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After nearly four years of working as project coordinator for UNPAC, an organization dedicated to the implementation of the Platform for Action which came out of the 1995 Beijing Fourth World Conference on Women, I was honoured with the opportunity to participate in both the Regional Preparatory meetings for Beijing+10 held in Geneva in December 2004 as well as the official Beijing+10 meetings held in New York in March 2005.  It was a time for me to step inside the walls of the United Nations and see for myself the process of developing a global feminist agenda within the UN framework.

Before I proceed, allow me be up front about my assumptions about the UN.  Frankly I am rather skeptical about the United Nations.  Much of my skepticism stems from an internship nearly a decade ago with the United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees (UNHCR) where as far as I could tell the UNHCR was basically perpetuating the war in the desert of northern Mali.  Too much money, out of touch with the needs of everyday people, and too short-term was my conclusion at the end of this stint and this view shaped my anticipation of the Beijing+10 meetings.  

ECE Beijing+10 Preparatory Meetings – Geneva, December 2004

Unfortunately, the meetings in Geneva offered a few too many reasons to confirm my skepticism.  Twenty minutes into an NGO meeting, a staff person walked into the room and replaced the “chairman” sign at the front desk for one that said “chairperson” – a small tableau into the insides of a bureaucratic beast with a good patriarchal bent and a lot of elitism.  Even the two days of NGO meetings in which I participated felt to me very far removed from the realities of grassroots women (FAFIA’s presentation on the Canadian situation was a good contrast).  It seemed many of the delegates were from well-financed NGOs or wealthy enough to finance their own way – leaving the poorest and most vulnerable women out of the picture.  Given the desperate situation in which too many of the world’s women find themselves, I had a hard time justifying, in my own mind, the expense and time of four days of discussions that may not lead to any real or immediate changes for the world’s women who need it most.

But if those were the lowlights, there were some highlights.  The Canadian NGO delegation led by FAFIA – the Canadian Feminist Alliance for International Action - was one of them.  The eight delegates and two FAFIA staff people were all grassroots women working in different regions and on various issues across the country.  In particular, spending time with Bev Jacobs, President of the Native Women’s Association of Canada, helped deepen my awareness of the extent to which Aboriginal women in Canada suffer from systemic social and economic exclusion and the consequences of this, in particular the Sisters in Spirit.  Sadly the official meetings, chaired by Canada, left little – if any – room to acknowledge the realities of Indigenous women.

A second highlight was meeting Diane Elson, a world-renowned expert on gender budgets who has devoted much of her career to developing gender responsive budgets in both academic and practical settings.  As UNPAC begins our Gender Budget Project we very much appreciated the opportunity to hear from Diane and look forward to continued contact with her and the UK Women’s Budget Group.  Giving my card to Maeve Taylor of the Irish Women’s Group Banulacht and being shocked to see that she recognized UNPAC’s logo and knew our site well, was another lovely surprise.  

When I returned from Geneva the comment I most used to describe my time there was “interesting”.  One of the wonderful things about the UN buildings in Geneva is the space.  Observers sit just off to the side of delegates in the official meetings, there are ample headphones, and I knitted to my hearts content while listening to delegates speak about interesting programs such as Denmark’s nine-month parental leave system which gives the mother the first three months off, the mother or father the second three months, and requires that the father take the third three months or that benefit is lost.  As a result 80% of men take this time with their child and it has radically impacted gender relations in that society.  France’s sticker system, which marks businesses that promote women’s equality in the workplace, is another interesting practice as is Sweden’s law that says that at least half of the boards of corporations must be female.  It was fascinating listening in on the process of international negotiations, observing how states shun other states (the US in particular), and simply wondering how two days of meetings could be melded into one five page document.

Beijing+10 Official Meetings - New York, March 2005

After a considerable amount of deliberation I made the decision to attend the New York meetings as well, a decision I did not regret.  While there was little or no evidence of a global feminist agenda in Geneva, there certainly was in New York.  And it was fabulous to see.  It was as if all the places I’ve lived and travelled all over the world came together in a fabulous display of colour and voice – demanding that the feminist agenda be a part of the UN and calling on the UN not only not to lose ground but also to push ahead to and make deeper commitments to women’s equality.  One of my favourite moments was participating in the World March of Women rally in front of the UN buildings one morning.  It was a small but lively group - the Latin American women in particular danced and sang and denounced the fundamentalisms with large-lipped signs proclaiming, “Your mouth, fundamental against fundamentalisms.”  There were grassroots women from every corner of the earth – from Niger to Guatemala to Korea to Pakistan.  

I spent most of my week in New York attending NGO workshops in the Church Centre across the street from the UN.  I found myself at a very interesting workshop on women’s political representation in Asia which features panelists from across the region, saw a fantastic one-woman play by feminist Ellen Snortland, watched a video on women’s representation in the Rwandan government where women now hold 48% of seats, chatted in three languages with women at the global handcraft exhibit, and met Raphael Parker,

an inspiring young man biking from the US to Beijing in support of women’s equality (see http://www.tourforequality.org/).  

There were two workshops that affected my most profoundly.  The first was put on by FAFIA and the Native Women’s Association of Canada on the Sisters in Spirit campaign. Indigenous women from all over the world came together in what was clearly a sacred space and spoke about the violence which shapes their lives.  It was both tragic and somehow hopeful to hear how similar the stories were from all over the globe.  The second was a workshop hosted by the Women’s International League for Peace and Freedom (WILPF) on women and militarism where again women experiencing violence at all ends of the earth came together.  I was most affected by a Member of Parliament from northern Uganda who spoke about the violence being perpetrated against women in her region.  Having spent time with women in her region in some years ago - encounters which had an enormous impact on my understanding of women and violence and peace – I eagerly asked after various women I had met and passed on a copy of my “Peace is…women imagine a peaceful world” book which was inspired by Ugandan women.

I did attend one session of official meetings.  I was one of the lucky ones who had the three necessary tickets which allowed me entrance into the Opening of the Special Session of the Commission of the Status of Women at which UN Secretary General Kofi Annan declared: 

There is no tool for development more effective than the empowerment of women. No other policy is as likely to raise economic productivity, or to reduce infant and maternal mortality.  No other policy is as sure to improve nutrition and promote health -- including the prevention of HIV/AIDS.  No other policy is as powerful in increasing the chances of education for the next generation.  And I would also venture that no policy is more important in preventing conflict, or in achieving reconciliation after a conflict has ended.  But whatever the very real benefits of investing in women, the most important fact remains: women themselves have the right to live in dignity, in freedom from want and from fear.
I also had the chance to meet or listen a number of other inspiring people such as Devaki Jain – the co-founder of DAWN - who spoke at the NGO forum which preceded the official meetings, Noeleen Heyzer of UNIFEM, Senora Marta de Fox, wife of President Vicente Fox of Mexico, who gave a powerful speech on women’s equality, Carol Barton and others involved in the Women’s International Coalition for Economic Justice (WICEJ), the folks at the WomenInk bookstore, and Alexandra Spieldoch and Kristin Sampson of the International Gender and Trade Network (IGTN).  I also had the pleasure of sharing a room with Canadian feminist and academic Angela Miles.   The feminist organization MADRE hosted a party one night with great food, a fabulous array of guests, and good dancing music.

As I left New York questions about the UN still lingered.  But I also went away incredibly grateful for the grassroots women who are committed to being a presence at these international fora.  As an advocate I am incredibly grateful for a global yet non-governmental body that I can use to help keep my country accountable to promises of equality.  And as a feminist I am incredibly grateful for the opportunity for a global perspective and global dialogue on how to make equality, development, and peace more of a possibility for women the world over.  

