


Opening statement
 

Tēnā koutou katoa. 
Ngā mihi nui, ngā mihi mahana ki a koutou. 
Good morning and warm greetings to you all.

Madam Chair, members of the Committee, and guests. Thank you for the opportunity to present New Zealand’s ninth periodic report under the United Nations Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of Discrimination against Women. 

My name is Kellie Coombes, and I am the Secretary for Women and Chief Executive of New Zealand’s Ministry for Women. It is an honour to lead New Zealand’s delegation on behalf of the Honourable Nicola Grigg, Minister for Women. Minister Grigg sends her regards to the Committee. She would have liked to have appeared before you in person. She has recently returned to her role, after having her first child at the end of last year. Minister Grigg follows in the footsteps of other women who have given birth while serving as a Member of Parliament. Whetu Tirikatene-Sullivan was the first woman to give birth while an MP in 1970.

I am joined today by my colleagues: 
· Emma Powell, Chief Executive of the Interdepartmental Executive Board for the Elimination of Family Violence and Sexual Violence, 
· Paula Rawiri, Deputy Secretary of Policy at Te Puni Kōkiri – Ministry for Māori Development, and
· Nathan Glassey, Acting Permanent Representative to the United Nations in Geneva.

I will invite Emma and Paula to contribute to this opening statement.  

I would also like to thank officials from the Ministry for Women, and the Ministry of Foreign Affairs and Trade for being present today. 

Additionally, I would like to acknowledge the representatives from New Zealand’s civil society who have shared their experiences and insights with the Committee ahead of and during this session. Civil society plays a critical role in New Zealand’s community – as advocates, service providers, and partners in advancing gender equality, and I am grateful to see some of our civil society leaders here, as well as the Human Rights Commission, our national human rights institution.  

I’d also like to take this opportunity to acknowledge and thank our outgoing Race Relations and Equal Employment Opportunities Commissioner, Saunoamaali’i (Pronounced: So-no-ma-lee-e) Dr Karanina Sumeo. Dr Sumeo has been in this role since 2018 and has also served in interim commissioner roles for Rights of the Disabled, Race Relations, and is currently the acting-Chief Commissioner. Thank you, Dr Sumeo, for the work you have done alongside civil society, businesses, unions, the public service, political leaders, and international allies to advocate for human rights, Treaty of Waitangi rights and the rights of women.   

Recognition of the Convention

The New Zealand Government recognises the critical role of the Convention in the advancement of gender equality and the empowerment of all women and girls. This is why New Zealand ratified CEDAW in 1985 and its Optional Protocol in 2000. We are committed to working alongside communities to develop a range of solutions that are responsive to different groups of women and girls, and we hope to share some of this work with the Committee today. 

We look forward to having an open, frank and constructive discussion with the Committee about the challenges and opportunities to better deliver for women and girls in New Zealand in line with our CEDAW commitments.  We look forward to your questions, insights and observations.

Context

I’ll begin today by providing the Committee with some context about Aotearoa New Zealand. Aotearoa is a word to refer to New Zealand in the Māori language, the language of the Indigenous people of our country.  We will generally use New Zealand today. 

New Zealand is a democratic country in the South Pacific with a rich ethnic diversity. The Treaty of Waitangi Te Tiriti o Waitangi is our founding document. It is the agreement signed in 1840 between rangatira or chiefs of tribes and the British Crown which established a partnership and underpins our bicultural national identity. Today, about 900,000 Māori live in New Zealand, which is about 17% of our country’s overall population of just over five million. Many of our people also have a Pacific, European, Asian, or other ethnic background. 

We strongly value diversity and take pride in promoting human rights and equal treatment for all people.

The Ministry for Women is proud to be co-leading the Mana Wāhine Kaupapa Inquiry with Te Puni Kōkiri – the Ministry for Māori Development – which will hear outstanding claims alleging prejudice to wāhine Māori, Māori women as a result of Treaty of Waitangi breaches by the Crown. Paula will share more details about the Inquiry and the work we’re doing to support it when she addresses the Committee. 
 
We have a particularly proud history of supporting the rights of women and girls. Two powerful legacies include being the first country where women gained the right to vote and having a strong record of women’s political leadership.  In September, we marked the 131st anniversary of women’s suffrage.
 
In 1997, Dame Jenny Shipley was the first women Prime Minister in New Zealand, and women leaders have held this role for 16 out of the 27 years since then. We also acknowledge the leadership and contribution of Dame Silvia Cartwright, a former member of the Committee on the Elimination of Discrimination against Women.

In October 2022, women Members of Parliament gained an equal share of seats in the New Zealand House of Representatives, making us one of only six countries in the world to have achieved gender equality in Parliament.

We are proud that New Zealand ranks 4th out of 146 nations on the World Economic Forum Global Gender Gap Index, which measures parity between genders in economic participation and opportunity, educational attainment, health and survival and political empowerment. 

But we know there is no room for complacency. We have more to do.

Change in Government since the report was published

Since the submission of New Zealand’s 9th Periodic Report in July 2023, we have seen a change of Government. Following our General Election in October 2023, the New Zealand National Party formed a coalition Government with the New Zealand First Party and the New Zealand ACT party. As with all Government changes, this has meant a re-examination of the Government’s priorities. 

The Government’s key focus areas include rebuilding the economy, restoring law and order, and delivering better public services. Improving access to healthcare and educational achievement are also top priorities.
 
The Government has articulated its ongoing commitment to the protection of the human rights of all women and girls in New Zealand and the promotion of gender equality. 

In particular, the Ministry for Women will continue to focus on our work across Government to maintain women’s equal representation on public sector boards, lifting women’s income and addressing the gender pay gap. This work forms an important part of the wider range of actions the Government is taking to improve outcomes for women in employment.

The Government’s other focus areas include upholding women’s safety and wellbeing, protecting women and girls from all forms of violence and reducing gender inequities in health. 

Supporting women’s economic empowerment can generate lifetime and intergenerational benefits for women, their families, their community, and wider society. This includes lifting their income, supporting their participation in the labour market and addressing the gender pay gap.

Over the last five years, through deliberate action, the public service gender pay gap is at its lowest level, falling from 12.2% in 2018 to 7.1% in 2023. This demonstrates what can be done when we shine a light on inequities Work is now progressing alongside New Zealand businesses to develop a gender pay gap calculation tool that can be used across our workforce. 

Work towards improving health outcomes for women and girls includes the extension of free breast cancer screening for women aged 70-74 which will mean around 120,000 more women will be eligible for screening every two years. The introduction last year of a world-leading self-test for cervical screening has seen more than 80% of women being tested take up this option. It is hoped that enabling women to screen themselves will result in an increased uptake of cervical screening among under-screened or never-screened women, particularly Māori and Pacific women and those in rural areas, who have lower screening rates. 

Earlier this year, the Ministry for Women released its 2023 stocktake of public sector boards and committees, which has marked the fourth consecutive year that women’s representation on public sector boards has reached 50% or above, with women now holding 53.9% of these roles. Women are also better represented in board chair roles, reaching 46.2% – a significant increase from 41.9% in 2022.  Māori and ethnic diversity of public sector boards has also continued to increase since data collection for ethnicity began in 2019.

It’s taken a coordinated effort to achieve this, including the introduction of a 50% target which led to a more sustained lift in representation. Monitoring and reporting on the gender and ethnic diversity of public sector boards is part of a broader work programme to support the pipeline of women in governance and increase diversity.

While we have improved women’s representation in public sector governance, there is still some way to go towards improving representation in the private sector. We are seeing some concerted efforts to change this, through groups like Global Women and the Champions for Change where more than 80 leading Chief Executives and Chairs of organisations are helping drive diverse leadership in workplaces. Last year, this group achieved 40:40:20 gender balance at board level – that’s 40% women, 40% men, and 20% any gender. 

Other organisations like the Institute of Directors and Women on Boards New Zealand are also focused on increasing women in leadership and governance.

The independent review into bullying and harassment in New Zealand’s Parliament released in 2019 found online harassment and abuse of MPs by members of the public, including sexist and violent threats, was increasingly common. All this has the very real potential to impact the participation and engagement of women in public and political life. We need to make sure we don’t risk the gains we’ve made in women’s representation.

We are also working alongside the online safety organisation, Netsafe, to develop an online toolkit for workplaces who are supporting women in leadership positions – particularly those holding roles in the public eye. This includes the likes of local government councils which will next year have local body elections. With women’s representation on councils the highest it’s ever been, at nearly 46% at the 2022 elections, we’re keen to continue these gains with more women standing for election.  
 
These resources will be designed to empower both employers and women with the tools, knowledge, and support needed to help women remain active online and continue participating confidently in public life. 

The FIFA Women’s World Cup 2023™ rounded off an amazing two years where New Zealand was at the heart of women’s sport internationally. In 2022, we hosted the Rugby World Cup, the ICC Women’s Cricket World Cup and the International Working Group World Conference on Women and Sport. These were all huge milestones in raising the value and visibility of women’s sport, growing participation, and creating new women sporting heroes and leaders.

At the Paris Olympics and Paralympics, we saw our women athletes compete, making New Zealanders proud, winning eight of New Zealand’s ten record-breaking gold medals. Women are overcoming challenges and forging new ground within sports, including balancing motherhood with athletic careers.

Challenges

While we celebrate our achievements and are proud of our ongoing progress, we acknowledge that more needs to be done to break down the barriers that still exist for women today in New Zealand. The reality is that women and girls still face many systematic and societal barriers that impact them across all areas of their life.

We want to ensure that all women and girls, including Māori women, Pacific women, women from ethnic communities, disabled women, and the rainbow community, experience economic security, are safe from all forms of violence, and have access to quality housing, health, and education. 

Employment

Women’s participation in the New Zealand labour force has steadily increased – from 54.3% in 1991 to 67.4% in June 2024. The women’s employment rate is currently at 64.5%, remaining the fifth highest since measurement began in 1986. 

Women continue to earn less than men. They still experience bias which makes gender pay gaps harder to address. 

While New Zealand has a gender wage gap below the OECD average, at around 8.2%, there is still more work to be done to close this gap for all women, particularly for those groups of women who experience a more pronounced gap. 

The cumulative impact of the gender pay gap is also resulting in lower retirement savings for women – currently estimated to be 25% lower than men’s. 

As I mentioned earlier, we’re now working alongside the private sector to develop a gender pay gap calculation tool, which will see all businesses have access to the same measurement components to calculate their pay gaps. Having a clear and consistent method for doing this is an important step in making it easier for organisations to measure, understand, share, and take action to close their gender pay gaps.

We know that families in New Zealand have been negatively impacted by rising living costs. Recent initiatives to support working parents include a six percent increase in paid parental leave, and the introduction of the FamilyBoost payment to help families meet the cost of early childhood education. 

The Government has also committed to prioritising a bill to allow parents to share parental leave as they see fit and introduce a three-day stay policy to ensure mothers and babies are entitled by law to 72 hours post-partum care. 

Health

Health and wellbeing are fundamental to ensuring that all women and girls are able to thrive. Health outcomes are improving overall for women in New Zealand and women have a longer life expectancy than men. However, women spend more years in poor health than men with more medical interventions for conditions experienced across their lifetime. Women are more likely to be carers, sole parents, have lower incomes, and experience higher rates of family violence – all of which can contribute to poorer health outcomes. 

Health challenges are bigger for many groups of women and girls including wāhine Māori, Pacific women, rural women and disabled women. 

[bookmark: _Hlk178852318]Women need to feel safe and confident to discuss their health and wellbeing without facing stigma or gender bias, and to have timely access to diagnosis, treatment options, services and support.

Family and sexual violence and technology facilitated gender-based violence
Family violence and sexual violence, along with technology-facilitated gender-based violence, are critical issues that require a comprehensive and coordinated response. New Zealand has demonstrated a strong commitment to addressing these forms of violence by establishing the Interdepartmental Executive Board for the Elimination of Family Violence and Sexual Violence in March 2022. The Board is called Te Puna Aonui and builds on the previous joint venture of government agencies that was established in 2018. 
I’d like to now hand over to Emma Powell, Chief Executive of Te Puna Aonui to discuss further what we’re doing in this space. 

[Speaker: Emma Powell] 

Thank you. I want to acknowledge what a privilege it is to be here with the committee today, to openly engage and continue to pursue the advancement of women and girls in New Zealand. 

New Zealand has high and concerning rates of family violence and sexual violence.  Women are three times as likely as men to experience intimate partner violence. Family violence and sexual violence disproportionately affect women with one in three experiencing sexual assault in their lifetime. Children, young people, Māori, Pacific peoples, people with disabilities, older people, LGBTQIA+ communities and ethnic communities are all likely to experience higher rates of sexual violence. 

Achieving change across Government to align strategy, policy and investment to deliver an integrated and effective system, and enabling change in communities, requires sustained focus, collaboration and leadership. In December 2021, our National Strategy for the Elimination of Family Violence and Sexual Violence - Te Aorerekura was launched and guides the efforts of Government, tangata whenua, communities and specialist sectors to work together to: 
· address the underlying social conditions and norms that lead to family violence and sexual violence and prevent harm from occurring. 
· Ensure community lead design and deliver solutions to affect change. 
· Ensure workforces are skilled, culturally competent, and sustainable.  
· Align primary prevention efforts and service delivery. 

The strategy acknowledges that gender inequities shape family and sexual violence and incudes a broad understanding of who is impacted by, and who uses, these forms of violence. Many diverse voices must be heard and shape our solutions for change.

The National Strategy sets out 6 major shifts we expect to see over a 25-year horizon. To help us give effect to these shifts, we have created Action Plans that set out what government agencies will focus on over a shorter period. 

Our first Action Plan, spanning 2021-2023, is now complete, and from the 40 actions progress has been made across a range of areas including the development and implementation of new family violence workforce capability frameworks and training, expanded integrated community led responses to violence, new digital and prevention and support initiatives, as well as funding and support for building relationships and strengthening community voice to support the implementation of the strategy.

To help translate the Strategy into measurable results, new work is underway to improve how we measure the impact of our work – including through a new Outcomes and Measurement Framework and a stronger focus on evidence and insights, to ensure we understand how to achieve change. This has also seen the development of new surveys and measures.

The next Action Plan will be published by the end of the year, and we expect it will prioritise improving multi-agency responses, strengthening evidence and evaluation of what works to support investment, further equipping workforces to respond to victims of violence, system improvement so that people can access services more easily and building effective interventions for people who have perpetrated violence. 

During engagements with communities, we heard from many people that there is much more for Government to do to address the harms caused to women through technology. The impacts of Technology Facilitated Gender Based Violence are increasingly evident across measures of gender equality such as in leadership, participation, and safety. Identifying, preventing and responding to this is an emerging area of work for New Zealand.
 
In closing, I want to acknowledge those across the globe who have been working to address violence against women and girls – past and present. This is complex work, demanding at times. We can only achieve change by working and learning together. 

I will now hand back to Kellie Coombes.

Wāhine Māori 

Thank you, Emma. Finally, I’d now like to hand over to Paula Rawiri, Deputy Secretary, Policy at Te Puni Kokiri, Ministry for Māori Development, to discuss some key issues for Māori women. 

[Speaker: Paula Rawiri]

Kiingi Tūheitia ki te rangi
Te Arikinui, Kuini Ngawai hono i te po ki te whenua
Rire rire hau Pai Mārire

Thank you, I am pleased to address the Committee today and speak about the key issues for wāhine Māori and what is being done to address these.  I am pleased to report from the darkness of nationwide mourning with the recent passing of Kingi Tuheitia Pōtatau Te Wherowhero IIV, a beacon of implicit reverence for indigenous women has appeared through the anointment of a young Māori queen. Our country is driving a transformational journey of advancement for Māori women and girls and we have a strong systemic platform to support ongoing implementation of the Convention and long-term, intergenerational change. 
 
Young indigenous women in Aotearoa are in an inspiring phase of development – they are culturally confident, more knowledgeable about our histories, more aware of global issues and technologically savvy. Their future holds exciting possibilities. I welcome this opportunity to not only speak about their accomplishments but also share insights on our aspirations, challenges and direction of travel.   
 
The current New Zealand Government is committed to working for and with iwi and Māori to ensure that New Zealand is a nation where Māori women and girls can thrive.  The vision for Māori development is equality of opportunity across all aspects of our communities, our society, our political system and our economy. 
 
The role of Te Puni Kōkiri – Ministry for Māori Development is to activate strategies that enable equality and bridge the disproportionate statistics that continue to afflict Māori.  
 
Significant work is underway across the public and private sector to support better outcomes for and with Māori women and girls.  Notable achievements include: 
 
· An evolving programme of research arising from the Mana Wāhine Kaupapa Inquiry on systemic discrimination, deprivation and inequities experienced by Māori women as a result of Treaty of Waitangi breaches by the Crown. An initial tranche of reports will shortly be published on the representation of Māori women in public sector decision-making roles and disparities in justice, health, education, employment, socio-economic wellbeing. This body of work will yield valuable insights on legislative and policy levers to combat intersecting forms of discrimination and further strengthen the visibility of our Convention commitment for Māori women and girls.        
 
· Secondly, a series of national strategies, which are driving better outcomes and equality for Māori women and girls across justice, child protection, family and sexual violence, maternal and infant health, living with disabilities, access to technology, housing, education, employment and pay equity. 
 
· Finally, greater representation of Māori women in public sector decision-making roles and within Māori communities.  
 
I would like to take this opportunity to acknowledge the leadership of iwi, hapū and Māori organisations like Te Rōpu Wāhine Māori Toko i te Ora - the Māori Women’s Welfare League, which has been advocating for Māori women’s rights since the 1950s. Their voice has been at the forefront of critical initiatives to eliminate discrimination and improve outcomes for and with Māori women across a range of areas including housing, health and education.   
 
The indigenous people of Aotearoa have many achievements to celebrate but Māori women, girls and families continue to carry the burden of socio-economic inequity. 
 
The path that lies ahead is paved with multiple, complex challenges but equally there are many opportunities to realise our collective potential, through whānau or family centred approaches. There is much more to do but we know when Māori society is thriving, New Zealand society is thriving. 
 
I give the floor to Kellie Coombes to conclude our opening statement.

Conclusion

Madam Chair, members of the Committee, to conclude I would like to reconfirm our ongoing commitment to gender equality in New Zealand for all women and girls. Women and girls play such an important role in the political, social, cultural and economic fabric of New Zealand. We want to see them thrive and reach their aspirations in all areas of life.

Despite significant progress, challenges remain, and we need to continue to build on the progress we have made to improve outcomes for all women and girls. I would like to thank the Committee for its consideration of our report and its time in engaging in this discussion with our delegation. It takes a lot of determination and collective effort to bring about lasting change. The work is not done and for us to maintain progress, we need to keep working and fighting for equality together.

No reira, tēnā koutou, tēnā koutou, tēnā tatou katoa.

ENDS




