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Preface

Achieving a comprehensive view of the situation of women at the global level is a complex
task. The United Nations has made great efforts over the decades; from the creation of UN
Women to formulating guidelines and setting standards for countries to improve the lives of
women the world over. With this book, The Journey to Gender Equality: Mapping the Imple-
mentation of the Beijing Declaration and Platform for Action, the University for Peace — establi-
shed by the United Nations in 1980, seeks to share a current global overview of the situation
of women in various regions and societies of the world.

The progress and challenges that are being presented through the cases in this book
reflect the work that has been done following the invaluable contributions of organizations
worldwide to mobilize the international community for forming consensus over key guiding
principles with the goals of gender equality. One of these key milestones was the The Fourth
World Conference on Women held in Beijing in 1995. From it emerged a platform and a call to
states and the international community to address the obstacles to gender equality. This was
expressed in 12 specific areas aimed at overcoming the barriers and promoting the conditions
for women's empowerment, in order to mitigate and remove the massive inequalities genera-
ted over centuries of human history. These areas include economic and social aspects; educa-
tion and training; issues of violence; health, including reproductive health; the inclusion of
women in decision-making processes and political representation at all levels; full respect for
all of women's human rights; special care for girls; and women within the areas of environment
and the media. Many of the goals set 25 years ago required great efforts on the part of the
different actors to achieve the objectives set out therein.

Another significant moment was Security Council Resolution 1325 in October 2000
concerning women, peace and security. It highlighted the needs of women and girls in
post-conflict situations and related processes, such as repatriation, reintegration and recons-
truction. In addition, through this resolution, the Security Council called for and stressed the
need for women to participate effectively in peace negotiations, to ensure stability and to make
progress in post-conflict situations. The Security Council stressed the need to prevent violence
against women in armed conflicts. Armed conflicts in various regions show that rape and
abuse of women continue to be a weapon of war. International efforts in this area have so far
failed to achieve the objectives of Security Council Resolution 1325 in most of the world's
current conflicts.

Considering the need to constantly reflect on what specifically needs to be done in rela-
tion to the goals that have been outlined for gender equality, it is important to recognize the role
that The Generation Equality Initiative (GEI) is playing in promoting an open global debate on
the Beijing goals of a quarter of a century ago and give a new impetus to achieve gender equa-
lity and equity among men, women, and LGBTQI+ communities worldwide. The GEI highlights
the obstacles, recognizes the difficulties, and emphasizes the importance of women's leaders-
hip, and how by being uplifted in all areas of life, they can make essential contributions to
building a better world, with more equity, greater progress, greater harmony and peace.

The University for Peace is honored to be a partner in this ongoing effort. This book,
The Journey to Gender Equality: Mapping the Implementation of the Beijing Declaration and
Platform for Action, coordinated by its Department of Peace and Conflict Studies and edited by
Dr. Uzma Rashid, to whom | express my appreciation for this effort, highlights — through muilti-
ple original chapters — the current situation of women in various regions of the world. With a
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transversal view of the situation of women, they highlight the growing need — even more so
now in the midst of the Covid-19 pandemic — for equality, non-discrimination, security, equal
rights and access, with a particular focus on women and girls. It provides an overview of two
regions: Pan-Africa and Latin America, and delves into various national cases, including those
of Afghanistan, Brazil, Canada, China, Colombia, Costa Rica, Ethiopia, India, Kenya, Pakis-
tan, and Qatar.

The University for Peace is grateful to the Ibero-American General Secretariat (SEGIB)
and Global Women Leaders — Voices for Change and Inclusion (GWLvoices) for supporting
the publication of this book. It is also grateful for the contribution of all the authors who are
scholars and practitioners from different parts of the world that made this publication possible.
My congratulations to the Gender and Peacebuilding Programme at the University for Peace,
and to its Department of Peace and Conflict Studies.

This book, The Journey to Gender Equality: Mapping the Implementation of the Beijing
Declaration and Platform for Action will be a contribution to the reflections that will take place
at the Generation Equality Forum meeting in Paris and will be a resource to enrich more work
in the future, with hopes that the understanding gained from this can help in the journey
towards gender equality, for a better post-pandemic world.

Francisco Rojas Aravena

Rector, University for Peace
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Introduction

Ajourney is hardly ever linear. Many a times it is hard to even identify a starting point, for sweat
and blood has been shed for it to even come to a place where the struggle starts being recogni-
zed. Over the years, many women have made sacrifices to build a movement towards equality.
All this work towards research, advocacy, and activism gradually led to an incorporation of a
gendered lens in international discourses. Following this, there have been multiple calls from
the platforms of the United Nations and other organizations pushing for the mainstreaming of
gender consciousness and gender equality.

The Beijing Declaration and Platform for Action® is one milestone among the many that
is recognized for advancing work for an equitable distribution of and access to resources,
opportunities, and safe lives for women, and acknowledging the need for more work to elimina-
te all forms of discrimination against women. It is considered a “watershed moment” that has
been critical in directing the work on transforming the lives of women and girls everywhere. If
we look at the key foci of the Beijing Declaration and Platform for Action, it calls for organiza-
tions working at various levels to work on twelve critical areas of concern including women and
poverty, education and training of women, women and health, violence against women,
women and armed conflict, women and the economy, women in power and decision-making,
institutional mechanisms for the advancement of women, human rights of women, women and
media, women and the environment, and the girl child. All these areas of concern have one
common goal, that is, to ensure environments that are not violent and discriminatory towards
individuals and communities on the basis of their gender. However, as recognized by the
Generation Equality forum, “despite the commitments made in Beijing to take strategic, bold
action in 12 critical areas of concern, and some ensuing progress in these areas, not a single
country today can claim to have achieved gender equality.”™

With twenty-five years passing since this declaration, some reflection is now needed to
document the progress that has been made so far, how state and non-state actors have trans-
lated this declaration into practice, and what challenges were and are still being faced in the
process. It is critical to record case studies from diverse contexts to understand how the speci-
fic needs can be further addressed. This book is a step in bringing together voices from diffe-
rent countries and continents and weaving a picture of what gender equality looks like for
people everywhere.

The book begins with a focus on the Africa Young Women Beijing+25 Manifesto by
Sodfa Daaji, Syeda Re’em Hussain, and Rahel Weldeab Sebhatu, who share insights on
Pan-African youth-led feminist activism, and highlight the challenges including a lack of inter-
generational engagement and the failure of state and non-state actors to ensure ownership of
the Beijing Declaration, arguing that activism cannot be apolitical and needs to be intersectio-
nal in nature, and emphasize the need to recognize the long ignored work of African feminist
activists.

Jacinta Astles focuses on five Latin American countries, including Argentina, Brazil,

' United Nations. (1995). Beijing Declaration and Plan for Action.

2 Holloway, K. (2020). The Beijing Declaration 25 years on- Three priorities for humanitarians. https://odi.org/en/insi-
ghts/the-beijing-declaration-25-years-on-three-priorities-for-humanitarians/

3 Generation Equality Forum. https://www.unwomen.org/en/get-involved/beijing-plus-25/generation-equality-forum
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Chile, Costa Rica, and Mexico, and explores violence against women and the efficacy of a
self-defense training programme aimed at empowering women to shed light on how the
trainings have been tailored to the needs of women from different racial, ethnic, cultural,
religious and social-economic backgrounds, migrant, sexual orientations, gender identities
and expressions, women with disabilities and those living in urban and rural areas, and what
issues have emerged in collaborating with stakeholders from: governments, the private sector,
non-government organisations (NGOs), academic institutions and media outlets.

Vrushali Kadam and Joycia Thorat share the work of Church’s Auxiliary for Social
Action in India, the interventions they did in some rural areas of the state of Maharashtra for
uplifting women. Situating their work in the context of the prevalent gender and caste-based
disparities, they share how women from these areas have been able to benefit from the
skills-based trainings and renegotiate their roles in the household, take on leadership positions
in their communities, and moving towards establishing more sustainable livelihoods for them-
selves and their families.

Next, we move from activism and work from grassroots organizations to the realm of
peacebuilding where Louis Francis Monroy Santander, considers gender as an avenue for
analyzing peacebuilding practices within Colombia’s Havana agreement of 2016 between the
Colombian government and the Revolutionary Armed Forces of Colombia (FARC), particularly
those influencing discourse, practice, and activism on transitional justice, and how these consi-
dered women’s voices and their needs in a context where patriarchy was deeply intertwined
with conservative interpretations of religion that presented hurdles in changing the approach in
these peace agreements.

Continuing the theme of the inclusion of women in peacebuilding processes, Fereschta
Sahrai zooms in on Afghanistan and analyzes the trajectory of women’s participation in peace
processes, situating the violence that women face on the regular even outside of armed
conflict, shares why the limited presence of women in Afghan peace talks along with the nature
of their participation as well which needs to be more meaningful if the peace negotiations are
to have any lasting impact.

Melissa Deehring and Maryruth Belsey Priebe zoom in on the Women, Peace, and
Security agenda in the context of Qatar, in particular, focusing on the disconnect between
policy and practice in relation to news media which presents a site for witnessing the lack of
focus on issues that are considered women’s issues, an unequal representation of women
journalists in the field itself, and the unique risks they face as women while reporting in conflict
areas.

Lindah Nelimah Wakhungu brings in perspectives from Kenya to share how, when it
comes to socio-economic and political empowerment of women, the state has initiated projects
and allocated funds to facilitate investments in small and medium enterprises, providing micro-
finance credits, extending the social security network, and has changed the constitution to
make it more egalitarian including on matters of citizenship, marriage, leadership, access to
education, prohibiting long practiced discriminatory customs related to the ownership of
property, their role in decision-making processes and other aspects of women’s lives.

Katrina Leclerc extends the discussion of women’s involvement in decision-making,
focusing on Canada, and argues that in order for women’s voices to be privileged, institutional
mechanisms need to be transformed and women need to be involved in these not just as
tokens there to fulfill some quota, but as equal stakeholders who bring in issues that intersect
with their marginalization for their race, sexual orientation, and gender identities.
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Shifting the focus to education, Inam Ul Haq brings insights from Pakistan, highlighting
the socio-cultural barriers that women and girls face in enrolling in schools, the dropout rates
that reflect gendered disparities, the prevalence of sexual harassment and abuse within edu-
cational institutions, and lack of gender inclusive perspectives in the curricula, arguing for more
institutional reforms that improve the infrastructure that could lead to an increase in enroliment,
and train stakeholders who are responsible for shaping the curricula and management in
schools to become more gender sensitive.

Moving to the context of Ethiopia, Bridget Kelly, Negussie Teffera, Markos Woldema-
riam, and Vina Smith-Ramakrishnan discuss the different critical foci of the Beijing Declaration
and Platform for Action that the country has taken on for the improvement in women’s lives.
Starting with health where the maternal mortality rate has been reduced significantly, the chap-
ter moves on to education and the social support net including menstrual hygiene training that
is extended to schools, and shares an overview of the work that has been done for the elimina-
tion of female genital mutilation/cutting, poverty reduction and for increasing the political parti-
cipation of women.

Similarly, Marcia Carolina Santos Trivellato and Luiza Santos share the case of Brazil,
and elaborate on the introduction of new laws as measures to put an end to domestic violence,
to eliminate discrimination against women, and gender-sensitive labor market policies, and
argue that while Brazil had made strides in countering the pandemic of sexual and gender
based violence, Covid-19 and the policies that the country adopted to deal with it have exacer-
bated the structural issues that were already there and more work needs to be done to ensure
that it does not expose women more to violence because of unjust policies and practices.

Following this, Shaohua Wang writes about the progress made towards achieving
gender equality in China, including the areas of economic and social development, education,
political participation, and health, and argues that significant improvements in women’s lives
have been made, but the challenges that women face in the form of obstacles in attaining
leadership positions, in dealing with workplace harassment, persistence of the gender pay gap
among other aspects of their lives need to be dealt with at a faster pace, and the inclusion of
the LGBTQI+ community in such measures needs to be ensured.

Adriana Salcedo brings our focus to Costa Rica, and discusses the advances made in
the areas of poverty, education and training, health, violence, armed conflicts, economy, power
and decision-making, institutional mechanisms, human rights, the media, the environment,
and the girl child, reporting findings from different key actors and civil society organizations that
are currently working on issues of gender equality, sharing that while Costa Rica has made
significant improvements in these areas, women are still fighting battles of the current econo-
mic crisis and the vulnerabilities that it has increased, including an increase in violence against
women.

In the last chapter of this book, Monyvann Nhean takes us to the context of Cambodia,
where despite the significant representation of women in sectors such as agriculture, forestry,
and fisheries, among others, and have seen an improvement in matters related to health such
as abortion, they continue to tackle issues of pay gap, unpaid care work, harassment at work
that often goes unreported, and argues that more institutional reforms need to be introduced
that could continue the positive work that has been done so far but also address the gaps that
exist.

With this, I invite you to explore the common patterns that these cases present, and the unique
circumstances in each case. While it is clear that gender equality is far from being achieved in
any of these contexts, and that women still lag far behind and suffer when it comes to all the
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critical concerns that the Beijing Declaration and Platform for Action had proposed a focus on,
there are lessons to be learned from the initiatives that have been taken by states, and the
relentless efforts of NGOs, civil society organizations, and activists who continue mobilizing
communities and pushing for reforms.






Chapter 1

The Struggle Continues: Pan-African Youth Led
Feminist Activism for Gender Equality

Sodfa Daaji; Syeda Re’em Hussain; Rahel Weldeab Sebhatu

Introduction

Young Africans are reminded of the long and radical history of Pan-African gender equality
activism on the continent when they reflect on the ‘Beijing Process’. The Beijing Process
consists of the 1975 International Women’s Conference in Mexico City, the 1980 World Confe-
rence of the United Nations Decade for Women in Copenhagen, and the 1985 World Confe-
rence to Review and Appraise the Achievements of the UN Decade for Women in Nairobi;
which culminated in the 1995 Beijing Declaration and Platform for Action.

The 1995 Beijing Declaration was shaped by the contribution of African women who
amplified the voices, demands and concerns of women on the continent pertaining to women’s
rights and gender equality in all these different events. They demanded an end to gender-ba-
sed violence and inequality in work, advocated for sexual and reproductive health and rights,
and for women to occupy leadership positions (Cagatay et al., 1986, p. 403). These demands
were mainstreamed and incorporated into the Beijing Declaration and Platform for Action
(BDPFA).

However, twenty-five years on, Pan-African feminist activists and activism remains at
the periphery of the narrative on the Beijing Process, if not entirely invisible. Reclaiming the
narrative and the role of Pan-African feminist activists in the Beijing Process highlights the
importance of intersectionality for feminist activism; and that gender equality activism cannot
and must not be apolitical. The Africa Young Women Beijing+25 Manifesto, which was laun-
ched in 2020 as part of the activities around the Generation Equality forum, continues the
legacy of Pan-African feminist activists.

The Manifesto is a progressive document that highlights 10 practical demands which
culminated from regional consultations that involved 1500 young people from 44 countries of
Africa. The Manifesto recognizes that the Beijing Process led to some progress in combating
harmful practices and implementing mechanisms to support women’s participation in political
and economic governance. However, major structural inequalities still affect the full achieve-
ment of equality for women. The Manifesto, shed light on these forms of structural inequalities
and asserts solutions on how to combat them.

This chapter therefore reclaims the space and impact that Pan-African feminist
activists and their movements had on the Beijing Process. It does this by presenting the trajec-
tory of African women participation in the conferences leading up to the Beijing Conference.
This chapter, therefore, analyzes the 25 years of the BDPFA through the lens of the Africa
Young Women Beijing+25 Manifesto and consultations, as a critique of the progress made
since 1995, and as a road map outlining how to fill the gaps in achieving gender equality. Our
analysis demonstrates that the demands made by young people in 2020 are the same as
those made in 1995.
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A Brief Background of Pan-African Feminist Activism

The history of Pan-African feminist activism pre-dates the Beijing Process, which began with
the United Nations declaring 1975 as the International Women’s Year and, consequently,
declaring 1976 - 1985 as the United Nations Decade for Women. This narrative and record of
feminist activism on the continent is, however, often overlooked due to the male dominated
depiction of Pan-African historiography or what Nanjala Nyabola refers to as “Man-Africanism”
(Nyabola, 2016); as well as the depiction of feminist historiography as being western. Through
recounting the memory of the Beijing Process, we are able to reclaim the Pan-African Move-
ment as part of the African feminist movement, and feminism as part of a Pan-African philoso-

phy.

Pan-Africanism emerged during a time of colonization and oppression and called for
unity and solidarity amongst African people on the continent and in the African diaspora.
Pan-African women in the diaspora were active in campaigning against colonization and advo-
cating for democracy and human rights of the African people on the continent. The First Pan
African Conference held in London in 1900 was comprised of both men and women of African
descent (Hooker, 1974, p. 46). Anna Julia Cooper—educator, academic and activist—was on
the executive committee of the Pan African Conference and presented her paper entitled “The
Negro Problem in America”. Her activism and scholarship situated Black Feminism within the
Pan-African space and emboldened the call for freedom as including the end of impartial
knowledge practices. She asserted that the ability to articulate one’s own political, ethical and
aesthetic standpoint is essential to the achievement of full freedom (May, 2009, p. 41). Other
women that participated in the Conference were Anna H. Jones, Fannie Barrier Williams and
Ella D. Barrier, Loudin and Adams (Nangwaya, 2016).

The Universal Negro Improvement Association (UNIA) was co-founded in 1914 by
Marcus Garvey and Amy Ashwood Garvey, where women were amongst the first signatories
of the organization which went on to defy social norms that segregated women into domestic
roles (Nichols, 2016). The UNIA was internationalist and encouraged its members to think
beyond America and African American communities in order to reconstruct their identity
beyond these spaces. The organization therefore became an essential actor in the Pan-Afri-
can Movement, while effectively connecting the African diaspora to those on the African conti-
nent.

Amy Ashwoode Garvey played a significant role in the Pan-African Movement as she
centered women'’s issues and organizing to Pan-African ones. She founded the newspaper
The Negro World, participated in the International African Service Bureau, and was part of the
organizing of the Fifth Pan-African Congress held in New York in 1927. This Congress was
co-sponsored by the Women'’s International League for Peace and Freedom (Davies, 2014, p.
79). In both the newspaper and at the Congress, Garvey objected against the marginalization
of women (Hggsbjerg, 2016; Nangwaya, 2016). Through these different spaces which connect
the diaspora to Africa, Amy Ashwoode Garvey connected with other feminist activists on the
continent such as Funmilayo Ransome-Kuti'. Kuti and Garvey often wrote to each other and
expressed solidarity with the condition of their people. In their correspondence, they theorized
the creation of a transnational movement centered on African unity and feminist ideals (Martin,
2016, p. 55). For the Pan-African women at the time, the philosophy of Pan-Africanism was

" Mother of the musician Fela Kuti.
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synonymous with advocating for women’s rights.

By the time Garvey connected with Kuti, Kuti was actively engaging in advocacy work and
mobilizing women throughout the continent. In a speech Kuti gave in 1949, she asserted:

“How beautiful would it be if our women could have the same opportu-
nity with men [. . .] | am therefore appealing to the parents in this little
article to give their daughters equal opportunity with their sons. | am
also appealing to the men to please rally round and cooperate with
women to redeem them from their present status. | am also saying to
the women that it is never too late to mend.” (Ransome-Kuti, 1949)

It is evident that there already existed vibrant advocacy work that called for the equality of
women. Joined with Pan-African ambitions and guided by an anti-colonial and anti-imperialist
agenda, the articulation of women’s rights—and therefore feminist values—naturally challen-
ged all systems of domination. The women’s movement on the continent and in the diaspora,
therefore, influenced the noticeable change within the formal Pan-African conferences. In
particular, the 6th and 7th Pan-African Congresses placed women on the agenda (Roy-Camp-
bell, 1996, p. 46). They called for the support of women’s political struggle for equality (Pan
African Congress, 1976, p. 197). Moreover, two days before the main 7th Pan-African Con-
gress in Kampala, Uganda, a pre-Congress Women’s Meeting was held. The pre-Congress
was strategically organized to ensure that there was an existing framework to address women-
’s concerns at the main Congress (Roy-Campbell, 1996, p. 47). Participants at this meeting
ranged from women from the continent and the diaspora®. The workshops held at the pre-con-
gress covered “African Women and Culture, the Status of African Women and the Law, the
Survival of the African Women and Child, Women and the Environment, Women and Structural
Adjustment Programmes, and Building a Pan African Women's Liberation Movement”
(Roy-Campbell, 1996, p. 48).

Throughout the years leading to the 7th Pan-African Congress (as well as during it),
there was a growing consensus that women—and, more specifically, African women—confront
similar structures and forms of oppression internationally. In recognition of this, there was an
increase in commitment to organize internationally, and for African women to advocate against
the oppression of African and diasporic women, as well as to stand in solidarity with Asian,
Native American, Latina, and all other oppressed women. This led to the formation of the Pan
African Women'’s Liberation Organization (PAWLO), with the objective to coordinate more
representation in Pan-African meetings. PAWLO was distinct from the already existing Pan
African Women’s Organization (PAWO), which was formed as an arm of the Organization of
African Unity. The difference between these two organizations was that the PAWLO was com-
prised of women that were not directly linked to the State, while PAWO essentially composed
of the wives of the African heads of state and other government officials.

PAWLO stood firmly against the institutionalization of the women’s struggle, noting that
it has been co-opted from the grassroots and turned into institutional jargon (Roy-Campbell,
1996, p. 52). The narrative around the creation of PAWLO emphasizes the centrality of
non-institutional spaces and voices to contribute to global policy formulation on women’s
rights. It was through spaces and organizations such as PAWLO that radical feminist voices

2 See, Roy-Campbell, Z. M. (1996). Pan-African Women Organising for the Future: The Formation of the Pan
African Women'’s Liberation Organisation and Beyond. African Journal of Political Science / Revue Africaine de
Science Politique, 1(1), 45-57, p.48 for a list of countries and women that attended the pre-Congress.
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challenged neoliberal and western feminist domination over the women’s agenda.

The 1980 World Conference of the United Nations Decade for Women in Copenhagen
(the Copenhagen Forum) was demonstrative of the gap between western feminist voices and
those of the ‘Third World’ and, in particular, African feminist voices. In Copenhagen, western
feminists asserted the need to restrict issues to only those they perceived as “common to all
women independent of nationality, race, and class” as well as remove discussions on the New
International Economic Order, Women in Palestine and Women under Apartheid (CaJatay et
al., 1986, p. 403). On the other hand, Third World feminists strongly advocated for an intersec-
tional understanding of women’s issues, which meant nationality, class and race could not be
separated from the discussion, and that political issues are women’s issues.

The striking gap between western and Third World feminists was indicative of the diffe-
rences between their lived experience, knowledge, and the extent of their identification with the
positions of Western government officials. Although there was a strong assertion for women’s
issues to be presented as apolitical at the Copenhagen Forum, the Nairobi Forum in 1985
became a strategic platform for this to be challenged. Leading up to the Nairobi Forum,
activists and researchers began to purposefully incorporate into their analyses that women’s
issues are indeed political. Consequently, there were noticeable changes at the Nairobi Forum
in comparison to the Copenhagen Forum; this was a result of much advocacy, and due to the
fact that the forum was held in Africa where more African women activists were able to attend.

The Nairobi Forum was able to draw parallels between the international debt system
and its role in creating impoverished conditions for the poor, in which women were the most
adversely affected. It introduced a space to ensure lesbian issues were addressed as women'’s
issues (this was done in collaboration between Latin American and African feminists). It
passed a groundbreaking resolution that opposed family planning activities in the Third World
being implemented by the U.S block. Through this, the issue of sexual and reproductive rights
took center stage in Nairobi and, consequently, in Beijing in 1995.

The culmination of advocacy before and during the Nairobi Forum led to the input of
what was considered to be radical voices into the Beijing Process (i.e. during the 1995 Beijing
Conference). With more than 40,000 participants attending the Beijing Conference, as well as
the parallel NGO Forum held in Huairou (near Beijing), African women were once again at the
frontline, meaningfully contributing to the success of the conference. This was the case of Ms.
Gertrude Mongella of Tanzania, the Secretary-General of the Fourth UN World Conference on
Women held in Beijing, who with passionate commitment and sensitive diplomacy was able to
reconcile “countries at opposite ends of the moral spectrum together to agree on a final text”
(Vuzo, 2020).

The Beijing Conference culminated into a global agenda for gender equality, namely the
Beijing Declaration and Platform for Action, which was unanimously adopted by 189 countries.
As pointed out by the UN Division for Women, in its review of the four World Conferences:

“The fundamental transformation that took place in Beijing was the
recognition of the need to shift the focus from women to the concept
of gender, recognizing that the entire structure of society, and all rela-
tions between men and women within it, had to be re-evaluated. Only
by such a fundamental restructuring of society and its institutions
could women be fully empowered to take their rightful place as equal
partners with men in all aspects of life. This change represented a
strong reaffirmation that women’s rights were human rights and that
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gender equality was an issue of universal concern, benefiting all.”
(United Nations).

The BDPFA addresses twelve critical areas of concern, namely 1) women and poverty; 2) edu-
cation and training of women; 3) women and health; 4) violence against women; 5) women and
armed conflict; 6) women and the economy; 7) women in power and decision-making; 8) insti-
tutional mechanism for the advancement of women; 9) human rights of women; 10) women
and the media; 11) women and the environment; 12) the girl-child. With the determination to
ensure peace, eliminate all forms of discrimination and promote people-centered development
(United Nations, 1995a), the strategic objectives of the identified twelve areas form one of the
most progressive and political documents in the history of gender equality.

Beijing Declaration and Platform for Action as a
Cross-sectoral, Progressive Political Document

The Beijing Declaration and Platform for Action (BDPFA) is considered to be one of the most
progressive blueprints for gender equality, influenced by the diverse voices represented by the
unprecedentedly large number of delegations attending the Fourth World Conference on
Women in September 1995. This is, in fact, reflected in the Declaration as “acknowledging the
voices of all women everywhere and taking note of the diversity of women and their roles and
circumstances, honoring the women who paved the way and inspired by the hope present in
the world’s youth” (United Nations, 1995a), and as the blueprint that aimed at intensifying
“efforts to ensure equal enjoyment of all human rights and fundamental freedoms for all
women and girls who face multiple barriers to their empowerment and advancement because
of such factors as their race, age, language, ethnicity, culture, religion, or disability, or because
they are indigenous people” (ibid).

With a gradual incorporation of an intersectional and intercultural approach and
understanding, the critical areas of concern were addressed with strategic objectives and
actions aiming to address, among other things, the “feminization of poverty” found in strategic
objective 4 (United Nations, 1995b); equal access to education; women’s access to quality
health care; elimination of violence against women; increase of women’s participation in
conflict resolution; women’s access to resources and employment; women’s capacity to parti-
cipate in decision-making and leadership; integrate gender perspective in legislation, public
policies, programmes and projects; equality and non-discrimination under the law and in prac-
tice; increase the participation of women to expression and decision-making; gender concerns
and perspectives in policies and programmes for sustainable development; and elimination of
violence against the girl-child.

In the context of the African continent, these identified areas of concerns were relevant as
numerous conflicts came to an end after 1995. It also happened at a time when women’s
movements attempted to influence reform processes in areas of equality, customary law and
anti-discrimination provisions, in response to societal hierarchies positioning women at the
bottom. With the advent of the colonial role, women’s role and position in Africa became more
precarious, discounting some of the matrilineal African societies. Nonetheless, the BDPFA
provided a momentum for African movements to organize into regional and national civil socie-
ty and non-governmental organizations (NGOS) to lobby their respective governments to
implement international instruments, such as the Convention on the Elimination of all Forms of
Discrimination Against Women (CEDAW). However, despite the pivotal role played by these
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organizations during the wave of constitutionalism reform, as well as in calling for the imple-
mentation of CEDAW and, at a later stage, the 2003 Protocol on the African Charter on
Hu-man and Peoples’ Rights on the Rights of Women in Africa (i.e. the Maputo Protocol), the
few significant strides of African Countries® were not enough in achieving the promises and
ambitious objectives of the BDPFA. It can be argued that disengagement of the biggest conti-
nental resource, namely its youth population, has contributed to this underachievement.

Generation Equality Forum: An Intergenerational
Celebration of Beijing+25 During the Covid-19
Pandemic

The 25th Anniversary of the Fourth World Conference on Women and the adoption of the
BDPFA encountered milestones such as the African Women’s Decade, the adoption of the
Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs), Agenda 2063 of the African Union, and the institutio-
nalization of the Women, Peace and Security Agenda through United Nations Security Council
Resolution (UNSCR) 1325, among others. In the complex and fast-moving political, social and
economic environment, African women continued to mobilize and organize to address poverty,
discrimination, violence and under-representation in decision-making processes. Similarly,
African youth spaces—formally and informally—are mainstreaming women’s rights to influen-
ce norms to break gender inequality in alignment with Pan-African philosophy.

To assess the progress of the 4th World Conference on Women, UN Women together
with civil society organizations launched the ground-breaking advocacy campaign “Generation
Equality: Realizing women’s rights for an equal future” (UN Women, 2019), with the aim of
bringing together the next generations of women’s rights activists with the gender equality
advocates who were instrumental in creating the Beijing Platform for Action. The Forum aims
at discussing concrete actions for the realization of gender equality before 2030, by providing
a global public conversation for urgent action and accountability. The implementation
framework is designed within the Action Coalitions, positioning grassroots activists at the
epicenter of the development of the gender equality agenda.

However, besides the intention of involving grassroots and community level engage-
ment and aspiration into the conceptualization of the Action Coalition blueprint, a major factor
has played an undermining role and still affects the meaningful participation of all stakehol-
ders, further undermining the potential of this Forum and its ambitions to be people-owned.
The COVID-19 pandemic has further exacerbated the gap between intergovernmental and
community level spaces excluding, ipso facto, different constituencies, including young people
on the African continent.

The COVID-19 pandemic has exacerbated systemic inequalities affecting women and
youth on the African continent. The financial losses of women and youth predominantly
working in the informal sector, are exacerbated by a high youth unemployment rate at a time
when employment rates are the lowest in the world (International Labour Organization, 2020).
This vulnerable position prevents women and girls from accessing social services, while also

3 For a more in-depth analysis of African Women’s Movement, reference is made to Kwagala-lgaga Dorothy, Twesii-
me Kirya Monica, Nakayi Rose - The women’s movement in Africa: creative initiatives and lessons learnt, East
African Journal of Peace and Human Rights (2005/01/01)
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increasing the weight of social norms and inequalities between men and women, culminating
into an alarming increase of gender-based violence. In addition, with the insufficient integra-
tion of women and youth into decision-making spaces, their perspectives and realities are not
duly mainstreamed within pandemic crisis management, resulting in gender-blind policies and
measures.

Being in the digital age, ignoring gender is not an option; this is far more relevant in the
context of the pandemic, as the digital divide adversely impacted girls and young women’s
education and prevented them from accessing information and opportunities, including within
the context of the Generation Equality Forum’s satellite and/or parallel events. On the other
hand, among those able to access the internet and enjoy their digital identity, there are certain
groups such as women, activists and journalists who have experienced an increase of digitally
facilitated violence.

Besides the efforts of youth groups and collectives to disseminate information and
ensure the representation of their constituents within the Generation Equality Forum and
Action Coalition, the tokenistic behavior characterizing intergovernmental spaces has fueled
youth disillusion towards global processes, which are seen as being non-inclusive and uninte-
rested in recognizing young people’s contribution and participation as actors with rights to
uphold and interests to defend. This is far more relevant for young women who, in many
instances, feel that they are without a space in both youth and women platforms.

Surely, the pandemic has negatively affected the potential provided by the Generation
Equality Forum, as a cross-sectoral platform aiming to bring multiple voices together to
interact, exchange, debate and define the roadmap and priorities for the next decade. Howe-
ver, COVID-19 has not completely shadowed or undermined women’s and youth mobilization
and engagement against violations and abuses, as seen with the End SARS movement
against police brutality in Nigeria, or the #ShutltAllDown Movement against femicide and gen-
der-based violence in Namibia.

Led by African young women, among other initiatives, these instances have sparked a
wave of Pan-African solidarity from the continent and the diaspora, despite the lockdown and
the global health emergency, proving greater interest and commitment from youth spaces in
combating all forms of violence against women and girls. The same commitment and entren-
ched passion emerged during the Africa Youth Beijing+25 Mobilization, as an attempt to
re-center young women in the global narrative on gender equality and within the decade of
action.

The Africa Young Women Beijing+25 Manifesto

The Africa Young Women Beijing+25 Manifesto (AYWB25 Manifesto) was conceived in consi-
deration of the structural inequalities (further exacerbated by the COVID-19 global pandemic)
impeding African young women when streaming their demands and aspirations within the
Generation Equality Forum and the Action Coalitions blueprint. The AYWB25 Manifesto is a
political feminist manifesto that connects intergovernmental, grassroots and generational
spaces. To better attain bottom-up and inclusive participation, the mobilization around the
manifesto was structured through five regional barazas*, co-organized with youth-led and

+Baraza means a place where public meetings are held and a palaver or meeting.
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youth-serving organizations, under the strategic leadership of the Office of the African Union
Special Envoy on Youth, during the tenure of Ms. Aya Chebbi.

Guided by the FEM strategy (Foster, Enable, Mobilize), the Barazas aimed at fostering
African young women participation and inclusion in the roadmap towards the Generation
Equality Forum; enabling African young women engagement, capacities and skills to meaning-
fully influence the Generation Equality Forums and Action Coalitions blueprint; and mobilizing
African young women for Generation Equality Forum in Paris® so as to ensure that their
demands are duly incorporated. As a result, through strategic conversations around gender
based violence; economic justice and rights; sexual and reproductive health and rights; femi-
nist action for climate justice; technology and innovation for gender equality; feminist move-
ment and leadership reflective of the Action Coalitions thematic areas; and youth silencing the
guns in alignment to the African Union theme of the year, the outcomes of the 1500 partici-
pants from 44 African countries and the engagement of over 30 partners, culminated into the
Africa Young Women Beijing+25 Manifesto.

Owned by African young women and reflective of the most pressing challenges they
face, the AYWB25 Manifesto is a groundbreaking feminist political document that sets
demands addressing the critical issues of concern for African young women. The demands
articulate a secure, clear and unreserved commitment by the Generation Equality Forum and
Action Coalition leadership to inform policies, institutional processes and intersectional
programs and measures towards the achievement of Agenda 2030° and Agenda 2063". By
addressing these demands, young women and girls will be able to participate actively, equally
and effectively at all levels of social, educational, economic, political, cultural, and civil life and
leadership, as well as in scientific endeavors.

AYWB25 Manifesto’s Ten Demands

The practicability of the Africa Young Women Beijing+25 Manifesto is identifiable in the simpli-
city of its language to ensure large consumption and ownership of its demands, which are
reflective of the multiple realities common among African young women. In addressing the
most pressing and critical issues for African young women, the ten demands of the manifes-
to—when looked at in their entirety—provide a tangible roadmap towards the full achievement
of equality and the emancipation of young women from entrenched inequalities and patriarchy.

The demand for economic justice highlights the burden of unemployment, and the
effects of gender pay gaps on access to equitable and dignified employment. The demand on
the criminalization of gender-based violence recognizes the multiple and entrenched forms of
violence, including harmful practices and human trafficking, and calls on the provision of legal,
physical and psychological support, as well as fund allocation in support of youth innovation
and knowledge production on the subject. Similarly, the demand for the end of gender discrimi-
nation recognizes the necessity of providing equitable and affordable access to goods, public
services and opportunities for young women with disabilities and refugee young women,
among others, as well as equitable access to land and recognition of heritage rights. In order

5 The Paris Forum is scheduled to take place at the end of June 2021.
& On Sustainable Development Goals.

7 Africa's blueprint and master plan for transforming Africa into the global powerhouse of the future
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to attain this, the demand for access to justice and protection calls on the revision, amendment
or repeal of legislations that discriminate against young women to ensure their equality before
the law, fair access to justice, and financial allocation to enhance the legal capability of young
women through improved access to information and legal support.

The demand on sexual and reproductive health rights addresses the necessity for
provision of universal access to essential sexual and reproductive health rights and services,
including the removal of taxation on menstrual products so as to drastically reduce stigma and
girls’ school dropout rates that are further exacerbated by period poverty. The Manifesto, throu-
gh its demand on mental health and well-being, acknowledges the impact of daily sexism,
misogyny and discrimination, and calls on the equitable and sustainable financing of mental
health services, to improve service delivery with regard to counselling and trauma support
through a youth centered and gender sensitive approaches.

With the demand on silencing the guns, the manifesto emerges the vulnerability of
young women in occupied and humanitarian settings, and the necessity for ensuring the
protection of their rights to peacefully protest, as well as in preserving their freedom of speech.
The demand calls for the institutionalization of young women participation in peacebuilding
and fund allocation to support young women organizations working at the intersection of both
the Youth, Peace and Security Agenda (i.e. UNSCR 2250) and the Women, Peace and Securi-
ty Agenda (i.e. UNSCR 1325).

Whereas the demands resonate with the BDPFA, reiterating the challenges in accom-
plishing the set targets, the Manifesto brings into light the nexus between digital transformation
and the rights of young women, calling an end to the undue restrictions on internet freedom,
and the protection of the digital identities of African young women against any form of digital
facilitated gender-based violence.

It can be argued that two demands intersect the ones mentioned, namely the demand
to provide a tangible solution on how gender can be mainstreamed and achieved through edu-
cation, and the demand for intergenerational co-leadership. Distant from the Action Coalitions
thematic areas?, the demand on Inclusive, Equitable and Quality Education calls for an increa-
se in national budget allocations for education (and the decrease in budget allocated for milita-
rization), the removal of barriers that negatively affect young women and girls’ education, and
the institutionalization of programs to sensitize boys to respect girls and treat them as equals.
The demand for intergenerational co-leadership addresses the institutionalization of co-leader-
ship for young women’s full and effective political participation, the enforcement of quotas for
young women within women and youth quotas, and the appointment of young women techno-
crats and Special Advisors/Envoys and other positions across industries and institutions. A
practical solution was provided as the “establishment of sustainable intergenerational dialo-
gues platforms to strengthen Pan-African and inclusive networks of young and senior women
for generational learning, sharing, mentoring, solidarity and empowerment” (AYWB25 Mani-
festo, 2020, p. 13).

8 Namely Gender-Based Violence; Economic Justice and Rights; Bodily Autonomy and SRHR; Feminist Action for
Climate Justice; Technology and Innovation for Gender Equality; Feminist Movements and Leadership.
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Conclusions

The efforts exerted by Pan-African feminist activists before and during the offset of the Beijing
Declaration and Platform for Action, as explained in this chapter, are similar to the efforts being
exerted by young African women 25 years after the BDPFA. Through mobilization efforts,
consultations, and establishing demands that pertain to the particular concerns of African
women and their fight for gender equality, the AYWB25 manifesto is a cross-sectoral, progres-
sive political document, just like the many congresses predating the Beijing Conference. Some
gaps in the Beijing Declaration and Platform for Action are addressed within the AYMB25
Manifesto, while also taking into consideration the ‘new’ challenges facing African young
women, including the challenges being experienced in the midst of Covid-19 global pandemic.
Indeed, the struggle continues when it comes to achieving gender equality, and just like their
foremothers, the African young women of today are prepared to continue the struggle for
gender equality for all!
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