Statement by Mr. Bakhodir Burkhanov,
Resident Representative a.i., UNDP, Bhutan
at the International Women’s Day, 8 March 2009, Trongsa
Your Majesty, Ashi Sangay Choden Wangchuck, Queen of Bhutan and UNFPA Goodwill Ambassador,
Honourable Minister for Education Lyonpo Thakur S. Powdyel,
Dasho Dzongda, UN agency colleagues, distinguished guests:
I am very pleased to be here today on behalf of the UN agencies working in Bhutan for the commemoration of International Women’s Day, jointly organized by RENEW, NCWC, the Trongsa Dzongkhag Administration, and the UN system in Bhutan.  
Women’s Day provides an opportunity to celebrate the achievements of women and to highlight their needs and concerns at the national, regional and global levels. 

The theme for the commemoration this year coincides with the goals of the UN Secretary General’s campaign “Unite to End Violence against Women”, launched in February 2008. The campaign calls on governments, civil society, women’s organizations, youth, the private sector and media to join forces in addressing the global pandemic of violence against women and girls. By 2015, the campaign aims to make an impact in terms of an increased number of countries with dedicated laws and action plans to stop violence against women. 
In this regard, the UN Secretary General, in his message to mark the day, has said that “Violence against women stands in direct contradiction to the promise of the United Nations Charter to “promote social progress and better standards of life in larger freedom”. We need economic and social policies that support women’s empowerment. We need programmes and budgets that promote non-violence. We need laws that say violence is a crime, that hold perpetrators accountable and are enforced”.

Violence against women not only constitutes a violation of human rights but also has enormous social and economic costs. It undercuts the contribution of women to development, peace and security, and poses a serious threat to the achievement of internationally agreed development goals, including the Millennium Development Goals.

In Bhutan, both women and men enjoy equal rights. They are carriers of a unique cultural heritage built on mutual respect and tolerance deeply rooted in religious values. Consonant with the local theme of this year’s commemoration, violence is indeed counter-culture in Bhutan , a country that enjoyed a century of peace and harmony.
Violence against women and girls does however exist, and its root causes and contributing factors must be addressed. Organizations such as RENEW and NCWC, dedicated to the empowerment of women and protecting children, have been instrumental in setting up mechanisms to address this issue through the establishment of the Women and Child Protection units, counselling services and awareness and advocacy campaigns. 
Fortunately in Bhutan these efforts have had the highest level backing that truly made a difference. Allow me here, Your Majesty, to pay tribute to Your Majesty’s compassionate leadership and commitment to help disadvantaged women and adolescents to develop their full potential and become independent, socially and economically productive members of their communities.
Today, more and more women come forward to seek help, which is in fact a direct positive impact of the advocacy campaigns. We read of more reported cases of violence against women. Therefore, it is fair to say that progress has been made to break the silence. And, it is upon us to help take this forward as individuals and as members of the society to enforce zero tolerance towards violence against women and girls in our homes, workplace, schools and in our communities.
Your Majesty, Dashos, ladies and gentlemen:

The United Nations is fully committed to supporting Bhutan achieve all of the gender equity goals and implementing the full provisions of the Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of Discrimination Against Women (CEDAW). There’s perhaps no other goal that unifies all of the UN system so firmly and permeates our respective mandates.
In 2009, the UN agencies will support an integrated, longer-term strategy for the prevention of gender-based violence in Bhutan focusing on three main components, namely: research on boys and men’s attitudes and behaviors towards violence and prevention; awareness raising and campaigning based on the research; and subsequent community-based programmes. We hope that this support will make its contribution to greater awareness raising and social mobilization to end violence against women and girls through the engagement of men and boys in prevention and response efforts.
Clearly, there’s no one way to stamp out this anti-cultural phenomenon, just like there’s no one institution that could single-handedly deal with it. The task requires a concerted effort of all of us, both in our institutional capacities and as human beings.
There’s a great symbolism that we are celebrating the Women’s Day at a very prominent lhakhang that claims the title of Bhutan’s geographic centre point. Let us accordingly make ending violence against women and girls the central theme of this year. 
Thank you and Tashi Delek!
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