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Panel: “We Talk the Talk, but We Don’t Walk the Walk: The US Failure to Abide by International Policies, Treaties and Laws,” April 10, 2005

WEDO, the Women’s Environment and Development Organization, is an international organization that seeks to empower women as decision-makers to achieve economic, social and gender justice, a healthy and peaceful planet and human rights for all.  WEDO advocates for women’s equality in global policy, with a large part of this advocacy taking place at the UN.

Working with hundreds of advocates in all regions of the world, WEDO pioneered a Women’s Caucus at the UN, which put women and gender at the center of the global policy making agenda in key international UN conferences.

At the United Nations, where countries and interest groups meet to decide economic, social and political issues, the United States wields enormous influence.  As a permanent member of the Security Council, it has veto power over UN decisions.  Whether or not the US cooperates and compromises with other nations largely determines whether the UN can succeed in its mission of promoting global equality, development and peace.  Thus far, the United States has tried to use its influence to establish a double standard of international rules, seeking to condemn its enemies but exempting itself from UN scrutiny.  Portraying itself as a world leader in human rights and environmental issues, the US has failed to sign or ratify many major treaties or “conventions.”  US unilateralism is not new, but the George W. Bush administration has taken it to new extremes.  The pre-emptive war in Iraq is the most explicit case to date.  A multilateral US foreign policy would advance international law and human rights, including women’s rights, and would support a strong and effective multilateral system with the United Nations at its center.

CEDAW

The CEDAW Convention—the Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of Discrimination Against Women—which is legally binding for all ratifying states, is the most powerful instrument for protecting and promoting women’s rights worldwide.  CEDAW offers not only words, but an enforcement mechanism for implementing steps towards equality.  The Convention was introduced in the United Nations in 1979 and is now ratified by 179 nations.

CEDAW is important for US women because US women comprise only 14 percent of the Congress and 22 percent of state legislatures, ranking 58th in the world for women’s political participation, are paid $.70-.76 for every $1 a man makes for the same work and face repeated attacks on their reproductive rights.  CEDAW has a broader definition of discrimination than national or most state and municipal laws and can address policies that inadvertently discriminate against women.  It can be implemented locally as well as nationally.

In San Francisco, where CEDAW has been implemented, contracts for city projects can only be given to companies where women work at all levels.  A review board has also been established to evaluate everything from the distance between city lights to zoning.

CEDAW has languished in the Senate Foreign Relations Committee for the last eight or nine years awaiting action from the administration.  Although the treaty only requires Senate action and does not need a Presidential signature, the President’s leadership is crucial to getting CEDAW through the Republican-controlled Senate.  Three years ago, the Bush administration asked the Senate Foreign Relations Committee to delay consideration of the CEDAW treaty.  Despite the general administration rhetoric promoting women’s human rights, they have been AWOL when it comes to CEDAW.  One nod from the President to the Senate Foreign Relations Committee could lead to a vote and Senate ratification.  The US is the only industrialized country in the world that has not ratified CEDAW.

There are several myths that are used by opponents of CEDAW to justify the US’ failure to ratify.  Here are two and the reality which supports ratification of CEDAW:

Myth #1: Ratification will require changes to the Constitution and place the US under the jurisdiction of the United Nations.

In reality, ratifying states must submit periodic reports on progress.  They are neither required to change any existing law or impose any new laws.  Legislation to implement CEDAW, or any UN treaty, must be brought before the House and Senate in the same way as any other bill.

Myth #2: Women will be forced to fight alongside men in armed combat.
In reality, women are not required to serve in the military or engage in combat.  The Treaty does not even reference women in the military.  In 1997, the CEDAW Committee emphasized that women’s absence from the military hinders diplomacy and peacekeeping efforts.

Beijing Platform for Action 

The 1995 Forth World Conference on Women in Beijing was attended by 40,000 women from across the globe, including a US delegation with prominent women such as then First Lady Hillary Clinton and Madeline Albright, 6,000 government representatives from 189 countries, and an estimated 7,000 Americans of all ages, races and ethnic backgrounds from all parts of the country.  The conference resulted in the adoption of the Beijing Platform for Action, which outlines steps countries can take to advance women’s status in 12 critical areas of concern from health to human rights.  In 1995, the US government was a leader seeking many of the strong commitments from governments present at Beijing.  The Clinton administration created the President’s Interagency Council on Women and the White House Office for Women’s Initiatives to implement the principles of women’s empowerment and gender equality within the US government, as set forth by the Beijing Platform for Action.  The Bush administration dismantled these programs in 2001.

And at the five-year review of Beijing in 2000, women’s groups from the US reported a strong governmental commitment to the Beijing Platform for Action and some progress in its implementation.  However, at the ten-year review of Beijing, which took place in New York in early March of this year, the US support of the Beijing Platform for Action was weak if not adversarial.  The outcome of the review was to have governments reaffirm, unequivocally, the Beijing Platform for Action.  The US refused to join the global consensus in reaffirming the platform and proposed an amendment stating that the US did not support the creation of any new international human rights or the right to abortion.  The US brought enormous pressure on other countries—especially Central American countries—both at the UN meeting and from Washington to country capitols.  While the Hole See was the only supporter of the US amendment and the US’ stance, it took the concerted effort of women’s groups and Ministers of Women’s Affairs to force the US to withdraw its amendment.  

US government attitudes and policies that undermine human rights, poverty eradication, reproductive health and rights—women’s rights overall—impede global progress and hold disastrous consequences for American women—particularly for those who are poor, women of color and immigrant women—and for women worldwide.

Kyoto Protocol

The 1997 Kyoto Protocol is a legally binding agreement under which industrialized countries are required to reduce by 2010 their collective emissions of six greenhouse gases by 5.2 percent compared to levels in 1990.  As of October 2004, 126 parties had signed and 120 parties had ratified or acceded to the Treaty.

Despite scientific evidence the Bush administration continues to downplay the risks of global warming from greenhouse gases.  US legislation calling for voluntary agreements with corporations to cut emissions has been ineffective, with levels rising 4.9 percent in the last five years.  The problem is likely to worsen with the weakening of the clean Air Act and the pursuit of an energy policy dependent on fossil fuels.

The US has signed but not ratified the Kyoto Protocol making it clear that it will not ratify unless emissions targets are included for developing countries.  In place of Kyoto the administration has proposed the Clean Air Act and the Clear Skies Initiatives, which would actually increase pollution by 584 million tons during that same ten-year period.

More myths perpetuated by opponents of Kyoto are:

Myth #1: The US economy will be harmed.

In reality, corporate interests have promoted this myth to save billions of dollars by not investing in cleaner technology.  The Energy/Natural Resources sector as a whole, including electric utilities, gave over $64 million in donations to political parties during the 2000 election year.

Myth #2: All nations are equally accountable for reducing greenhouse gas emissions.

In reality, two-thirds of global emissions of carbon dioxide come from developed countries and unless they take action it is projected that they will still be the source of over half the world’s emissions.  Developed countries have released emissions since the Industrial Revolution, making them primarily responsible for the climate change problem.  Many developing countries are already reducing their emissions growth, in some cases lowering emissions more than industrialized countries.

Myth #3: Greenhouse gases won’t be effectively curbed.

In reality, the Kyoto Protocol is just the beginning in what must be an ongoing commitment to reducing greenhouse gases globally.  Under the current US plan, emissions will actually grow to 36 percent more than Kyoto levels by 2010 and 50 percent more than Kyoto target levels by 2020.

Myth #4: Climate change is unproven and part of a left-wing agenda.

In reality, scientist project that during our children’s lifetimes, global warming will raise the average temperature of the planet by 2.7 to 11 degrees Fahrenheit.  Some regions of the world have already warmed by as much as 5 degrees Fahrenheit.  In Glacier National Park scientists predict there may not be a single glacier left in the park by 2020.

It is critical that American women mobilize and speak out for a different kind of global policy—one that is more consistent with the kind of people and country that we want to be.  Today we live in an interdependent world where our domestic policies are inextricably linked.  We must press for a US foreign policy that is premised on international law and human rights, including women’s rights, and which supports and respects a strong and effective multilateral system with the United Nations as its center.

