Commission on the Status of Women 2009
The Commission on the Status of Women (CSW) is a commission of the Economic and Social Council (ECOSOC) of the United Nations established in 1946. It is dedicated exclusively to gender equality and the advancement of women in political, economic, civil, social, and education fields. Every year, representatives of 45 member states gather at the UN Headquarters in New York to evaluate progress on gender equality, identify challenges, set global standards and formulate concrete policies to promote gender equality and advancement of women worldwide. 

The 53rd session of the Commission will be held from March 2 - 13, 2009. The priority theme for this session will be "The equal sharing of responsibilities between women and men, including caregiving in the context of HIV/AIDS." The review theme will be "Equal participation of women and men in decision-making processes at all levels."

The principal output of the CSW is a set of “agreed conclusions” on the priority themes. Agreed conclusions contain an analysis of the priority theme along with a set of concrete recommendations to be implemented by governments, intergovernmental bodies, civil society actors, and other relevant stakeholders. In addition, the Commission also adopts a number of resolutions on a range of issues. The final report of the Commission is then submitted to the ECOSOC for adoption.

Why is the CSW important to young people? 

The CSW strives to enhance the participation of women in development, and the equal participation of men and women in decision-making processes at all levels. Young people should be concerned because of the strong focus on improving the future for men and women alike. Encouraging more gender equality today will improve future prospects for all men and women, thus creating a more equal, encouraging future for today’s younger generation.

How can young people get involved?  

Accredited NGOs are invited to designate representatives to attend the CSW sessions. Representatives can observe meetings, present written and/or oral statements, meet official government delegations, lobby delegations regarding agreed conclusions and resolutions, and organize parallel events. The Global Youth Action Network (GYAN) plans to present a statement to the CSW regarding the findings and recommendations of young people from this e-consultation. By contributing to this consultation, you can have your voice heard at the CSW and play a role in increasing youth participation in the UN. Non-accredited NGOs can request that their events hosted outside of the UN and Church Center be included in the event list. The side events outside of the UN are open for young people to attend. 

Priority Theme: The equal sharing of responsibilities between women and men, including caregiving in the context of HIV/AIDS
1. Equal sharing of responsibility 

Men and women must equally take responsibility for the family and should participate equally in domestic duties. Insufficient progress has been made to meet this commitment, and women and girls continue to bear a disproportionate burden of domestic and caregiving duties, under conditions of increasing scarcity. This is consistent with men having more power and rights within families, and ultimately within society as a whole. Moreover, young girls are often forced to forego scholastic performance and often even completely drop out of school in order to focus on domestic duties. 

Cultural and social norms, traditional beliefs, and stereotypes are often responsible for perpetuating this unequal sharing of domestic responsibilities between women and men, and have obstructed the advancement of gender equality and women’s empowerment. Even in societies where the majority of girls attend school, traditional divisions of labour are prevalent in forcing young girls to take responsibility for the care of younger children and heavy domestic tasks.

These tasks often do not reduce or become more evenly distributed among family members even if women are employed. Even when men take some responsibility for domestic duties, the majority of tasks are still assigned to women. Women are expected to balance their work life with domestic responsibilities, such as caring for children, and men often do not make an extra effort to share in these responsibilities. 

2. Caregiving 
Care work involves direct care of persons, particularly of young people and children, frail elderly people, or those with illnesses such as HIV/AIDS. Care work can be paid, as in the case of nannies or nurses, or can be unpaid, in the case of helping family members or friends. Caregiving is an integral part of social development and economic growth. However, most societies attribute caregiving responsibilities – both paid and unpaid – disproportionately to women and girls. In most countries, the average woman spends more than twice the amount of time in care work as the average man. Caregiving duties are often divided unequally across economic lines as well, as disadvantaged women more often provide services to the more privileged classes. 

There are also inequalities between women and men when it comes to unpaid and paid work. Many women put in hours of unpaid caregiving work beyond regular working hours, and thus have much longer working days than do men. Moreover, most paid caregivers – who are women – often earn very low wages and are not offered social security and employment benefits. 

Much of this unremunerated work of women is not recognized and included in national accounts. This causes the contributions of women to economic and social development to be underestimated and undervalued. Societies as a whole must recognize the value of women’s contribution to paid and unpaid caregiving work, and should compensate them accordingly. Societies must also recognize that this work can and should be done equally by men and women. Otherwise, women will continue to be marginalized economically and excluded from the public domain.

A more equal sharing of responsibilities between women and men not only provides a better quality of life for women and girls, but also gives them time and energy to pursue opportunities to shape and design public policy and have a voice in local and national decision-making, ensuring that their interests will more adequately be recognized and addressed.

3. Caregiving in the context of HIV/AIDS

The consequences of HIV/AIDS reach beyond women’s health and affect their roles as caregivers. Many women are not only affected by HIV/AIDS, but often have to assume full responsibility for affected family members. The majority of caregivers for those with HIV/AIDS continue to be women, especially older women and young girls. During the later stages of the illness, care becomes extremely labor intensive for women and girls. Often, there is a lack of running water and electricity, which exacerbates the situation. 

Caregiving responsibilities often force young girls to drop out of school. Older women often must take on full responsibility for their ailing adult children as well as their young grandchildren. They are often also responsible for providing their families with a stable source of income. Older women caring for orphans and sick children are often exposed to social stigma and may be isolated from society. A more equitable division of caregiving activities for those affected by HIV/AIDS between men and women is necessary to improve such situations. 

The dominance of men in decision-making positions has also created an unequal distribution of resources, leading to inequalities in the receipt of care. Women and girls frequently lack access to treatment and medicine for HIV/AIDS, despite the fact that the prevalence of HIV/AIDS among women has increased markedly. Improving women’s access to health care is vital when it comes to combating the disease, and also in ensuring that women can provide adequate care services for others.

It is also important to expand the definition of caregiving to include men’s willingness to take responsibility for protection against HIV transmission. It is important to actively involve men in national campaigns and all efforts to achieve gender equality and combat HIV/AIDS.

4. Effects
In conclusion, the inadequate sharing of family responsibilities between men and women results in 

1. the early drop-out of young girls from school or poor educational performance, 

2. social stigma and exclusion of those with HIV/AIDS and caregivers for relatives and friends with HIV/AIDS,

3. the restriction of employment, economic, professional and other opportunities for women, 

4. restrictions on the mobility of women, and 

5. the limitation of women’s potential to find the time and develop the skills required for participation in higher levels of decision-making in wider public forums.

5. What can be done at the policy level (possible policy interventions)

To give greater value to care work, the government should give caregivers cash payments, tax allowances, and social security benefits. It is also important to provide women with more access to the labour market.

Laws should be introduced regarding paid parental leave schemes for both men and women, which promote equal sharing of caregiving amongst family members. In many countries, parental leave is often limited to “maternal leave.” If parental leave after the birth or adoption of a child is expanded to include men, men will begin to play a greater role in family responsibilities, especially child rearing and caregiving. 

Governments should also design, implement, and promote family friendly policies and services, including affordable, accessible and quality care services for children and other dependants. Governments should promote campaigns to sensitize public opinion and other relevant actors on equal sharing of family responsibilities between women and men. 

Governments must also provide resources and facilities for women who are either affected personally by HIV/AIDS or are the primary caregivers for infected family members. It is a priority for governments to ensure adequate access to protection, financial resources, health care and support services including affordable HIV/AIDS treatment and continuing education – especially for orphans and vulnerable children. Governments must increase men’s responsibility for home-based care in order to address the disproportionate burden borne by women and girls in caring for the chronologically ill.

Men and women must ultimately work together in a joint partnership in order to truly achieve gender equality. This requires the creation and improvement of training and education programs that enhance awareness and knowledge among men and women about their roles as parents, legal guardians, and caregivers, and on the importance of fully sharing family responsibilities.

Review Theme: Equal participation of women and men in decision-making processes at all levels

Article 21 of the Universal Declaration of Human Rights recognizes the right of every person to participate in the government of his or her country. For democracy to properly function, it is imperative that men and women have equal access to power, decision-making, and leadership at all levels. However, women have traditionally been excluded from power and decision-making processes. A wide range of cultural customs, traditions and stereotypes impede women’s participation in decision-making.

Women, who make up half of the population, deserve to have a voice in and be equally represented by their governments. The equal participation of men and women in political affairs makes governments more representative of their people, as well as more accountable and transparent. This equal participation entails women’s equal access to the right to vote and to stand for election, as well as to hold public office at all levels of government. Women have gained the right to vote, and possess de jure equality, in nearly all Member States of the United Nations. However, women continue to be underrepresented as candidates for public office. Women continue to have to choose between a career and child-rearing responsibilities, which forces many to opt out of competition for the top-level jobs.
In 2000, an outcome document adopted by the 23rd special session of the General Assembly noted that an increasing number of countries had adopted positive discrimination policies. This included the establishment of quota systems during elections, the setting of measurable goals, and the development of leadership training for women. Countries also must work to counter negative social attitudes about the capacity of women to participate equally in the political process; this includes educational programs that sensitize youth on women’s rights. Although much progress has been made, there is still much that has to be done by member states to ensure that women are participating more equally in decision-making and leadership. 

