be infected than boys in the
same age group (10-19 years) –
2.5 times more likely in Jamaica,
for example (UNAIDS and
WHO, 2004). This is partly due
to the fact that some girls have
sexual relationships with older
men who are more likely to be
HIV-infected, often in exchange
for financial assistance. Follow-
ing the increase of AIDS cases
among women, mother-to-child
transmission now accounts for 6
per cent of all reported AIDS
cases. 

(f) Girls dropping out of school
due to teenage pregnancy 

The incidence of teenage
pregnancy has decreased in the
region but the rate is still
significant. Births to mothers
under 20 years in 1994 ranged
from 0.7 per cent in Guyana to
13.7 per cent in Trinidad and
Tobago (UNDP, 1999). The
reintegration of teenage mothers
into the education system
remains a challenge. There are
no recent studies revealing the
return rates of teenage mothers
to school. A 1987 study from
Jamaica found that 81 per cent
of mothers under 20 years don’t
go back to school after giving

birth (Leo-Rynie, 1989). 
(g) The intersection of different
forms of discrimination

Many women face multiple
types of discrimination, based
not only on their gender but also
on their race and class.  Gender,
race and class are intersecting
categories of experience that
affect all aspects of life and act
simultaneously to structure the
experiences of women in
society. The linkages between
gender, racism and poverty
have been clearly shown.

What have Caribbean

States done to address

discrimination against

women?

(a) Legislation

National governments in a
number of Caribbean countries
have used the CARICOM model
legislation (see Box 6) to
introduce new legislation and/
or revise existing laws. 

Practically all Caribbean
countries now have legislation
addressing domestic violence.

(b) Institutional and policy
frameworks

A number of countries have also
developed national gender
plans and introduced other
means of tackling discrimina-

tion. For example:
Belize has developed a National
Strategic Plan on Gender Equity
and Equality (to implement the
Government's commitments
under the Beijing Platform for
Action) and introduced the
Women's Agenda 1998 on the
legal, socio-political and eco-
nomic status of women. The
Government has also set a target
of at least 30 per cent women in
top positions of the civil service,
established a domestic violence
task force and is developing a
multi-sectoral national family
violence plan.

Guyana has adopted a National
Plan of Action for Women 2000-
2004 to address critical issues
affecting women, such as
employment, violence against
women and women in decision-
making. It has also introduced
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Box 6: CARICOM Model

Legislation
4

The CARICOM and Commonwealth
Secretariats collaborated from 1989-1992 on
the development of model legislation on
women’s human rights. The legislation
covers eight areas: domestic violence, sexual
offences, sexual harassment, equal pay,
inheritance, citizenship, equality for women
in employment, and maintenance. This has
been drawn on by governments in a number
of countries in the region to revise and/or
introduce national laws. It has also been
used by NGOs and inter-governmental
agencies in advocacy work.

ISIS International



mandatory representation of 33
1/3 per cent women on the lists
of all political parties contesting
national and regional elections.

In St. Kitts and Nevis, the
Ministry of Finance’s Five Year
Development Plan 1996–2000
refers to identifying and
removing any obstacles to
women’s and girls’ equal
participation in economic, social
and political life (UNECLAC,
2000). 

Trinidad and Tobago is in the
process of developing a national
gender policy and plan of
action.

In addition, there is growing
support in the region for family
courts, which have been
established in Belize, Grenada,
Jamaica, St. Lucia and St. Vincent
and the Grenadines. This is in line
with a suggestion in the
CARICOM model legislation
that domestic violence cases
should be heard at the
magisterial level and
decentralized. The courts are
staffed by trained judiciary and
supported by social services
(Johnson, 2004).

Notes

1 
‘Are Caribbean Women Taking Over?

Contradictions for Women in Caribbean
Society’. Inaugural Dame Nita Barrow
Lecture, Toronto, December 1997.

2 
Source: UNDP, 2004.

3 
In other words, the gap between

women and men caught in the cycle of
poverty continues to widen, with
increasing numbers of women falling
below the poverty level.

4 
Source: Commonwealth Secretariat,

2003.

How can I ensure that

women’s human rights

are respected in my

country?

There are a number of things
that you can do to promote the
elimination of discrimination
against women. You can:

• Keep yourself informed of
laws and policies that affect
women and women’s rights
and lobby against dis-
criminatory provisions. 

• Join an NGO that is working
in the area of women’s
human rights or support
such an organization’s work.

• Monitor your country’s
reporting status to CEDAW
to ensure the government is
reporting regularly.

• Prepare a shadow report to
provide information to the
CEDAW Committee that is
lacking in your government’s
National Report.

• Campaign for the human
rights that are guaranteed by
the Convention and lobby to
ensure that your government
revises and updates national
legislation dealing with
women’s rights.

• Advocate for the develop-
ment and execution of
training programmes geared

at those who imple-
ment, enforce and
monitor new laws
(including police,
professionals, the
judiciary and social
service agencies). 

• Lobby for the
development and
implementation of
public information
p r o g r a m m e s
designed to inform
women and child-
ren about changes
in the law that will
affect them and
influence their own
decisions. 

• Work to ensure that
women’s human
rights are more
strongly protected
in your constitution as part
of the current process of
constitutional reform (see
Box 7 on page 30).
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6. CEDAW AND YOU

Today when I am
asked, “What can
the Convention

really do for
women?” I reply
softly, “What do

you plan to do with
the Convention?”.
– Shanthi Dairiam,
Director, IWRAW

Asia Pacificl1

It is the work at
national level that

is going to make the
difference.

– Peggy Antrobus,
Former

Tutor/Coordinator,
Women and

Development Unit
(WAND),

University of the
West Indies, and

Co-Founder,
DAWN Network2
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Why should I monitor my

government’s steps to

review and revise

legislation to include

the rights of women?

After signing the Convention,
governments are required to
take the necessary legislative
measures to make the rights a
reality. In some cases, national
legislation hasn’t been changed
to address the social and
economic factors that negatively
impact on women’s lives, such
as increased gender-based
violence. It is therefore import-

ant to lobby your government to
ensure that the review and
revision take place. 

A human rights convention is
only effective when ratifying
States transform their treaty
commitments into action.
Frequently, it is the activities of
national-level NGOs that have
encouraged governments to act
and brought about changes in
discriminatory laws. Even
where governments are com-
mitted to legislative reform, they
may not be willing to carry out
the public education needed to
overcome discriminatory cus-
toms and traditions. NGOs are
often in a better position to
undertake this.

What are some areas of

laws/policies that can

be changed to be more

supportive of women’s

rights? 

Nationality – The Convention
states that women should be
granted equal rights with men
to acquire, change and retain
nationality and to pass on their
nationality to their children
(article 9). Laws stating that
women can’t pass on citizenship
to their non-national husbands
and children, which still exist in
a few Caribbean countries, are
in violation of the provisions of
the Convention and should be
revised.

Access to education for teenage
mothers – In some countries
discriminatory administrative or
bureaucratic practice has
resulted in teenage mothers
being excluded from the
education system. This is
discrimination based on sex. It
should be revised so that
teenage mothers can exercise
their right to return to school.

Violence against women – The
CEDAW Committee has urged
governments to place a high
priority on measures to address
violence against women in the
family and in society in
accordance with General
Recommendation 19. This in-
cludes measures to raise public
awareness about the issue.

Women in decision-making –
To increase the number of
women in decision-making
bodies at all levels and in all
areas, the Committee has
recommended the use of
temporary special measures in
accordance with article 4 (1) of
the Convention. Quotas are one
such measure.

How can I get copies of

the CEDAW Committee

recommendations and

concluding comments?

Copies of the recommendations
should be available at Depart-
ments of Women’s/Gender

Affairs or Women’s Desks. All
reports, recommendations and
comments made on them by the
CEDAW Com-mittee are
supposed to be made widely
available in the country to assist
in promoting general public
discussions on the situation of
women and the issues to be
addressed. If you have access to
the Internet, you can find the
comments at
www1.umn.edu/humanrts/
cedaw/ or
www.un.org/womenwatch/
d a w / c e d a w / r e p o r t s . h t m #
examined 

Where can I find more

information on women’s

human rights and

CEDAW? 

(a) Contact your country’s
Women’s/Gender Bureau.

(b) Contact any women’s NGO.
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Box 7: CEDAW and

Constitutional Reform
3

The success in Guyana in recent
constitutional reforms in incorporating
CEDAW and other human rights conven-
tions into the constitutional framework is
groundbreaking and an example for other
Caribbean countries involved in similar
processes. In its concluding comments on
the second periodic report of Guyana in
2001, the CEDAW Committee welcomed the
constitutional reform process that “led to
the recognition of non-discrimination on the
basis of sex, gender, marital status and
pregnancy as a fundamental human right
enshrined in the Constitution”. It also
welcomed the passage of Bill No. 6 of 2001,
“which provides for the establishment of
constitutional commissions, including the
Women and Gender Equality Commission,
which will be responsible for ensuring that
women are not discriminated against in any
sector of society”.



(c) Visit any of the following
web sites:

• UNIFEM Caribbean:
www.unifemcar.org 

• UNIFEM Headquarters:
www.unifem.org/ (follow the
link to Women’s Human Rights)

• CEDAW:
www.un.org/womenwatch/
daw/cedaw/ 
The Division for the Advance-
ment of Women (DAW) is part
of the UN system and provides
substantive and technical
servicing to the Committee on
the Elimination of Discrimina-
tion against Women.3

• International Women’s Rights
Action Watch (IWRAW):
http://iwraw.igc.org/ 
IWRAW is an international
NGO that was organized in 1985
at the World Conference on
Women in Nairobi, Kenya, to
promote recognition of women’s
human rights under CEDAW.

• International Women’s Rights
Action Watch (IWRAW) Asia-
Pacific: 
http://iwraw-ap.org/ 
IWRAW Asia Pacific is based in
the South. It promotes the
domestic implementation of
international human rights
standards by building the
capacity of women and human
rights advocates to claim and
realize women's human rights
through, for example, training
on shadow reporting.

(d) Consult some of the
following publications (and see
the references on page 34):

Byrnes, Andrew, Jane Connors
and Lum Bik (eds.) (1997).
Advancing the Human Rights of
Women: Using International
Human Rights Standards in
Domestic Legislation. London:
Commonwealth Secretariat.

Commonwealth Secretariat
(2004). Gender and Human Rights
in the Commonwealth: Some
Critical Issues for Action in the
Decade 2005-2015. London:
Commonwealth Secretariat.

Cook, Rebecca (ed.) (1994).
Human Rights of Women: National
and International Perspectives.
Philadelphia, PA: University of
Pennsylvania Press.

International Women’s Tribune
Centre (IWTC) (1998). Rights of

Women: A Guide to the Most
Important United Nations Treaties
on Women’s Human Rights. New
York: IWTC.

IWRAW (2000). Assessing the
Status of Women: A Guide to
Reporting Under the Convention
on the Elimination of All Forms of
Discrimination against Women.
http://iwraw.igc.org/publications.
htm

Landsberg-Lewis, Ilana (ed.)
(1998). (see page 35).

McPhedran, Marilou, Susan
Bazilli, Moana Erickson and
Andrew Byrnes (2000). The First
CEDAW Impact Study: Final
Report. Ontario: The Centre for
Feminist Research, York
University, and the International
Women’s Rights Project.

Mertus, Julie with Malika Dutt
and Nancy Flowers (1998). Local
Action/Global Change: Learning
About the Human Rights of
Women and Girls. New York:
UNIFEM/Center for Women’s
Global Leadership.

Timothy, Kristen and Marsha
Freeman (2000). (see page 35).

UNIFEM (2001).Turning the Tide:
CEDAW and the Gender
Dimensions of the HIV/AIDS
pandemic. New York: UNIFEM.

UNIFEM and BMZ (forth-

coming). CEDAW, Beijing and the
Millennium Development Goals: A
Pathway to Action for Gender
Equality.

UNIFEM/UNICEF (1995).
Advocacy Kit on CEDAW. New
York: UNIFEM.

Wolper, Andrea and Julie Peters
(1995). Women’s Rights, Human
Rights: International Feminist
Perspectives. New York: Rout-
ledge.

Women, Law and Development
International (1997). Women’s
Human Rights Step by Step: A
Practical Guide for Using
International Human Rights Law
and Mechanisms to Defend
Women’s Human Rights.
Washington, DC: WLDI/
Women’s Rights Project.

Notes

1 
Introduction to Landsberg-Lewis,

1998.

2 
Cited in van der Gaag, 1995.

3 
From 1996-1997, the Director of DAW

was Angela King, a Jamaican.
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Glossary and

Acronyms

Accession: Agreeing to be
bound by a treaty (like
ratification - see below - except
not preceded by an act of
signature).

CARD: International Conven-
tion on the Elimination of All
Forms of Racial Discrimination.

CARICOM: Caribbean Com-
munity.

CAT: Convention Against
Torture and Other Cruel,
Inhuman or Degrading Treat-
ment or Punishment.

CEDAW: Convention on the
Elimination of All Forms of
Discrimination against Women.

Concluding comments: These
comments from the CEDAW
Committee on States’ National
Reports make recommendations
on how the Convention could
be further implemented and are
thus useful for NGOs in
lobbying work. 

Covenant/Convention/Treaty:
An international agreement
concluded between countries in
writing and governed by
international law. For all
purposes, all three words mean
the same thing. 

CRC: Convention on the Rights
of the Child.

CRLP: Center for Reproductive
Law and Policy.

CSW: Commission on the Status
of Women (UN).

Customary international law: A
general and consistent practice
followed by States, deriving
from a sense of legal obligation,
which is then accepted as the
norm or standard all countries
should abide by. 

DAW: Division for the
Advancement of Women (UN).

Gender: Sex is the biological
difference between women and
men and is determined at birth.
Gender, on the other hand,
refers to the roles and res-
ponsibilities of women and men
that are created by social and
cultural expectations about
appropriate behaviour and
activities (femininity and
masculinity). These can change
over time and vary within and
between cultures. 

Gender mainstreaming: Mak-
ing women’s concerns and
experiences as well as men’s an
integral part of the design,
monitoring and implementation
of all plans, policies and
programmes.



General Recommendation:
Article 21 of CEDAW empowers
the CEDAW Committee to make
suggestions and general
recommendations based on the
examination of reports and
information received from States
parties. At its tenth session in
1991, the Committee decided to
adopt the practice of issuing
general recommendations on
specific provisions of the
Convention and on the relation-
ship between the Convention
articles and ‘cross-cutting’
themes (see list on page 54.) 

ICCPR: International Covenant
on Civil and Political Rights.

ICESCR: International Coven-
ant on Economic, Social and
Cultural Rights.

IWRAW: International Women’s
Rights Action Watch.

NGO: non-governmental organ-
ization.

Optional protocol: A legal
mechanism related to an
existing convention or covenant,
which addresses points not
covered by the convention or
covenant in question. It needs
separate ratification.

Ratification: A country's formal
agreement to be legally bound
by a treaty, normally including
some parliamentary process,

after a country has signed the
treaty. As a result, the country
becomes a State party. 

Reservation: A statement that
modifies or limits the sub-
stantive effect of one or more of
the provisions of a treaty. 

State: A technical term for a
country, used to refer to the
members of the United Nations.
States are the ‘parties’ that take
part in international law.

UDHR: Universal Declaration of
Human Rights.

UNAIDS: Joint United Nations
Programme on HIV/AIDS.

UNDP: United Nations Dev-
elopment Programme.

UNECLAC: United Nations
Economic Commission for Latin
America and the Caribbean.

UNFPA: United Nations Popu-
lation Fund.

UNICEF : United Nations
Children’s Fund.

UNIFEM: United Nations
Development Fund for Women.

WHO: World Health Organization.
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I. The Text of the

Convention

Adopted: 18 December 1979
Came into force: 3 September 1981

Convention on the

Elimination of All Forms

of Discrimination against

Women

The States Parties to the present
Convention, 

Noting that the Charter of the
United Nations reaffirms faith in
fundamental human rights, in
the dignity and worth of the
human person and in the equal
rights of men and women, 

Noting that the Universal
Declaration of Human Rights
affirms the principle of the
inadmissibility of discrimination
and proclaims that all human
beings are born free and equal
in dignity and rights and that
everyone is entitled to all the
rights and freedoms set forth
therein, without distinction of
any kind, including distinction
based on sex, 

Noting that the States Parties to
the International Covenants on
Human Rights have the
obligation to ensure the equal
right of men and women to
enjoy all economic, social,
cultural, civil and political
rights, 

Considering the international
conventions concluded under
the auspices of the United
Nations and the specialized
agencies promoting equality of
rights of men and women, 

Noting also the resolutions,
declarations and recommend-
ations adopted by the United
Nations and the specialized
agencies promoting equality of
rights of men and women, 

Concerned, however, that despite
these various instruments
extensive discrimination against
women continues to exist, 

Recalling that discrimination
against women violates the
principles of equality of rights
and respect of human dignity, is
an obstacle to the participation
of women, on equal terms with
men, in the political, social,
economic and cultural life of
their countries, hampers the
growth of the prosperity of
society and the family and
makes more difficult the full
development of the potent-
ialities of women in the service
of their countries and of
humanity, 

Concerned that in situations of
poverty women have the least
access to food, health, edu-
cation, training and oppor-
tunities for employment and
other needs, 

appendices



Convinced that the establishment
of the new international
economic order based on equity
and justice will contribute
significantly towards the
promotion of equality between
men and women, 

Emphasizing that the eradication
of apartheid, of all forms of
racism, racial discrimination,
colonialism, neo-colonialism,
aggression, foreign occupation
and domination and inter-
ference in the internal affairs of
States is essential to the full
enjoyment of the rights of men
and women, 

Affirming that the strengthening
of international peace and
security, relaxation of inter-
national tension, mutual co-
operation among all States
irrespective of their social and
economic systems, general and
complete disarmament, and in
particular nuclear disarmament
under strict and effective
international control, the
affirmation of the principles of
justice, equality and mutual
benefit in relations among
countries and the realization of
the right of peoples under alien
and colonial domination and
foreign occupation to self-
determination and indepen-
dence, as well as respect for
national sovereignty and
territorial integrity, will promote
social progress and develop-

ment and as a consequence will
contribute to the attainment of
full equality between men and
women, 

Convinced that the full and
complete development of a
country, the welfare of the
world and the cause of peace
require the maximum participa-
tion of women on equal terms
with men in all fields, 

Bearing in mind the great
contribution of women to the
welfare of the family and to the
development of society, so far
not fully recognized, the social
significance of maternity and the
role of both parents in the family
and in the upbringing of
children, and aware that the role
of women in procreation should
not be a basis for discrimination
but that the upbringing of
children requires a sharing of
responsibility between men and
women and society as a whole, 

Aware that a change in the
traditional role of men as well as
the role of women in society and
in the family is needed to
achieve full equality between
men and women, 

Determined to implement the
principles set forth in the
Declaration on the Elimination
of Discrimination against
Women and, for that purpose, to
adopt the measures required for

the elimination of such
discrimination in all its forms
and manifestations, 

Have agreed on the following: 

PART I 

Article 1 

For the purposes of the present
Convention, the term ‘discrimi-
nation against women’ shall
mean any distinction, exclusion
or restriction made on the basis
of sex which has the effect or
purpose of impairing or
nullifying the recognition, en-
joyment or exercise by women,
irrespective of their marital
status, on a basis of equality of
men and women, of human
rights and fundamental free-
doms in the political, economic,
social, cultural, civil and any
other field. 

Article 2 

States Parties condemn discrimi-
nation against women in all its
forms, agree to pursue by all
appropriate means and without
delay a policy of eliminating
discrimination against women
and, to this end, undertake: 

a) To embody the principle of
the equality of men and
women in their national
constitutions or other
appropriate legislation if not

yet incorporated therein and
to ensure, through law and
other appropriate means, the
practical realization of this
principle; 

b) To adopt appropriate legis-
lative and other measures,
including sanctions where
appropriate, prohibiting all
discrimination against women; 

c) To establish legal protection
of the rights of women on an
equal basis with men and to
ensure through competent
national tribunals and other
public institutions the
effective protection of
women against any act of
discrimination; 

d) To refrain from engaging in
any act or practice of
discrimination against wo-
men and to ensure that
public authorities and
institutions shall act in
conformity with this obliga-
tion; 

e) To take all appropriate
measures to eliminate dis-
crimination against women
by any person, organization
or enterprise; 

f) To take all appropriate
measures, including legis-
lation, to modify or abolish
existing laws, regulations,
customs and practices which
constitute discrimination
against women; 

g) To repeal all national penal
provisions which constitute
discrimination against women. 
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Article 3 

States Parties shall take in all
fields, in particular in the
political, social, economic and
cultural fields, all appropriate
measures, including legislation,
to ensure the full development
and advancement of women, for
the purpose of guaranteeing
them the exercise and enjoyment
of human rights and funda-
mental freedoms on a basis of
equality with men. 

Article 4 

1. Adoption by States Parties of
temporary special measures
aimed at accelerating de facto
equality between men and
women shall not be considered
discrimination as defined in the
present Convention, but shall in
no way entail as a consequence
the maintenance of unequal or
separate standards; these
measures shall be discontinued
when the objectives of equality
of opportunity and treatment
have been achieved. 

2. Adoption by States Parties of
special measures, including
those measures contained in the
present Convention, aimed at
protecting maternity shall not be
considered discriminatory. 

Article 5 

States Parties shall take all

appropriate measures: 

a) To modify the social and
cultural patterns of conduct
of men and women, with a
view to achieving the
elimination of prejudice and
customary and all other
practices which are based on
the idea of the inferiority or
the superiority of either of
the sexes or on stereotyped
roles for men and women; 

b) To ensure that family
education includes a proper
understanding of maternity
as a social function and the
recognition of the common
responsibility of men and
women in the upbringing
and development of their
children, it being understood
that the interest of the
children is the primordial
consideration in all cases. 

Article 6 

States Parties shall take all
appropriate measures, including
legislation, to suppress all forms
of traffic in women and
exploitation of prostitution of
women. 

PART II 

Article 7 

State Parties shall take all
appropriate measures to
eliminate discrimination against

women in the political and
public life of the country and, in
particular, shall ensure to
women, on equal terms with
men, the right: 

a) To vote in all elections and
public referenda and to be
eligible for selection to all
publicly elected bodies; 

b) To participate in the for-
mulation of government
policy and the implementa-
tion thereof and to hold
public office and perform all
public functions at all levels
of government; 

c) To participate in non-
governmental organizations
and associations concerned
with the public and political
life of the country. 

Article 8 

States Parties shall take all
appropriate measures to ensure
to women, on equal terms with
men and without any dis-
crimination, the opportunity to
represent their Governments at
the international level and to
participate in the work of
international organizations. 

Article 9 

1. States Parties shall grant
women equal rights with men to
acquire, change or retain their
nationality. They shall ensure in
particular that neither marriage

to an alien nor change of
nationality by the husband
during marriage shall auto-
matically change the nationality
of the wife, render her stateless
or force upon her the nationality
of her husband. 

2. States Parties shall grant
women equal rights with men
with respect to the nationality of
their children. 

PART III 

Article 10 

States Parties shall take all
appropriate measures to elimi-
nate discrimination against
women in order to ensure to
them equal rights with men in
the field of education and in
particular to ensure, on a basis
of equality of men and women: 

a) The same conditions for
career and vocational gui-
dance, for access to studies
and for the achievement of
diplomas in educational
establishments of all cate-
gories in rural as well as in
urban areas; this equality
shall be ensured in pre-
school, general, technical,
professional and higher
technical education, as well
as in all types of vocational
training; 

b) Access to the same curricula,
the same examinations,
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teaching staff with qualifi-
cations of the same standard
and school premises and
equipment of the same
quality; 

c) The elimination of any
stereotyped concept of the
roles of men and women at
all levels and in all forms of
education by encouraging
coeducation and other types
of education which will help
to achieve this aim and, in
particular, by the revision of
textbooks and school pro-
grammes and the adaptation
of teaching methods;

d) The same opportunities to
benefit from scholarships
and other study grants; 

e) The same opportunities for
access to programmes of
continuing education, includ-
ing adult and functional
literacy programmes, par-
ticularly those aimed at
reducing, at the earliest
possible time, any gap in
education existing between
men and women; 

f) The reduction of female
student drop-out rates and
the organization of pro-
grammes for girls and
women who have left school
prematurely; 

g) The same opportunities to
participate actively in sports
and physical education. 

h) Access to specific educa-
tional information to help to
ensure the health and well-

being of families, including
information and advice on
family planning. 

Article 11 

1. States Parties shall take all
appropriate measures to elimi-
nate discrimination against
women in the field of employ-
ment in order to ensure, on a
basis of equality of men and
women, the same rights, in
particular: 

a) The right to work as an
inalienable right of all
human beings; 

b) The right to the same
employment opportunities,
including the application of
the same criteria for selection
in matters of employment; 

c) The right of free choice of
profession and employment,
the right to promotion, job
security and all benefits and
conditions of service and the
right to receive vocational
training and retraining,
including apprenticeships,
advanced vocational training
and recurrent training; 

d) The right of equal re-
muneration, including bene-
fits, and to equal treatment in
respect of work of equal
value, as well as equality of
treatment in the evaluation
of the quality of work; 

e) The right to social security,
particularly in cases of

retirement, unemployment,
sickness, invalidity and old
age and other incapacity to
work, as well as the right to
paid leave; 

f) The right to protection of
health and to safety in work-
ing conditions, including the
safeguarding of the function
of reproduction. 

2. In order to prevent dis-
crimination against women on
the grounds of marriage or
maternity and to ensure their
effective right to work, State
Parties shall take appropriate
measures: 

a) To prohibit, subject to the
imposition of sanctions,
dismissal on the ground of
pregnancy or of maternity
leave and discrimination in
dismissals on the basis of
marital status; 

b) To introduce maternity leave
with pay or with comparable
social benefits without loss of
former employment, senior-
ity or social allowances; 

c) To encourage the provision
of the necessary supporting
social services to enable
parents to combine family
obligations with work re-
sponsibilities and partici-
pation in public life, in
particular through promot-
ing the establishment and
development of a network of
child-care facilities; 

d) To provide special protection
to women during pregnancy
in types of work proved to be
harmful to them. 

3. Protective legislation relating
to matters covered in this article
shall be reviewed periodically in
the light of scientific and tech-
nological knowledge and shall
be revised, repealed or extended
as necessary. 

Article 12 

1. States Parties shall take all
appropriate measures to elimi-
nate discrimination against
women in the field of health
care in order to ensure, on a
basis of equality of men and
women, access to health-care
services, including those related
to family planning. 

2. Notwithstanding the pro-
visions of paragraph 1 of this
article, States Parties shall
ensure to women appropriate
services in connection with
pregnancy, confinement and the
post-natal period, granting free
services where necessary, as
well as adequate nutrition
during pregnancy and lactation. 

Article 13 

States Parties shall take all
appropriate measures to
eliminate discrimination against
women in other areas of
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economic and social life in order
to ensure, on a basis of equality
of men and women, the same
rights, in particular: 

a) The right to family benefits; 
b) The right to bank loans,

mortgages and other forms
of financial credit; 

c) The right to participate in
recreational activities, sports
and all aspects of cultural
life. 

Article 14 

1. States Parties shall take into
account the particular problems
faced by rural women and the
significant roles which rural
women play in the economic
survival of their families,
including their work in the non-
monetized sectors of the
economy, and shall take all
appropriate measures to ensure
the application of the provisions
of this Convention to women in
rural areas. 

2. States Parties shall take all
appropriate measures to elimi-
nate discrimination against
women in rural areas in order to
ensure, on a basis of equality of
men and women, that they
participate in and benefit from
rural development and, in
particular, shall ensure to such
women the right: 

a) To participate in the elabora-

tion and implementation of
development planning at all
levels; 

b) To have access to adequate
health-care facilities, includ-
ing information, counselling
and services in family
planning; 

c) To benefit directly from
social security programmes; 

d) To obtain all types of training
and education, formal and
non-formal, including that
relating to functional literacy,
as well as, inter alia, the
benefit of all community and
extension services, in order
to increase their technical
proficiency; 

e) To organize self-help groups
and co-operatives in order to
obtain equal access to
economic opportunities
through employment or self-
employment; 

f) To participate in all
community activities; 

g) To have access to agricultural
credit and loans, marketing
facilities, appropriate tech-
nology and equal treatment
in land and agrarian reform
as well as in land re-
settlement schemes; 

h) To enjoy adequate living
conditions, particularly in
relation to housing,
sanitation, electricity and
water supply, transport and
communications. 

PART IV 

Article 15 

1. States Parties shall accord to
women equality with men
before the law. 

2. States Parties shall accord to
women, in civil matters, a legal
capacity identical to that of men
and the same opportunities to
exercise that capacity. In
particular, they shall give
women equal rights to conclude
contracts and to administer
property and shall treat them
equally in all stages of
procedure in courts and
tribunals. 

3. States Parties agree that all
contracts and all other private
instruments of any kind with a
legal effect which is directed at
restricting the legal capacity of
women shall be deemed null
and void. 

4. States Parties shall accord to
men and women the same rights
with regard to the law relating
to the movement of persons and
the freedom to choose their
residence and domicile. 

Article 16 

1. States Parties shall take all
appropriate measures to
eliminate discrimination against
women in all matters relating to
marriage and family relations

and in particular shall ensure,
on a basis of equality of men
and women: 

a) The same right to enter into
marriage; 

b) The same right freely to
choose a spouse and to enter
into marriage only with their
free and full consent;

c) The same rights and re-
sponsibilities during mar-
riage and at its dissolution; 

d) The same rights and
responsibilities as parents,
irrespective of their marital
status, in matters relating to
their children; in all cases the
interests of the children shall
be paramount; 

e) The same rights to decide
freely and responsibly on the
number and spacing of their
children and to have access
to the information, education
and means to enable them to
exercise these rights; 

f) The same rights and respons-
ibilities with regard to guar-
dianship, wardship, trustee-
ship and adoption of
children, or similar institu-
tions where these concepts
exist in national legislation;
in all cases the interests of
the children shall be para-
mount; 

g) The same personal rights as
husband and wife, including
the right to choose a family
name, a profession and an
occupation; 
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h) The same rights for both
spouses in respect of the
ownership, acquisition, man-
agement, administration,
enjoyment and disposition of
property, whether free of
charge or for a valuable
consideration. 

2. The betrothal and the
marriage of a child shall have no
legal effect, and all necessary
action, including legislation,
shall be taken to specify a
minimum age for marriage and
to make the registration of
marriages in an official registry
compulsory. 

PART V 

Article 17 

1. For the purpose of con-
sidering the progress made in
the implementation of the
present Convention, there shall
be established a Committee on
the Elimination of Discrimina-
tion against Women (hereinafter
referred to as the Committee)
consisting, at the time of entry
into force of the Convention, of
eighteen and, after ratification of
or accession to the Convention
by the thirty-fifth State Party, of
twenty-three experts of high
moral standing and competence
in the field covered by the
Convention. 

The experts shall be elected by

States Parties from among their
nationals and shall serve in their
personal capacity, consideration
being given to equitable geo-
graphical distribution and to the
representation of the different
forms of civilization as well as
the principal legal systems. 

2. The members of the
Committee shall be elected by
secret ballot from a list of
persons nominated by States
Parties. Each State Party may
nominate one person from
among its own nationals. 

3. The initial election shall be
held six months after the date of
the entry into force of the
present Convention. At least
three months before the date of
each election the Secretary-
General of the United Nations
shall address a letter to the
States Parties inviting them to
submit their nominations within
two months. The Secretary-
General shall prepare a list in
alphabetical order of all persons
thus nominated, indicating the
States Parties which have
nominated them, and shall
submit it to the States Parties. 

4. Elections of the members of
the Committee shall be held at a
meeting of States Parties
convened by the Secretary-
General at United Nations
Headquarters. At that meeting,
for which two thirds of the

States Parties shall constitute a
quorum, the persons elected to
the Committee shall be those
nominees who obtain the largest
number of votes and an absolute
majority of the votes of the
representatives of States Parties
present and voting. 

5. The members of the
Committee shall be elected for a
term of four years. However, the
terms of nine of the members
elected at the first election shall
expire at the end of two years;
immediately after the first
election the names of these nine
members shall be chosen by lot
by the Chairman of the
Committee. 

6. The election of the five
additional members of the
Committee shall be held in
accordance with the provisions
of paragraphs 2, 3 and 4 of this
article, following the thirty-fifth
ratification or accession. The
terms of two of the additional
members elected on this
occasion shall expire at the end
of two years, the names of these
two members having been
chosen by lot by the Chairman
of the Committee. 

7. For the filling of casual
vacancies, the State Party whose
expert has ceased to function as
a member of the Committee
shall appoint another expert
from among its nationals,

subject to the approval of the
Committee. 

8. The members of the
Committee shall, with the
approval of the General Assem-
bly, receive emoluments from
United Nations resources on
such terms and conditions as the
Assembly may decide, having
regard to the importance of the
Committee's responsibilities. 

9. The Secretary-General of the
United Nations shall provide
the necessary staff and facilities
for the effective performance of
the functions of the Committee
under the present Convention. 

Article 18 

1. State Parties undertake to
submit to the Secretary-General
of the United Nations, for
consideration by the Committee,
a report on the legislative,
judicial, administrative or other
measures which they have
adopted to give effect to the
provisions of the present
Convention and on the progress
made in this respect: 

a) Within one year after the
entry into force for the State
concerned; and 

b) Thereafter at least every four
years and further whenever
the Committee so requests. 

2. Reports may indicate factors
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and difficulties affecting the
degree of fulfilment of obli-
gations under the present
Convention. 

Article 19 

1. The Committee shall adopt its
own rules of procedure. 

2. The Committee shall elect its
officers for a term of two years. 

Article 20

1. The Committee shall normally
meet for a period of not more
than two weeks annually in
order to consider the reports
submitted in accordance with
article 18 of the present Con-
vention.1

2. The meetings of the Com-
mittee shall normally be held at
United Nations Headquarters or
at any other convenient place as
determined by the Committee. 

Article 21 

1. The Committee shall, through
the Economic and Social
Council, report annually to the
General Assembly of the United
Nations on its activities and may
make suggestions and general
recommendations based on the
examination of reports and
information received from the
States Parties. Such suggestions
and general recommendations

shall be included in the report of
the Committee together with
comments, if any, from States
Parties. 

2. The Secretary-General shall
transmit the reports of the
Committee to the Commission
on the Status of Women for its
information. 

Article 22 

The specialized agencies shall be
entitled to be represented at the
consideration of the imple-
mentation of such provisions of
the present Convention as fall
within the scope of their
activities. The Committee may
invite the specialized agencies to
submit reports on the imple-
mentation of the Convention in
areas falling within the scope of
their activities. 

PART VI 

Article 23 

Nothing in this Convention shall
affect any provisions that are
more conducive to the achieve-
ment of equality between men
and women which may be
contained: 

a) In the legislation of a State
Party; or 

b) In any other international

convention, treaty or agree-
ment in force for that State. 

Article 24 

States Parties undertake to
adopt all necessary measures at
the national level aimed at
achieving the full realization of
the rights recognized in the
present Convention. 

Article 25 

1. The Present Convention shall
be open for signature by all
States. 

2. The Secretary-General of the
United Nations is designated as
the depositary of the present
Convention. 

3. The present Convention is
subject to ratification. Instru-
ments of ratification shall be
deposited with the Secretary-
General of the United Nations. 

4. The present Convention shall
be open to accession by all
States. Accession shall be
effected by the deposit of an
instrument of accession with the
Secretary-General of the United
Nations. 

Article 26 

1. A request for the revision of
the present Convention may be
made at any time by any State

Party by means of a notification
in writing addressed to the
Secretary-General of the United
Nations. 

2. The General Assembly of the
United Nations shall decide
upon the steps, if any, to be
taken in respect of such a
request. 

Article 27 

1. The present Convention shall
enter into force on the thirtieth
day after the date of deposit
with the Secretary-General of
the United Nations of the
twentieth instrument of ratifica-
tion or accession. 

2. For each State ratifying the
present Convention or acceding
to it after the deposit of the
twentieth instrument of ratifica-
tion or accession, the Conven-
tion shall enter into force on the
thirtieth day after the date of the
deposit of its own instrument of
ratification or accession. 

Article 28 

1. The Secretary-General of the
United Nations shall receive and
circulate to all States the text of
reservations made by States at
the time of ratification or
accession. 

2. A reservation incompatible
with the object and purpose of
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the present Convention shall not
be permitted. 

3. Reservations may be
withdrawn at any time by
notification to this effect
addressed to the Secretary-
General of the United Nations,
who shall then inform all States
thereof. Such notification shall
take effect on the date on which
it is received. 

Article 29 

1. Any dispute between two or
more States Parties concerning
the interpretation or application
of the present Convention which
is not settled by negotiation
shall, at the request of one of
them, be submitted to arbitra-
tion. If within six months from
the date of the request for
arbitration the parties are unable
to agree on the organization of
the arbitration, any one of those
parties may refer the dispute to
the International Court of Justice
by request in conformity with
the Statute of the Court. 

2. Each State Party may at the
time of signature or ratification
of this Convention or accession
thereto declare that it does not
consider itself bound by
paragraph 1 of this article. The
other States Parties shall not be
bound by that paragraph with
respect to any State Party which
has made such a reservation. 

3. Any State Party which has
made a reservation in accord-
ance with paragraph 2 of this
article may at any time with-
draw that reservation by
notification to the Secretary-
General of the United Nations. 

Article 30 

The present Convention, the
Arabic, Chinese, English,
French, Russian and Spanish
texts of which are equally
authentic, shall be deposited
with the Secretary-General of
the United Nations. 

Note

1 Article 20 paragraph 1 stipu-
lates that the Committee meet
once yearly for a period of two
weeks. However, in 1995 the
Committee received the appro-
val of State parties to meet twice
yearly in three-week sessions
(January and June) in order to
help clear the backlog of
National Reports. It is still
meeting in this way on a
‘temporary’ basis as, although a
resolution was passed by the
General Assembly to amend
article 20, it will only enter into
force when it has been accepted
by a two-thirds majority of
States parties.
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II. Reservations

(Caribbean State

parties)

Bahamas

“The Government of the
Commonwealth of the Bahamas
does not consider itself bound
by the provisions of article 2(a),
... article 9, paragraph 2, ...
article 16(h), ... [and] article 29,
paragraph 1, of the Conven-
tion."

Jamaica

“The Government of Jamaica
declares that it does not
consider itself bound by the
provisions of article 29,
paragraph 1, of the Conven-
tion.”

Trinidad and Tobago

“The Republic of Trinidad and
Tobago declares that it does not
consider itself bound by article
29 (1) of the said Convention,
relating to the settlement of
disputes.”



IV. Equality Clauses

in Caribbean Consti-

tutions
1

Most Caribbean countries have
a general guarantee of
fundamental rights without
discrimination, including non-
discrimination on the grounds
of sex or gender. Such guaran-
tees may be included in
fundamental or guiding prin-
ciples of state policy; or under
human rights, basic rights and
fundamental freedoms; or both:

Antigua and Barbuda: Chapter
II, Fundamental rights and
freedoms of the individual,
Articles 3 and 4.

Bahamas: Chapter III, Funda-
mental rights and freedoms of
the individual, Article 15.
However, sex/gender isn’t
mentioned in Article 26, which
deals specifically with discrimi-
nation.

Barbados: Chapter III, Funda-
mental rights and freedoms of
the individual, Article 11.
However, sex/gender isn’t
mentioned in Article 23, which
deals specifically with discrimi-
nation.

Belize: Part II, Fundamental
rights and freedoms, Articles 3
and 16.

Dominica: Title II, Individual
and social rights (section I),
Article 15.

Grenada: Chapter 1, Protection
of fundamental rights and
freedoms, Articles 1 and 13.

Guyana: Chapter II, Principles
and Bases of Political, Economic
and Social System, Articles 22
and 29. Other articles include
equal access to academic,
vocational and professional
training and equal opportunities
in employment, remuneration
and promotion and in social,
political and cultural activity.

Jamaica: Chapter III, Funda-
mental rights and freedoms,
Articles 13 and 20.

St. Kitts and Nevis: Chapter II,
Protection of fundamental rights
and freedoms, Articles 3 and 15.

St. Lucia: Chapter I, Funda-
mental rights and freedoms,
Articles 1 and 13.

St. Vincent and the Grena-
dines: Chapter I, Fundamental
rights and freedoms, Articles 1
and 13.

Trinidad and Tobago: Chapter
I, Recognition and protection of
fundamental rights and
freedoms, Part 1, Article 4.

1 Source: Chinkin, 2001.
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III. General

Recommendations 

The following general recom-
mendations have been adopted
by the Committee on the
Elimination of Discrimination
against Women:

1. Reporting guidelines – fifth
session, 1986. 

2. Reporting guidelines – sixth
session, 1987. 

3. Education and public
information programmes –
sixth session, 1987. 

4. Reservations – sixth session,
1987. 

5. Temporary special
measures – seventh session,
1988. 

6. Effective national
machinery and publicity –
seventh session, 1988. 

7. Resources – seventh session,
1988. 

8. Article 8 (women at the
international level) –
seventh session, 1988. 

9. Statistical data – eighth
session, 1989. 

10. Tenth anniversary of the
adoption of CEDAW –
eighth session, 1989. 

11. Technical advisory services
for reporting – eighth
session, 1989. 

12. Violence against women –
eighth session, 1989. 

13. Equal remuneration for
work of equal value – eighth
session, 1989. 

14. Female circumcision – ninth
session, 1990. 

15. Women and AIDS – ninth
session, 1990. 

16. Unpaid women workers in
rural and urban family
enterprises – tenth session,
1991.

17. Measurement and
quantification of the
unremunerated domestic
activities of women and
their recognition in the GNP
– tenth session, 1991. 

18. Disabled women – tenth
session, 1991. 

19. Violence against women –
eleventh session, 1992. 

20. Reservations – eleventh
session, 1992. 

21. Equality in marriage and
family relations – thirteenth
session, 1994. 

22. Article 20 (meetings of the
Committee) – fourteenth
session, 1995. 

23. Women in political and
public life – sixteenth
session, 1997.

24. Article 12 (women and
health) – twentieth session,
1999.

25. Article 4 paragraph 1
(temporary special
measures) – thirtieth
session, 2004.



V. Other UN

Conventions on

Women

Protocol to Prevent, Suppress
and Punish Trafficking in
Persons, Especially Women and
Children, supplementing the
United Nations Convention
against Transnational Organized
Crime (2003).

Convention on Consent to
Marriage, Minimum Age for
Marriage and Registration of
Marriages (1962).

Convention against Discrimina-
tion in Education (1960).

Discrimination (Employment
and Occupation) Convention
(1958).

Convention on the Nationality
of Married Women (1957).

Convention on the Political
Rights of Women (1952).

Equal Remuneration Conven-
tion (1951).

Convention for the Suppression
of the Traffic in Persons and of
the Exploitation of the
Prostitution of Others (1949).

Declarations

Declaration on the Elimination
of Violence against Women
(1994).

Declaration on the Protection of
Women and Children in
Emergencies and Armed
Conflicts (1974).

ILO Conventions

Although most international
labour standards overseen by
the International Labour Organi-
zation (ILO) apply equally to
men and women workers, there
are a number of Conventions
and Recommendations that refer
specifically to women (see
www.ilo.org).
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