


See the CEDAW about the general recommendation on Indigenous Women
 
Background:

The UN World Conference on Women in Beijing in 1995 marked a milestone where the 
visibility of the needs and priorities of Indigenous Women increased thanks to greater 
organisation and participation of the latter in new impact spaces to vindicate their individual 
and collective rights.  This work enabled greater recognition of the rights of Indigenous 
Women internationally, regionally and nationally, which led, for example, to the adoption of 
two resolutions on Indigenous Women at the meetings of the Commission on the Status of 
Women (CSW)42 , as well in several of its Agreed Conclusions.43

Furthermore, with the framework of di�erent UN Funds, Programmes and Specialised 
Agencies, measures have been promoted that seek to increase the protection of Indigenous 
Women's rights and contribute to overcoming factors that impede full realisation of their 
rights.44  The Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of Discrimination Against Women 
(CEDAW) represents a fundamental space to continue progressing in the protection, 
promotion and defence of Indigenous Women's rights, since it is the only binding 
international legal instrument that specifically protects the rights of all women. 

Nonetheless, despite the relevance of several General Recommendations in the CEDAW 
(especially General Recommendation No. 34 on the rights of rural women), none 
systematically provides for their situation, and specific recommendations have not always 
been elaborated that enable the monitoring of state compliance with regard to their 
rights.  



Indeed, it is important that of the 332 national reports seen by the Committee 
on the Elimination of Discrimination against Women, only 69 made reference to 
Indigenous Women, in addition to not covering all countries with indigenous 
populations. This is due to the possible lack of attention paid by the Committee; 
the scant information submitted by states and non-governmental 
organisations; the low organisational level of Indigenous Women in certain 
regions, and the geographical spread of Indigenous Peoples with regard to 
state parties in the convention.  The limited participation of Indigenous 
Women's organisations in this UN body is another side of the story, since 
without their participation, rights do not move forward.

41 The following instruments should be highlighted as outcomes of this participation: The 
Declaration of the International Indigenous Women's Forum - Beijing +5 - (United States, 2000); 
the Continental Declarations of Indigenous Women of the Americas de Abya Yala; the 
Indigenous Women's and Gender Relations Conference (Denmark 2004); the Declaration of the 
Indigenous Women's Biodiversity Network (Malaysia, 2004), and the Political Position 
Document and Plan of Action of the World’s Indigenous Women (Peru, 2013).

42 Resolution 49/7: Indigenous women: beyond the ten-year review of the Beijing Declaration 
and Platform for Action and Resolution 56/4: Indigenous women: key actors in poverty and 
hunger eradication.

43 CSW sessions from 2013, 2016, 2017 and 2018.

44  These are: the Economic and Social Council, specifically the Special Rapporteur on the rights 
of Indigenous Peoples; the Expert Mechanism on the Rights of Indigenous Peoples; the United 
Nations Permanent Forum on Indigenous Issues; UN Women; the United Nations Development 
Programme (UNDP); the United Nations International Children's Emergency Fund (UNICEF); the 
United Nations Population Fund (UNFPA); the Food and Agriculture Organization (FAO); the 
International Labour Organization (ILO); the United Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural 
Organization (UNESCO); the International Fund for Agricultural Development (IFAD), and the 
Indigenous Women's Working Group in the Inter-Agency Network on Women and Gender 
Equality (IANWGE).

45  International Indigenous Women's Forum (FIMI), Concept Note for a General 
Recommendation of the CEDAW Committee on Indigenous Women.
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In turn, the CEDAW, as well as ILO Convention No. 169 and the United Nations 
Declaration on the Rights of Indigenous Peoples (UNDRIP) are instruments of 
international law that enable influence on national legislations with regard to the 
full exercise of the rights of Indigenous Women. In this context, it should be stated 
that many Indigenous Women's organisations have developed important initiatives 
that should be taken in consideration as best practice in full and e�ective 
realisation of economic, social, cultural, political and civil rights.46

This is why a General Recommendation adopted by the CEDAW represents a 
powerful tool for Indigenous Women to vindicate their rights and liberties. Some of 
the CEDAW provisions have a particular interest for strengthening and 
safeguarding the following rights of Indigenous Women: 
 
The right to self-determination: it is important for Indigenous Women to also have 
the possibility of a�rming their autonomy within the framework of this right to 
enhance the important role they play in their communities. Their empowerment 
should not be deemed a fragmented factor of their culture nor be interpreted as an 
intention to impose individual rights above collective rights. A balance needs to be 
reached between the protection of the right to self-determination for Indigenous 
Peoples and the protection of Indigenous Women, as national citizens and 
rights-holders.47

 
The right to land: Indigenous Women uphold a special bond with the land and 
territory for food sovereignty, the management of natural resources and the 
preservation of sacred sites and traditional knowledge. The loss of territory 
heightens the level of conditions for vulnerability and extreme poverty for girls and 
women, and opens them up to numerous discriminations. 
 
The right to representation and participation in politics: generally, scant 
representation is due to sexual discrimination, as well as economic, social and 
cultural barriers. 

Given the intersectoral nature of the underlying factors of vulnerability faced by 
Indigenous Women, it is necessary for specific rights recognised by the CEDAW, i.e. 
the right to equality and non-discrimination; to a life free from violence; the right to 
political participation and representation; economic, social and cultural rights; the 
right to health and decent work, and civil rights to be analysed from the 
specificities of the realities experienced by Indigenous Women. 



Guiding questions:

What are the legal regulations or programmes that have been introduced in 
your country after publication of the current General Recommendations?

What best practice falters in these regulations or programmes

What are the remaining challenges for women in your community to be able to 
fully enjoy their rights?

At local level, how are the implemented measures rendered at national level?

 46 International Indigenous Women's Forum (FIMI), Inclusion and Equity, Global Study on the 
Situation of Indigenous Women and Girls in the Framework of the 25th Anniversary of the Beijing 
Declaration and Platform for Action. Our Voices and Actions for Our Right after 25 Years of 
Beijing Platform for Action, June 2020. 

 47 UN, Report by the Special Rapporteur on the Rights of Indigenous Peoples, Victoria Tauli 
Corpuz, 2015; Department of Economic and Social A�airs. Indigenous Women and the United 
Nations System, Good Practices and Lessons Learned. Compiled by the Secretariat of the 
Permanent Forum on Indigenous Issues for the Task Force on Indigenous Women/Inter-Agency 
Network on Women and Gender Equality, 2007
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