Speech by Mr. Nicholas Rosellini,
United Nations Resident Coordinator
at the International Women’s Day, 8 March 2007, Paro
Your Majesty, Ashi Sangay Choden Wangchuck, Queen of Bhutan and UNFPA Goodwill Ambassador, Honorable Dashos, DYT & GYT Chairpersons and members of Haa, Paro and Chukha, Distinguished Guests, Ladies and Gentlemen
On behalf of the UN agencies working in Bhutan, I am very pleased to be here today for the commemoration of International Women’s Day.  This day is an opportunity for all of us -- women and men -- to unite in a common cause. Empowering women is not only a goal in itself. It is a condition for building better lives for everyone on the planet. 

The theme of this year’s International Women’s Day is “Ending Impunity for Violence against Women and Girls”. 

Violence against women and girls is an issue of great concern throughout the world.  Globally, at least one in three women has been beaten, coerced into sex or otherwise abused in her lifetime. Violence against women knows no borders; it takes different forms, which vary based on the social, economic, cultural and political context, but violence against women is universal.

A recent in-depth study on all forms of violence against women by the United Nations Secretary General confirms that violence against women is a form of discrimination against women and constitutes a human rights violation. As such, governments have an obligation to prevent, investigate and prosecute all forms of violence against women, to protect them from such violence, to hold perpetrators accountable and to provide remedies and redress to women victims of violence.
The report states that unfortunately, these obligations are not being met.  It therefore calls for action by all stakeholders—by States, at the national level, and by intergovernmental bodies and UN entities—to make measurable progress in preventing and eliminating violence against women. 

According to the report, “Impunity for violence against women compounds the effects of such violence as a mechanism of male control over women. When the State fails to hold the perpetrators of violence accountable and society explicitly or tacitly condones such violence, impunity not only encourages further abuses, it also gives the message that male violence against women is acceptable or normal. The result of such impunity is not solely the denial of justice to the individual victims/survivors, but also the reinforcement of prevailing gender relations and replicate inequalities that affect other women and girls as well.”
Violence against women is both a cause and a consequence of discrimination against women and of their inequality and subordination. Efforts to achieve substantive equality between women and men are therefore key in the fight to end violence against women. Moreover, it is crucial to recognize that violence, including violence against women, and poverty are inextricably linked. 
Violence against women has far-reaching consequences for individual women and their family, as well as their community, society and nation as a whole. It has devastating effects on women’s physical and reproductive health and their mental well-being. Violence, or fear of violence, places women at higher risk for contracting HIV. It is therefore not surprising that violence against women is increasingly recognized as a major public health concern. Apart from the human costs, violence against women also carries economic costs.

I am confident that the programme today will deepen our understanding of the complex and global issue of violence against women and help us realize that Bhutan is not exempt from this painful reality. While there are challenges ahead, we recognize the progress made to reduce gender disparities in certain areas and the important initiatives taken to address violence against women in Bhutan. 
It was not so long ago that violence against women was never spoken about. Today, thanks to the efforts of agencies such as RENEW, the National Commission for Women and Children and the media, the issue is increasingly talked about in the open and women are beginning to come forward to report instances of acts of violence.
Bhutan ratified without reservations the Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of Discrimination against Women in which the rights of women are specifically elaborated. The Draft Constitution recognizes fundamental human rights and reaffirms the government’s commitment “to eliminate all forms of discrimination and exploitation against women including trafficking, prostitution, abuse, violence, harassment, and intimidation at work both in the public and private spheres”. Relevant provisions to protect women and girls from some forms of violence are included in the Penal Code of Bhutan 2004 and in the recently adopted Labour and Employment Act. All these measures represent vital steps in ending violence against women. 
RENEW and the National Commission for Women and Children in collaboration with other actors such as the Royal Court of Justice, the Royal Bhutan Police and the Ministry of Health, have played a major role in moving the agenda of ending violence against women forward. While I have no doubt that these agencies will continue to make valuable efforts in the future, today, I would like to urge every Bhutanese woman and man to take a strong stance against this type of behaviour. It is the responsibility of each one of us in playing a role in eliminating violence against women. Men especially should also be reminded of the key role they must play in this respect. 

Despite the legal measures and initiatives taken by the various agencies, more work remains to be done to address violence against women in particular, and also in the broader context of achieving true equality for all Bhutanese women. Although women in Bhutan do not face overt discrimination, and impressive progress has been made towards reducing gender disparities in crucial sectors such as education and health, further advancement is important in these and other areas such as decision-making and economic development. Attitudes and perceptions also play an important role and will need to be challenged. 
Bhutan now has a National Plan of Action for Gender for the period 2007-2013, which is currently being reviewed by the government.  The plan deals with seven critical areas for action, violence against women being one of them; it includes a list of concrete interventions to promote the achievement of gender equality in these areas, which need to be undertaken by various actors ranging from government sectors to private sector, civil society, NGOs and media. The identified interventions on violence against women are in line with the UN report recommendations. Therefore, it is important for all concerned actors to effectively implement the National Plan of Action for Gender and coordinate our efforts towards this end. 
It gives me great pleasure to be here today and reaffirm the United Nations commitment to support governments and other actors in their actions to promote gender equality and to prevent and eliminate all forms of violence against women. 

Today, let us take the observation of the International Women’s Day as an occasion to reaffirm and reinforce our commitment to the principles of human rights as we work to reduce poverty and achieve the Millennium Development Goals. Let us rededicate ourselves to making women’s rights a reality on this International Women’s Day and in the words of the UN Secretary General, not only on International Women’s Day, but every day. 


The United Nations will continue to support the Royal Government, and all women and men in Bhutan, in promoting gender equality and the advancement of women. 
 
Thank you and Tashi Delek
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