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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 including:  The Earth Summit in Rio de Janeiro in 1992, which recognized women’s central role in development; the World Conference on Human Rights in Vienna in 1993, which recognized women’s rights as human rights; the International Conference on Population and Development in Cairo in 1994, which recognized women’s reproductive rights; the World Summit on Social Development in Copenhagen in 1995, which recognized the link between gender equality and poverty eradication; and in the Fourth World Conference on Women in Beijing in 1995, which established a comprehensive action platform for advancing women’s empowerment and gender equality.

The UN Conference on Environment and Development, also know as the Earth Summit of 1992, resulted in the Framework Convention on Climate Change and the Convention on Biological Diversity, the Rio Declaration and the Forest Principles, and Agenda 21—a 300 page plan for achieving sustainable development in the 21st century.  Agenda 21 was based off the Women’s Action Agenda 21, a platform advocated for and created by 1,500 women from 83 countries addressing governance, the environment, militarism, the global economy, poverty, land rights and food security, women’s rights, reproductive health, science and technology, and education.

At the 10 year follow-up to the Earth Summit, the World Summit on Sustainable Development in Johannesburg in 2002, the US under the Bush administration continued to downplay risks to the environment, such as global warming from greenhouse gases.  While the US played a very supportive role in creating the Kyoto Protocol in 1997, it has signed but failed to ratify the Protocol on the false pretense that it would damage the US economy.  The US has also signed but failed to ratify the Convention on Biological Diversity and the Stockholm Convention on Persistent Organic Pollutants.  In place of Kyoto, the current administration has proposed the Clean Air Act and the Clear Skies Initiative, which would actually increase pollution by 584 million tons during a 10 year period.  The US is the world’s largest consumer of fossil fuels and producer of greenhouse gases and continues to provide the smallest percentage of Official Development Assistance among industrialized countries, funds necessary for sustainable development.  In a global effort to preserve the planet, its natural resources and the people who inhabit it, the US continues to take a unilateralist approach to an international issue.

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.

In September of this year, governments will meet in New York for the five-year review of the Millennium Declaration and the Millennium Development Goals (MDGs)—a UN effort to reduce world poverty by half and to increase educational opportunities by 2015, while also working for peace and security, environmental protection, human rights and democracy.  The MDGs have become a high priority for national governments, the UN system, financial institutions and non-governmental organizations—and they represent a valuable opportunity to advance the gender equality agenda and women’s empowerment and rights.  The Millennium Declaration pledges to combat all forms of violence against women and to implement CEDAW—the Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of Violence Against Women.  And as Ellie Smeal said this morning, the US has not yet ratified CEDAW.  While the MDGs make gender the focus of only one of the eight goals, gender must be recognized as a central and cross-cutting concern linked to poverty eradication, peace and security, environmental protection, human rights and democracy.  The US wields much power as the economic and military superpower at this time—it is essential that the US works alongside other countries in recognizing the importance of gender in relation to the MDGs and to dedicate the financial resources necessary to implement these goals.

In the international arena, US policy often follows a double standard—asking other countries to comply with international norms and rules, but seeking exception for itself.  Current US policies have carried this approach to new extremes.

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.

Some things you can do:

1. Get involved in one of our upcoming town hall meetings on women and US foreign policy.

2. Learn about the history of the UN and its ability to serve as a forum for progress for gender equality—go to the WEDO website for great materials, which you can also use for research papers.

3. Stay updated on US policy by reading the papers.

4. Join WEDO’s listserv to get updates on US policy and the UN.

5. Ask departments on your campus—especially Women’s Studies programs—to teach about the UN process and gender issues/women’s rights, and the importance of the US having a multilateralist stance.

6. Get an internship with an organization that does international work, or join one of those organizations’ listserv, or just check their website often.

