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Executive Summary

The ‘Working Together for Equality: Beijing+20 Review 2014’ study is part of the 
ongoing monitoring and evaluation of the commitments made by the Australian 

Government and Civil Society to the advancement of women through use of the 
agreed strategies from the Beijing Platform for Action (BPFA) (1995), and the Beijing+5 
Outcomes Document (2000). The purpose of this study is to measure Australia’s 
progress against the BPFA 20 years since it was agreed in 1995. A broad and interactive 
community consultation formed the  basis of this study, with analysis of data from 
these consultations highlighting the key issues, gains, gaps and challenges for women 
in Australia in 2014. 

This study builds on the findings from the 159, 10 and 5year NGO reviews of the BPFA 
and presents collaborative thought, analysis and advocacy for the advancement of 
women in Australia. 

The issues and language highlighted in this study reflect the voices of 1,879 women 
and 151 men and the 24 organisations who represent the voices of many thousands of 
women and men who participated in the review process.

This Beijing+20 Review is drawn from information gathered from Australia-wide 
caravans, an online survey and submissions from national women’s alliances, peak 
bodies, Thematic and Identity organisations and other civil society groups.

Throughout the research process the key challenge that was faced was the outreach 
to indigenous women. The National Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Women’s 
Alliance and other indigenous networks were approached. Reaching indigenous women 
requires longer timeframes, good communication, financial and other resources to 
ensure quality, inclusive engagement. These resources were not available at the time of 
this study and as such indigenous women’s issues and voices are underrepresented in 
this study. 

The data collected was analysed against the 12 Critical Areas of the BPFA:

  1. Critical Area A: Women and Poverty
  2. Critical Area B: Education and Training of Women
  3. Critical Area C: Women and Health
  4. Critical Area D: Violence against Women
  5. Critical Area E: Women and Armed Conflict
  6. Critical Area F: Women and the Economy
  7. Critical Area G: Women in Power and Decision-making
  8. Critical Area H: Institutional Mechanisms for the Advancement of Women
  9. Critical Area I: Human Rights of Women
10. Critical Area J: Women and the Media
11. Critical Area K: Women and the Environment
12. Critical Area L: The Girl-child

9  Working Together for Equality B+15, JERA International

vii



8 

‘W
or

ki
ng

 T
og

et
he

r f
or

 E
qu

al
ity

: N
GO

 B
ei

jin
g+

20
 R

ev
ie

w
 2

01
4’

 
AU

ST
RA

LI
A

viii

While JERA International was responsible for the coordination of the project, there were 
many other organisations; supporters, advocates and individuals who assisted JERA 
International to achieve the broad reach of this project. For further information contact 
JERA International at www.jerainternational.org

This study received no government funding. Organisations and individuals conducting 
the study, participating in or facilitating caravans and/or the review process, undertook 
all resourcing.

The findings from this study are freely available for civil society and government 
information and advocacy.  In particular the study deadlines were in anticipation 
of sharing the information at the Asia Pacific Beijing+20 Civil Society Forum (14–16 
November, 2014) and the UN ESCAP High Level Government Forum (Asian and Pacific 
Conference on Gender Equality and Women's Empowerment: Beijing+20 Review) (17–20 
November, 2014), and the 59th Session of the United Nations (UN) Commission on the 
Status of Women (9–20 March, 2015) where the 20 years of the BPFA is to be reviewed. 
Information from this study will also feed into the CSO Post 2015 Development Agenda 
discussions and contribute to background information for the Australian Government, 
ESCAP and UN Women.

The report is presented in four sections. 

Section One contains the rationale and scope of the study; a brief background to the 
BPFA and reviews; Methodology and Conceptual Framework for the Study. 

Section Two outlines the overarching context within which the study sits. The 
overarching context is divided into three parts; Inequality and Intersectionality, 
Feminisation of Poverty, and Working with Men and Boys. These overarching issues / 
themes consistently arose throughout the analysis of the data collected. Accordingly 
the study is contextualised by these overarching themes and they present strongly 
throughout the subsequent analysis of the 12 critical areas of the BPFA.

Section Three outlines the top four issues for women in Australia that arose throughout 
the study. These are:

• Critical shortage of affordable, appropriate and safe housing (including 
emergency housing and shelters) for women experiencing violence

• Increased economic discrimination and disadvantage as a result of the widening 
of the national gender pay gap and the unequal burden of unpaid care work

• Shortage of effective and appropriate support services, funding, and lack of 
coordination between already existing services for women experiencing violence

• Under-representation of women in all high-level decision-making and leadership 
positions within a broader cultural context of misogyny and sexism.

Section Four presents the findings of the study and outlines for each of the 12 critical 
areas the strategic objectives; the overarching concerns identified by the study for that 
critical area; and suggested reforms and actions to address these by government and 
civil society.
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The position of the woman along the 
axis of the arrow indicates progression 
or regression on each critical area over 
the last 5 years. It is worth noting that 
in Critical Area E, while considerable 
progress has been made in some areas 
of women peace and security, there 
has been regress in other areas such as 
the protection and support of refugee 
women in Australia.

Visual Representation of 
Progress made on the 

Critical Areas 
of the BPFA 

last 5 Years
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Rationale for Study

The ‘Working Together for Equality: Beijing+20 Review 2014’ study is part of the 
ongoing monitoring and evaluation of the commitments made by the Australian 

Government and civil society to the advancement of women through use of the 
agreed strategies from the Beijing Platform for Action (BPFA) (1995), and the Beijing+5 
Outcomes Document (2000). The study builds on the findings from the 5, 10 and 15year 
review of the BPFA and presents collaborative thought, analysis and advocacy for the 
advancement of women in Australia. 

This dynamic and active Beijing+20 Review was undertaken as a collaborative and 
coordinated program of JERA International to bring together national, regional and 
international processes. 

The timing of this study is designed to enable civil society participants to share the 
findings in national, regional and international forums. In particular the study is in 
anticipation of the November 2014 Asia Pacific Beijing+20 Civil Society Forum and 
ESCAP High Level Government Forum (Asian and Pacific Conference on Gender Equality 
and Women's Empowerment: Beijing+20 Review), and the 59th Session of the United 
Nations (UN) Commission on the Status of Women (March, 2014) where the 20 years of 
the BPFA is to be reviewed. 

As such the findings from this study will be available for civil society and government 
information and advocacy.  

Background
The Beijing Platform for Action for Equality, Development and Peace was adopted 
in 1995 at the Fourth UN World Conference on Women. This document served as a 
guideline through which a manifesto and blueprint for the empowerment of women 
was presented. The BPFA addresses twelve Critical Areas of Concern from a women’s 
perspective with strategic objectives and proposed actions. It entails a sustained and 
long-term commitment from governments requiring them to develop national plans of 
action (NPAs) that work towards women’s full participation and equality. 

Structured within a framework of equality, development and peace, the NPA’s are 
devised at national levels to create equality between women and men as a fundamental 
human right, to remove obstacles and to ensure women’s active participation in public 
and private spaces by making them equal partners in economic, social, cultural and 
political decision making.  

The process of reviewing progress on the implementation of the BPFA at a regional 
level has been an ongoing one. The continued and persistent lobbying and advocacy 
by women’s movements and civil society organisations of the Asia Pacific has been 
effective and relentless. 

As the environment for women has changed and new development paradigms arise, the 
persistence and relevance of the BPFA has been recognised and strengthened. At this 
time, as the current dominant development paradigm, the Millennium Development 
Goals (MDG’s) are evaluated in light of gender equality, and new development paradigms 
such as the Sustainable Development Goals (SDG’s) are currently being debated in the 
context of the Post 2015 Development Agenda, the underlying strategies of the BPFA 
should not be lost. 
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Globally women and girls continue to face enormous challenges. In the Asia Pacific 
region alone there are democracies in distress, political crises, unstable governments, 
frequent military rule, a sharp rise in extremism, the violation of human rights with 
impunity, rising violence against women and discriminatory customary practices that 
impact adversely on the security, livelihoods, displacement and wellbeing of women 
and girls. As such it is important that we continue to engage with the Beijing+20 Review 
along with other parallel development discussions in order to continue to have a strong 
voice in the movement towards women’s full participation and equality.

The Beijing Declaration and Platform for Action (BPFA) together with the Beijing+5 
Political Declaration and Outcome Document, is a key document and provides a strong 
blueprint for achieving gender equality. The BPFA recognises that gender disparities 
and unacceptable inequalities persist in all countries and that despite progress over 
the last 20 years of its existence, there is still no country in the world where women 
enjoy complete equality. As such the BPFA continues to be a powerful tool for the 
empowerment of women.

Gender equality is the view that women and men should receive equal treatment 
and enjoy the same responsibilities and opportunities for realising their full human 
rights and potential to contribute to national, political, economic, social and cultural 
development, and to benefit from the results. Gender equality does not mean that 
women will become the same as men or be treated in the same way but that women’s 
and men’s rights, responsibilities and opportunities will not depend on whether they 
are born male or female. Ultimately, gender equality necessitates that equal value is 
given to both the similarities and differences between women and men, and the varying 
roles that they play.

Scope of the Study

A strategically broad and interactive strategy was developed to engage women from 
across all sections of society in order to represent the diverse lived experience of women 
in Australia. Particular effort was made to engage and include the voices of women from 
marginalised communities who are often excluded one way or another from engaging 
in discourse and policy dialogue at the international, national, state and local level.      

Throughout the research process the key challenge that was faced was the outreach 
to indigenous women. Reaching indigenous women requires longer timeframes and 
financial and other resources to ensure quality inclusive engagement however, these 
resources were not available at the time of this study and as such indigenous women’s 
issues and voices are underrepresented in this study.

The issues and language highlighted in this study reflect the voices of 1,879 women 
and 151 men and the 24 organisations who represent the voices of many thousands of 
women and men who participated in the review process.
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Methodology

This study made use of the following research methodologies:

• A series of Australia-wide caravans (or workshops). The concept of a caravan 
comes from Africa and Asia where women have used the idea of a group of 
women traveling to different parts of the country to raise awareness about 
women’s issues creating a moving message   

• Online survey

• Submissions from national women’s alliances, organisations and other civil 
society groups.

Strategic community consultation formed the basis of the study, with analysis of 
qualitative data from these consultations highlighting the key issues, gains, gaps and 
challenges for women in Australia in 2014. Disaggregated data was also collected 
in recognition of the diversity among women and in order to further highlight the 
particular needs of and issues faced by specific groups of women. 

Conceptual Framework for the Study

This review uses a gender and social analysis approach to women’s empowerment and 
measures Australia’s progress against the 12 Critical Areas of the BPFA over the last 
5 years (2009–2014). This gender and social analysis approach examines differences 
in the development needs and preferences of women and men. It also acknowledges 
and recognises diversity, relationships of power and exclusion, socially excluded groups 
such as people with disabilities, and the differential impact of development initiatives 
on the economic and social relations between different groups. 

In this conceptual framework, gender equality and social justice go hand in hand. Social 
justice as a concept rests on the conviction that all individuals within a society are 
entitled to equal economic, political and social rights, opportunities and outcomes. 
These rights opportunities and outcomes are realised through a set of institutions that 
include but are not limited to education, healthcare, social security and labour rights, 
and which enable individuals to lead a fulfilling life and be active contributors to their 
community. Being engaged in community life and having the right and the necessary 
support to be involved in decisions affecting oneself, family and community are central 
aspects of social justice. Access is another central principle of social justice and refers 
to the availability and proximity of opportunities and services, as well as one’s ability to 
participate with as few barriers as possible. 

However, social justice can only be achieved by recognising and respecting the diversity 
of individuals and groups within society, along with the challenges that they face and 
their varying needs. This diversity includes such differences as socio-economic status, 
culture, gender and age. Thus, in order to meet the varying needs of a diverse range 
of individuals and groups a social justice approach is able to recognise that achieving 
equality of outcomes requires that different practices and approaches are employed 
depending on those varying needs.
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Overarching Context

The overarching context of this study was identified by participants as one of growing 
inequality; increased social isolation for women; and the disturbing impacts of 

increased feminisation of poverty across Australia. In addition, there was a growing 
concern regarding the constraints and challenges of working with men and boys and 
the measurability of these strategies. Language, suggestions, and comments within this 
report are made in light of this context.   

Growing Inequality and Increased Social Isolation 
A reoccurring theme that arose in the study is the rising inequality and negative 
community attitudes experienced by different demographic groups due to a shift in 
attitudes towards social, economic, political, and cultural diversity. While this shift was 
recognised by women broadly, the effects of this shift were noted as strongly impacting 
women from frequently marginalised groups (for example, indigenous women, the 
LGBTQI community, women with disabilities, migrant and refugee women and other 
CALD community members). While some groups, such as women with disabilities 
reported experiencing continuing and increasing marginalisation, new groups reporting 
a shift towards marginalisation, such as older women and single mothers were reporting 
this for the first time. Although the various demographic groups reported experiencing 
different forms and degrees of marginalisation, what was common across all groups was 
the link between marginalisation and the rising social, economic and political inequality 
they experienced.  

Key negative trends reported and perceived to be linked to identity were: 

i. a growth in negative community attitudes and negative stereotyping across 
many areas; 

ii. increased stigmatisation and discrimination

iii. lack of opportunity to participation in decision making around key issues 
impacting on women and girl’s lives; and 

iv. rising incidents of violence towards identified groups 

The impacts of these negative trends were reported as growing insecurity in the broader 
context of the social, economic, and political lives of women and their families and 
communities. This includes; a lack of access to general and specialised services across 
a number of areas, including employment, domestic, violence, healthcare services, 
education; and, a lack of participation and representation in decision-making forums 
and spaces

Experiences of growing social isolation, as a result of stigmatisation and negative 
community attitudes was reported. This was reported as being experienced along a 
spectrum of “feeling invisible” as the result of exclusion from leadership and decision-
making positions, to experiences of increasing incidents of violence and harassment, 
and experiences of discrimination when accessing services.

Of key concern was the lack of Government engagement with marginalised communities 
that results in the interests and needs of that group not being adequately considered 
and represented in legislation, policy and services at the national, state and local 
levels. Ensuring genuine inclusion of women from all social, cultural, and economic 
backgrounds, is essential to address this gap.
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Exclusion in decision-making forums, results in diminished opportunities for participation 
and collaboration, which both exacerbates and perpetuates marginalisation and 
inequality in women’s lives.

For many women social isolation and inequality experienced is not simple and one-
dimensional, rather it is characterised by the inter-linkages of gender, class, race, 
ethnicity, and other social, political and economic dimensions. The challenges arise 
when considering only one of these social divisions as the key to inequality and 
oppression (for example, gender, social class, disability status, sexuality, age, nationality, 
immigration status, geography, etc.). Any attempt to ‘essentialise’ or prioritise any of 
these areas (e.g. ability, womanhood, class) as specific forms of oppression inevitably 
mixes and confuses narratives of identity politics with descriptions of positionality, as 
well as constructing identities within the terms of specific political agendas and projects. 
This can be problematic as it identifies all in a specific social category as sharing equally 
the particular natural attributes of the group (positive and negative) and producing a 
‘one size’ fits all policy or service.  

What is reflected in the above comments from participants in this study, and in order 
to address the additional barriers that impact access to services, participation, and 
inclusion for women, the marginalisation and inequality that they experience must be 
understood in relation to intersectionality, oppression, and inequality.  

Despite the question of how many social divisions there are and whether these should 
be viewed as axes of social division, dualistic lines of difference, or specific forms of 
discrimination, what is important to note is that there is often a fusion between the 
intersections of discrimination and oppression and difference and identity grouping.

An Intersectional analysis as part of gender mainstreaming which recognises the 
intersectional dimensions of inequality and considers the full diversity of women and 
girls’ experiences and lives, is important to enhance women’s empowerment and is 
critical to address the barriers noted above.

Increased Feminisation of Poverty

A highly disturbing issue recurrent throughout the study is the merciless invasiveness of 
creeping poverty in Australia and in particular the feminisation of this creeping poverty. 
While ‘creeping poverty’ includes women and men, girls and boys, the feminization of 
poverty reported in this study, is not only a consequence of lack of income, but is also 
the result of the deprivation of opportunities and gender biases present in both society 
and government.

While the issue of the feminisation of poverty arose in the previous review it was 
predominantly in relation to women in rural communities following drought and natural 
disaster, however, in this study it was reported across all social and cultural groups 
within both rural and urban contexts.

Women across all sections of society expressed growing concerns about the lack of 
access to a predictable livable income; the non-recognition of unpaid work; the critical 
shortage of affordable, appropriate and safe housing; the widening of the gender pay 
gap; and a superannuation system that disadvantages those not in continuous and full 
time employment. For some, environmental issues such as natural disasters exacerbate 
these problems, where policy frequently fails to fully recognise the gendered impact 
of such events. These concerns indicate a creeping and pervasive feminisation of 
poverty that impacts on women’s security and leaves women increasingly vulnerable to 
entrenched poverty and financial stress. 
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Women’s role as carers, either in the family or broader community, means that they 
often find themselves prioritizing family/community member’s needs over their own. 
For example, women reported prioritising buying beer for their partner rather than 
personal essential products for themselves.

Importantly the increasing feminisation of poverty reflects not only the minimal and 
insufficient financial resources on which women survive but also the fact that these 
already restricted resources are continuing to contract. This increasing contraction of 
resources is the result of the rising economic discrimination and disadvantage that 
women experience across their lifecycles. For example, the widening of the national 
gender pay gap; the overrepresentation of women in causal, part time and insecure 
work; high rates of female unemployment; and, gender segregation across many 
industries and sectors and the subsequent undervaluation of traditionally feminised 
sectors. These factors are exacerbated by the fact that women continue to perform the 
greater amount of unpaid care work that results in a loss of income and superannuation 
over women’s lifecycles. There is a continuing lack of recognition of unpaid work as 
part of the workplace economy, rendering unpaid care work invisible to key decision-
makers, including policy makers, politicians and economists.

Another important aspect of the reported increasing feminisation of poverty is women’s 
lack of superannuation and savings as a result of the economic discrimination and 
disadvantage that they face over their working life. Given that the current superannuation 
system is linked to paid work, it overwhelmingly disadvantages women who are more 
likely to be employed in lower paid sectors, and sectors with higher rates of casualisation 
and insecure employment. Again this disadvantage is compounded by the fact that 
women are more likely to move in and out of paid work as a result of their unpaid caring 
responsibilities. As a result women are increasingly facing financial stress and poverty in 
later life making older women particularly vulnerable to creeping poverty.

Evidence from the study also identified violence against women as one of the key 
contributing factors behind the growing feminisation of poverty. As a result of the 
increasing economic disadvantage and discrimination faced by women together with a 
drastically marked reduction in specialised support services for women seeking refuge 
from violence, including inadequate funding for emergency shelters and housing, 
women who experience violence are often falling into extreme and long term poverty. 
This poverty manifests particularly in a lack of access to affordable, appropriate and safe 
housing. As a result this lack of resourcing for women who are victims of violence not 
only significantly contributes to the feminisation of creeping poverty, it also means that 
women are at increased risk of remaining in unsafe situations.

While the study clearly indicated that the growing feminisation of poverty affects all 
women it also highlighted the fact that particular groups of women are more vulnerable 
to poverty than others and that the poverty they face can often be more severe. For 
example, insufficient savings and superannuation along with a lack of access to affordable 
and suitable housing leaves women particularly vulnerable following divorce. Older 
women and women with unpaid career responsibilities are also especially at-risk groups 
given their access to the paid workforce continues to be limited. Women with disabilities, 
indigenous women and women from CALD communities are likewise vulnerable to 
extreme, long term poverty due to the multiple and intersectional disadvantages that 
these groups experience. Women from these communities face significant barriers 
to equal participation in the workforce and as a result they experience high rates of 
unemployment and are often employed in low-income sectors.
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Constraints and Challenges of Working with Men and Boys

After years of resistance from organisations and academics engaged in gender reform 
work, the concept of involving men and boys in the push for women’s empowerment 
has gained traction over the last 5 years. 

The proponents of this strategy for gender equality argue that: 

• Characterising ‘gender’ as solely female marginalises women, and 

• That men and boys are the ‘gatekeepers’ of the prevailing social order, and 
therefore leaving them out of the movement is an ultimately ineffective 
strategy.10 

While these arguments are valid, it can also be argued that the politics of patriarchy 
supporting these assumptions, oppress women's voices and dominates social discourse 
and action to the benefit of men and the detriment of women, and that these patriarchal 
relations necessarily affect and often shape the ways in which men and boys engage 
with gender equality.

Like other privileged groups in society, it is argued that men, in this patriarchal system 
are not able to remove themselves from their power and privilege in relation to women 
and as such programs and policies which aim to engage men and boys in the women’s 
movement often become less focused on dismantling patriarchy and the oppressive 
and unequal power relations that it creates and perpetuates, and more focused on 
"the production of a kind of masculinity that can be safely expressed within patriarchal 
boundaries.”11 For example, some programs and initiatives that aim to address gender 
based violence draw on normative patriarchal constructions of masculinity to create 
campaigns and messages around a discourse of men as ‘protectors’ and leaders in the 
‘fight’ to end violence against women. 

Thus, within the politics of patriarchy, men and boys engagement with gender equality, 
particularly as it is expressed in popular culture, can ultimately depoliticise the struggle 
to end sexism and sexist oppression and replace that struggle with a focus on personal 
self-actualisation. In other words the focus shifts away from oppressive and unequal 
power relations that exist under patriarchy and perpetuates social relations where men 
once again take center stage in yet another part of women's lives allowing a slightly 
more subtle form of domination to continue.

There is a great deal of academic research on the topic of working with men and boys 
and while most authors agree that men and boys must be integrated into current work 
with a feminist perspective, there are many different views on the strategies by which 
this may be achieved. These strategies, while showing significant overlap, can broadly 
be categorised as directed at either structural change through policy reform or cultural 
change through educational reform. Regardless of the strategy adopted, working 
with men and boys in the women’s movement must recognise and account for the 
patriarchal context in which the push for women’s empowerment exists. 

10 Michael Kaufman, (2003), Addressing and Involving Men and Boys To Promote Gender Equality and End 
Gender Discrimination and Violence, retrieved 7th November 2014,  http://www.michaelkaufman.com/wp-
content/uploads/2009/01/kaufman-the-aim-framework.pdf

11 hooks, bell, (1992), Men in Feminist Struggle The Necessary Movement, in Women Respond to the Men's 
Movement, edited by Leigh Hagan. Harper San Francisco.
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In the previous 2010 review on the Beijing Platform for Action (Beijing +15) Michael 
Flood12 working with JERA International, highlighted five patterns in men’s attitudes 
towards gender equality, these are:

1. Most men are supportive in broad terms of gender equality

2. Men are less supportive than women of gender equality

3. Young men tend to have better attitudes towards gender equality than older 
men, but progress is uneven

4. Men’s attitude towards gender equality vary according to other factors including 
race and ethnicity, education and religion

5. Some men are public advocates for gender equality.

With these attitudes in mind Flood argues that building gender equality requires 
sustained and systematic efforts at all levels including the family, community and 
institutional. Men must be engaged in this work in all their varying roles; as participants 
in education programs; as community leaders; as professionals and service providers; 
and as advocates and activists. Policy and programming around working with men and 
boys should be based on a feminist, human rights framework that clearly identifies 
women’s rights as human rights. Working with a rights perspective not only targets the 
immediate causes but also the underlying causes of rights violations that perpetuate 
gender inequality.

Participants in the Beijing +20 NGO review study indicated that over the last 5 years 
working with men and boys has advanced in two key thematic areas:

6. Addressing violence against women, and

7. Promotion of women’s leadership on government boards 

However, key concerns, a major challenge and resistance remains, on behalf of the 
women’s sector, around working with men and boys. Some of this resistance is driven 
by concerns about the allocation of scarce resources and the diversion of very necessary 
funding and attention from women’s programs and services to programs and initiatives 
focused on men. 

This is of specific concern in the area of the programs and services for the elimination 
of violence against women. It is unclear in budgets (both state and federal) whether 
funding given to projects focusing on men and boys is entirely new or whether it is 
being drawn from an existing and finite pool of resources available to the entire sector. 
In relation to these funding concerns the common perception through the study was 
that working with men and boys, while necessary, was drawing resources away from 
essential services for women.  

A key area of concern raised is the absence of measurement regarding the effectiveness 
of working with men and boys both as a strategy and an outcome, to address gender 
inequality and cultural shift.

In the area of the elimination of violence against women while there seemed to be 
progress over the last 5 years, this perception of progress came largely from the fact 
that the elimination of violence against women has become a high profile issue for 
Government and civil society leading to an increase in awareness within the community 

12 Flood, M (2010) Working with Men and Boys : Engaging Men in Building Gender equality ‘Working Together 
for Equality B+15 Australian NGO Review
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through targeted and high profile campaigns; rather than as the result of measured 
progress of working with men and boys. 

The reservations surrounding the effectiveness of working with men and boys are 
validated further by the problematic language and strategies used in programs and 
campaigns which reinforce existing patriarchal constructions and ultimately harm the 
cause for gender reform. As a result policy reform has yet to create structural or cultural 
change.  

Through the study it was recognised that cultural change is slow to occur, and that while 
there is a dearth of academic evidence to justify why the women’s movement must 
engage and work with men and boys, there is a lack of clear, measurable, outcomes 
based strategies which have been proven successful in bringing about cultural change 
and positive shifts towards gender equality.. 
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Summary of Findings: Top Four Issues Identified by Women 
in Australia 

As part of the evaluation process participants in this study highlighted areas of 
their lives where they had experienced positive gains for women in social and/

or cultural attitudes, policy and services over the last 5 years. From the feedback 
received, women strongly stated that key points of progress for women were 
increased awareness of violence against women (the introduction of the National 
Plan to Reduce Violence Against Women and Their Children 2010-2022); the election 
of Australia’s first female prime minister; the increased focus and actions towards a 
gender policy National Action Plan on UNSCR 1325 and the setting up of the CSO 
Women Peace and Security Coalition; the significantly increased number of women 
on Australian Government boards; and, the introduction of the Sex Discrimination 
Amendment (Sexual Orientation, Gender Identity and Intersex Status) Act 2013.   

The study revealed gaps in attitudes, services and policy which meant that progress 
in some areas of women’s lives had stalled or fallen back over the last 5 years. 
These gaps were mostly related to women’s social and economic discrimination 
and disadvantage; poor support of and service provision to women experiencing 
violence; a lack of gender analysis of policy and a failure to recognise and account 
for women’s diversity; and the underrepresentation of women in the media, in 
particular with regards to the representation of diversity.

Importantly, participants were asked to identify the top four areas of concern for 
women in Australia. From across the diverse range of women participating in the 
study the top four issues were overwhelmingly identified as:

• Critical shortage of affordable, appropriate and safe housing (including 
emergency housing and shelters) for women experiencing violence

• Increased economic discrimination and disadvantage as a result of the 
widening of the national gender pay gap and the unequal burden of unpaid 
care work

• Shortage of effective and appropriate support services, funding, and lack 
of coordination between already existing services for women experiencing 
violence

• Gross underrepresentation of women in all high-level decision making and 
leadership positions within a broader cultural context of misogyny and 
sexism

While these key areas are outlined in more detail in Section Four: Review of Critical 
Areas, they are summarised below.  

Critical shortage of affordable, appropriate and safe housing 
(including emergency housing and shelters) for women 
experiencing violence

The critical shortage of affordable, appropriate and safe housing supply leading to 
housing insecurity or instability was strongly identified by women from across all 
sections of society as a key issue. 
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Urgent steps need to be taken by Government to develop an affordable and 
stable housing market which addresses the particular disadvantage that women 
experience across their life cycle regarding access to affordable, appropriate, safe 
and secure housing. 

Increased economic discrimination and disadvantage as a 
result of the widening of the national gender pay gap and 
the unequal burden of unpaid care work

Women identified the increased economic discrimination and disadvantage that 
they experience as a result of the widening of the national gender pay gap and the 
unequal burden of unpaid care work, and their subsequent increased vulnerability 
to poverty and financial stress throughout their life cycles, as one of the major 
challenges that they face. 

The widening gender pay gap needs to be directly addressed through stronger 
legislation and measures need to be taken to alleviate women’s unequal responsibility 
for unpaid care work through the provision of appropriate paid parental leave 
schemes, affordable childcare, and flexible work arrangements. 

Shortage of effective and appropriate support services, 
funding, and lack of coordination between already existing 
services for women experiencing violence

Violence against women in all its forms was identified as a huge and pressing issue 
for women in Australia owing to a tension or gap that exists around measures 
addressing ‘prevention’ and those addressing issues of ‘protection’. Specifically, 
women identified an acute shortage of effective and appropriate support services 
and funding, and a lack of coordination between already existing services for women 
who are experiencing violence as a serious problem. 

Action needs to be taken by Government to increase the resources of already 
existing support services and additional effective and appropriate services need 
to be created for women experiencing violence along with steps towards creating 
greater coordination between these services.

Gross underrepresentation of women in all high-level decision 
making and leadership positions within a broader cultural 
context of misogyny and sexism

The gross underrepresentation of women in all high-level decision making and 
leadership positions together with the broader cultural environment of misogyny 
and sexism that continues to prevail in society and the workplace was consistently 
identified as a leading and indeed fundamental problem. 

A strong commitment needs to be made by Government, civil society and business, 
and tangible measures taken to address this underrepresentation, and a zero 
tolerance position needs to be adopted with regards to sexism and misogyny at all 
levels of society including in the media. 
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A: Women and Poverty
Strategic Objectives 

Objective A.1  Review, adopt and maintain macroeconomic policies and development 
strategies that address the needs and efforts of women in poverty. 

Objective A.2  Revise laws and administrative practices to ensure women’s equal rights 
and access to economic resources. 

Objective A.3  Provide women with access to savings and credit mechanisms and 
institutions. 

Objective A.4  Develop gender-based methodologies and conduct research to address 
the feminization of poverty. 

(147)...“Poverty has various manifestations, including lack of income and productive resources 
sufficient to ensure a sustainable livelihood; hunger and malnutrition; ill health; limited of lack of 
access to education and other basic services; increasing morbidity and mortality from illness; 
homelessness and inadequate housing; unsafe environments; and social discrimination and 
exclusion. It is also characterized by lack of participation in decision-making and in civil, social 
and cultural life. ” 

(Beijing Platform for Action (BPFA)

Mapping of Progress
The image of the arrows indicates the progression or regression on this Strategic 
Objective since the NGO review undertaken five years ago for Beijing +15 Working 
Together for Equality

Se
ct

io
n 

Fo
urReview of Critical Areas

The following is a review of summary 
input received on each of the key areas 
highlighted across the Twelve Critical 
Areas of the Beijing Platform for Action 
(BPFA).  
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Overarching Concerns

Despite government actions over the last 2 years in the areas of child support and paid 
parental leave the impact of issues such as government austerity measures in particular 
changes to income support legislation, natural disasters and rising unemployment rates 
have exacerbated the feminisation of poverty in Australia. 

In Australia women are more likely than men at all ages to be receiving income support, 
nearly 60% of income support recipients are women.13 Women increasingly earn less 
than men, with the gendered wage gap increasing from 15.9% in 1994 to 18.2% in 
2014.14 In addition to this women are overrepresented in casual and part-time work 
(women make up 62% of underemployed part-time workers15), experience high rates of 
unemployment and gender segregation across many industries and sectors resulting in 
less security for women throughout their life cycles. 

Women’s financial disadvantage across the life cycle plays out most sharply in lack 
of superannuation and affordable and appropriate housing. Sole parents are over 
represented in key poverty indicators16 with over 90% of sole parents being women.17 
Systematic discrimination against single mothers compounded by limited financial 
resources drives a high refusal rate on private rental applications. Sole parents are 
disproportionately affected by budget austerity measures such as the freeze on the 
Parenting Payment Single payment thresholds from 1 July 2014 and the payment being 
indexed to CPI rather than wages.

The lack of housing affordability in Australia is a problem that has steadily worsened 
since the last review 5 years ago. Available housing stock in Australia is skewed to 
property types, which do not meet the housing needs of women with disability, women 
with children and ageing women. Challenges in capturing accurate data make the issue 
of women’s housing, wellbeing and homelessness difficult to measure. For example, 
while men are over represented in census data on homelessness,18 women make up the 
majority of homeless service clients.19 

In Australia women make up 53% of people on low to moderate incomes in rental 
stress.20 Women’s housing wellbeing and homelessness is not always captured 
accurately and can be hard to quantify. Research indicates that women adopt different 
homelessness and housing stress adaptation strategies to men including staying in 
unsafe relationships.21 Women’s homelessness is less visible and tends to be hidden. 
Programs that work with women around homelessness, tend to create safe private 

13 Economic Security4Women (eS4W), (2014), Submission to the B+20 Review and Appraisal of the 
Implementation of the Beijing Declaration and Platform for Action.

14 Equality Rights Alliance (eS4W), (2014), Submission to the B+20 Review and Appraisal of the Implementation 
of the Beijing Declaration and Platform for Action.   

15 Australian Bureau of Statistics, (2014), Underemployed Workers, Australia, Sep 2011, cat. no. 6265.0, 
viewed 7 November 2014, http://www.abs.gov.au/ausstats/abs@.nsf/Previousproducts/6265.0Main%20
Features4Sep%202011?opendocument&tabname=Summary&prodno=6265.0&issue=Sep%20
2011&num=&view=

16 Australian Council of Social Service, (2012), Poverty in Australia, Australian Council of Social Service, 
Strawberry Hills NSW.

17 Australian Council of Social Service, (2012), Briefing notes on cuts to payments for sole parents, viewed 27 
October 2014, www.acoss.org.au/images/uploads/Formatted%20briefing%20note%20sole%20parents%20
21%20May%202012.pdf 

18 Homelessness Australia, (2012), Homelessness Statistics, viewed: 27 October 2014, http://www.
homelessnessaustralia.org.au/index.php/about-homelessness/homeless-statistics 

19 Australian Institute of Health and Welfare, (2013), Specialist Homelessness Services 2012-13, Canberra: AIHW.
20 Australian Bureau of Statistics, (2014), Gender Indicators: Economic Security, viewed 27th October 2014, 

http://www.abs.gov.au/AUSSTATS/abs@.nsf/Latestproducts/4102.0Media%20Release102014
21 Sharam, A., (2011), No Home at the End of the Road: A Survey of Single Women Over 40 Years of Age who 

Do Not Believe They Will Own Their Own Housing Outright at Retirement, Salvation Army Australia Southern 
Territory, Victoria.
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spaces for women’s economic activity whereas men may be given street vendor style 
visibility.22

There remains a large gap between the retirement savings and superannuation of men 
and women in Australia. The current superannuation system is linked to paid work and 
overwhelmingly disadvantages women who continue to be paid less than men for the 
same positions and who are more likely to move in and out of paid work throughout 
their life cycles in order to have children, care for family members and relocate with 
partner’s occupations. Women are justifiably concerned that lack of income security 
throughout their life cycles will lead to poverty in later life. 

Key Suggestions Arising From the Study

• That the Government indexes increases in Commonwealth income support 
payments to market rises rather than to CPI increases

• That government funding is made available to research into the gender dynamics 
of housing stress and homelessness in Australia’s constrained housing market

• That the terms of reference for the Government’s proposed White Paper on Tax 
Reform include investigating measures to remove barriers for the development 
of an affordable housing market and identify incentives or mechanisms for 
encouraging investment in affordable housing markets

• That the Government reinstates low income superannuation contribution for low 
paid workers

• That Government Agencies provide funding for research to develop effective 
measures to address the creeping poverty experienced by women in particular the 
gendered wage and wealth gaps which occur over a women’s life cycle.

22 For example: ‘Women’s Subscription Enterprise’ run by the Big Issue. For more information see: http://www.
thebigissue.org.au/about/ [viewed: 27 October 2014].

ERA Young Women’s Caravan, Canberra
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B. Education and Training of Women 

Strategic Objectives 

Objective B.1  Ensure equal access to education.

Objective B.2  Eradicate literacy among women.

Objective B.3  Improve women’s access to vocational training, science and technology 
and continuing education.

Objective B.4  Develop non-discriminatory education and training.

Objective B.5  Allocate sufficient resources for and monitor the implementation of 
educational reforms.

Objective B.6  Promote lifelong education and training for girls and women. 

‘(69) Education is a human right and an essential tool for achieving the goals of equality, 
development and peace. Non-discriminatory education benefits both girls and boys, and 
thus ultimately contributes to more equal relationships between women and men. Equality 
of access to and attainment of educational qualifications is necessary if more women are 
to become agents of change. Literacy of women is an important key to improving health, 
nutrition and education in the family and to empowering women to participate in decision- 
making in society. Investing in formal and non-formal education and training for girls and 
women, with its exceptionally high social and economic return, has proved to be one of the 
best means of achieving sustainable development and economic growth that is both sustained 
and sustainable. 

(75) Women should be enabled to benefit from an ongoing acquisition of knowledge and skills 
beyond those acquired during youth. This concept of lifelong learning includes knowledge and 
skills gained in formal education and training, as well as learning that occurs in informal ways, 
including volunteer activity, unremunerated work and traditional knowledge.’ 

(Beijing Platform for Action (BPFA)

Mapping of Progress

The image of the arrows indicates the progression or regression on this Strategic 
Objective since the NGO review undertaken five years ago for Beijing +15 Working 
Together for Equality



19 

‘W
orking Together for Equality: N

GO
 Beijing+20 Review

 2014’ 
AUSTRALIA

Overarching Concerns

When quality education is embedded in human rights and gender equality it creates 
a ripple effect of opportunity that influences generations to come. Gender equality 
in education is concerned with a desire to attain full human potential and to harness 
productive resources more effectively. 

Whether in access to and participation in tertiary education (including both higher 
education and vocational education and training) or in the choice of fields of study, 
the aim is to expand the range of possibilities open to both men and women. The 
evidence of recent years is that action in this area has impacted more on women than it 
has on men in higher education and that more women than men participate in higher 
education. 

While women are increasingly more likely to choose fields of study in which they have 
been under-represented, men continue to make traditional choices. However in the 
vocational education and training (VET) sector there has been little change and women 
and girls are still choosing to study in female dominated areas rather than expanding 
into science, technology, engineering and mathematics (STEM) or non-traditional 
occupations.

Employment options for young women are limited by factors that range from persistent 
stereotyping to negative perceptions about and experiences of young women in non-
traditional occupations. Greater focus needs to be given to the potential of vocational 
education and training to address disadvantage and provide programs that expand 
young women’s employment options and which also support mature aged women re-
engaging with education and employment, including providing the opportunity to gain 
basic skills such as literacy and numeracy.

The study revealed a reported increase in lack of access to quality education and training 
in rural and regional areas. Where opportunities do exist flexibility of modality such as 
on-line learning is not always a readily available option. As such, a more flexible delivery 
of education incorporating formal, informal and non-formal education is required to 
engage the diversity of women living in rural and regional contexts. In rural and regional 
areas vocational education and training offers many women the only pathway out of 
disadvantage. Higher education institutions are often located in metropolitan areas or 
larger regional cities, which restricts access for many women. The changes to funding of 
public vocational education and training providers are limiting the tertiary educational 
choices for women in rural and remote regional areas. 

Tertiary education is becoming increasingly expensive for many women. Single mothers 
face high costs of child care which adds to financial burden and those on single 
parenting payments have also lost the Pensioner Education Supplement making access 
to higher education cost prohibitive. Changes to tertiary education funding included in 
the 2014 Federal Budget are likely to impact disproportionately on women with cuts 
of $1billion to ten VET programs including one supporting single and teenage parents, 
and the Workplace English Language program. These programs have been replaced 
with the $476 million Industry Skills Fund which is focused on male dominated trades.  

It was reported that professionals in the careers industry feel that current models of 
careers guidance are gender blind and that discrimination is an inherent feature of 
the majority of careers programs. Gender stereotyping and perceptions about subjects 
and career options remain and negative experiences and/or perceptions of the adverse 
nature of workplace cultures continue to discourage women from taking up non-
traditional careers.
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 Key Suggestions Arising From the Study

• That across all States and Territories, the educational curriculum includes gender 
equality and equal outcomes

• That Government Agencies allocate resources towards the facilitation and 
development of widespread partnerships between schools, educational institutions, 
industries and communities to assist girls and young women to access non-
traditional study and work placement opportunities in order to advance career 
aspirations, choices and outcomes for women and girls in Australia

• That government resources are allocated to support the reintegration of women 
into high quality, affordable, inclusive and relevant education which takes account 
of the diversity of all women including single parents, indigenous women, and 
women in rural and remote areas

• That, pending legislation, Federal and State Governments consider deregulation of 
education fees in light of the disproportionate impacts this will have on women’s 
access to tertiary education.

Australian Baha’i Community, NSW
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C. Women and Health

Strategic Objectives 

Objective C.1  Increase women’s access throughout the life cycle to appropriate, 
affordable and quality health care, information and related services. 

Objective C.2  Strengthen preventative programmes that promote women’s health.

Objective C.3  Undertake gender-sensitive initiatives that address sexually transmitted 
diseases, HIV/AIDS, and sexual and reproductive health issues.

Objective C.4  Promote research and disseminate information on women’s health.

Objective C.5  Increase resources and monitor follow-up for women’s health. 

‘(92) Women’s right to the enjoyment of the highest standard of health must be secured 
throughout the whole life cycle in equality with men. Women are affected by many of the same 
health conditions as men, but women experience them differently. The prevalence among 
women of poverty and economic dependence, their experience of violence, negative attitudes 
towards women and girls, racial and other forms of discrimination, the limited power many 
women have over their sexual and reproductive lives and lack of influence in decision-making 
are social realities which have an adverse impact on their health. Lack of food and inequitable 
distribution of food for girls and women in the household, inadequate access to poor urban 
areas and deficient housing conditions, all overburden women and their families and have a 
negative effect on their health. Good health is essential to leading a productive and fulfilling 
life, and the right of all women to control all aspects of their health, in particular their own 
fertility, is basic to their empowerment.’ 

(Beijing Platform for Action (BPFA) 

Mapping of Progress
The image of the arrows indicates the progression or regression on this Strategic 
Objective since the NGO review undertaken five years ago for Beijing +15 Working 
Together for Equality
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Overarching Concerns

Despite advances in this area over the last 5 years rising medical and dental costs, 
gap payments for bulkbilling, rising unemployment, creeping poverty and the growing 
feminisation of poverty have proven to be considerable barriers to health for women 
across all ages, sectors and geographical areas. For example, women are reporting the 
use of ‘over the counter’ medication as a substitute for medical advice due to the rising 
cost of healthcare. 

Women on low incomes and those on social security benefits and income support are 
the most vulnerable and report being unable to pay medical bills, seek medical advice 
and undergo health-screening activities. In addition to other key healthcare services, 
the affordability of dental care and the lack of access to public dentistry is a key barrier 
for women across all demographic and geographic groups.

Women and girls sexual and reproductive health is a key area of concern, which drew 
comment from across the study.  Most government policy is gender blind yet gender in 
its broadest terms is one of the most significant determinants of sexual and reproductive 
health. Women are significantly more likely to experience sexual violence, take the 
major role in contraception decision-making and have sole responsibility for pregnancy. 
Women with disabilities in particular experience an intersection of gender and disability 
discrimination with regards to their reproductive and sexual health. As such, women 
with disabilities report experiencing a loss of control over their own decision-making, 
with the contributions of other parties deemed ‘more responsible’ and given more 
weight, resulting in some cases of forced sterilisation and other violations of bodily 
integrity and autonomy.   

Mental illness is an increasingly key area of concern for women in Australia and was 
consistently highlighted throughout the study. There are many factors that impact 
differentially and specifically on women’s mental health including the environment, 
sociocultural contexts, psychology and biology. It is widely acknowledged that women 
form the greatest percentage of patients receiving mental health care yet there continues 
to be little consideration of women as a specific group with particular needs.23 Thus, 
women are not only experiencing increasingly high rates of mental illness they are also 
reporting a lack of services and gender sensitive approaches to mental health which 
account for the diversity among women, as key barriers to their mental wellbeing.

Discrimination in health practices remains for lesbian women generally and older 
lesbian women in particular seem to drop off the radar and become invisible in gender 
policy and practices. Where sex and gender disaggregated data does exist it is difficult 
to identify lesbians apart from gay, transsexual and intersex women. While there are 
some reports from younger lesbian women that there is a greater recognition of the 
role of gender based health inequalities, older lesbian women continue to experience 
significant discrimination and remain largely invisible.

Women in communities affected by natural disaster often bear the financial load of 
the household and many struggle to meet medical costs. The medical / healthcare 
cards that are available to families for one year following natural disaster assist in the 
immediacy of the disaster but are also essential for ensuring women’s health in the 
longer term, and therefore need to be part of an ongoing long term support system 
following disaster.

23 Kulkarni, J., (2014), ‘Women’s Mental Health: Still not a priority, still not good enough’, Australian and New 
Zealand Journal of Psychiatry, The Royal Australian and New Zealand College of Psychiatrists, Sydney, 1 - 4, 1.
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Women living outside of metropolitan areas reported that healthcare in rural and 
remote regions remains under serviced especially in the area of mental health. The 
demarcation between women living in rural and remote areas and other women in 
Australia should be marked by geography not disadvantage.  Inadequate services 
for women living in rural and remote areas and the deskilling and axing of health 
services within these areas has meant very poor access to essential health screening 
such as mammograms and other breast scans, pap smears, and bone density scans. 
In order to access maternity services woman are often removed from their family, 
kin and community when having children which increases family stress and creates 
greater costs for families supporting women throughout their pregnancies. 

As a result, women often have to attend appointments alone and give birth without 
the support of partners and other family members. Similarly, access to other sexual 
and reproductive health services particularly abortion services is made more complex 
by geographic location and lack of choice in health care professionals.  

Chronic disease services such as diabetes screening and dialyses for kidney disease 
are hard to access in rural and remote areas and as a result women living in these 
areas have a much poorer survival rate. Indigenous woman are particularly vulnerable 
as they have less access to transport, education and services increasing their health 
disadvantage. The persistent poor health status of indigenous women and the 
particular disadvantage that they experience is evidenced in their life expectancy 
being 10 years less than non-indigenous women.24

The statistics on the sex and gender identity of sex workers in Australia is difficult 
to source. While it is often presumed that the majority of sex workers are women, 
and there is anecdotal evidence to support this, there is no freely available, sex and 
gender-disaggregated data to substantiate this. If the number of sex advertisements 
in the papers is indicative of the sex and gender distribution of sex workers, then 
it is most prominently women who advertise or are advertised. The underlying 
assumption that sex workers are predominantly women is fuelled by the assumption 
that the majority of purveyors of sex are heterosexual males. What is clear is that 
for a number of reasons, not all sex workers report their occupation as sex work, 
and therefore the statistics are challenging to collect. Collecting statistics around 
the reporting of violence or discrimination of sex workers is also challenging given 
that many women, transsexuals, intersexuals and men will not report due to stigma, 
discrimination and abuse.  

Sex workers report experiencing discrimination, assault and harassment when 
accessing health services. The stigma attached to sex work means that sex workers 
experiences of sexual assault and other forms of violence, both in their work and 
their private lives are questioned, minimised or silenced. Despite the fact, that sex 
work in brothels is a legalised or decriminalised industry in some states in Australia 
this industry remains highly unregulated. For example, regulations such as those 
around workplace health and safety (OHS) remain underdeveloped compared to 
mainstream industries. 

Further evidence of the stigma attached to sex work and the discrimination 
experienced by sex workers is the fact that while sex workers are by law required to 
undergo regular health checks to ensure that they do not carry sexually transmitted 
infections (STIs) and diseases (STDs), customers are not required undergo any similar 
health checks prior the purchase of sex to ensure sex worker’s health and safety. 
Although data shows that sex workers carry a lower rate of STIs and STDs compared 

24 Australian Institute of Health and Welfare (2014), Life Expectancy, viewed 7 November 2014, http://www.
aihw.gov.au/deaths/life-expectancy/
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to the overall population25 they continue to be stigmatised by discriminatory attitudes 
and legislation, which contributes to the difficulty, they experience when accessing 
health services. 

Female genital mutilation (FGM) practices and consequences in Australia remains a 
key challenge to health services and health providers. Increasing numbers of women 
are migrating to Australia from countries where FGM is practised yet many Australian 
health care practitioners have little knowledge or experience of the cultural and health 
issues relevant to women who have experienced FGM. FGM has been legislated against 
in most States and Territories of Australia however, health care professionals need to 
be aware of the potential for women to be evasive of or alienated from the Australian 
health care system as a result of insensitivity to individual needs, communication barriers 
and unfamiliarity with the system. Healthcare for women from communities practicing 
FGM may involve addressing long held beliefs about FGM including those relating to 
health, hygiene, personal philosophy along with addressing the issues around harmful 
traditional practices.

Key Suggestions Arising From the Study

• That Government in cooperation with Women and Community Based Organisations 
develop and implement gender sensitive health programs, including decentralised 
health services, that address the needs of all women throughout their life cycles 
and which take into account the special needs of women living in rural and remote 
areas, women with disabilities, indigenous women, LGBTQI, CALD and migrant 
women

• That Government in partnership with Women and Community Based Organisations 
develop a national Sexual and Reproductive Health strategy as a priority to 
improve the sexual and reproductive health of all women by addressing the social 
determinants of sexual and reproductive ill health

• That Government, in partnership with Women and Community Based Organisations, 
develop a national approach to gender-sensitive and safe mental health services 
including trauma-informed care and separate accommodation in services for 
women which addresses the specific needs of LGBTQI women, indigenous women, 
women from CALD communities, and women with mental illness and disabilities

• That in all national, state and local census gathering, sex and gender disaggregated 
data include sexual orientation as a category in health related research

• That government, in partnership with women, NGO’s and Community Based 
Organisations develop and implement long term strategies with regards to the 
health of women who have been affected by natural disasters (including long term 
drought) and medical / healthcare card eligibility is extended to a period of four 
years

• That State Governments decriminalise abortion through law reform in those states 
where abortion still forms part of the criminal code

• That State Governments increase regulation of the sex industry in order to protect 
the health and promote the wellbeing of sex workers within a framework of de-
stigmatising sex work

25 Jeffreys, Elena, Fawkes, Janelle, and Stardust, Zahra, (2012) ‘Mandatory Testing for HIV and Sexually 
Transmissible Infections among Sex Workers in Australia: A Barrier to HIV and STI Prevention’, World Journal 
of AIDS, Vol. 2, 203-211.
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• That the Government provide specialist health services and community support 
mechanisms for women and girls who have been affected by FGM based on an 
understanding of the issues and beliefs which have accommodated the continuation 
of the practices 

• That all medical staff are trained in issues arising from FGM and integrate this into 
standard operating procedures for health checks. 
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D.  Violence Against Women

Strategic Objectives

Objective D.1  Take integrated measures to prevent and eliminate violence against 
women. 

Objective D.2  Study the causes and consequences of violence against women and the 
effectiveness of preventative measures. 

Objective D.3  Eliminate trafficking in women and assist victims of violence due to 
prostitution & trafficking. 

‘(113). The term “violence against women” means any act of gender-based violence that 
results in, or is likely to result in, physical, sexual or psychological harm or suffering to women, 
including threats of such acts, coercion or arbitrary deprivation of liberty, whether occurring 
in public or private life. Accordingly, violence against women encompasses but is not limited 
to the following: 

(a) Physical, sexual and psychological violence occurring in the family, including battering, 
sexual abuse of female children in the household, dowry-related violence, marital rape, female 
genital mutilation and other traditional practices harmful to women, non-spousal violence and 
violence related to exploitation; 

(b) Physical, sexual and psychological violence occurring within the general community, 
including rape, sexual abuse, sexual harassment and intimidation at work, in educational 
institutions and elsewhere, trafficking in women and forced prostitution; 

(c) Physical, sexual and psychological violence perpetrated or condoned by the State, 
wherever it occurs. 

(115). Acts of violence against women also include forced sterilization and forced abortion, 
coercive/forced use of contraceptives, prenatal sex selection and female infanticide.’ 

(Beijing Platform for Action (BPFA) 

Mapping of Progress
The image of the arrows indicates the progression or regression on this Strategic 
Objective since the NGO review undertaken five years ago for Beijing +15 Working 
Together for Equality
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Overarching Concerns

There was clear recognition throughout the study that the elimination of violence 
against women and girls was a key Government and civil society priority and that this 
has become a high profile issue over the last 5 years. Awareness within the community 
through targeted and high profile campaigns has markedly increased, for example, 
violence against women is increasingly discussed in all areas of sport, government, 
media, business and all areas of the economy. 

Similarly over the last five years there have been targeted strategies to address internet 
bullying and social media violence in schools and workplaces. However, the study found 
that young women and girls continued to identify these forms of violence as a key issue 
and call for more action to be taken with regards to internet and social media safety for 
women and girls. In addition, it is reported that financial abuse is on the rise particularly 
in disaster affected areas, CALD communities and in some rural and remote settings.

Women’s services supporting those experiencing violence and sexual violence are under 
pressure. There is a lack of adequate shelter for women escaping violence and existing 
shelters are at capacity. Funding threats, increasing workplace pressure and stress for 
those working in the sector, and a lack of security for women and girls prevails and has 
increased over the last five years. In areas where natural disaster has struck and refuges 
and shelters have been damaged or destroyed, these facilities are often not rebuilt 
or restored resulting in a lack of shelter services for women who can face increased 
violence following natural disaster.

Women with disabilities continue to experience high levels of violence and experience 
insecurity in their personal and intimate relationships, in the workplace and in the 
community generally. Violence against women and girls within institutions remains of 
substantial concern. There is perceived impunity for violent crimes against women with 
disabilities who are seen as ‘easy targets.’ Women with disabilities report experiencing 
high levels of violence in the community including verbal abuse and staring by 
community members in public spaces, being subjected to unwanted touch and verbal 
sexual harassment.

The practice of female genital mutilation (FGM) continues to affect an estimated 129 
million women and girls worldwide26. In Australia FGM has been legislated against 
in all states and territories, penalties vary greatly ranging from 7 years to 21 years 
imprisonment. This, combined with the hidden nature of FGM, makes it difficult to 
estimate FGM’s prevalence in Australia from population data. The most recent data is 
ABS data from 2011, which indicates that there were approximately 87,000 women who 
were born in countries who practice FGM; and according to No FGM Australia (2011) 
there were 1101 girls born in Australia at risk of FGM27 in 2011. FGM exists within a 
complex web of social, cultural and economic justification. 

This is a particularly challenging area of violence against women and girls as many 
from the communities who practice this do not regard FGM as a violent or criminal 
act. FGM is medically unnecessary and has adverse physical, sexual and psychosocial 
consequences. FGM remains a key issue in Australia with increasing numbers of women 
migrating to Australia from countries where FGM is practised. Prevention of the practice 
in Australia must involve culturally sensitive education about the negative consequences 
associated with FGM, along with targeted training of medical staff to deal with issues 
arising from FGM. This is an area included in the Australia’s Second Action Plan of the 

26 World Health Organisation, (2014), Factsheet Number 241: Female genital mutilation, VIEWED ON November 
7 2014, http://www.who.int/mediacentre/factsheets/fs241/en/

27 No FGM Australia (2014) FGM, Australia Fact Sheet, http://nofgmoz.com/fgm-fact-sheet/
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National Plan to Reduce Violence Against Women and Their Children 2010-2022 (FGM 
is also discussed in section C. Women and Health of this report). 

Domestic and family violence is a significant issue in some CALD communities and 
particularly those less established and from vastly different cultural backgrounds. In 
CALD communities the issue is often hidden and women are not aware or discouraged 
from reporting abuse. Despite the lack of specific available data on how domestic 
and family violence affects migrant and refugee communities, anecdotal evidence28 
suggests that the rates could be even higher in CALD communities due to a range of 
other factors. 

The Australian Second Action Plan of the National Plan to Reduce Violence Against 
Women and Their Children 2010-2022 includes a range of solutions to address this, 
however, addressing domestic violence in CALD communities requires an innovative, all 
inclusive and tailored approach and needs to involve challenging beliefs and stereotypes 
that have been embedded in people’s beliefs and cultures for generations. 

Lesbians continue to be discriminated against due to their sexuality. This is also evidenced 
in ‘virtual space’ where Lesbians are subject to verbal abuse and violent harassment. As 
sexual orientation is not routinely collected in police data sets, it was reported that 
violence against lesbians has likely been under represented in official statistics. Studies 
have found that within in some jurisdictions lesbians have reported distressingly high 
rates of sexual and physical violence, and intimidation (a 2010 Queensland study found 
that as many as 17% of lesbians experienced sexual assault, 22% physical assault, and 
31% threats of violence over the preceding 2 years).29 Programs to ‘cure’ Lesbians 
exacerbate the challenges faced by lesbian women. Likewise bisexual women also 
continue to experience high levels of discrimination and violence from both within the 
LGBTQI community and the wider community.  

Transgender and Intersex women often fall into a gap of silence, where incidences of 
violence remain either, unreported due to discrimination and perceived threat of further 
violence, or when incidences are reported, situations of discrimination, objectification 
and verbal harassment were reported as occurring. Services often do not understand 
their legal obligations nor do they fully understand how to deal with trans women, 
leaving trans and intersex women without support. In addition to this, research30 shows 
that trans women experience rates of physical assault at up to 12 times the average 
rate for the general population. Figures for intersex women were not available at 
the time of writing this report. The lack of funding for transgender specific services 
to advocate, educate and provide direct service provision, as well as laws and policy 
around documentation, especially birth certificates, add to the difficulties experienced 
by trans and intersex women. 

Female sex workers continue to experience a high level of violence in their workplace 
and incidences of being forced into performing unwelcomed and unsafe sexual acts, 
such as sex without condoms and anal sex, were reported. Sex workers from CALD 
backgrounds are especially vulnerable to these forms of violence in part, due a lack 
of information about their rights. Experience of violence by all sex workers remains 
underreported due to existing stigma and discrimination surrounding sex work. In 
addition to this, standard workplace regulations such as those that protect against 
sexual harassment do not apply at brothels and are not enforced.  

28 Federation of Ethnic Communities Councils of Australia (FECCA), (2014), Submission to the B+20 review and 
Appraisal of the Implementation of the Beijing Declaration and Platform for Action.

29 Australian Lesbian Health Coalition, (2014), Submission to the B+20 Review and Appraisal of the 
Implementation of the Beijing Declaration and Platform for Action.

30 Victorian Gay and Lesbian Rights Lobby, (2000), Enough is Enough: A Report on Discrimination and Abuse 
Experienced by Lesbians, Gay Men, Bisexuals and Transgender People in Victoria, p 35, viewed 4 November 
2014, http://www.glhv.org.au/files/Enough%20is%20Enough%202000.pdf 



29 

‘W
orking Together for Equality: N

GO
 Beijing+20 Review

 2014’ 
AUSTRALIA

Trafficking of women and children has continued to be positively acted upon by the 
Australian Government and civil society actors. Introduction of the Crimes Legislation 
Amendment (Slavery, Slavery – like conditions and People Trafficking) Bill 2012 which 
criminalises offences including people trafficking, slavery, slavery like practices and 
forced marriages is viewed as a positive step to address trafficking of women and 
girls. Members of the CALD community particularly welcome the expansion of the 
definition of early and enforced marriage in this Bill. However, support for victims of 
human trafficking such as compensation and access to government support programs 
is subject to cooperation with the Australian Federal Police (AFP) and this was reported 
as being a substantial gap in service provision. 

Specialised non-government support services such as Project Respect have found that 
despite the fact that victims of trafficking have been willing to cooperate with the AFP 
they are still considered ineligible to access specialist support programs and services.

Key Suggestions Arising From the Study

• That government, NGO’s and civil society organisations continue working on 
developing strong measures, including legislation and guidelines, to combat 
internet / social media related violence and harassment of women and girls

• That government provide greater allocation of resources and sustainable funding 
for women’s organisations and agencies, working in domestic and family violence 
services in order to provide safe spaces for women and their children, escaping 
violence and improve avenues for seeking justice, which meet the needs of the 
diversity among women in particular indigenous women, CALD women, lesbians, 
trans and intersex women  

• That State and Federal Governments ensure that as part of all emergency planning, 
longer term assistance is given to ensure the reestablishment of women’s refuges 
and domestic violence services in disaster affected areas

• That government and Community Based organisations resource targeted training 
for women and girls with disabilities to increase understanding of violence, the 
right to be safe from violence and to identify pathways to safety 

• That government take immediate action to address ongoing impunity for those who 
use violence against women and girls, especially women and girls with disabilities 
in intimate and private relationships and in institutions; CALD women and girls; and 
women working in the sex industry

• That government jointly with NGO and community based organisations, members 
from affected communities, health workers, police and service providers resource 
and sustainably fund the development of a national integrated policy on FGM 

• That government funding and resource allocation be given to undertake consultative 
research into the impacts of domestic and family violence in CALD communities in 
order to develop clear pathways for working with and addressing violence against 
women and girls in these communities

• That government undertakes legal reform of sex work in all States and Territories 
and resources and funds mandatory training around appropriate and respectful 
police response to violence in the sex industry which is gender sensitive and works to 
encourage the reporting of violence by building trust and ensuring confidentiality.   
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E. Women and Armed Conflict

Strategic Objectives 

Objective E.1  Increase the participation of women in conflict resolution at decision-
making levels and protect women living in situations of armed and other 
conflicts or under foreign occupation. 

Objective E.2  Reduce excessive military expenditures and control the availability of 
armaments. 

Objective E.3  Promote non-violent forms of conflict resolution and reduce the incidence 
of human rights abuse in conflict situations. 

Objective E.4  Promote women’s contribution to fostering a culture of peace. 

Objective E.5  Provide protecting, assistance and training to refugee women, other 
displaced women in need of international protection and internally 
displaces women. 

ObjectiveE.6  Provide assistance to the women of the colonies and non-self governing 
territories. 

‘(134) In a world of continuing instability and violence, the implementation of cooperative 
approaches to peace and security is urgently needed. The equal access and full participation 
of women in power structures and their full involvement in all efforts for the prevention and 
resolution of conflicts are essential for the maintenance and promotion of peace and security. 
Although women have begun to play an important role in conflict resolution, peace-keeping 
and defence and foreign affairs mechanisms, they are still underrepresented in decision-
making positions. If women are to play an equal part in securing and maintaining peace, they 
must be empowered politically and economically and represented adequately at all levels of 
decision-making. 

(Beijing Platform for Action (BPFA) 

Mapping of Progress
The image of the arrows indicates the progression or regression on this Strategic 
Objective since the NGO review undertaken five years ago for Beijing +15 Working 
Together for Equality
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Overarching Concerns

In the context of Australian discussions around critical area E. Women and Armed 
Conflict the issue falls into two main areas:

•	 Women, Peace and Security (WPS) Policy and Commitment, and

•	 Protection and support of refugee women and girls who have resettled in 
Australia.

Women, Peace and Security Policy and Commitment
Australia has progressed extensively in this area in the last five years.  The Australian 
National Action Plan on Women, Peace and Security 2012 – 2018 (NAP) provided the 
policy basis for government agencies and military to act and report on their progress 
around gender equality. The NAP contains a number of high-level strategies that 
describe what actions the Australian Government will take in order to achieve better 
outcomes for women and girls against five thematic areas:  

1. Prevention – incorporating a gender perspective in conflict prevention activities 
and strategies, and recognising the role of women in preventing conflict

2. Participation – recognising the important role women already play in all aspects 
of peace and security, and enhancing women’s meaningful participation both 
domestically and overseas

3. Protection – protecting the human rights of women and girls by working with 
international partners to ensure safety, physical and mental wellbeing, economic 
security and equality, with special consideration for protecting women and girls 
from gender based violence

4. Relief and recovery – ensuring a gender perspective is incorporated in all relief 
and recovery efforts in order to support the specific needs and recognise the 
capacity of women

5. Normative – raising awareness about and developing policy frameworks to 
progress the Women Peace and Security agenda, and integrating a gender 
perspective across government policies on peace and security.

The first progress report on the first 2 years of implementation of the NAP was presented 
in 2014. While this progress report marks the first comprehensive picture of the actions 
undertaken by the Government in its efforts to implement the NAP, it provides mainly 
quantitative information rather than any in-depth analysis of the Government’s actions. 
In addition to the NAP and the first progress report, the appointment of Captain Jenny 
Wittner as the Australian Defence Force (ADF) Director of the National Action Plan 
on Women, Peace and Security was viewed as a large step for the advancement of 
women and commitment to coordination of the NAP in the ADF.  The appointment 
of Julie McKay, Executive Director of UN Women Australia, as the first Gender Adviser 
to the Chief of the Defence Force in March 2014, was another positive step forward in 
Australia’s commitment to progress in the area of women, peace and security. A similarly 
positive and welcomed step forward came in June of the same year the Australian Navy 
became the largest Australian organisation to achieve ‘White Ribbon’ accreditation - a 
male led movement to end violence against women.

Also in June 2014, the Government hosted an Australian Dialogue on Preventing Sexual 
Violence in Conflict. This dialogue harnessed the combined expertise of diplomatic, aid, 
military, policing, civil society and academia to develop recommendations that will shape 
Australia’s work towards eliminating sexual violence in situations of armed violence. The 
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Dialogue was held in advance of the Global Summit to End Sexual Violence in Conflict, 
which took place in London (10-13 June 2014), and highlighted four key areas for the 
Australian Government’s future efforts:

1. Being prepared to successfully address and prevent sexual violence in situations 
of armed violence and protect the most vulnerable as well as strengthening 
accountability and access to justice to end the culture of impunity. Gender 
sensitive responses require planning, beginning well before armed violence 
breaks out. This means ensuring normative frameworks, national and international 
legal processes and other accountability mechanisms are in place to respond to 
the needs of women and girls. It requires defence agencies to have procedures 
and military doctrine in place. Deployees need to be sufficiently trained so that 
responses are implicitly gender sensitive.

2. Supporting women and women’s organisations - Women and women’s 
organisations are often the first responders to sexual violence in situations of 
armed violence. They can provide vital understanding of local context and can be 
supported to promote gender equality and women’s empowerment in the longer 
term. Supporting and working in partnership with women’s organisations is an 
important part of Australia’s response to sexual violence in situations of armed 
violence.

3. Providing sophisticated responses to complex situations - Situations of armed 
violence are complex and constantly changing. Sexual violence can be used 
by combatants, can be perpetrated by peacekeepers, often occurs on an 
opportunistic basis as societal fabric tears as a result of armed violence and can be 
an exacerbation of patterns of sexual violence that existed before armed violence 
erupted. Such violence is connected to and emerges from the broader spectrum 
of violence against women globally. Changing the culture of impunity to one of 
accountability is fundamental to the prevention of sexual violence crimes.

4. Improving gender equality to prevent sexual violence - Sexual violence needs to 
be understood in the broader context of gender inequality, not only in conflict 
zones. Its prevention is dependent on promoting more equal gender relations. 
The road to prevention of sexual violence in conflict is therefore grounded in 
understanding how sexual violence occurs and the inequalities that enable it. 
Women in conflict situations are often without a voice. Conflict resolution and 
peace processes tend to be dialogues between political elites who are usually men. 
Women are also often without economic self-sufficiency, adding to vulnerability 
and hindering recovery.

In June 2014, Australia partnered with the United Kingdom for the Global Summit to 
End Sexual Violence in Conflict and endorsed the Declaration of Commitment to End 
Sexual Violence in Conflict. This together with Lieutenant General David Morrison’s 
(AO, Chief of Army) address to the closing plenary session at the Global Summit to End 
Sexual Violence in Conflict was another positive sign of Australia’s commitment to the 
Women, Peace and Security agenda. 

These Government commitments and initiatives assist in the provision of Australian 
Overseas Development Assistance (ODA) and its role in supporting the equal 
participation of women by providing equal opportunities for women to participate in 
all forums and peace activities at all levels, particularly at the decision-making level and 
the promotion of women’s contribution to fostering a culture of peace and protection. 
The actions of the Australian government also indicate a strong political will to work on 
WPS issues. As is further evidenced by the dedicated funding for this agenda that has 
been allocated across government and within ODA.
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The appointment of Ms. Natasha Stott Despoja as Australia’s Ambassador for Women 
and Girls on the 16th of December 2013 is further evidence of the progress that has been 
made in the area of WPS. Together with her role as Australia’s Ambassador for Women 
and Girls Stott Despoja is also the founding Chairperson of the Foundation to Prevent 
Violence Against Women and their Children. The Ambassador for Women and Girls is 
responsible for high-level advocacy to promote Australian Government policies and 
activity regarding gender equality and the social, political and economic empowerment 
of women and girls, particularly in the Asia-Pacific region.

The Review into the Treatment of Women in the Australian Defence Force conducted by 
The Australian Human Rights Commission and led by Sex Discrimination Commissioner 
Elizabeth Broderick, was significant initiative in the Government’s commitment to 
addressing discrimination and supporting the equal participation of women in the 
Australian Defence Force (ADF), and to the WPS agenda generally. The Review examined 
the treatment of women at the Australian Defence Force Academy (ADFA) and reviews 
the effectiveness of cultural change strategies and initiatives required to improve 
leadership pathways for women in the ADF. 

The Review was important in opening up the defence force space and providing an 
important public baseline against which to track gender equality. The Review is also 
unique in that it is the first of its kind in Australia and is pioneering by international 
standards.

Since the development of the NAP on Women Peace and Security, civil society groups 
have mobilised to support the implementation of the NAP. A strong civil society 
alliance has been formed, The Australian Civil Society Coalition on Women Peace and 
Security. This is an active coalition of civil society actors, organisation, academics and 
activists working to advance the WPS Agenda. In addition to this coalition there is also 
an academic network working together to build a strong body of knowledge and an 
active social media site to share and disseminate information. As a result of these two 
groups working together a number of manuals, DVDs and training materials have been 
developed over the last five years, including the Introductory Manual on Women Peace 
and Security, Side by Side and other materials. 

In April 2013, Australian civil society came together with Government to hold the NAP’s 
strategies and to ensure implementation of the NAP remains both accountable to civil 
society and informed by its input and deliberations. A workshop following the day of 
presentations, with invited civil society participants, allowed for more detailed discussion 
of the NAP’s progress. A Civil Society Report Card on Australia’s NAP is the result of 
that process.  Progress against this Report Card was measured in the second annual 
Dialogue held in September 2014. Despite these advances, the role of civil society in 
monitoring and evaluating the NAP remains marginalised and uncertain. There is no 
current formalisation of the role of civil society in the inter-governmental discussions 
on the WPS agenda and no formal support to resource the civil society coalition.  

Protection and support of refugee women and girls who have 
resettled in Australia
There have been few changes in this area over the last five years. A key issue that 
remains is the serious concerns about the effectiveness of support services targeted at 
women who have been able to enter Australia on a ‘Women at Risk’ visa. Most women 
at risk have experienced extreme violence; torture and other trauma; have been raped 
or bear children from rape; and/or forced marriage and forced prostitution. Many of 
these women and their families face ongoing risks in Australia, and these risks generate 
additional settlement needs which are not currently met by service providers. If these 
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needs are not met in the first crucial years of life in Australia, this may seriously impact 
on refugee women’s ability to successfully integrate into Australian Society31. In the 
resettlement process, with challenges such as finding adequate and affordable housing; 
finding work; getting children into schools; and settling into a new culture with new 
laws and social norms family units often break down. Family breakdown can mean 
that refugee women separate from and do not live with their families, ties to culture 
and community can be compromised which can lead to social isolation. Unsurprisingly, 
the stress of resettlement and trauma of the refugee journey continues to negatively 
impact refugee women’s lives in complex ways. Yet outside of urban centres, there are 
few specialist services for refugee women, and virtually none for girls and children. 
Support services for refugee women and girls facing domestic violence and harassment 
are generally insufficient or inappropriate and vary from State to State, and between 
urban and rural areas.

While acknowledging the previous Government’s efforts to remove women and children 
from detention centres in Australia and off shore, long term detention, by its nature is 
widely recognised as having a seriously debilitating effect on the health and wellbeing 
of detainees. Mental health issues are compounded by experiences of immigration 
detention and uncertainty over the future of their lives in Australia.

It was noted that the Government’s promised release of many children from immigration 
detention was a step forward, however, the passing of the Migration and Maritime 
Powers Legislation Amendment (Resolving the Asylum Legacy Caseload) Act 2014 
in December 2014, significantly curtail Australia’s obligations to asylum seekers and 
refugees; and has negative consequences for women and their families. It was also 
noted that the Government’s promised release of children does not include children in 
detention on Nauru. 

Key Suggestions Arising From the Study

• That government and the Civil Society Coalition on WPS increase the potential to 
share information and work together by resourcing and funding a mechanism for 
ongoing dialogue on the NAP 

• That government provide a formal process of civil society representation in all inter-
governmental forums on WPS in the interest of transparency and accountability

• That the Australian Government support NGO participation at International and 
Regional forums on WPS as part of the Australian Delegation  

• That the Government present indicators for the implementation of UNSCR 1325 as 
a public document.  

• That the Government take immediate action in addressing impunity by prosecuting 
and punishing those responsible for war crimes, including violence against women 
in past and present conflicts and strengthen the jurisdiction of the International 
Criminal court to deal with such criminals

• That the Government remove the Temporary Protection Visas and reviews the 
Migration Legislation Amendment (Regional Processing and Other Measures) Act 
2012, in light of the long term psychological and social impacts on women and 
children  

• That the Government includes off shore detention centres, such as Nauru in its 
attempts to get women and children out of detention centres

• That government provides specialist health services and community support 
mechanisms for refugee women and their children and families.

 23  Centre for Refugee Research: Women at Risk Protection and Integration in Australia http://www.crr.unsw.edu.
au/research-projects/womenat-risk/
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F. Women and the Economy

Strategic Objectives

Objective F.1  Promote women’s economic rights and independence, including access 
to employment and appropriate working conditions and control over 
economic resources. 

Objective F.2  Facilitate women’s equal access to resources, employment, markets and 
trade. 

Objective F.3  Provide business services, training and access to markets, information 
and technology, particularly to low-income women. 

Objective F.4  Strengthen women’s economic capacity and commercial networks. 

Objective F.5  Eliminate occupational segregation and all forms of employment 
discrimination. 

Objective F.6  Promote harmonization of work and family responsibilities for women and 
men. 

‘(150) ....Since it is often within the framework of such policies that individual men and 
women make their decisions, inter alia, on how to divide their time between remunerated and 
unremunerated work, the actual development of these economic structures and policies has 
a direct impact on women’s and men’s access to economic resources, their economic power 
and consequently the extent of equality between them at the individual and family levels as 
well as in society as a whole.’ 

(Beijing Platform for Action (BPFA)

Mapping of Progress
The image of the arrows indicates the progression or regression on this Strategic 
Objective since the NGO review undertaken five years ago for Beijing +15 Working 
Together for Equality

Overarching Concerns

Despite a number of positive Government actions and policies regarding women and 
the economy, such as the introduction of the government-funded Paid Parental Leave 
scheme (PPL) introduced in 2011, extreme gender inequality remains and women 
continue to experience economic discrimination and disadvantage. This discrimination 
and disadvantage is pervasive and effects women across all sections of society and 
remains throughout their life cycle.
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Of particular concern is the widening of the national gender pay gap which is currently 
at the highest it has been for two decades. Women in Australia who work full-time 
now earn on average 18.2% less than their male counterparts across most employment 
sectors.32 Even in traditionally undervalued female-dominated sectors, such as health 
care and social assistance, women earn up to 30.7% less than men.33 This pay disparity 
means that women’s income and superannuation savings are often inadequate leaving 
many vulnerable to poverty and other economic stresses over the course of their 
working life and in retirement.

The financial inequality and economic disadvantage experienced by women is 
exacerbated by an Australian labour market which is still largely characterised by gender 
segregation. As a result women are concentrated in undervalued, lower paid sectors 
and grossly underrepresented in the more highly paid industries such as construction, 
mining and utilities industries. In these more highly paid industries women account for 
only 12%, 15% and 23% of employees respectively.34

In addition to the wage discrimination and gender segregation that women experience 
in most employment sectors and across their working lives, is the fact that women 
continue to perform the greater amount of unpaid care work. The economic value 
of this unpaid care work remains ignored in the national accounts and significantly 
contributes to the discrimination that women experience in the workforce. For example, 
women’s unpaid care work means that they often have to take time off from paid 
employment which can result in loss of income and discrimination in terms of career 
advancement and promotion. The burden of this unpaid care work is one of the main 
reasons that a higher percentage of women are concentrated in casual and part-time 
work; 43.4% of women are employed in casual or part-time work compared to 14.4% 
men.35 The number of people in non-permanent jobs in Australia is about 40 per cent 
of the workforce, leading to many women living a precarious life of social and economic 
uncertainty.36

The gender pay gap together with the financial and professional disadvantage that 
women face due to their unpaid caring responsibilities are one of the major challenges 
that women face and makes them particularly vulnerable to poverty and financial stress 
as is evidenced by the increasing feminisation of poverty.

As mentioned above, while the introduction of the 2011 government-funded Paid 
Parental Leave (PPL) scheme is a positive step towards women’s economic empowerment, 
the current Government’s proposed amendments to the Paid Parental Leave Act 2010 
through the introduction of the Paid Parental Leave Amendment Bill 2014 has raised 
concerns. The new Bill provides women with 26 weeks of parental leave pay at their 
actual wage (capped at $50,000 over the 26 weeks) or at the national minimum wage 
(whichever is greater). If the Bill is implemented the disparity in the support for high 
and low income earners is likely to further exacerbate already existing inequalities with 
women from CALD communities, women with disabilities, and indigenous women 
being the most unfairly disadvantaged by the scheme.

32 Australian Bureau of Statistics, (2014), Average Weekly Earnings, Australia, May 2014, cat. no. 6302.0, viewed 
22 October 2014, http://www.abs.gov.au/AUSSTATS/abs@.nsf/Lookup/6302.0Main+Features1May%202014 

33 Workplace Gender Equality Agency (2014), Gender Pay Gap Statistics, www.wgea.gov.au%2Fsites%2Fdefault
%2Ffiles%2FGender_Pay_Gap_factsheet.pdf&ei=rBReVMaRNNjf8AXT_YHIDQ&usg=AFQjCNF7em18c2F31OKc
GZl32yGDn0dQXw&bvm=bv.79189006,d.dGc&cad=rja

34 economic Security4Women (eS4W), (2014), Submission to the B+20 Review and Appraisal of the 
Implementation of the Beijing Declaration and Platform for Action.

35 Australian Bureau of Statistics, (2014), Gender Indicators: Economic Security, viewed 7th November 2014, 
http://www.abs.gov.au/AUSSTATS/abs@.nsf/Latestproducts/4102.0Media%20Release102014

36 Australian Council of Trade Unions (2012), Lives on Hold: Unlocking the Potential of Australia’s Workforce, 
viewed 7 November 2014, http://www.actu.org.au/Publications/Other/LivesonHoldUnlockingthepotentialofA
ustraliasworkforce.aspx
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There are also concerns that the proposed amendments could in fact be a setback 
to the empowerment of women, who instead of being encouraged and supported to 
reduce their income gap and advance in their careers, are supported to stay at home. 
The proposed amendments seem to place a greater emphasis on paid parental leave 
and provisions for leave after birth, at the expense of a more balanced approach, which 
also focuses on the availability and affordability of quality childcare. 

The lack of access to affordable, quality childcare and family friendly, flexible work 
arrangements that allow women to combine unpaid caring responsibilities with paid 
work, is one of the key barriers to women’s economic, and indeed social empowerment. 
In order to address the gender pay gap and increase women’s ability to participate in 
the workforce men need to share equally in the responsibility of unpaid care work, and 
more needs to be done to increase access to affordable and appropriate childcare and 
flexible work arraignments for both men and women.  

Sexual harassment in the workplace remains a significant problem for women. Women 
from across all sections of society, identified sexual harassment in the work place as an 
issue, women with disabilities in particular highlighted it as a major concern. 

Women with disabilities reported experiencing high levels of unwanted touch and 
sexual harassment in their workplace where they feel they are seen as ‘easy targets.’ 
This perception is exacerbated by what they feel is a culture of impunity for those 
who sexually harass or commit violent crimes against women with disabilities. Sexual 
harassment in the workplace severely impedes women’s equal participation in the 
workforce and can have serious physical and psychological consequences for victims 
impacting their ability to maintain full time paid employment and often resulting in 
financial hardship and economic stress.

The feminisation of poverty and the creeping poverty experienced by women in Australia 
is further evidenced by the higher rates of female unemployment compared to that of 
men. Currently 35 per cent of women are not participating in the labour force compared 
to 21.6 per cent of men.37 Unemployment remains a challenge for women, in particular 
young graduate women, older women (45+ years of age), and women from CALD and 
refugee communities. 

For migrants despite having overseas qualifications, women from CALD communities 
face significant barriers to equal participation in the workforce due to discrimination 
based on not only their gender but also on their cultural, religious and / or linguistic 
backgrounds. This discrimination often leaves women from CALD communities isolated 
and unable to participate in paid economic activity.  

For younger women graduates finding work in the current employment market is 
difficult. Older women re-entering the employment market or having been made 
redundant from previous work are reporting experiencing severe challenges in finding 
work, resulting in older women either remaining unemployed or being underemployed 
and under paid for their skills, knowledge and experience.  

Likewise women with disabilities, women living in regional and remote areas, LGBTQI 
women and indigenous women also face high rates of unemployment and poverty due 
to the multiple and intersectional disadvantages that these groups experience. Women 
with disabilities in particular are less likely to be in the paid labour force than other 
women, while those that do participate in paid work receive lower incomes due to 
discriminatory wage assessment tools.38  

37 economic Security4Women (eS4W), (2014), Submission to the B+20 Review and Appraisal of the 
Implementation of the Beijing Declaration and Platform for Action.

38 Advocacy for Inclusion, (2014), Submission to the B+20 Review and Appraisal of the Implementation of the 
Beijing Declaration and Platform for Action. 
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While pay conditions have improved marginally for women with disabilities and the 
discriminatory Business Services Wage Assessment Tool (BSWAT) used to determine 
the overall pro-rata wage rate for people with disabilities is currently under review, 
more needs to be done to ensure that women with disabilities have equal access to 
paid employment and do not experience discrimination with regards to pay.

The communiqué from the G20 Summit39, particularly the setting of a target to close 
the gap between male and female labour force participation rates in the workplace 
by 25% by 2025, is a positive move. This will target the structural reforms required 
to address women’s caring roles, including the adequacy and affordability of child 
and aged care infrastructure, parental leave, flexible work practices and investment in 
service industries where women predominate.

Despite the potential gains from the ’25 by 25’ agenda, social safety nets will still be 
required and it is key to ensure that this target is not used to force women into paid 
work. It may also challenge social and legal practices underpinning women’s economic 
independence, including the endemic issue of violence against women.   

Civil society has an important role to play in translating the ‘25 by 25’ agenda into 
concrete actions, by giving citizens affected by its decisions a voice in the decision 
making. Strong civil society input improves the quality of policy in economic growth. As 
the C 2040 state, ‘strong civil society perspectives can act as protection against volatility 
in times of crisis, promoting equality of outcomes in the global reform agenda. 
In moving forward on this agenda the Government needs to seize the opportunity 
to include civil society, especially women’s groups, in the debate, as the only way to 
formulate strong public policy solutions to an issue such as this, is to build effective 
collaboration between government, the private sector, organised labour and civil 
society. 

Key Suggestions Arising From the Study

•	 That the Workplace Gender Equality Agency be fully resourced and supported to 
collect meaningful data that provides granular analysis of employment terms and 
conditions for men and women, and ensure greater compliance for employers to 
conduct gender pay audits

•	 That government resources are allocated towards the facilitation and development 
of widespread partnerships between industry, unions, government and educational 
institutions to promote and increase women’s access to non-traditional, more 
highly paid industries 

•	 That government work towards striking an appropriate balance between PPL 
schemes and the availability of affordable childcare with a focus on ensuring that 
women are not disadvantaged economically or socially because of unpaid caring 
responsibilities

•	 That funding is made available from Government Agencies to undertake research 
into the gender dynamics of unemployment and under-employment and take 
effective measure to address the factors that lead to women’s high rates of 
unemployment and insecure employment

39 https://g20.org/wp-content/uploads/2014/12/brisbane_g20_leaders_summit_communique1.pdf
40 C20 Australia 2014 Australian C20 Summit Communique http://www.c20.org.au/wp-content/

uploads/2014/06/C20-Final-Communique.pdf



39 

‘W
orking Together for Equality: N

GO
 Beijing+20 Review

 2014’ 
AUSTRALIA

•	 That greater investment in Disability Employment Services is provided to enhance 
access, and support women to find and maintain jobs, and improve the quality 
of the services provided, including better outcomes and accountability to women 
with disabilities. This should include building government and employer capacity to 
provide access and accommodations for women with disabilities in the work place

•	 That government, industry and unions review legislation and policy surrounding 
sexual harassment and violence in the workplace in order to strengthen responses 
to and awareness of sexual harassment in the work place

•	 That government develop a strong sustainable community engagement mechanism 
and partners with business, private sector, civil society, especially women’s groups, 
in the debate moving forward on 25 by 25 as the only way to formulate strong 
public policy solutions.

Australian Girl Guides, NSW & ACT
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G. Women in Power and Decision-making

Strategic Objectives

Objective G.1  Take measures to ensure women’s equal access to and full participation 
in power structures and decision-making. 

Objective G.2  Increase women’s capacity to participate in decision-making and 
leadership. 

(181) ....‘The power relations that prevent women from leading fulfilling lives operate at 
many levels of society, from the most personal to the highly public. Achieving the goal of 
equal participation of women and men in decision-making will provide a balance that more 
accurately reflects the composition of society and is needed in order to strengthen democracy 
and promote its proper functioning. Achieving the goal of equal participation of women and 
men in decision-making will provide a balance that more accurately reflects the composition 
of society and is needed in order to strengthen democracy and promote its proper functioning 
without which it is highly unlikely that a real integration of the equality dimension in government 
political life plays a pivotal role in the general process of the advancement of women. Women’s 
equal participation in decision-making is not only a demand for simple justice or democracy 
but can also be seen as a necessary condition for women’s interests to be taken into account. 
Without the active participation of women and the incorporation of women’s perspective at all 
levels of decision-making, the goals of equality, development and peace cannot be achieved.’ 

(Beijing Platform for Action (BPFA)

Mapping of Progress
The image of the arrows indicates the progression or regression on this Strategic 
Objective since the NGO review undertaken five years ago for Beijing +15 Working 
Together for Equality

Overarching Concerns

The participation of diverse women in decision-making bodies including political 
decision making is fundamental to the achievement of equal opportunity in all areas 
of society and ensures that decision-making is informed and enriched by this diversity.  

Across Australia women continue to be significantly under-represented in parliament 
and executive government comprising less than one-third of all parliamentarians 
and one-fifth of all ministers. The representation of women in Australia’s parliaments 
hovers around the ‘critical mass’ of 30 per cent regarded by the United Nations as 
the minimum level necessary for women to influence decision-making in parliament. 
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However, women who participated in the study reported that overall they felt that there 
was a distinct and very noticeable backslide in this area. 

Despite Australia electing its first female Prime Minister, it was noted that a major 
barrier to women’s participation in high-level decision making is the broader cultural 
environment of misogyny and sexism that continues to prevail at all levels of society.   

The government’s commitment to achieving a target of at least 40% women on 
Australian Government Boards by 2015 was commended, and the fact that this target 
was achieved in the last 5 years with 41.7% of Australian Government Boards comprised 
of women (30 June, 2013),41 was a welcomed achievement. 

However, this positive change is not reflected in the Corporate Sector where there 
appears to be negligible progress with regards to the numbers of women rising to 
executive ranks. Women comprise only 9.2% of directorship in the ASX 500 however, 
figures of 12.3% of directorships in the ASX 200 indicate that larger companies are more 
likely to have a female director. 

Nevertheless, it is recognised that these directors may not be Australian Women as 
the top ASX200 often draw on international staff in the composition of their high 
level leadership, and that the ASX Corporate Governance Council Principles and 
Recommendations relating to gender diversity may have an impact on this. 

Moreover, current penalties for ASX companies that fail to address the lack of women 
on their boards and in senior management are weak.

In a survey of 1,000 girls and women aged between 14 and 25, it was found that fewer 
than one per cent dream of a job in politics and that 49 per cent say sexism affects 
their choice of career path. The survey also found that more than three quarters of girls 
and young women have been subjected to sexist comments – 12 per cent regularly 
from strangers – and that almost half believe sexist attitudes in Australia are actually 
increasing.42 This shows the significant challenges faced by younger women entering 
the workforce and moving into leadership positions.  

Women with disabilities reported being excluded from decision-making about their 
own lives as well as community decision-making processes more broadly on the basis 
of their disability and gender. Many women feel that they are viewed by others as not 
capable of making and contributing to decisions.43

Community members, family members and support workers are over-protective and treat 
women with disabilities like children instead of adults with the right and responsibility 
to make their own decisions. It was also reported that women with disabilities face 
multiple challenges in taking part in decision-making forums for example, they are 
often the only person with a disability participating in the forum and they are routinely 
outnumbered by men who tend to dominate the process.

There was a reported decrease in diversity among women who do occupy decision-
making and leadership positions. Indigenous women, lesbians, transgender and 
intersex women, refugee women, women from CALD communities, women with 

41 Workplace Gender Equality Agency (2014), Targets and quotas, www.wgea.gov.au%2Fsites%2Fdefault%2Ffile
s%2F2014-03-04_PP_targetsquotas.pdf&ei=TBdeVL_iMofo8gXa14CgDQ&usg=AFQjCNHkJLy58ezYE-h5T806V
b89yed2uw&bvm=bv.79189006,d.dGc&cad=rja

42 Plan International Australia, (2014), Growing Sexism Forcing Girls, Women Away from Life as Leaders: New 
Survey, viewed 4 November 2014, http://www.plan.org.au/Media/Media-Releases/20141001-Growing-
sexism-forcing-girls-women-away-from-life-as-leaders-new-survey.aspx

43 Advocacy for Inclusion and Women with Disabilities, (2014), Caravan Report: Perspectives of Women With 
Disabilities, ACT: Advocacy for Inclusion and Women with Disabilities.  
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disabilities, and young women are often excluded from leadership positions, decision 
making committees and other bodies. Instead the interests of these groups are often 
represented by male community members who neither consult with nor represent the 
position of women and girls. 

In particular, women from CALD communities noted that there is very little evidence of 
data being collected and disseminated around the participation of women from CALD 
communities in leadership positions, and a lack of access to leadership pathways for 
these women. 

The lack of women in decision-making positions produces and prolongs a climate, 
which disadvantages women. Focused and targeted mentoring and training programs 
are required to increase access to and enhance the opportunities for leadership and 
decision making roles for women from diverse backgrounds.

Key Suggestions Arising From the Study

That the Government and all political parties adopt a position of zero tolerance with 
regards to sexism and misogyny and publically promote this policy

•	 That ASX Corporate Governance Council Principles and Recommendations are 
strengthened and more consistently enforced

•	 That positive measures are undertaken to bring women especially young women 
into politics and leadership positions

•	 That government and civil society invest in supporting self-advocacy and peer 
support networks for women with disabilities  

•	 That governments, businesses and civil society improve accessibility in its broadest 
sense to support, engage and foster an inclusive gender balanced environment that 
represents the diversity of women in society.
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H.  Institutional Mechanisms for the 
Advancement of Women

Strategic Objectives

Objective H.1  Create or strengthen national machineries and other government bodies. 

Objective H.2  Integrate gender perspectives in legislation, public policies, programmes 
and projects.

Objective H.3  Generate and disseminate gender-disaggregated data and information for 
planning and evaluation. 

‘(196) National machineries for the advancement of women have been established in almost 
every Member State to, inter alia, design, promote the implementation of, execute, monitor, 
evaluate, advocate and mobilize support for policies that promote the advancement of women. 
National machineries are diverse in form and uneven in their effectiveness, and in some cases 
have declined. Often marginalized in national government structures, these mechanisms are 
frequently hampered by unclear mandates, lack of adequate staff, training, data and sufficient 
resources, and insufficient support from national political leadership. 

(201) A national machinery for the advancement of women is the central policy- coordinating 
unit inside government. Its main task is to support government-wide mainstreaming of a 
gender-equality perspective in all policy areas. The necessary conditions for an effective 
functioning of such national machineries include: 

(a)  Location at the highest possible level in the government, falling under the 
responsibility of a Cabinet Minister; 

(b)  Institutional mechanisms or processes that facilitate, as appropriate, decentralized 
planning, implementation and monitoring with a view to involving non-governmental 
organisations and community organisations from the grass roots upwards; 

(c)  Sufficient resources in terms of budget and professional capacity; 

(d)  Opportunity to influence development of all government policies.’ 

(Beijing Platform for Action (BPFA

Mapping of Progress

The image of the arrows indicates the progression or regression on this Strategic 
Objective since the NGO review undertaken five years ago for Beijing +15 Working 
Together for Equality
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Overarching Concerns

Gender mainstreaming in Australian policy circles at national and state levels is weak 
and policies remain gender blind and do not reflect diversity. The lack of a gender 
analysis on the 2014 Federal Budget in particular was noted as a clear backward step for 
women. In addition to this, the Australian Human Rights Commission and Workplace 
Gender Equality Agency remain inadequately resourced and this lack of resourcing 
continues to be a key barrier promoting and protecting women’s interests in legislation, 
public policies, programs and projects.

The relocation of the Office for Women from the Department of Families, Housing, 
Community Services and Indigenous Affairs (FaHCSIA) to the Department of Prime 
Minister and Cabinet is viewed as a positive move towards increased Government focus 
on gender equality. It is key that the good relationships between the Office for Women 
and civil society groups remain, and that opportunities for interaction and consultation 
are strengthened. 

Likewise, the Foundation to Prevent Violence Against Women and their Children was 
welcomed to assist in the implementation of the National Plan to Reduce Violence 
Against Women and Their Children 2010-2022.

A strong positive step and a key strategy through which the Office for Women is able 
to engage with Australian women are the National Women’s Alliances. Within the 
women’s sector there is strong resistance to the formation of a peak body however, 
the formation of the Alliances is seen as an effective alternative model for engagement. 
These Alliances act as the bridge between the Office for Women and the broader 
women’s community and in a fully resourced environment, are an effective advocacy 
mechanism for women. 

However, concerns have been raised about the scarcity of funding for the women’s 
sector in the current funding climate, and in some cases the Alliances are viewed as 
facing challenges in representing all of the particular identity or sectoral groups that 
they were established to represent.  

Key Suggestions Arising From the Study

•	 That the Human Rights Commission and the Workplace Gender Equality Agency 
are sufficiently resourced and funded to enable them to carry out their functions 
effectively and in a manner which permits effective engagement with marginalised 
populations and other stakeholders 

•	 That the Office for Women strengthens its consultation mechanisms and 
engagement with civil society and prioritises the development of a government 
culture in which all Federal policy is subjected to a comprehensive gender analysis

•	 That the Office for Women adequately fund and support the National Women’s 
Alliances to engage with marginalised populations and in particular, fund Alliances 
or similar mechanisms to specifically address the needs of women from CALD 
backgrounds and women with disabilities

•	 That the Office for Women, in addition to funding the National Women’s Alliances 
provide discrete funding through annual grants to the broader women’s sector to 
undertake specific one-off projects for the advancement of women. 
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I. Human Rights of Women 

Strategic Objectives

Objective I.1  Promote and protect the human rights of women, through the full 
implementation of all human rights instruments, especially the Convention 
on the Elimination of All Forms of Discrimination against Women 
(CEDAW). 

Objective I.2  Ensure equality and non-discrimination under the law and in practice. 

Objective I.3  Achieve legal literacy. 

‘(221) The human rights of all women and the girl child must form an integral part of United 
Nations human rights activities. Intensified efforts are needed to integrate the equal status and 
the human rights of all women and girls into the mainstream of United Nations system-wide 
activities and to address these issues regularly and systematically throughout relevant bodies 
and mechanisms. This requires, inter alia, improved cooperation and coordination between 
the Commission on the Status of Women, the United Nations High Commissioner for Human 
Rights, the Commission on Human Rights, including its special and thematic rapporteurs, 
independent experts, working groups and its Sub commission on Prevention of Discrimination 
and Protection of Minorities, the Commission on Sustainable Development, the Commission 
for Social Development, the Commission on Crime Prevention and Criminal Justice, and 
the Committee on the Elimination of Discrimination against Women and other human rights 
treaty bodies, and all relevant entities of the United Nations system, including the specialized 
agencies. Cooperation is also needed to strengthen, rationalize and streamline the United 
Nations human rights system and to promote its effectiveness and efficiency, taking into 
account the need to avoid unnecessary duplication and overlapping of mandates and tasks. 

(222) If the goal of full realization of human rights for all is to be achieved, international human 
rights instruments must be applied in such a way as to take more clearly into consideration 
the systematic and systemic nature of discrimination against women that gender analysis has 
clearly indicated.’ 

(Beijing Platform for Action (BPFA)

Mapping of Progress
The image of the arrows indicates the progression or regression on this Strategic 
Objective since the NGO review undertaken five years ago for Beijing +15 Working 
Together for Equality
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Overarching Concerns

The Australian National Action Plan on Women, Peace and Security 2012-2018 and the 
endorsement of the Declaration of Commitment to End Sexual Violence in Conflict are 
strong steps towards the advancement of women and a clear statement that Australia 
is working towards strengthen its human rights obligations and responsibilities. 

Another positive step towards the advancement of women’s human rights is the 
introduction of the Sex Discrimination Amendment (Sexual Orientation, Gender Identity 
and Intersex Status) Act 2013 which came into effect on 1 August, 2013 and which 
works to protect the human rights of gay, lesbian, bisexual, transgender and intersex 
people. While these actions and initiatives reflect Australia’s strengthening commitment 
to its human rights obligations, the growing exclusion of civil society through inter-
government processes remains a challenge.  

Recent proposed changes to the Racial Discrimination Act 1975 and proposed counter-
terrorism measures and legislation, combined with growing negative stereotyping 
of community and religious groups, are a key concern for some women and pose a 
significant threat to their human rights. Already women have been targeted and vilified 
with regards to removing head coverings and have suffered harassment and violence 
from both state and non-state actors. In some cases, fear of reporting, together with 
the perceived threat which comes from racial profiling, creates barriers for women’s 
access to justice mechanisms and support services. 

In addition to this the continued violation of female refugee and asylum seeker’s 
human rights through mandatory detention and the associated lack of adequate and 
appropriate health, legal, social and educational support and services continues to be a 
crucial issues of concern for women in Australia.

Community legal centres (CLC) and other legal aid services provide an important access 
to justice for many women however, these services continue to be under resourced 
which limits women’s capacity to protect their interests and legally defend their human 
rights. The lack of legal literacy programmes and human rights education for women 
also remains a key issue and was strongly identified throughout the study.  

The issue of Immigration Detention Centres is still viewed as a huge step backwards 
in the Human Rights agenda of Australia and the human rights of people who are in 
immigration detention are of special concern. People who are held in detention are 
particularly vulnerable to violations of their human rights.  

Women and children in detention centres are in the most vulnerable position regarding 
human rights violations, especially the right to safety and security. The number of 
people being held in immigration detention in Australia changes on a constant basis. 
As at 30 June 2014 there were 3,624 people held in immigration detention facilities 
and 3,007 in community detention44   

Australia maintains one of the most restrictive immigration detention systems in the 
world. It is mandatory, not time limited, and people are not able to challenge the need 
for their detention in a court of law. Temporary Protection Visas (TPCs) were noted as 
being a large step back in Australia’s obligations to those seeking refuge.  The granting 
of protection to refugees on a temporary basis, and the resulting uncertainty about 
their future, has a detrimental impact upon the mental health of TPV holders also 
affects capacity to participate fully in social, employment and educational opportunities 
offered in Australia. 
44 Australian Human Right s Commission (2014) Immigration detention and human rights www.humanrights.

gov.au/immigration-detention-and-human-rights
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There remains a significant gap between Australia’s human rights obligations under 
international law and the current treatment of asylum seekers and refugees45.

Key Suggestions Arising From the Study

•	 Develop a national Human Rights Act which makes explicit reference to CEDAW 
and substantive equality for women and which ensures that economic, social and 
cultural rights are given the same level of protection as civil and political rights

•	 That a full investigation is undertaken into discrimination and gender implications 
inherent in proposed counter terrorism measures and legislation 

•	 That there is an immediate end to mandatory detention in the move towards fulfilling 
Australia’s international human rights obligations and responsibilities by providing 
adequate and appropriate support and services to all refugees and asylum seekers

•	 That the Government abolish Temporary Protection Visas and in their place, provide 
a visa which allows refugees to work and full integrate into Australia society

•	 That government increase funding and resources to Community Legal Centres and 
other legal aid services, effective immediately

•	 That support is given to provide comprehensive human rights education to raise 
awareness among women, men, girls and boys of women’s human rights.

45 Australian Human Rights Commission (2013) Asylum seekers, refugees and human rights - Snapshot Report 
https://www.humanrights.gov.au/publications/asylum-seekers-refugees-and-human-rights-snapshot-report

 Australian Girl Guides, NSW & ACT
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J. Women and the Media 

Strategic Objectives

Objective J.1  Increase the participation and access of women to expression and 
decision-making in and through the media and new technologies of 
communication.

Objective J.2  Promote a balanced and non-stereotyped portrayal of women in the 
media. 

‘.. advances in information technology have facilitated a global communications network 
that transcends national boundaries and has an impact of public policy, private attitudes and 
behaviour, especially of children and young adults. Everywhere the potential exists for the 
media to make a far greater contribution to the advancement of women.’ 

(Beijing Platform for Action (BPFA)

Mapping of Progress
The image of the arrows indicates the progression or regression on this Strategic 
Objective since the NGO review undertaken five years ago for Beijing +15 Working 
Together for Equality

Overarching Concerns

The media is a powerful driver of public opinion and attitude and can therefore be 
a very effective tool for promoting positive social attitudes, and building a safer and 
more respectable environment for women and girls. Media has a strong influence on 
how women and girls perceive themselves, their place within society and their options 
for the future.  

New media and Information and Communications Technology (ICT) has grown 
experientially over the last 5 years with one of the biggest changes seen in the rise 
of mobile technology which has massively increased access to new media by making 
it portable. These developments have largely proved to have positive outcomes for 
women allowing them to more easily engage in political, social and economic spaces. 
ICT has assisted in providing individual agency and political participation and has given 
women access to information on matters of public interest as well as being a tool for 
engaging in discourse and activism.
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Comments on the area of Women and the Media came mainly from young women 
and girls 10 years to 25 years of age who engage with new media and ICT regularly in 
particular social media. Young women and girls reported using ICT in such a way that 
it in fact almost exclusively frames their social, political and economic interactions, with 
the mobile nature of the technology heavily influencing how they and others act and 
react to situations.  

Young women and girls identified the negative and stereotyped representation of 
women and girls in the media is the key issue that they face. They reported being 
overwhelmed and bombarded with impossible and unrealistic expectations of bodily 
image.   

“We are told to be thinner, prettier, taller, but not too much so that it offends men.”  

Images consumed through the media have severe potential to damage an individual’s 
self-perception and when faced with negative sexist and misogynist representations of 
women, young women and girls struggle to maintain a positive and unique identity and 
self-understanding apart from negative media influence. In particular, young women 
and girls highlighted the issue of body confidence as one of the most significant 
consequence of the way in which women are portrayed in the media. 

The largely unregulated access to pornography through mobile technology by young 
women and men was another issue raised by the study. Pornography is a patriarchal 
and predominantly male centred industry which creates negative and unrealistic 
expectations of sexuality, body image and sex. As a result young women report feeling 
confused as to what constitutes a ‘normal’ sex act and are uncertain of how to navigate 
their emotions and behaviour in relation to their own sexuality and sexual encounters 
which are often accompanied by misogynistic expectations. The issue of consent in 
sexual partnering becomes muddy when young people’s understanding of sex and 
sexual behaviour is framed by patriarchal pornography. 

Gender sensitive, sex positive sex education in schools and in informal education 
settings is one way to address some of these issues however, confidence in being able 
to give and withdraw consent before and during sexual encounters while manoeuvring 
through complex emotions, expectations and sexuality also requires peer-to-peer 
support programs.

The status of women in the media industry has not shown evidence of improvement 
over the last 5 years. Women are largely absent from high level decision-making in 
the media and diversity and the varying realities of women’s lived experience remains 
largely absent from media representations of women. In particular women identified 
the way in which women’s sport is portrayed in the media as representative of this 
issue. Women’s sport is not given the same space and programming as men’s sport and 
media coverage of women’s sport often sexualises and objectifies female athletes in a 
way that is not present in coverage of men’s sport.

Male dominated reporting and the subsequent sexualisation of women and normalising 
of violence against women, especially in the context of sport, proliferates a culture that 
sanctions such sexualisation and violence in a subtle yet powerful way. While programs 
addressing violence against women have recently found support from sporting 
communities and the media generally, these programs and the awareness that they 
raise are targeted at individuals changing behaviour and do not address key issues like 
the way in which women are represented and violence against women is reported and 
discussed in public spaces like the media.
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Key Suggestions Arising From the Study

•	 Greater regulation of the way in which women are portrayed in the media through 
legislation by expanding the mandate of the Australian communications and 
Media Authority in order to target sexism, misogyny and negative body image, and 
providing appropriate resources to implement this expanded mandate 

•	 That resources are provided to assist in using social media and other platforms to 
create peer-to-peer support programs around sexuality, sex and consent

•	 That strong measures including legislation and guidelines are developed to ensure 
women’s equal representation in all areas of the media industry including leadership 
and decision-making positions with a particular focus on diversity.

Australian Girl Guides, NSW & ACT
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K. Women and the Environment 

Strategic Objectives

Objective K.1  Involve women actively in environmental decision-making at all levels. 

Objective K.2  Integrate gender concerns and perspectives in policies and programmes 
for sustainable development. 

Objective K.3  Strengthen or establish mechanisms at the national, regional 
and international levels to assess the impact of development and 
environmental policies on women. 

(246)....“Women have an essential role to play in the development of sustainable and 
ecologically sound consumption and production patterns and approaches to natural resource 
management, .... Awareness of resource depletion, the degradation of natural systems and the 
dangers of polluting substances has increased markedly in the past decade. These worsening 
conditions are destroying fragile ecosystems and displacing communities, especially women, 
from productive activities and are an increasing threat to a safe and healthy environment....” 

(Beijing Platform for Action (BPFA)) 

Mapping of Progress
The image of the arrows indicates the progression or regression on this Strategic 
Objective since the NGO review undertaken five years ago for Beijing +15 Working 
Together for Equality

Overarching Concerns 

Women and men are affected by, contribute to, cope with and adapt to disaster 
situations differently.  There are many reasons for these differences including gender 
inequalities and the roles women and men play in their families and communities.46 
Disaster management and recovery strategies and plans need to reflect these gender 
dimensions in order to be effective, avoid gender discrimination and promote equality.  

One of the biggest challenges for Australians over the last few years has been the 
impact of natural disasters on communities; drought, flood and cyclone have devastated 
families and whole communities. Women are often most affected by during disasters 
and in post disaster situations due to their socio-cultural roles and responsibilities and 

46 AusAID, (2008), The Gendered Dimensions of Disaster Risk Management and Adaptation to Climate Change 
— Stories from the Pacific, Suva, AusAID, UNDP Pacific Centre, Fiji.
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in many cases, their reduced access to available resources.47  Women, particularly the 
poorest and most marginalised, shoulder a disproportionate burden when it comes to 
the effects of disasters. 

For example, they continue to be primary carers for children, the elderly and those with 
disabilities and in times of crisis are often are at the forefront of serving community 
needs. In addition to their existing socio-cultural roles and responsibilities, women 
often take on responsibility for increased domestic and caring duties, and face heavier 
workloads involving clean-up work and subsistence activity in post-disaster situations. 
This means that they do not always have the liberty of migrating to look for work in 
post disaster situations where economic activity is affected.48  

Consequently, not only are women left with virtually no time for income-generating 
activities and are thus at greater risk of poverty and financial stress, but they are also 
susceptible overwork and exhaustion.

While support services currently in place in post disaster situations are positive in that 
they focus on addressing practical gender interests such as income support and housing, 
they do not advance strategic gender interests which promote gender equality. For 
example, there is little to no support for women wanting to begin or rebuild economic 
activity in post disaster situations. 

During and following periods of fast-onset natural disasters, residents, especially women 
and children, are often seen as victims, but in most cases they are also actors in their own 
lives and communities. Recognition of women’s invaluable role in community rebuilding 
following disasters is vital however, there is little evidence of acknowledgement of the 
part that women have played in the recovery process and relief strategies over the last 
five years despite the many natural disasters that have occurred all over Australia. Flood 

Women raised changes in climate and concerns over water and food security as a 
leading concern over the past five years. The impacts of climate change affect both 
women and men but tend to impact differently due to existing inequalities and socio-
cultural roles and responsibilities. 

Women reported being excluded from discussions and decision-making around 
the issues of the environment and climate change, in particular around changes to 
environmental and agricultural legislation, and laws regulating extractive industries. As 
a result of this exclusion the way in which environmental decisions and legislation about 
climate change and agriculture affect women is not taken into account and the interests 
of women are not represented or protected.

Key Suggestions Arising From the Study

•	 That government, NGO’s and civil society develop disaster response strategies 
and post disaster recovery programs that are gender sensitive and meet women’s 
practical gender needs as well as advance their strategic gender interests

•	 That women’s invaluable and significant contribution to recovery process and relief 
strategies in disaster situations are publically recognised and promoted

47 UN Women, (2011), Facts and Figures, viewed 22 October 2014, www.unwomen.org/focus-areas/climate-
change-and-the environment/facts-and-figures/

48 AusAID-Focus, May – August. 2007, p 31, viewed 4 November 2014, http://www.ausaid.gov.au/publications/
focus/may07/focus_may07_31.pdf 
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•	 That government develops strong measures, including legislation and guidelines 
to ensure that women are included in discussions and decision-making processes 
around issues of the environment, climate change and water and food security

•	 That analysis of the gender implications of existing and proposed environmental, 
agricultural and extractive industries legislation is undertaken in order to ensure 
that women’s interests are considered and protected. 
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L. The Girl-Child 

Strategic Objective

Objective L.1   Eliminate all forms of discrimination against the girl-child. 

Objective L.2   Eliminate negative cultural attitudes and practices against girls.

Objective L.3   Promote and protect the rights of the girl-child and increase awareness of 
her needs and potential.

Objective L.4   Eliminate discrimination against girls in education, skills development and 
training. 

Objective L.5   Eliminate discrimination against girls in health and nutrition.

Objective L.6   Eliminate exploitation of child labour and protect young girls at work. 

Objective L.7   Eradicate violence against the girl child. 

Objective L.8   Promote the girl-child’s awareness of and participation in social, economic 
and political life. 

Objective L.9   Strengthen the role of the family in improving the status of the girl- child. 

(259) Recognising the Convention on the Rights of the Child (259)... “in many countries 
available indicators show that the girl-child is discriminated against from the earliest stages 
of life, through her childhood and into adulthood. In some areas of the world, men outnumber 
women by 5 in every 100. The reasons for the discrepancy include, among other things, 
harmful attitudes and practices, such as female genital mutilation, son preference – which 
results in female infanticide and prenatal sex selection – early marriage, including child 
marriage, violence against women, sexual exploitation, sexual abuse, discrimination against 
girls in food allocation and other practices related to health and well-being. As a result fewer 
girls than boys survive into adulthood.” 

(Beijing Platform for Action (BPFA) 

Mapping of Progress

The image of the arrows indicates the progression or regression on this Strategic 
Objective since the NGO review undertaken five years ago for Beijing +15 Working 
Together for Equality
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Overarching Concerns

We know that the girl child faces a unique level of double discrimination by being both 
female and a child. Girls and young women continue to face unique challenges because 
of their gender and age and suffer systematic discrimination on a daily basis. This dual 
discrimination presents itself globally and locally through concerns such as: early and 
forced child-marriage, FGM, and access to education and employment. Deeply rooted 
discriminatory social norms, practices and stereotypes entrenched at all levels of family, 
community and government are preventing girls and young women from enjoying the 
full spectrum of their human rights.

Despite an obvious enthusiasm on the part of young women and girls, opportunities to be 
included in discussion, debate and decision-making on local, national and international 
issues has received insufficient attention through the national and international 
mechanisms for the advancement of women and girls. While there are organisations 
such as Girl Guides Australia and Plan International Australia that support and engage 
young women and girls in advocacy, the general trend over the last five years has been 
that young women and girls are experiencing fewer opportunities and platforms on 
which to engage in national and international advocacy.  

Young women (18–35 years old) and girls in the study identified the everyday sexism that 
is experienced through the images and messages portrayed in the media, at school, and 
in their peer to peer interactions as one of the main challenges that they face. The issue 
of sexism was of particular concern to young women and girls with regards to career 
opportunities and choices, opportunities for leadership roles, and for undermining 
confidence and self-esteem. For example, in a survey that was conducted by young women 
themselves, more than three quarters of the young women and girls that participated 
have been subject to sexist comments, 49 per cent said that sexism affects their choice 
of career path, and almost half believe that sexist attitudes in Australia are increasing.49 

Unsurprisingly, the area that young women and girls reported they were most affected 
by negative, sexist images and representations of women was through the mainstream 
media. Media stereotypes disempower the girl child on a daily basis and negatively impact 
girls’ social, sexual, and economic sense of self as is evidenced by the overwhelming 
number of responses on this topic from young women and girls themselves. However, 
young women and girls did report feeling that while the media overall represented 
women in a negative and harmful way, over the last few years there had been a rising 
number of positive female role models in popular culture and entertainment such as 
strong heroines in movies aimed particularly at young girls. Young women and girls 
also commented on the positive effect that female role models in high positions, such 
as Former Prime Minister Julia Gillard, and human rights defender, Malala Yousafzai had 
made.

As mentioned in the previous section, Women and the Media, young women and girls 
10 years to 25 years of age, commented heavily on issues related to the consumption of 
media and use of ICT. One of the main issues that surfaced repeatedly in this area was 
that of internet bullying. Though young women and girls identified bullying generally as 
a major concern, they focused particularly on internet bullying. Young women and girls 
reported being sexually and violently harassed on social media, and humiliated by peers 
resulting in social exclusion. They reported feeling vulnerable and at times unsafe online, 
and that the bullying that they experienced in this virtual space impacted negatively on 
their social relationships in the ‘real’ world and had an especially detrimental effect on 
their self-esteem and mental health. 

49 Plan International Australia, (2014), Growing Sexism Forcing Girls, Women Away from Life as Leaders: New 
Survey, viewed 4 November 2014, http://www.plan.org.au/Media/Media-Releases/20141001-Growing-sexism-
forcing-girls-women-away-from-life-as-leaders-new-survey.aspx
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Girls and young women who participated in the study identified the lack of 
comprehensive, sex positive sexual and reproductive health education as a key area of 
concern. In particular, they felt that gender perspectives in discussions around consent, 
were a ‘taboo’ subject, which they were discouraged from engaging with. As a result, 
young women reported feeling confused as to what constitutes a ‘normal’ sex act and 
are uncertain of how to navigate their own sexuality and sexual encounters, which they 
felt, were often accompanied by misogynistic expectations. They also identified the 
readily available and largely unregulated access to sexist and misogynistic pornography 
as a contributing factor.

Young women and girls with disabilities are particularly excluded from sexual and 
reproductive health education and services, as they are not seen as having sexual and 
reproductive rights, or the capacity to fulfil reproductive responsibilities. Not unrelated 
to this is the issue of forced and coerced sterilisation, which is an issue that many young 
women and girls with disabilities continue to face. In addition to the exclusion from 
sexual and reproductive health education and services that young women and girls 
with disabilities experience, is the lack of access to disability support. Young women 
and girls with disabilities experience difficulty accessing disability support generally but 
also disability support that addresses the needs of young women and girls specifically.

Another issue that younger girls specifically highlighted was the insufficient girl 
centered activities that they had access to. Diminishing safe public recreational spaces, 
a lack of girl centered coordinated leisure activities and opportunities for community 
engagement resulted in increased boredom in school aged girls and feelings of 
community exclusion. This feeling of exclusion and disillusionment puts girls at greater 
risk of potentially unsafe behaviors like drug and alcohol consumption, and early sexual 
activity. Girls living in rural and remote areas were especially affected by a lack of girl 
centered activities given that in many rural and remote towns and camps entertainment 
facilities such as cinemas and theatres are not available and there are often few 
organised leisure activities for girls. This problem is exacerbated by the absence or lack 
of suitable and safe transport, which further limits opportunities to engage in leisure 
and community activities away from home.  

Key Suggestions Arising From the Study

•	 The girl child’s needs are invisible in policy and practice, in order to combat this 
policies must acknowledge the unique journey of the girl child by adopting a life-
cycle approach to human rights and development

•	 Girls and young women must be recognised as central to development, delivery 
and monitoring of any new development agenda and any new agenda must 
acknowledge and invest in girls’ leadership potential, and empower them to be the 
leaders and innovators of the new development framework

•	 That government implement immediate measures to combat internet bullying 
and the sexual and violent harassment of young women and girls in virtual spaces 
through education and legislation

•	 That comprehensive, sex positive sexual and reproductive health education be 
made compulsory at the primary and secondary level and this education includes 
discussion around respectful relationships and consent

•	 That the Government ensures that sexual and reproductive health education and 
services be readily available to, and easily to accessed by, women and girls with 
disabilities, and should be inclusive of their needs so that they can exercise the full 
range of their sexual and reproductive rights.
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