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Introduction 
As the Cook Islands celebrates 60 years of self-governing status in 2025, this milestone provides an opportunity to reaffirm our commitment to gender equality. This year also marks 40 years since the Cook Islands became a party to CEDAW. While progress has been made, systemic gaps hinder full adherence to the Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of Discrimination against Women (CEDAW) obligations. 
The government must take bold, decisive action to bridge existing gender gaps and work in genuine partnership with civil society organisations. Gender equality is fundamental to national progress, and without systemic reforms, efforts will remain fragmented and underfunded. 
The Cook Islands National Council of Women (CINCW)[footnoteRef:3] acknowledges and commends the government for submitting its fourth and fifth periodic reports on the implementation of CEDAW. Progress is noted in gender policy development and service provisions, however significant gaps remain in data collection and analysis, policy revision/design and implementation, and sustainable funding for gender equality initiatives.  [3:   A 50 year old national non-governmental organization set up to represent the voice of our women and to strengthen women in governance roles, improve and consolidate women's revenue sources and economic standing, mitigate the impact of climate change, and continue to push to end domestic abuse against women and their families. Our framework and overall goal remains ensuring that our women and their families are safe, healthy and happy.] 

This report is a combined effort of the members and affiliates of the CINCW as listed in the footnote on the previous page. Their concerns were collated over a period from November 2024 to March 2025. A lead author collated the information into a first draft, and during the CINCW Biennial Meeting in March 2025, the report was adopted for onward submission to UN CEDAW. The New Zealand National Council of Women CEDAW author and President, provided technical support and guidance to finalise this report.
Executive Summary
This Alternate report provides  information in the context of the Cook Islands 4th and 5th combined CEDAW Reports, which were due in July 2022. It covers the reporting period from January 2018 to September 2024, noting the states party report was received by the Committee on November 22, 2024. This alternate report highlights key recommendations requiring urgent attention to support full adherence of the Cook Islands to its CEDAW obligations and the Committee’s Concluding Observations (CO)[footnoteRef:4]. [4: https://tbinternet.ohchr.org/_layouts/15/treatybodyexternal/Download.aspx?symbolno=CEDAW%2FC%2FCOK%2FCO%2F2-3&Lang=en ] 

Cross-cutting comments

Quality and timely data is a major constraint for strong planning outcomes. There is a lack of comprehensive national datasets, including in education, employment, and healthcare, for women and girls. The only gender profile for the Cook Islands is from 2012.[footnoteRef:5] The last comprehensive study on domestic violence, the Cook Islands Family Health and Safety Study, was undertaken in  2014. Clear, measurable and current data to inform and monitor gender equality progress is absent.  [5:  https://stats.gov.ck/cook-islands-gender-profile-2012/. ] 

High-level policy requires all-level ownership. There must be more meaningful consultation. We recognise the government’s efforts to engage stakeholders to date. It is to be hoped that the representation of voices going forward will be broader and more inclusive, encompassing both men and women, young and older generations, senior and emerging leaders, policymakers, academia, and representatives from the migrant community.
Replicate and learn from what is working. We would like to see the formation of a partnership of government and civil society to drive CEDAW implementation. Precedent for this type of collaboration is apparent in the Seabed Mining discipline and in the Marine Resources sector, where a Commission and an Association representing the community and fishers of the country are allocated space and budget to implement national and international directives.
Dedicated budget and resources for gender mainstreaming. The CI Combined fourth and fifth reports highlights that a lack of dedicated financial resources has hindered the effective implementation of gender equality programs.[footnoteRef:6] This is a grave concern. Without adequate public funding for INTAFF’s gender department (as the current CEDAW focal point and national machinery), the State’s commitment to CEDAW is just lip service. Direct government funding for civil society actors also remains insufficient. Financial support is primarily available through the highly competitive Social Impact Fund[footnoteRef:7] mechanism leaving organisations or services without stable, long-term resourcing. A funding pool dedicated to gender equality and women’s empowerment is imperative.  [6:  CI State Report, p9 paragraph 29.]  [7:  https://www.intaff.gov.ck/welfare-benefits-2/community-development-services/social-impact-fund-guidelines/ ] 

Recognising and addressing knowledge transfer. We need to develop our own gender equality expertise locally. Understanding gender and discrimination is the knowledge that will empower our reforms. Without this knowledge, gender mainstreaming in government will continue to be a challenge. We urge the government to explore access to training for our people. 
	Recommendation
1.1 Improve data collection processes and resourcing through the National Statistics Office (NSO) and other key agencies to ensure that policies are informed by accurate, disaggregated data. 
1.2 Update the Cook Islands Gender Profile and Family Health and Safety Study.
1.3 Establish a national CEDAW partnership of government and civil society representatives to improve consultations, coordination and communication.
1.4 Ensure adequate public funding for CEDAW implementation. Have a funding pool dedicated to gender equity and women’s empowerment initiatives. 
1.5 Develop local gender equality expertise.



Article 1:	Definition of discrimination against women
The government has not adopted a comprehensive definition of discrimination against women, covering all prohibited grounds of discrimination. Adopting a definition will re-affirm the government’s commitment to implement CEDAW. 
	Recommendation
2.1 Government to adopt a definition of discrimination against women, covering all prohibited grounds of discrimination; implement the definition in its policies and programs; and promote awareness of the definition across government, civil society and communities. 


Article 2:	Anti-discrimination measures
National events, such as elections and the response to the global COVID-19 pandemic, are reported as having hindered the State’s efforts to implement CEDAW during the reporting period. CEDAW principles need to be integrated into all national policies, programs and emergency responses, rather than being treated as separate considerations. 
We urge the government to resume prioritization of reforms to address discriminatory laws, policies and programs. Reforms must include:
· The Employment Relations Act 2012 and its regulations – to allow migrant workers to access paid maternity and paternity leave. Currently only Cook Islanders and permanent residents are eligible for the government’s paid leave program. 
· Social welfare benefits – child welfare benefits are only available for children of Cook Islanders or permanent residents. They are not available for the children of migrant workers living with their parents in the Cook Islands. 
· Maternity benefits – women migrant workers are not eligible for the newborn allowance.
The Combined fourth and fifth reports indicate that some social welfare benefits may be extended to migrants, which is promising.[footnoteRef:8] These reforms need to be finalised with a sense of urgency. [8:  CI State Report, p28 paragraph180.] 

We urge the government to put measures in place to review proposed law changes, new policies, significant programs and public procurement from a gender perspective. 
The government’s legal advisor, the Crown Law Office, is uniquely placed to carry out a review of proposed legislation as part of the existing process of certifying draft legislation before it goes to parliament. 
We urge the government to implement measures to assess the effectiveness of the Family Protection and Support Act 2017:
· It is now 8 years since the Act was passed. There is limited data to assess the effectiveness of the legislation to combat domestic violence. Are women and children getting the timely protection that they need? 
· The Act also reformed divorce laws in the Cook Islands. Fault based grounds were repealed. Regulations prescribe simple and easy to use forms that do not require a lawyer’s involvement. These changes should make a world of difference to a women applying for divorce. They reduce the costs and complexity of stressful life events. For instance, in practice, the Ministry of Justice requires applicants to provide a sworn affidavit prepared by a lawyer. This unnecessary deterrent undermines the policy behind the law change and should be removed. 
· The Act also provides for child support orders. It will be prudent to understand if this mechanism is working, or if not, why? 
	Recommendations
2.1   Integrate CEDAW principles into all national policies, programs and emergency responses rather than treating them as separate considerations.
2.2 Resume prioritization of reforms to address discriminatory laws, policies and programs.
2.3 Put measures in place to vet proposed law changes, new policies, significant programs and public procurement from a gender perspective.
2.4       Crown Law Office to review and certify that all draft legislation does not discriminate against women and conflict with CEDAW.
2.5      Review the effectiveness of the Family Protection and Support Act 2017.



Article 3:	The development and advancement of women
Women need a dedicated national machinery of government to drive institutional leadership and accountability in gender policy.
Past ad hoc discussion for a well-resourced, stand-alone national machinery of government was revisited at the 2025 CINCW Uikaraurau national women’s conference as an outcome[footnoteRef:9]. A dedicated national mechanism is essential for effectively monitoring and advancing gender equality and women’s empowerment. Precedent has been set in recent years, when government established a stand-alone Ministry for Corrective Services.  [9:  CINCW, “Uikaraurau” March 2025 Report, Cook Islands National Council of Women Conference 2025, Outcomes, p.9 (request hardcopy from CINCW email: cincw@cincw.org.ck) ] 

There is concern that INTAFF is not an effective national machinery for CEDAW implementation. 
· The ministry has a wide range of responsibilities making it difficult to focus on gender equality and the empowerment of women specifically. 
· As outlined earlier in this report, key social programs administered by INTAFF are discriminatory against women migrant workers. 
· CEDAW does not feature prominently in the ministry’s public profile. 
· CEDAW does not feature prominently on the INTAFF website. It isn’t mentioned on the Home or About pages. CEDAW related documents are only available under a ‘Social Policy” resource tab. 
· INTAFF’s Facebook page ‘About’ information does not mention CEDAW by name. CEDAW-related posts are about events and training attendances. 
· INTAFF’s self-authored profile is the well-being of ‘Cook Islanders’. This focus on Cook Islanders is discriminatory to other residents of the Cook Islands, including the growing migrant worker population. 
The National Policy on Gender Equality and Women’s Empowerment and Action Plan 2019-2024 (NPGEWE)[footnoteRef:10] has lapsed in its coverage.  The NPGEWE did not feature CEDAW prominently. The action plan did not identify how measures will achieve CEDAW objectives. We urge the government to prioritize the review of the NPGEWE and engage widely on the next policy and action plan design and formulation[footnoteRef:11]. The next phase also needs to be adequately funded.  [10:  ibid ]  [11:  ] 

Government’s competitive funding mechanisms administered by INTAFF shares a limited pool of Social Responsibility policy among a myriad of civil society organisations (CSO). The mix of CSO ranges from newly formed agencies to long term and traditional non-government organisations.  All are encouraged to submit bids in the name of gender equality, disabled and vulnerable, and community focus. This process is further challenged by a shifting board of community agency representatives selected by INTAFF to manage the funds allocation. Often the traditional CSO involved in gender equality have submissions edited and downsized in value, impacting programs planned and targets set. This leaves essential work and services vulnerable for CSOs with significant clout and network throughout the islands. Developing a funding mechanism that recognises the functions and responsibilities NGOs focussed on CEDAW related plans and priorities is imperative.
All areas of gender equality and women’s empowerment need to be addressed, with a focus on promoting economic opportunities, climate justice, education, and leadership roles for women, and reducing inequalities. Equitable resource allocation must reach the Pa Enua (outer islands), ensuring that all communities have access to essential services. 
NGOs and CBOs can serve as critical partners in addressing these gaps, and practical partnerships should be fostered to maximise their impact. Strengthened inter-agency coordination, through the establishment of a centralised case management system and formalised referral pathways, is vital for this unified response. 
	Recommendation
3.1 Establish a stand-alone agency for Women and CEDAW implementation.
3.2 Prioritise the review of the NPGEWE without delay. Consultations must be inclusive and meaningful. 
3.3 The next NPGEWE should address these critical areas:
· Be CEDAW focused. 
· Include a definition of discrimination against women. 
· Include data collection as a key focus area to ensure that policies are well informed.
· Establish a national CEDAW partnership.
· Establish a stand-alone Ministry for Women. 
· Resume prioritization of reforms to address discriminatory laws, policies and programs.
· Gender-responsive budgeting is required by all ministries to ensure sustained funding for gender equality programs.
· Gender mainstreaming in government through implementing a gender assessment requirement for policy and law reform, and significant programs and public procurement.  
· Develop local gender equality expertise. 
· Developing a funding mechanism that focuses specifically on gender equality and women’s empowerment. 
· Long-term strategies that integrate gender-responsive economic recovery plans.  
Without these structural reforms, gender equality efforts risk remaining fragmented and underfunded.



Article 4: 	Acceleration of equality between men and women
The government is commended for fostering meaningful partnerships and outlining service development initiatives to promote gender equality through numerous Memoranda of Understanding (MOUs) with NGOs, each targeting specific services or addressing gaps. However, while this is a step in the right direction, CINCW notes that these organisations remain heavily reliant on foreign aid or programme funding from regional and international agencies to sustain their day-to-day operations.
MOUs are a positive initiative, but direct government funding remains insufficient. Instead, financial support is primarily available through the highly competitive Social Impact Fund[footnoteRef:12] mechanism, leaving these organisations or services without stable, long-term resourcing. Yet in the systematic reporting of economy progress, the Sustainable Development Goal[footnoteRef:13] relating to gender equality holds a significant place in global reporting matrices. [12:  https://www.intaff.gov.ck/welfare-benefits-2/community-development-services/social-impact-fund-guidelines/ ]  [13:  https://sdgs.un.org/goals/goal5 ] 

	[bookmark: _Hlk211699053]Recommendation
4.1	Dedicate national budget allocations as a proportion of the population to NGO operations in the CEDAW discipline, coordinated under a stand alone agency with established NGO representation to reduce the reliance on foreign aid and programme funding from regional and international agencies for NGOs to sustain their day-to-day operations.



Article 5: 	Sex roles and stereotyping

This article notes the need to eliminate gender stereotypes and cultural norms that reinforce discrimination and acknowledges gender stereotypes as a barrier to equality. We welcome the State reports presentation on awareness-raising programs targeting government officials and the public. These programs are posing effective ways to engage men in programs aimed at combating gender-based violence and shifting cultural bias and attitudes which impede progress under CEDAW.
The National Policy on Gender Equity and Women's Empowerment (NPGEWE) 2019-2024 has helped provide a reference document for addressing gender stereotypes and cultural norms. The Crimes (Sexual Offences) Amendment Act 2023 is a significant step forward, particularly in removing outdated gendered language and criminalizing marital rape.
We commend the regular engagement across government for public-facing events such as White Ribbon Day and International Women’s Day events, and the opportunities they provide for challenging harmful gender stereotypes.
However, the work of challenging gender stereotypes is critical to help inform attitudes and decisions and reshape words and mindsets. Reforming gender stereotypes will help correct coercive and violent behaviours which impact lives and livelihoods.
These areas of overlap and intersectionality show addressing stereotypes and mindsets, especially in a country which identifies so strongly with culture and tradition, are critical aspects of CEDAW reporting. 
While we note that CEDAW was designed for a time where the binary definitions of sex as male or female held prominence, it is clear that gender diversity and the human rights of non-binary groups have grown in prominence, and fall under the spirit of equality for all within the UNHRD and CEDAW. This is especially true for any national policies which claim to support inclusion and diversity principles, in word and in law.  The decriminalization of same-sex relationships provides a noteworthy milestone, but the nature of the public commentary and polarising nature of the discussions involved have shown the level of cultural and societal discrimination still prevalent on non-binary individuals and groups.
Government has led in the Pacfici region in the introduction of media freedom and right to information measures. This progress must be extended to ensure media accountability and partnership for raising awareness of gender stereotyping perpetuated in media content and systems. 
	Recommendations
5.1 Government resource and convene a gender and media dialogue. The event to bring together official and community sector at all levels, and sectors, to develop action plans and code of conduct to ensure ethical standards of inclusion, gender portrayals, and accountability. The dialogue must also include social/digital media to ensure challenges of TFGBV are addressed.
5.2 That a gender stereotypes syllabus be developed and piloted across all phases of learning, from parenting classes before birth , to Early Child centres to primary, secondary and tertiary curricula as part of a reo maor[footnoteRef:14] life-skills gender literacy deliverable. [14:  In maori language.] 

5.3 Ensure quality data and reporting via a national study on gender stereotypes, addressing gaps and building on the existing knowledge base, can be incorporated into a survey question in the next Cook Islands census.
5.4 Review legislation and public policy documents to audit areas where gender stereotypes are inadvertently or intentionally impacting public sector governance resource allocation, education, employment, and public discourse.



Article 6: 	Suppression and exploitation of women
As stated in General Recommendation 35[footnoteRef:15] on gender-based violence against women, the CEDAW Committee condemns gender-based violence against women, in all its forms. [15:  https://www.ohchr.org/en/documents/general-comments-and-recommendations/general-recommendation-no-35-2017-gender-based ] 

It is essential that prevention measures, law enforcement training, and survivor support services are strengthened to address GBV effectively.  Sustainable GBV prevention and response are required. 
There needs to be a permanent, structured training programme to ensure all professionals handling GBV cases—including police, judiciary, health workers, and social services—receive ongoing, standardised education. Training must be expanded to the Pa Enua, ensuring equal access to capacity-building. Inter-agency coordination should be strengthened through a multi-sector task force and standardised case management procedures. There needs to be uninterrupted support for survivors and perpetrators of GBV, including training in trauma-informed care and legal advocacy.
To build long-term local expertise, sustained mentorship, scholarships, and exchange programmes are required, rather than relying on short-term technical assistance.  NGOs should be actively supported through training and public education initiatives to enhance survivor support and awareness of legal protections. These actions will create a more effective and sustainable response to GBV in the country.
While progress has been made in implementing the FPSA significant gaps remain in enforcement, victim protection, and awareness. These shortcomings, ensuring that survivors of domestic violence receive the protection and support they need, must be addressed, particularly among the younger victims of sexual assault and abuse. A stronger, more coordinated approach between law enforcement, judicial institutions, and support services is essential to truly eliminate domestic violence and uphold gender equality in the country.
To address the full scope of gender-based violence in the Cook Islands, sufficient resources need to be allocated. This includes committing to regular and comprehensive data collection to inform policy and intervention strategies. It is also crucial to support the existing mechanisms in place regarding safe houses for survivors across the nation, ensuring that both Rarotonga and the Pa Enua have accessible, anonymous, safe accommodation. Neutral culturally sensitive yet victim-centred approaches to GBV prosecution are required, ensuring that traditional family-based resolution processes do not undermine justice for survivors. These steps are essential to providing effective, long-term support for GBV victims and advancing gender equality in the Cook Islands.  Partnerships are essential in addressing these challenges, especially for the population in the Pa Enua.
	Recommendation
6.1	Scale up GBV prevention and response efforts through national awareness campaigns, law enforcement training, and survivor support services.
6.2	Include in the GBV legal aid funds, victims of discrimination.
6.3	Resource and scale-up a permanent, structured training programme to ensure all professionals handling GBV cases—including police, judiciary, health workers, and social services—receive ongoing, standardised education.
6.4	Support the system for safe and anonymous housing for survivors across the nation.
6.5	Strengthen national partnerships to secure support from regional and international strategic partners, establishing a comprehensive and sustainable partnership model that is culturally responsive and survivor-centered in addressing.





Article 7: 	Political and public life
Stronger measures are needed to increase women’s participation in local and national government, the judiciary, executive positions in the  civil service. This includes introducing quotas or reserved seats in these sectors, expanding support programmes for women in politics, and fostering partnerships with NGOs and CBOs to amplify grassroots efforts. Ensuring women’s equal representation and leadership in decision-making will enhance the effectiveness of government policies and ensure that women’s voices are heard in shaping the future of the Cook Islands. 
There is gender imbalance in important boards. For instance the country’s Parole Board, is comprised of only men. Gender diversity in decision-making bodies like these is crucial to ensure fair, inclusive, and representative justice for all.
	Recommendation
7.1	Design and implement a temporary special measure program to ensure an equal participation of women in all leadership and statutory board across government. 
7.2	Address gender gaps in leadership and economic participation through affirmative action policies, mentorship programmes, and targeted economic initiatives.



Article 8: 	International representation and participation
Cook Islanders are a highly mobile population, frequently traveling for professional, religious, community, fundraising, or personal reasons. While the opportunities for women and girls to represent or participate in international forums are significant, the high costs of travel within the country create a barrier for those from the Pa Enua, limiting their access to these important representation opportunities.
	Recommendation
8.1	State include a funding envelope in all training and representation opportunities for internal facilitation and travel costs for Pa Enua representatives.



Article 9:	Nationality
The national women’s conference 2025 outcomes[footnoteRef:16] recognise the need for the promotion of Cook Islands Māori.  Government is urged to promote Cook Islands Māori use through official documents.   [16:  CINCW, “Uikaraurau” March 2025 Report, Cook Islands National Council of Women Conference 2025, Outcomes, p.7 (request hardcopy from CINCW email: cincw@cincw.org.ck)] 

While national institutions currently offer accessible language courses on mainland Rarotonga, these programs require sustainable resourcing to ensure their continuity and wider reach. Expanded mechanisms, models, and learning programs that enhance language acquisition through regular engagement must be pursued. 
Social media is a powerful tool for promoting the use, preservation, and engagement of Cook Islands Māori. Digital platforms provide accessible spaces for sharing language resources, storytelling, and cultural knowledge, reaching both local and diaspora communities. Initiatives such as online language challenges, interactive lessons, and community-led discussions encourage participation and intergenerational learning. Additionally, leveraging social media for Cook Islands Māori language advocacy can increase visibility, normalise everyday use, and inspire broader engagement in language revitalisation efforts.
The discussion on Cook Islands versus New Zealand relations needs to be guided by the state of affairs the country has attained over the last 60 years of self-government. The fear of gaining full independence is misguided by overseas media releases and fake news, and requires communication strategy and country wide participation in the process.
The Council reinforces the importance of te reo maori[footnoteRef:17] and preserving and protecting it from dying out.  [17:  Cook Islands maori language] 


Recommendation
9.1	Promote and allocate sufficient resources to a national promotion to encourage households to dedicate time for speaking only Cook Islands Māori, as well as legislate official government signages and documentation to be available in both Cook Islands Māori and English.
9.2 	Support mentorship programs that connect learners with fluent Māori speakers (Tuakana–Teina model) to enhance language acquisition through regular engagement. 
9.3 	Invest in and promote accessible Māori language courses through social media and institutions such as USP and CITTI, ensuring opportunities for community-wide participation and lifelong learning.
Article 10: Equality in Education
There is no comprehensive data collection on girls' access to education, especially in remote areas.  This is a need to better understand and address dropout rates related to early pregnancy and caregiving responsibilities. Additional support is needed to ensure that girls with disabilities can fully access the inclusive education policy, with adequate resources allocated for its execution. 
It is encouraging to see stereotypes and structural barriers in traditionally male-dominated fields, particularly in STEM, being broken down. It is critical to foster collaborations with NGOs, CBOs, and educational institutions to enhance the reach and impact of these efforts. The ongoing work in addressing dyslexia and autism should also be expanded, particularly in the Pa Enua, to ensure all students, parents and families receive the support they need.
Women teachers are a significant number in the education sector (over 70%). In recent times Government employment policy has discriminated the pay scale levels of private versus public school teachers though the quality and delivery of education to the students remains the same. It is imperative that Government refrain from discriminatory pay scale attributions as this will impact the long term special character of the private schools’ contribution to socio-economic growth. 
	Recommendation
10.1	Prioritise the implementation of comprehensive data collection on girls' access to education, especially in remote areas, including dropout rates.
10.2	Strengthen initiatives that encourage girls to pursue education and careers in traditionally male-dominated fields.
10.3	The work around special learning needs should be continued, especially in the Pa Enua, with the aim being to mainstream.
10.4    Maintain equality in the pay scale packages of private and public school teachers particularly female .



Article 11:	Employment
While progress has been made with increased maternity and paternity leave, there are limited monitoring mechanisms for effective enforcement.
Sustained investment in affirmative action policies and economic initiatives is crucial to closing gender gaps in leadership and the workforce. While these measures create opportunities, their success depends on adequate resourcing to ensure continuous support, skills development, and financial independence for women, particularly those from marginalised communities such as migrant workers or Pa Enua women.
Access to psychosocial support services, particularly for women experiencing gender-based violence and workplace discrimination, remains inadequate. Punanga Tauturu Itivaine, and Te Punanga Ora’anga Matutu play a critical role in providing counselling[footnoteRef:18], legal support, and advocacy services, yet their capacity is constrained by limited funding and limited recognition within the judicial system. As lead agencies in this space, they continue to seek support for the judiciary to formally acknowledge their role in survivor support and to allocate sufficient resources to ensure the sustainability of these essential services. Without long-term investment, women facing violence and systemic barriers will continue to struggle to access the help they need to fully participate in leadership and economic opportunities.  [18:  https://www.cookislandsnews.com/uncategorised/internal/national/local/counselling-services-offer-their-support/] 

Affordable and accessible childcare, needs to be further developed, alongside extended maternity and paternity leave for all workers, including those in informal employment. 
Addressing the gender pay gap requires regular, transparent wage reviews and gender-neutral job classifications. Promoting women's leadership through targeted policies and quotas is essential for achieving gender parity in decision-making roles. Foreign workers (men and women) should be included in the social protection system, ensuring they have access to the same benefits as local workers. 

	Recommendation
11.1	Affirmative action policies, mentorship programmes, and economic initiatives are needed to bridge gender gaps in leadership and the workforce.
11.2	Strengthen access to healthcare, childcare, and support systems for working women.
11.3	Introduce legislation requiring employers to measure and report on pay gaps and make plans to reduce gaps.
11.4	Raise awareness of legal rights and available complaint mechanisms to help eliminate discrimination in the workforce



Article 12:	Health
Women’s health and social protection systems in the Cook Islands requires resources and direct attention from government to ensure they are accessible, inclusive, and responsive to gender-specific needs. Gender-sensitive healthcare policies should prioritise reproductive health, maternal care, and mental health services, particularly for survivors of gender-based violence and for women requiring equitable healthcare in the Pa Enua. 
CINCW notes that government currently only funds one specialist gynaecology and obstetrics doctor for the entire female population of the Cook Islands. It is also a concern that the doctor is a male. Women must have access to a female specialist if they do not wish to be seen by a male. 
By working in collaboration with local and international NGOs and CBOs, the government's efforts in addressing these challenges can be significantly enhanced. These organisations can provide the expertise and community networks needed to fill gaps in healthcare delivery. Valuable support in education, training, screening, and awareness-raising activities can be provided to help ensure equitable access to healthcare services. By strengthening these partnerships, the government can make substantial progress in improving women's health outcomes, particularly in the SRH area.
To address the health challenges faced by women in the Cook Islands, especially in the realm of SRH, there needs to be skilled healthcare professionals, improved healthcare infrastructure, a reduction in equipment shortages, and better access to care for those in remote areas. 
The 2023 report[footnoteRef:19] commissioned by the Cook Islands Family Welfare agency concludes the treatment of abortion as a criminal rather than a SRH matter promotes discrimination. [19:  Burry,K.; et al; 2023. Ora’anga Meitaki no te Vainetini: Cook Islands Women’s Wellbeing in the Context of Abortion. Sydney: University of New South Wales.] 

	Recommendation
12.1	Expand women’s health and social protection measures to ensure accessible, gender-sensitive healthcare and welfare policies.
12.2	Improve access to sexual and reproductive health services.
12.3	Strengthen partnerships to make substantial progress in improving women's health outcomes.
12.4	Increase the number of skilled healthcare professionals.
12.5	Improve access to care in remote areas.
12.6   Move the stigma of seeking termination of pregnancy towards the health implications and safe practises.


Article 13:	Economic and social life
Expanding inclusive policies, mentorship, and targeted support is essential to enhancing women’s economic participation. Equitable measures, access to funding, and career development initiatives can empower women, including those in the Pa Enua and migrant workers, who face unique barriers to opportunity. Sustained investment is key to long-term impact.
Elderly and vulnerable individuals in the Cook Islands, especially those with health and disability challenges, face significant gaps [footnoteRef:20]in care and support. While family-based care is central to the culture, many families lack the resources to provide adequate support. Despite government assistance through caregiver allowances and health services, these provisions fall short. A more sustainable, comprehensive approach is needed to meet the growing demand for elderly care. [20:  https://www.cookislandsnews.com/uncategorised/internal/features/new-pilot-programme-to-provide-in-homecare-support-to-elderly-and-vulnerable-in-rarotonga/] 

Women’s economic participation has been enhanced through business training, mentorship, and access to financial support, though there remain critical gaps in the support targeted at women. The lack of preference for women in financial loan programmes and the absence of targeted policies for women’s economic empowerment hinder women’s ability to fully capitalise on entrepreneurial opportunities.  
There is a pressing need for long-term, gender-focused economic empowerment programmes that offer tailored solutions to the unique challenges women face in the workforce and business. 
Women’s unpaid labour in agriculture, marine, community and domestic work remains unrecognised.  Women’s contributions must be valued.
NGOs advocating for women’s empowerment call for stronger partnerships with the government to implement these changes.
	Recommendation
13.1	Implement affirmative action policies, mentorship programmes, and targeted initiatives to enhance women’s economic participation.
13.2	Prioritise policies that promote women’s entrepreneurship, including the establishment of women-specific financial support programmes.
13.3	Women’s rights to equal access to economic opportunities must be upheld.



Article 14:  Rural Women (Pa Enua (Outer Islands))
Women in the Pa Enua have benefitted from improved access to medical services, reduced freight costs, enhanced water supply, and expanded social assistance programmes. These improvements are not enough, and there are still several gaps and challenges that need urgent attention. The limited availability of SRH services and healthcare infrastructure, the ongoing freight and logistical issues, and the need for consistent and sustainable improvements in water supply systems all require ongoing investment and attention.  These are crucial to reducing poverty and improving the quality of life for women in the Pa Enua. 
Disadvantaged groups of Women
Efforts should be made to expand the reach of healthcare services to all areas, particularly through public-private partnerships that ensure affordability and access.  Awareness-raising campaigns should be intensified to combat the stigmatisation of LGBTGI individuals, ensuring that they can live free from discrimination. 
Comprehensive, inclusive policies that ensure women with disabilities have equal opportunities to thrive in all aspects of society, contributing to a truly inclusive and equitable nation, need to be developed and implemented.
Impact of Climate Change and Natural Disasters on Women
While significant progress has been made in integrating gender perspectives into climate change and disaster risk reduction policies, several critical gaps remain. The lack of specific strategies for implementing gender-responsive climate policies, the absence of robust sex-disaggregated data, and the digital literacy gaps in remote areas present barriers to fully achieving the objectives set out in the CO. There is a need for greater awareness and understanding of the unique impacts that climate change and natural disasters have on women, particularly in the Pa Enua.
The Climate Change Policy[footnoteRef:21] and other related frameworks need clear, actionable strategies to ensure gender equality in climate change adaptation and disaster response. This includes the establishment of mechanisms for collecting and utilizing sex-disaggregated data to assess the impact of these policies on women’s rights and well-being. Further efforts should be made to improve digital access and literacy among women in remote communities, ensuring they are equipped to receive timely and relevant information.  [21:  https://climatechange.gov.ck/wp-content/uploads/2019/10/Cook-Islands-Climate-Change-Policy-2018-2028.pdf] 

As Vaine Wichman, President of CINCW, said in her oral statement to the International Court of Justice in 2024:
The production of handicraft is mainly assessed in the informal invisible sector.  Often this means that our women producers are not able to attract resources and support to assist in protecting the raw materials they rely on.  This is a gender equality issue because women’s food and handicraft products are not clearly acknowledged in the production side of the country’s national accounts.  Also, our women are concerned about the non-economic loss and damage to their raw material ecosystems.  The authenticity of our cultural products has eroded.  This erosion influences the breakdown in family traditions, cultural identity and the practice of our Māori language.
	Recommendation
14.1	Invest in expanding healthcare services, ensuring equitable access to SRH services across all Pa Enua. 
14.2	Prioritise sustainable solutions to freight and transportation challenges, for women entrepreneurs and their families, to enable them to thrive economically.
14.3	Invest in consistent and sustainable improvements in water supply systems.
14.4	Reduce the stigmatisation of LGBTGI individuals.
14.5	Ensure that women with disabilities have equal opportunities to thrive in all aspects of society.
14.6	A nationwide awareness campaign should be launched to highlight the gendered impacts of climate change and natural disasters especially in the area on non-economic loss and damage, fostering greater understanding and action across all levels of society. It is essential that these gaps are addressed to build a truly inclusive, resilient future for all women.
14.7	The government should prioritise the development of clear, actionable strategies within the Climate Change Policy and other related frameworks to ensure gender equality in climate change adaptation and disaster response.
14.8	Ensure that government funding for gender initiatives reaches the Pa Enua and is not reliant on external aid.


Article 15:	Equality before the law and in civil matters
We commend the government for its efforts in implementing the FPSA and initiating reforms to the Marriage Act. Significant gaps remain in achieving full legal equality for women and safeguarding their rights in marriage and family life. We recognise the government's failure to fully meet its previous commitments to the Committee, especially in updating national legislation to align with international obligations.
CINCW recognises that further delays in raising the minimum age of marriage from 16 years, stalled reforms to property rights in de facto relationships, the absence of a finalised FPSA implementation plan, and insufficient funding for child protection will hinder public awareness of legal protections and prevent the government from fully meeting its CEDAW obligations.

	Recommendation
15.1	It is recommended that legislations immediately raise the minimum age of marriage from 16 to 18 years, ensuring alignment with international standards and safeguarding the rights of young girls to prevent early or forced marriages.
15.2	Urgent action is needed to finalise and enforce reforms that ensure equal property rights for women in de facto relationships. Legal protections regarding property and assets must be extended to all women, particularly in cases of separation or dispute, to ensure full legal equality.
15.3	Adequate resources should be allocated to child protection services, and a comprehensive FPSA implementation plan must be finalised.
15.4	Efforts to raise public awareness about legal rights and protections should be expanded, ensuring that women and children are well-informed and empowered to seek support and justice.



Article 16:	Marriage and family life
The Cook Islands places great emphasis on the values of care, love, and strong family bonds[footnoteRef:22], with extended family playing a central role in daily life. These values are deeply embedded in the culture, as children often live with grandparents, and nieces and nephews are raised by aunts and uncles. Adoption of family members is a common practice and is widely encouraged, reinforcing the interconnectedness of the family unit. These traditions foster a sense of community and mutual responsibility, providing a strong foundation for emotional and social support. [22:  https://cookislands.travel/islands/history-people] 

	Recommendation
16.1	Strengthen support for family-based care models by providing targeted resources and training for extended families, particularly in caregiving for elderly and vulnerable members.
16.2	Social protection programmes should be expanded to include financial assistance and access to health and educational services that support the vital role of extended families in child development and caregiving.




2
image1.jpeg
COOK ISLANDS

new




