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1. Introduction

1. In accordance with its Multi-Year Programme of Work (2026-2029), the Commission
on the Status of Women (CSW) will consider “[e]nsuring and strengthening access to justice
for all women and girls, including by promoting inclusive and equitable legal systems,
eliminating discriminatory laws, policies, and practices, and addressing structural barriers”
as its priority theme for its 70™ session in 2026.

2. Access to justice is a right guaranteed under international law and reflected in national
legislation around the world. Its denial undermines human rights, peace, and sustainable
development. Without equal access, there can be no justice, eroding the rule of law’s
principles of equality, accountability and fairness. For women and girls, barriers to justice
entrench inequality.

3. As the world grapples with polycrises, marked by widening income inequality,
growing conflict, democratic erosion, climate change and disparate digital transformation,
access to justice has never been more urgent. This is particularly the case for women and
girls amidst a pervasive pushback on women’s rights. The right of women and girls to access
justice faces heightened threats precisely when it is needed most, as progress on Sustainable
Development Goal 5 on gender equality continues to stall.

4. Through the 2030 Agenda, Member States pledged to guarantee equal access to justice
for all and to establish legal frameworks that promote, enforce and monitor equality and non-
discrimination.! These commitments trace their roots to the Universal Declaration of Human
Rights, the International Covenant on Civil and Political Rights, and the Convention on the
Elimination of All Forms of Discrimination against Women (CEDAW).

5. CEDAW requires States Parties to ensure that women enjoy and exercise all human
rights and freedoms equally with men.? It obliges States to ensure women’s access to legal
protection and remedies through competent national tribunals and public institutions,
affirming that State Parties “shall accord to women equality with men before the law.”? In
2015, the CEDAW Committee adopted General Recommendation No. 33 on women’s access
to justice, explicitly defining access to justice as “a fundamental element of the rule of law
and good governance...encompass[ing] justiciability, availability, accessibility, good
quality, the provision of remedies for victims and the accountability of justice systems.”*

6. Adopted by consensus and marking its thirtieth anniversary last year, the Beijing
Declaration and Platform for Action reinforced CEDAW and urged Member States to remove
gender bias in the administration of justice. The framework calls for the establishment of
affordable and accessible mechanisms, including legal aid. Governments and non-
governmental organizations are called upon to promote women’s legal literacy and make
information on remedies widely available.’

7. Member States have made progress against their international obligations and
commitments and expressed determination to do more. In 2024, States reported ensuring
women’s equality and non-discrimination under the law and access to justice as one of their
top priorities in the preceding five years.® Ninety per cent of Member States reported
strengthening laws, implementation, and enforcement measures to combat violence against
women for the same period.” The United Nations Working Group on discrimination against
women and girls notes that more than 40 countries have amended and rewritten their
constitutions to incorporate provisions advancing women’s and girls’ rights in the last
decade.® Research shows that autonomous feminist movements and women’s rights
organizations have been critical for advancing such reforms around the world.’
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8. Despite this important progress, women and girls still struggle to access justice.
Women globally face greater barriers to justice than men in nearly 70% of surveyed

countries.!® Justice infrastructure often fails to uphold women’s and girls’ rights, with
challenges such as discriminatory laws, inaccessible justice mechanisms, weak
implementation as well as restrictive and patriarchal norms. Impunity for violence often

represents life-and-death violations of justice.

9. Globally, women have 64% of the legal rights of men'' as discriminatory legal
frameworks continue to prevail. Over half of countries (54%) lack consent-based legal

definitions of rape,'? while 72% of 194 countries allow child marriage in all or some
circumstances, an issue that disproportionately affects girls.!* More than 45 countries retain

at least one gender-discriminatory nationality law provision.'* Forty-four per cent of

countries do not have legislation that mandates equal remuneration for work of equal value,

contributing to gender pay gaps.'> These deficits also blunt the law’s ability to signal and

socialize new norms — representing lost opportunities to drive change.

10.  Implementation of legal frameworks continues to lag, as resources and norms fail to

keep pace. As a result, even where formal equality -- equal treatment in the law -- is achieved,
substantive justice -- fairness in outcome -- remains out of reach for many. Power imbalances,
from the household to the state, often restrict women’s access to justice and perpetuate
impunity. For women and girls in conflict-affected settings, rural or other underserved areas,
access may be determined as much by these circumstances as any law. Traditional justice

systems,'¢ relied upon by women around the world, can also produce discriminatory

outcomes. A multidimensional understanding of justice — one that recognizes justice as

constitutive of the dignity, freedom, voice, and agency of women and girls — reveals how

deeply barriers to justice persist.

11.  Progress is possible. It requires a focus on access to substantive and participatory
justice outcomes for women and girls, centred on the fundamental human rights to non-
discrimination and equality, and couched in an understanding of systemic exclusion and
power asymmetries. The laws, policies, practices and other structural barriers referenced by
the priority theme can either drive or inhibit women’s and girls’ access. Overcoming
challenges will require political will, dedicated public finance, social mobilization, evidence

and innovation, while remaining constantly informed by the lived and diverse realities of

women and girls.

Parallel roads: Justice needs and justice mechanisms

12.  Experts have compared access to justice challenges for women and girls to a two-way

highway: legal problems moving in one direction, while justice mechanisms move in another.

https://openknowledge.worldbank.org/server/api/core/bitstreams/c766915c-4{f4b-4al12-a405-
559ba5c8289e/content
10 UN-Women and UNDP, “Annual Report 2023 — Gender Justice Platform,”
https://www.undp.org/sites/g/files/zskgke326/files/2024-
11/gender justice platform annual report 2023 0.pdf
UN-Women, “Women’s Rights in Review: 30 Years after Beijing,”
https://www.unwomen.org/sites/default/files/2025-03/womens-rights-in-review-30-years-after-
beijing-en.pdf
12 UN-Women and UN DESA, “Progress on the SDGS — The Gender Snapshot 2024,
https://www.unwomen.org/sites/default/files/2024-09/progress-on-the-sustainable-development-
goals-the-gender-snapshot-2024-en.pdf
13 UNESCO, “How Marriage Laws Can Contribute to Protecting Every Girl’s Right to Education,”
https://www.unesco.org/en/articles’/how-marriage-laws-can-contribute-protecting-every-girls-right-
education
C. Harrington, “Gender Discriminatory Nationality Laws & the Principle of Gender-Equal
Citizenship,” https://www.unwomen.org/en/how-we-work/commission-on-the-status-of-
women/csw70-2026/preparations/expert-group-meeting
UN-Women, “The Crucial Role of Legal Frameworks in Advancing Gender Equality,”
https://www.unwomen.org/sites/default/files/2024-03/infographic-the-crucial-role-of-legal-
frameworks-in-advancing-gender-equality-en.pdf
16 Per CEDAW GR 33, this report uses “traditional justice systems” to refer to religious, customary,
indigenous and community justice systems. (CEDAW/C/GC/33)


https://www.undp.org/sites/g/files/zskgke326/files/2024-11/gender_justice_platform_annual_report_2023_0.pdf

E/CN.6/2026/3

When these ‘roads’ run parallel, realities and remedies do not meet,!” while their intersection
enables justice. These dynamics require understanding how laws, other structural barriers,
implementation gaps, traditional mechanisms, and crisis or conflict settings affect women’s
and girls’ access to justice.

Legal frameworks

13.  Around the world, legal frameworks discriminate against women and girls directly or
indirectly. SDG indicator 5.1.1, which measures whether legal frameworks are in place to
promote, enforce and monitor gender equality, shows that no reporting country has yet closed
legal gaps in its four assessed areas: overarching legal frameworks and public life, violence
against women, employment and economic benefits, and marriage and family.'® Fifty-four
per cent of countries have legal gaps in all four.!

14.  Family and personal status laws can entrench systemic and systematic gender
inequality. Surveys find women are more likely than men to face family-related legal
issues.?’ Twenty-two national constitutions include clawback clauses which exclude the
application of non-discrimination principles in matters of personal and/or customary law,
including marriage, divorce, custody, and inheritance.?! Where women lack equal rights to
transmit nationality to their spouses and children, resulting discrimination can increase
statelessness, heighten socio-economic human rights violations, fracture family unity and
deepen intergenerational poverty. Upon marriage dissolution, a majority of jurisdictions lack
adequate provisions for spousal maintenance and equitable distribution of matrimonial
property.?? Discriminatory inheritance laws affect approximately a quarter of a billion
women,> while 59% of reviewed countries have “low, very low or no protection at all”** of
women’s land rights as one key factor. This legal context erodes women’s and girls’
economic equality, leaving them more vulnerable to poverty. Research indicates that since
1970, more than 600 million women have gained access to economic opportunities because
of family law reform, reflecting its transformative impact.?> Of particular concern is the way
discriminatory family and personal status laws have undermined women’s agency, making it
difficult to escape situations of abuse.

15.  Since the adoption of the Beijing Declaration and Platform for Action, governments
have made notable progress in passing and strengthening laws to address violence against
women and girls. By 2024, 84% of countries passed laws on domestic violence, per UN
Women research.?® While a tremendous step forward that legally sheds the notion of domestic
violence as a ‘private’ matter, only 104 out of 164 countries?’ have enacted comprehensive
legislation that integrates criminalization, prevention, survivor-centred measures for
empowerment, protection and support consistent with global and regional standards.
Emerging areas like violence that occurs through or is amplified by the use of technology
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UN-Women, “The Crucial Role of Legal Frameworks in Advancing Gender Equality.”
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Ibid.
Brookings, “Measuring the Justice Gender Gap,” https://www.brookings.edu/articles/measuring-the-
gender-justice-gap/

See http://constitutions.unwomen.org

H.Hamin, “From Discrimination to Justice: Reforming Family Laws to Achieve Gender Equality,”
https://www.unwomen.org/en/how-we-work/commission-on-the-status-of-women/csw70-
2026/preparations/expert-group-meeting

Ibid.

FAO, “SDG Indicators Data Portal.” https://www.fao.org/sustainable-development-goals-data-
portal/data/indicators/5a2-women-s-equal-rights-to-land-ownership

World Bank, “Changing Laws, Changing Lives,”
https://openknowledge.worldbank.org/entities/publication/c2ald8c3-7638-4829-abbe-3581d6729186
UN-Women, “Facts and Figures: Ending Violence Against Women,”
https://eca.unwomen.org/en/stories/explainer/2023/12/facts-and-figures-ending-violence-against-
women

Ibid.
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presents new legal gaps that disproportionately affect women and girls?, thereby denying
them equal protection of the law.

16.  Gaps also persist in employment law. Since the adoption of the SDGs in 2015, more
countries prohibit at least some aspects of sex or gender-based employment discrimination.?’
However, the rate of progress remains slow. Many countries still restrict women from certain
jobs or lack protection against caregiving discrimination at work.’® This reality, alongside
708 million women citing unpaid care responsibilities as their primary barrier to labour force
participation®', highlights the relationship between the law and women’s economic
empowerment. Sixty per cent of countries prohibit some form of retaliation for seeking
justice and reporting harassment, yet few protect against all types of adverse action, such as
disciplinary measures, harassment or dismissal.’? Meanwhile, required evidence for
discrimination and harassment cases is often held or controlled by employers, compounding
power imbalances.’> Women and girls working in the informal economy are frequently
excluded from legal protection completely.

17.  Laws that disproportionately impact the poorest, such as those criminalizing informal
work, begging, homelessness or non-payment of fines*, especially affect women and girls3s
who are overrepresented among the poor.*® Convictions under these laws contribute to rising
rates of women’s and girls’ incarceration worldwide,?” particularly for those belonging to
racial minority groups, often setting off a vicious cycle that reinforces their exclusion from
the legal system’s protection.

Structural barriers and social norms

18.  Structural barriers to justice for women and girls are systematic, society-wide
phenomena, afflicting women as a group.’® These barriers stem from social structures and
can be formal, like laws discussed above, or informal, such as social norms.* Discriminatory
social norms influence who can access justice and benefit from the rule of law. Norms can
affect the deliberation of facts, discourage women from reporting violence, or limit women’s
representation within the judiciary.*

19.  Discriminatory social norms can also lead to discriminatory laws or reduce
compliance with legal frameworks designed to advance gender equality. As noted by the
United Nations Working Group on the issue of discrimination against women in law and in
practice, “(n)o matter how strongly the law is drafted, it is filtered through the biases and
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UN-Women, “Repository of UN Women’s Work on Technology-Facilitated Violence Against
Women and Girls,” https://www.unwomen.org/en/digital-library/publications/2025/03/repository-of-
un-womens-work-on-technology-facilitated-violence-against-women-and-girls

J. Heymann and A. Raub, “Realizing Equal Legal Rights and Access to Justice for All: A Report to
the UN Women Expert Group Meeting for CSW 70,” https://www.unwomen.org/en/how-we-
work/commission-on-the-status-of-women/csw70-2026/preparations/expert-group-meeting
Ibid.
ILO, “Statistical Brief — The Impact of Care Responsibilities on Women’s Labour Force
Participation,” https://www.ilo.org/sites/default/files/2024-10/GEDI-

STAT%20brief formatted 28.10.24 final.pdf
Heyman and Raub, CSW 70 EGM Paper
ILO, “Strengthening Access to Justice for Women,” https://www.unwomen.org/en/how-we-
work/commission-on-the-status-of-women/csw70-2026/preparations/expert-group-meeting

See also ICCPR, Article 11.
PRI and Women Beyond Walls, “From Poverty to Punishment.”
https://www.womenbeyondwalls.org/ files/ugd/2d77c8 728255cde77¢498189391b05638667ae.pdf
UN-Women and UN DESA, “Progress on SDGs: The Gender Snapshot 2025.”
https://www.unwomen.org/sites/default/files/2025-09/progress-on-the-sustainable-development-
goals-the-gender-snapshot-2025-en.pdf

A/HRC/56/61/Add.3
S. Laurel Weldon, “Structural Barriers and Access to Justice for Women and Girls.”
https://www.unwomen.org/en/how-we-work/commission-on-the-status-of-women/csw70-
2026/preparations/expert-group-meeting
Ibid.

UNDP, “The Transformative Power of Women in the Judiciary,” https:/www.unwomen.org/en/how-
we-work/commission-on-the-status-of-women/csw70-2026/preparations/expert-group-meeting
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limitations of the individuals and institutions, public and private, responsible for grounding
it in reality.”* For example, while 51 of 92 countries by 2024 have passed laws prohibiting
female genital mutilation,*? enforcement is constrained particularly where practices retain
social support.

20.  Structural discrimination compounds access to justice barriers faced by women and
girls on the basis of income level, racial or ethnic identity, indigenous status, religion or
belief, sexual orientation or gender identity, disability, HIV status or being a refugee or
migrant, among others. The overlapping identities of these groups increases their
vulnerability to harm and heighten justice protection needs. Fear of retaliation or further
marginalization deter many from even approaching justice actors: for example, where the
legal capacity of women with disabilities is automatically questioned or risks of self-
incrimination where persons of diverse sexual orientation and gender identity are
criminalized by status or conduct.*?

C. Implementation gap

21.  While laws that guarantee equality and non-discrimination are a necessary part of the
justice access equation, the full sum depends heavily on implementation and service delivery.
Despite varied circumstances, women and girls often face common justice barriers, including
cost, distance, language, low legal literacy, time poverty linked to care responsibilities, bias
and stigma. These constraints deepen in different ways across the life course, leaving girls
and older women with unique and often under-recognized barriers to justice.

22.  Girls face distinct and often overlooked obstacles in accessing justice services.
Impediments include the absence of child-centred and gender-sensitive procedures among
justice actors. Child marriage and early pregnancy are barriers for girls to claim their rights
where, as legal minors, they can find themselves dependent on the very individuals who may
be harming them — a challenge in both civil and traditional justice systems. The combined
legal, psychological and economic support needs of girls often go unmet,* including the
shortage of age-appropriate services for girls cognizant of a child’s neurological
development.* Recognizing girls as a distinct legal and developmental group, not ‘women-
in-training’ but as rights-holders with unique pathways and vulnerabilities, remains critical .46

23. Older women frequently face the accumulated effects of lifelong gender-based
discrimination and economic disadvantage. They often lack the resources and institutional
support to assert their rights effectively.*’ Gendered ageism undermines their credibility,
leading to the dismissal of complaints, especially in cases involving violence, neglect, health
rights, pension and property entitlements. Such abuses are pervasive yet often underreported
due to shame, stigma, and fear of reprisals.*®

24.  For both men and women, the supply of justice services has not kept pace with demand
for justice solutions per independent research.*® Challenges include low budgets, capacity-
constrained justice actors, poor intra- and inter- sectoral coordination and political

41 A/HRC/35/29

42 A/79/514
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work/commission-on-the-status-of-women/csw70-2026/preparations/expert-group-meeting

4 UNICEF, “The Role of Laws and Justice Systems in Protecting Girls from Child Marriage,”

https://www.unwomen.org/en/how-we-work/commission-on-the-status-of-women/csw70-

2026/preparations/expert-group-meeting
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Criminal Law,” https://www.unwomen.org/en/how-we-work/commission-on-the-status-of-

women/csw70-2026/preparations/expert-group-meeting

46 Ibid.

47 T.Patel, “Towards Equitable Justice: Overcoming Structural Barriers Faced by Older Women in
Accessing Inclusive Legal Systems,” https://www.unwomen.org/en/how-we-work/commission-on-
the-status-of-women/csw70-2026/preparations/expert-group-meeting

48 Ibid.

4 WIJP, “WIJP — Justice Data Graphical Report — Part 2.”
https://worldjusticeproject.org/sites/default/files/documents/WIPJusticeDataGraphicalReport-
Part2 0.pdf
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interference in matters of enforcement. Women and girls face compounded challenges as
entrenched patriarchal norms and systemic discrimination persist within justice institutions
(formal and traditional). Gender bias also frequently intersects with other identity-based
discrimination along the length of the justice chain.

25.  The justice sector also remains largely male-dominated at decision-making levels. The
absence of female justice actors reflects structural gender imbalances and, as evidence from
some contexts shows, can discourage women from engaging with justice systems and affect
legal outcomes.> Research suggests women’s presence on the bench can influence decisions
in the domains of employment discrimination, sexual harassment and gender-based violence,
while noting findings remain context specific and should be considered within broader
institutional constraints.’! Attending to who holds decision-making power within courts --
and across the justice system more broadly -- is important to understanding how law is
interpreted, applied, and enforced in practice.

26.  In the criminal context, service delivery shortcomings contribute to low reporting
rates of violence by women and girls. Although global data remains limited, a 2025 report
found, based on 12 countries spanning all five of the UN’s regions, national justice funding
for women experiencing violence to be inadequate.’? Police, an entry point for many
survivors of violence, can fall short of gender-responsive policing that meets the needs of
women and girls: constrained resources and institutional cultures may normalize gender-
based discrimination, discourage workplace bystander intervention’ and lead to less
perpetrator-focused action and enforcement. In the courtroom, where witness testimony can
be decisive in the absence of other corroborating evidence, the testimony of women and girls
continues to be assessed without adequate consideration of credibility standards® and
influenced by non-trauma informed notions of what constitutes a ‘good’ or ‘bad’ witness.>

27.  Research has shown that attrition in the criminal justice chain is not usually random
and happens at predictable process chokepoints.’® With victim-survivors facing retaliation
risks, internalized stigma, community pressure to withdraw cases and fears of impunity,
women and girls may rationally choose not to even report. Many women in both low and
high-income settings inherently do not trust justice systems or expect accountability, with
victim-survivors frequently anticipating disbelief or inaction.’” These dynamics reinforce
cycles of impunity, signalling that the most serious forms of violence, including femicide,
often go unpunished.

28.  Specialized gender justice mechanisms are important initiatives but also face
challenges. One-stop centres have shown some promising results, but effectiveness depends
on context-specific design, sustained financing, justice system integration, coordinated,
multidisciplinary teams and robust evaluations that also consider alternative approaches.
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Specialized domestic violence courts have demonstrated success,>® but can also suffer from
challenges linked to resources and justice system integration. In police settings, while
women’s police desks can be valuable®, the mechanism may similarly grapple with
operational and institutional constraints. Heavy workloads and secondary trauma among
service providers may result in high staff turnover, reducing the quality and continuity of
service delivery. Well-structured referral mechanisms linking helplines, community
counselling, shelters, legal and health services remain critical for timely, survivor-centred
support.

29.  Globally, many justice needs fall under the umbrella of everyday administrative
practice and administrative justice. Government bureaucracies administer the processes
through which rights related to housing, education, health care, immigration and employment
are realized. Public agencies act as gatekeepers of legal entitlements that “can mean the
difference between homelessness and shelter, precarity and security, life and death”.®® When
these institutions fail to deliver because of insufficient resources, complexity or bias, the
consequences are most serious for groups already disadvantaged, often women and girls. The
lack of a birth certificate can heighten the risk of child marriage.®' A wrongful pension denial
can trigger a harmful cascade, undermining other rights and deepening gender inequality.

D. Traditional justice systems

30.  The lived reality of women’s and girls’ access to justice also includes legal pluralism
and the use of traditional justice mechanisms. Legal pluralism is a global phenomenon®,
present in some form across all regions. It is estimated that 80% of the population in
developing countries utilize traditional justice systems.® These structures frequently fill gaps
where state justice mechanisms are absent or inaccessible, often stemming from legal-
political arrangements shaped by colonial legacies.

31.  Traditional justice systems have been described by independent experts as “pathways
or fences.”® These mechanisms can offer greater physical and cultural accessibility. Often
cheaper, faster and holding the potential of granting local recognition of harms suffered,
including claims that may not be recognized under formal law but speak to moral obligations
within a community.%> Such mechanisms are also not static and can change over time.

32.  Traditional justice systems can also suffer from entrenched patriarchal norms, which
include a low number of female decision-makers and discriminatory outcomes that fail to
align with international, regional and possibly domestic rights frameworks. Similar to the
formal justice system, women and girls can face substantive discrimination in areas related
to family, including marriage, domestic violence, inheritance and property rights. Older
women in particular struggle to access or claim land, where traditional practices frequently
privilege male relatives and discount women’s lifelong contributions. The ability of women
and girls to strategically navigate plural legal systems, with different justice fora serving
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different needs,% can be highly constrained, particularly undermining the justice access of
rural women.%’

Crisis, conflict and post-conflict

33.  With 676 million women and girls living within 50 kilometres of a deadly conflict in
2024 — the highest recorded number since the 1990s® — the increased scale of conflict means
increased levels of unmet justice needs. The proliferation of conflicts has been accompanied
by a shocking disregard for international humanitarian law and international human rights
law.The number of conflict-related sexual violence violations documented by the United
Nations has increased by 87% in just two years.®® United Nations independent human rights
experts have called attention to grave violations of international law. There is an urgent need
to uphold international legal obligations, including by complying with the provisional orders
and determinations of the International Court of Justice, to prevent and punish crimes,
especially those that disproportionately target women and girls.”.

34.  In conflict and crisis settings, including in contexts affected by natural disasters, both
formal and traditional justice systems may be weakened, non-existent and/or become deeply
politicized. Physical justice access is limited as previously safe spaces become unsafe, courts
and police stations are destroyed, and justice sector professionals flee, while risks of
retaliation rise. Civil society organizations often attempt to fill gaps, with some making
innovative use of technology to gather data about women’s justice needs. Others engage
through interventions like alternative dispute resolution (ADR) but also contend with security
threats. Women human rights defenders who report violations and abuses by state actors and
armed groups, including in relation to their work with the United Nations, can face retaliation,
surveillance, and criminalization. Gender-based violence increases with the outbreak of
conflict,”! as well as crimes such as theft and corruption. Women in detention struggle more
to access justice as systems collapse and their risks of violence increase. Women and girls in
marginalized situations, including those with disabilities, living with HIV, or of diverse
sexual orientation and gender identity, are at greater risk in the close quarters of refugee and
displacement settings. United Nations Special Procedures and investigative bodies play an
important role by documenting violations in conflict and crisis, sustaining public attention
for the realization of justice.

35. © Women and girls, who often experience overlapping discrimination, harm, and
crimes, have a right to truth, justice, reparations and guarantees of non-recurrence.
Transitional justice processes should comprehensively address sexual and gender-based
violence by ensuring the full and meaningful participation of women from diverse
backgrounds and responding to the gendered aspects of the root causes of conflict and
abuse.” Administrative reparations programs, for example, can reach more women and girls,
be made more relevant through co-creation, and be timelier.”> Regional and international
courts can provide avenues for accountability when national systems cannot, advancing
jurisprudence on gender-based crimes and helping to uphold States’ obligations under
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international law. Negotiations of a convention based on the Draft Articles on Prevention and
Punishment of Crimes Against Humanity present States an opportunity to close legal gaps in
the architecture of atrocity prevention and punishment:™ codifying and enumerating
crimes that disproportionately affect women and girls, including reproductive violence,
forced marriage, slavery crimes and institutionalized regimes of systematic oppression
amounting to gender apartheid. Historical reparations for massive human rights violations,
such as slavery or forced sterilization of Indigenous women, are also essential to
acknowledge enduring harm, address structural inequalities that persist today, and advance
meaningful justice and reconciliation.

Convergence: Meeting women’s and girls’ justice
entitlements

36.  Overcoming access to justice challenges for women and girls requires the parallel
roads of justice needs and justice mechanisms to intersect. Realizing this convergence
demands a whole-of-society approach that recognizes evidence-based drivers of change:
institutional change in justice systems to meet women’s and girls’ needs, autonomous
feminist movements and civil society, legal aid and empowerment, technology and digital
innovation, as well as research and evidence. At its core, such efforts are about creating the
conditions by which women and girls can exercise their agency and make informed justice
choices.

Institutional change in justice systems

37.  Advancing system reform requires transformative law reform. This pays attention not
only to the substance of legislation but also to its processes and impact, including recognizing
the bi-directional relationship between law and society. Reforms meaningfully co-created by
government with the participation of women’s rights organizations and movements tend to
be more impactful. Successful examples include technical support to ensure non-
discriminatory nationality laws, the integration of gender-equality principles into
constitution-making, and excluding general amnesty provisions for perpetrators of grave
human rights violations.” Gender-impact assessments, laws accompanied by budget lines
and post-enactment monitoring can help ensure that legal changes advance substantive rather
than merely formal equality.”® Legislative audits also help identify and remove
discriminatory laws..

38.  Meaningful reform is also driven by how institutions work together to solve legal
problems. Fragmentation across justice chains undermines outcomes for women and girls,
who may have to navigate multiple agencies with little coordination between them,”” often
retraumatizing victim-survivors of violence. Whole-of-government comprehensive justice
strategies’® that engage relevant ministries and bodies, national women’s machineries, human
rights commissions and the judiciary (while respecting their independence) can strengthen
coherence and accountability across the system.

39.  Although justice systems are often viewed as reactive,” their preventive and
dissuasive effects are critical and weaken where impunity prevails. Capacity strengthening
along the justice chain and early protective and procedural measures, for example, protocols
for cases related to violence, can support timely preventative interventions and reduce
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harmful gaps. Independent and accountable administrative justice mechanisms and mediation
services (whether government or community-based) can resolve non-criminal disputes before
they escalate, alleviating pressure on courts while protecting rights. Prevention also depends
on awareness. Through legal literacy initiatives,® school curricula and public information
campaigns, women and girls (as well as men and boys) gain greater awareness of their rights
and the confidence to claim them against structural barriers, including harmful norms.

40.  Adequate and sustained government funding is an underlying driver of women’s and
girls’ access to justice. Public financing determines whether justice institutions and services
can reach those most at risk of exclusion. Investment shortfalls often translate into weak
rights protection and limited accountability for discrimination. Laws, justice policies,
institutions and budgets are interlinked, and advancing women’s and girls’ access to justice
requires investing in them together.®! Waiving fees and simplifying procedure where possible
also helps to reduce costs for the user. Further, encouraging innovative approaches through
dedicated funding, pilot initiatives and partnerships can identify scalable justice solutions.

Autonomous feminist movements and civil society

41.  Autonomous and broad-based feminist movements are an important driver for
advancing women’s and girls’ access to justice. According to independent research, strong,
independent women’s movements are statistically the most consistent predictor of
government action to address violence against women.’? These movements not only
encourage states to adopt laws and other justice sector reforms, but also broaden the meaning
of justice by shaping public agendas and demanding institutional accountability.®3 Their work
can positively influence harmful narratives that sustain discriminatory social norms, thereby
strengthening collective agency for justice reform. In politically and socially sensitive legal-
religious contexts, such movements have combined institutional engagement, attention to
religious knowledge, strategic action, and sustained advocacy to advance change.

42.  Strategic litigation has been used by autonomous feminist movements and civil
society to drive legal redress and reform. With expanding numbers of international, regional
and arbitral fora®, strategic litigation can address individual and collective human rights
violations, the latter particularly key for climate justice. It can also mobilize public opinion
and has advanced a broad range of rights for groups such as Indigenous Peoples, detained
persons, persons with disabilities,® women human rights defenders, and women seeking to
fulfil sexual and reproductive health rights. Litigation can challenge harms tied to private-
sector corporations and land use, including those having gendered effects on local
communities. Where the separation of powers is strong and courts remain independent,
strategic litigation can act as a bulwark against gender backlash. However, litigators must
weigh risks such as regressive precedent, enforcement challenges, evidentiary constraints,
and the length and cost of proceedings.?’

43.  Feminist organizing also helps to ground international and regional standards within
national contexts.. Through civic contestation and mobilization, women’s rights advocates
play a critical role in translating international legal frameworks into locally resonant
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concepts,® undertaking what is described as the “vernacularization of international law.”% .
Regional agreements on access to justice, often advocated for by transnational feminist
networks, have also been essential to diffusing model justice policies across borders.*
However, these groups face growing threats from gender backlash dynamics, and limited
funding. Restrictions on civic space hinder feminist movements’ ability to mobilize and drive
access to justice efforts.

C. Legal aid and legal empowerment

44.  Around the world, legal aid has been shown to improve legal outcomes.®’ Grounded
in international law and frameworks as well as regional agreements, legal aid for women and
girls goes to the substantive realization of rights. In addition to its inherent value, legal aid
also has a strong business case: research shows the absence of legal aid can lead to a “false
economy”?, with the costs of unresolved problems shifting to other areas of government
spending such as health care, housing, child protection, and incarceration.®

45.  An obligation of the state, government funding for legal aid is often a challenge,
sometimes limited to only criminal matters while legal needs are commonly civil®*, and
includes shortages of lawyers with specialized training in responding to gender-based
violence.” At the policymaking level, there can also be a lack of systematic coordination and
engagement with civil society organizations delivering legal aid on the ground.®

46.  Civil society, and especially women’s rights organizations, play an important role in
increasing access to justice for women and girls by raising legal literacy, supporting health
referrals and other socio-economic services, providing local oversight to improve justice
service provision, and supplying advice and representation, including for alternative dispute
resolution., Rooted in communities, such organizations can identify at-risk groups of women
and girls, such as women with disabilities, older women and girls, who may struggle to access
services.

47.  Paralegals and community-based justice workers have been able to reach women and
girls in rural or marginalized areas and bridge justice gaps.®’ Legal empowerment initiatives
specifically have been shown to expand women’s knowledge of rights and help them shape
justice service delivery through engagement.”® A growing body of evidence shows that fairly
resolving justice problems does not always require a lawyer. A diverse and broader group of
problem-solvers focused on what works for the user, such as community-based workers, can
make justice more accessible.” With formal recognition and safeguards, these initiatives can
fill critical justice gaps.
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IV.

Technology and digital innovation

48.  Digital technology is re-shaping justice systems and justice access. Technology can
help women and girls by facilitating access to legal information, linking victim-survivors to
services and streamlining reporting, among other areas. Justice technology can enhance
efficiency and transparency by establishing digital footprints and enabling service delivery
at scale to meet growing demand. It also allows women to access justice systems without
being physically present, overcoming geographic challenges and often, care
responsibilities.!® However, technology is not infallible: data privacy and security concerns
remain, and increasing digitization of legal services can exacerbate information barriers for
some, e.g. older women who have had less exposure to digital technology. The use of
artificial intelligence risk assessment tools for bail determinations, sentencing
recommendations, and case management decisions may rely on judicial algorithms that
systematically reproduce existing gender and other discrimination, such as racial bias.'! At
the same time, countries and economies vary widely in their digital readiness and digital
public infrastructure, shaping both the potential and risks of technology-enabled justice.
Bridging these disparities — through investment, closing the digital gender gap, capacity-
building, inclusive design and ensuring human rights-compliant solutions — is essential to
ensuring that digital justice innovation narrows, rather than widens, inequalities.

Research, evidence and data

49.  Ethically collected research, data and evidence, from both supply and demand sides,
are critical for advancing women’s and girls’ access to justice and shaping narratives. Robust
data and benchmarks supply the evidence needed to help challenge rights rollbacks amid
gender backlash, including in areas like sexual and reproductive health and reproductive
rights.!”? Many countries, however, lack gender-disaggregated justice data, limiting the
ability to identify inequities.!®® Promoting the uptake of evidence is similarly essential to
improving justice outcomes for women and girls.'*

50.  Research can also serve as a bridge: the process of gathering data and evidence can
be highly participatory, bringing together diverse justice stakeholders and enabling the co-
creation of research agendas grounded in community realities and innovative approaches.
Funding and supporting national bodies, universities and local organizations for this work
remains essential, both for rigor and long-term capacity.

Conclusions and recommendations

51.  If power is understood as the ability to make choices, the inability of women and girls
to realize their rights entrenches their dissmpowerment. Ensuring women’s and girls’ right
to equal access to justice requires political will and implementing a comprehensive set of
gender-responsive actions. This approach is anchored in the Beijing+30 Action Agenda,
designed to fulfil the vision of the Beijing Declaration and Platform for Action and accelerate
delivery of the SDGs.
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52. The Commission may wish to urge Governments at all levels and other relevant
stakeholders to take the following urgent actions to strengthen access to justice for all women
and girls by 2030:

Institutional change in justice systems

Transformative law reform

(a) Ratify or accede to, as soon as possible, all international human
rights instruments and their optional protocols, in particular, CEDAW and
review all reservations to those treaties with a view to withdrawing them or
narrowing their scope;

(b) Accelerate compliance with SDG Indicator 5.1.1 by strengthening
legal frameworks to promote, enforce and monitor equality and non-
discrimination, including discriminatory nationality laws and gaps in
legislation regarding gender-based violence;

(¢) Undertake comprehensive legislative reviews of national legal
frameworks to identify and repeal gender discriminatory provisions
inconsistent with international legal norms and standards;

(d) Strengthen the capacity of relevant government entities, including
legislative bodies, to systematically integrate a gender equality approach
across all stages of the legislative process;

(e) Institutionalize gender-impact assessments and post-enactment
evaluations for all new laws and regulations;

(f) Ensure all new laws related to the achievement of gender equality
are costed and accompanied by sufficient resources to ensure their effective
implementation;

(g) Ensure participatory and inclusive legislative processes that engage
civil society, including feminist groups and women’s rights organizations;

(h) Adoptlaws and other time-bound targeted policies to ensure gender
parity in decision-making positions at all levels in public administration and
the judiciary, including temporary special measures where appropriate.

(i) Ensure the meaningful and balanced participation of gender experts
in national delegations to United Nations intergovernmental processes,
including in the negotiations for a convention on crimes against humanity;

Coordination

() Adopt accountable, whole-of-government justice strategies that
integrate and coordinate all relevant ministries and entities involved in the
administration of justice for women and girls;

(k) Ensure effective pathways linking police, courts, prosecution
services, legal aid, child protection services, health and social-service
providers to enable timely and beneficial responses;

(1) Integrate justice and gender indicators into global, regional and
national economic, peace and development frameworks to promote policy
coherence and accountability;

(m) Enhance coordination with and strengthen regional and
international human rights mechanisms, gender commissions and special
mandate-holders;

Prevention
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(n) Ensure justice systems are guided by the lived realities, needs and
rights of women and girls, focusing on institutions that are accessible, timely,
affordable and solution oriented;

(o) Reaffirm Member State obligations in accordance with
international law to exercise due diligence to prevent acts of violence against
all women and girls, investigate such acts, prosecute perpetrators, punish those
responsible, and ensure victims’ access to reparations;

(p) Ensure accessible justice mechanisms to prevent and remedy sexual
and reproductive health and reproductive rights violations;

(@) Ensure gender-responsive and human rights compliant
administrative mechanisms and mediation services for justice delivery;

(r) Reaffirm the role of national machineries for gender equality and
national human rights institutions, where they exist, for addressing
discrimination and preventing further violations;

(s) Ensure continuous professional development for justice system
actors to close substantive knowledge gaps and mitigate gender bias, including
on credibility assessments;

(t) Undertake continuous training and put in place oversight systems
that ensure officers and staff in the justice sector uphold gender-equality
standards and foster a culture of accountability;

(u) Integrate public legal education into national curricula and
community learning programs to promote awareness of human rights, gender
equality and non-discrimination standards;

Funding

(v)  Increase domestic allocations for a gender-responsive justice sector and
strengthen systems to track and make public such allocations, in line with SDG
Indicator 5.c.1;

(w) Resource traditional justice mechanisms that are compliant with
international human rights obligations and standards;

(x)  Resource institutions for trauma-informed and survivor-centred justice
and social services, including shelters for victim-survivors of violence;

(y)  Establish funding mechanisms such as a dedicated reparations fund for
victim-survivors of violence, including targeted support for marginalized populations;

(z) Ensure funding for institutional facilities and services for women and girls
with disabilities, such as universally accessible physical infrastructure and removal of
language barriers;

(aa) Integrate dedicated funding for women’s and girls’ access to justice
through gender-responsive foreign policy frameworks;

Transitional justice mechanisms

(bb) Ensure that transitional justice mechanisms are gender-responsive
in their design and implementation, including adequate
resourcing to comprehensively address gender-based violations and crimes,
including sexual and reproductive violence, in a survivor-centred manner;

(cc) Undertake gender-responsive administrative reparations programs
to address volume of need, without prejudicing avenues for judicial remedy;

(dd) Guarantee the meaningful participation of women, including
women’s and victim-survivor organizations, in all stages of transitional justice
processes, including in leadership positions;
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Autonomous feminist movements and civil society

(ee) Recognize and engage broad-based and inter-generational feminist
groups, women’s rights organizations and civil society as essential partners in
advancing access to justice as part of a whole-of-society approach tackling
structural barriers;

(ff) Ensure an enabling environment for the work of women’s rights
organizations, including the protection of civic space and women human rights
defenders;

(gg) Sustain core, predictable, flexible and multi-year funding for feminist
groups, women’s rights and civil society organizations engaged in access to justice
initiatives for women and girls;

Legal aid and legal empowerment

(hh) Ensure accessible and effective legal-aid services for all women and
girls, including the availability of specialized lawyers and staffing in the area
of violence against women as well as legal aid provision for marginalized
groups, such as women in detention;

(i)  Waive fees to facilitate women’s access to the formal justice system, as well
as simplifying legal procedures where possible;

(jj)  Formally recognize within national frameworks non-lawyer community
justice workers or paralegals, with professional oversight and safeguards, to reach
women and girls to resolve justice problems;

Technology and digital innovations

(kk) Harness technology to scale-up access to justice for women and
girls, while maintaining offline alternatives;

(1) Address the gender digital divide by investing in connectivity,
digital literacy and access to devices;

(mm) Develop and enforce human-rights-based frameworks for
digital justice, including data protection, transparency and algorithmic
accountability;

(nn) Encourage collaboration between governments, technology
providers and civil society to promote responsible justice innovation and
intentional design that enhances fairness and inclusion and includes diverse
development teams developing justice-related artificial intelligence tools.

Research, data and evidence

(0o) Invest in national statistical systems and justice-sector data
collection, ensuring that data are gender disaggregated as well as by other
characteristics relevant in national contexts for comprehensive metrics;

(pp) Establish partnerships among governments, national human rights
institutions, where they exist, academia and civil society to understand how
change happens and generate research for gender-responsive justice systems
inter alia to co-create research agendas;

(qq) Institutionalize evidence use in policy formulation and invest in data
systems as a bulwark against misinformation and to track rights protection,
including on sexual and reproductive health and reproductive rights;

(rr) Expand global and regional repositories of gender-justice data,
including a focus on femicide, accessible to policymakers, researchers and
advocates for comparative analysis and accountability.
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