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1. Introduction: 

Founded in 1921, Soroptimist International is a global volunteer movement with a network of around 72,000 club members in 121 countries. Each Soroptimist club belongs to one of the five SI Federations. 
Advocating for human rights and gender equality, at the heart of Soroptimist International’s advocacy is its work across seven UN Centres, where our UN representatives ensure that the voices of women and girls are heard. Our membership work on grassroots projects that help women and girls achieve their individual and collective potential, realise aspirations, and have an equal voice in communities worldwide. 

Soroptimist International:
· Educates at individual, community, and societal levels about acceptable and unacceptable practices, gender equality, and rights as the single best primary prevention intervention to reduce incidents of gender-based violence;
· Empowers women and girls to create meaningful, lasting change whereby women are given control and choice, the freedom to exercise agency, and to be decision-makers over their own lives;
· Enables opportunities by creating societies which support victim/survivors through access to services and resources, to justice, and to economic independence.  

Because of Belgium's political structure (a federal government, 3 communities & 3 regions each with their own governments) the implementation of laws and measures as well as the ratification of International and European Conventions against discrimination, gender equality and violence has repeatedly been delayed and even obstructed.

For example: as of the date of written Belgium has not ratified:
· the ILOC183: Maternity Protection - 2000 (https://www.ilo.org/dyn/normlex/en/f?p=NORMLEXPUB:12100:0::NO::P12100_ILO_CODE:C183) 
·  the ILO C190: Harassment on the work floor- 2019 (https://www.ilo.org/dyn/normlex/en/f?p=NORMLEXPUB:12100:0::NO::P12100_ILO_CODE:C190) the UNESCO Convention against discrimination in education – 1960 (https://en.unesco.org/about-us/legal-affairs/convention-against-discrimination-education) 

Belgium should ratify all conventions with are essential in combatting the discriminations against women. 

For almost all subjects in the CEDAW Convention, data is scarce, especially for intersectionality and the need for an adequate update after the pandemic is urgent.
2. Question 1: General 

Although Belgium has ratified the CEDAW Convention in 1985 and most national and regional laws have been adapted, the awareness of the CEDAW Convention is almost totally absent.

By questioning members of our 56 Belgium clubs (an average of 35 members each), law students in universities and in alumni, as well as the people present at the pre-consultation day on September 1st, 2022, we can conclude that – except for the specialists, the CEDAW Convention is not known. People don’t know what it means; they don’t know their rights provided by the CEDAW Convention neither do they know anything about the fact that Belgium needs to report to the Commission. Furthermore, the outcome and recommendations of the CEDAW Commission are not communicated.

We plead that Belgium takes the necessary steps to make the convention known to a broad public as well in the education system, legal institutions, and other public and private institutions. Harness the power of the media and new technologies to promote the CEDAW Convention.

Par example: provide basic training for journalists and others in the field of public relations. Create an explanatory video that translate the message of CEDAW into easily understandable images and languages, which can be used in each level of the education and can be broadcast on different media platforms. 

3. Question 2: Legislation

The need for more awareness of the CEDAW Conventions, as well as other important international ratified treaties is needed for all juridical institutions and a special need an extra curriculum for all students in higher education. 

When introducing legislation in and across Belgium care should be taken to interrelate all international treaties which promote gender equality, including SDG5.

4. Question 5: Temporary special measures

Soroptimist International urge Belgium to endorse the “Women’s Empowerment Principles: Equality Means Business” and encourage the private sector to sign up and report on the principles (https://www.unwomen.org/en/digital-library/publications/2011/10/women-s-empowerment-principles-equality-means-business).
 
The need to uphold and implement all areas of the CEDAW convention and the Beijing Platform for Action which address the importance of women’s representation in leadership and decision making and take notice of CEDAW’s GR 23 (women in political and public life).

Support the work of international partnerships such as the Inter-Parliamentarian Union to increase the percentage of women in government and implement efficient methods to augment gender equality in leadership positions.

Use the UN Women’s recommendation to “encourage greater involvement of women who may be marginalized, including indigenous women, women with disabilities, women from rural areas and women of any ethnic, cultural, or religious minority, in decision-making at all levels, and address and counter the barriers faced by marginalized women in accessing and participating in politics and decision-making at all levels
(https://www.unwomen.org/sites/default/files/Headquarters/Attachments/Sections/Library/Publications/2018/Empowerment-of-women-and-girls-with-disabilities-en.pdf) 

Adopt a life course approach to women’s participation, working towards a world where women’s voices are equally represented throughout their lifetimes.

5. Question 6: Stereotypes and harmful practices (FGM/Forced Marriage/Honour Killings)
At all levels, Belgium should enact new legislation and review existing legislation to ensure that the rights of women and girls are respected, protected, and fulfilled, and resolve any conflict between formal and customary law to protect women and girls from these forms of violence. Especially health policies need to recognise the dangers of the practice of FGM and early marriage for women and girls’ health. 
Raising awareness through education programmes for medical, social work, and law enforcement should be providing information on the consequences of harmful traditional practices, how to protect victims/survivors of harmful traditional practices, and how to prevent those practices from occurring in the future. Moreover, individuals, communities, and societies should receive extra information on the extensive and substantial harm caused by traditional practices.

6. Question 7: Violence against women
The first message is to engage in behaviour at work to change the focus on the message that eliminating gender-based violence benefits everyone. It is urgent that policies are developed to protect women from harassment and discrimination at work. 
The need to ratify and implement without reservation all international conventions and treaties which directly and indirectly address gender-based violence, and actively engage in accountability mechanisms contained therein, such as ILO C190, C183 and the UNESCO convention against discrimination in school (1960). Recognizing and using of the important awareness campaign of the UN 16 days of activism against gender based violence (November 25th - https://www.ohchr.org/en/women/16-days-activism-against-gender-based-violence).
Educational programmes about healthy and respectful relationships are needed, which educate girls and boys, at an appropriate age. Work to ensure that schools and other educational settings are not sites of gender-based violence and that girls, young women, and women can access to education without the threat of violence.
There is a need to raise awareness in the community (see global “Orange Days” campaigns of Soroptimist International, the recognition of the helpline 1712) on the harmful effects that gender-based violence has on all members of society, and work to break the cycle of violence, provide support to services which offer needed services to victim/survivors as they rebuild their lives.
Ensure that front line responders have adequate resources and training to respond quickly to all incidents of gender-based violence with gender specific compassion, understanding and respect.

The need to invest in initiatives to make public spaces safe, particularly for women and girls, including safe shelter, access to legal services, and medical and psychological treatment at no cost to the victim/survivor.

Recognise that some groups are at particular risk, including migrants, refugees, indigenous women and girls, rural women and girls, women and girls living with disabilities, HIV positive women and girls, women and girls living with mental health challenges, and women and girls facing multiple discriminations (such as sexual orientation and gender identity, race, and ethnicity).

Ensure robust systems are in place and utilised to collect reliable data and statistics disaggregated by sex relating to violence and ensure that the collection of this data does not endanger women or girls in any way. 

Request compagnies to report on incidents and complains of harassment in the workplace. 


7. Question 10: Education
It is now widely acknowledged that as well as benefitting women and girls as individuals, educating women and girls produces better health outcomes, fuels economic growth, and ensures stable and peaceful societies. 
Access to high-quality education and training throughout the life course transforms lives and communities. The cross-cutting benefits of education on the international treaties, such as CEDAW, the sustainable development, and the fundamental role it plays in the achievement of gender equality is globally recognised specifically by Sustainable Development Goal #4. Education is a basic human right as established by CEDAW. Additionally, the Convention on the Rights of the Child, the Human Rights Council reaffirmed the Human Right to Education: - A/HRC/41/L.26 adopted July 11,2019. 
The concept of ‘cradle to grave’ education has been fundamental to the development of education and training systems over many years. However, it is often the case that formal education becomes the focus of educational efforts within sustainable development, particularly due to the efforts carried out to achieve the MDGs and SDGs and the large amount of information already available on formal primary, secondary and tertiary based education. It is critical that more recognition is given to informal education such as in health care or ‘on the job’ skills development which contributes to knowledge in societies and the economy. Frequently women and girls are more present in this ‘informal’ sector so to not fully recognise informal education goes hand in hand with not recognising the knowledge and contributions of women. 
Belgium should embrace gender mainstreaming across all aspects of education and training. Gender mainstreaming should include the institutional measures of gender budgeting and financing for development, supporting and targeting women-specific policies and programmes that address gender discrimination and its impact in education. 
Stronger encouragement needs to be given to women and girls to reduce the digital gender divide and further Science, Technology, Engineering, Arts and Mathematics (STEAM) education and training. Women and girls should have equal access to affordable electricity, the Internet, mobile phones, and computers. 
Vocational education and training are often seen as ‘additional’ or ‘subsidiary’ to formal education received at primary and secondary levels. Data for this area is not always kept or published so vocational training offering skills which contribute to the local economy are not included in reports. 
These opportunities are particularly important for women who need to adapt to new environments be it because they are migrants, their life circumstances have changed because they have become widowed or need to support their family or because ways of communication and technology and the types of work available has changed. 
Older women who for a variety of reasons have not yet been able to access the education they need to live fulfilled lives should not be excluded from sustainable development efforts and should be included in the collection of education statistics. Their inclusion in all forms of education and training will further promote and enhance sustainable development on the individual, familial and community levels. 
Language programmes and conversion courses should be provided for migrant and refugee women and girls to ensure that assimilation and contribution to the new area or country is positive. 
Access to all forms of new technology for women of all ages supports and enables economic and sustainable development for communities. 
Pledge to work towards policies and programmes with a life-course approach to education, recognising and understanding that access to learning is a human right at all ages, and that women and girls have different learning needs at different times in their lives 
Collect sex-disaggregated data on enrolment, retention, and completion, as well as sex- disaggregated data on all outcomes to ensure that women and girls are afforded equal access to learning throughout life. 
Systems of continuing education and training become more accessible for girls and women of all ages, including by recognising non-formal or non-traditional qualifications and experiences, understanding that women may have been unable to participate in formal education for a range of reasons but still have critical skills, knowledge and experience that mean that they are well qualified to participate in educational courses. 
There is an expansion of all forms of supporting apprenticeships and scholarships and funding for vocational education especially technical, engineering, and scientific programmes specifically for women and girls. 





8. Question 12: employment
The need to ratify and implement the International Labour Organization’s two key gender equality Conventions: Maternity Protection Convention (C183) and Violence and Harassment Convention (C190). 
Robusting legislation to eliminate all forms of gender-based discrimination in the workplace - ILO C190.
Enact and enforce legislation to guarantee the rights of women and men to equal pay for equal work or work of equal value, as well as equality in pensions. Supplementary support in gender-responsive budgeting to analyse, plan, implement, and monitor income and expenditure to distribute resources more equally. 
More effect is needed to add national employment policies which promote the harmonisation of work and family responsibilities for women whilst encouraging men to take on more domestic work. More campaigns to ensure the public is aware of these standards. 
Equalizing maternity leaves for both genders.
9. Question 13: Empowerment of women
Start with enabling opportunities by raising awareness and understanding of the positive long-term impact of investing in women and girls. 
Ensure equal representation in economic decision-making and the formation of financial policies and actively advocate for equal representation of women in economic decision making in public and private sphere and on local, national, and international level.
Although electoral lists are 50-50, this isn’t yet reflected in public and private sectors.
Remove with immediate effect any legal obstacles and facilitate women’s access to productive resources.
Uses education to end occupational segregation and increase women’s access to formal economies by offering skills based and vocational training to women and girls of all ages. Empower women and girls by giving them the tools, resources, and knowledge to actively participate in financial decision-making at household, community, national, and international levels.
10. Questions 14: disadvantaged groups of women - older women
Address with immediate effect any laws or practices which render women financially insecure in older age, including differential retirement ages, lack of policies which allow women to fulfil dual roles as caregivers and employees, and approaches to pensions which favour men.

Enact and enforce legislation which eliminates all forms of violence against older women, including physical, psychological, emotional, verbal, financial abuse and exploitation, and neglect.

Roll out and adequately fund services aimed at reducing isolation and lack of social support specifically for older women.

Collect data and evidence-based research disaggregated by age and sex to better understand the unique needs of older women.

Lobby governments to ensure that social protection measures are in place for older women and ensure that older women are supported to actively participate in society. 

Work towards changing gender stereotypes of older women, particularly the negative portrayal of older women in the media.

Sensitise and train authorities on age and gender related issues that affect older women and collect data and evidence-based research disaggregated by age and sex to better understand the unique needs of older women.

Provides educational opportunities for older women, including literacy and maths, vocational skills, technological skills, and knowledge about their rights.

It is hoped that Belgium will ratify the future UN Convention on older people, which is in the pipeline.

11. Question 16: Marriage and family relations

The need to ratify and implement the International Labour Organization’s Convention: Maternity Protection Convention (C183).

Add extra maternity/paternity leave equal between the genders.

Make sure the take measures to promote awareness of and for a fairer distribution of unpaid work between different genders and make childcare affordable for all.

The need for better legislation to protect the wilful impoverishment of the person who must pay maintenance in case of divorce. Too many times the women and children are left behind with no financial support and no legal tools to enforce their demands. 
Also, much more legislation is needed to give police and other institutions the power to interfere in case of violence after a divorce, because a divorce doesn’t mean that the violence stops. 

New legislation is needed in case of co-parenting with the different school systems between the different regions.




Soroptimist International members appreciate this opportunity to present these points to the CEDAW Committee and will be very happy to discuss any points in more detail.
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