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l. Introduction

1. In accordance with its multi-year programme of work for 2007-2009, the Commission on



6. This report and all documentation relating to the meeting are available online at the
website of the Division for the Advancement of Women: http://www.un.org/womenwatch/daw.

C. Programme of work

7. At its opening session on 25 September 2006, the meeting adopted the following
programme of work (see Annex IlI):

- Opening of the meeting;

- Election of officers and adoption of the programme of work;

- Presentation and discussion of the background papers prepared by the Division for
the Advancement of Women and UNICEF;

- Presentation of papers prepared by experts;

- Working groups on issues and recommendations;

- Introduction of the draft report;

- Adoption of the draft final report;

- Closing session

D. Election of officers
8. The experts elected the following officers:

Chairperson: Ms. Christina Marion Nomdo (South Africa)
Co-chairperson: Ms. Judith Bruce (USA)
Rapporteur: Ms. Busakorn Suriyasarn (Thailand)

E. Opening statements

9. Ms. Marta Santos Pais, Director of the UNICEF Innocenti Research Centre, welcomed all
participants to the historic building of UNICEF’s Innocenti Research Centre. She underscored the
symbolic significance of holding the expert meeting on the girl child in a building that has played
a major role in protecting children since its establishment, in 1445, as the first hospital in the city
of Florence dedicated solely to the care of abandoned or orphaned children. Ms. Santos Pais
noted the timeliness of the Expe



Beijing, and emphasized the importance of the Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of
Discrimination against Women (CEDAW) and the Convention on the Rights of the Child (CRC)
as instruments for the protection and prom






development. The twenty-seventh special session of the General Assembly on Children in 2002
recognized that the achievement of development goals for children, particularly girls, was
contingent upon, inter alia, women’s empowerment.*

22. The Beijing Platform for Action recognized that discrimination and violence against girls
begin at the earliest stages of life and continue unabated throughout their lives. Girls often have
less access to, inter alia, nutrition, physical and mental health care and education and enjoy fewer
rights, opportunities and benefits of childhood and adolescence than boys. They are often
subjected to various forms of violence and exploitation.?

23. At its forty-second session in 1998, the Commission on the Status of Women considered
the theme of the girl child and adopted agreed conclusions, which outlined actions and initiatives
aimed at, inter alia, the promotion and protection of the human rights of the girl child; education
and empowerment of the girl child; improving the health needs of girls, the situation of girls in
armed conflict, and combating trafficking and eliminating child labour.?

24.  The outcome of the twenty-third special session of the General Assembly identified child
labour, violence, lack of access to education, and sexual abuse as some of the obstacles that the
girl child continues to face.*

25. The report of the Secretary-General on the ten-year review of the Beijing Platform for
Action concluded that progress has been made by many countries in the advancement of the girl
child, in particular in the recognition of the human rights of the girl child through the adoption of
appropriate legislation, and in increasing access to primary education. It noted, however, that
further efforts were needed, inter alia, to ensure equal access to secondary education and to job
opportunities, to eradicate sex work by children, to ensure reintegration of the girl child after
armed conflicts, and to improve collection of data on the situation of the girl child.?

26. At the 2005 World Summit, world leaders reaffirmed their previous commitments to
eliminate all forms of discrimination and violence against women and girls®. At its sixtieth
session, the General Assembly adopted resolution 60/141 on the girl child, in which it expressed
deep concern, inter alia, about discrimination against the girl child and the violation of her rights
and stressed the importance of a substantive assessment of the implementation of the Beijing
Platform for Action with a life-cycle perspective.

27. The Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of Discrimination against Women
(CEDAW) and the Convention on the Rights of the Child (CRC) contain mutually reinforcing
principles to ensure protection and fulfillment of the rights of girls and to end gender-based
discrimination. CEDAW General Recommendation 24 on women and health emphasizes that
girls constitute a vulnerable and disadvantaged group that makes them especially susceptible to
sexual abuse and, inter alia, disadvantages them in access to information about sexual health.’
General comments by CRC have drawn attention to



sexual abuse at home, in the community and educational settings is greater for girls than boys.'
Refugee and displaced girls also experience sexual and gender-based violence."* The study noted
that States should ensure that anti-violence policies and programmes are designed and
implemented with a gender perspective, taking into account the different risks facing boys and
girls with respect to violence.'? States should also promote and protect the human rights of
women and girls.** A national research agenda on violence against children should be developed
with particular attention to vulnerable boys and girls.** Local government and civil society
initiatives should be promoted and supported to prevent violence against children, particularly by



eliminating discrimination and violence against girls, and addressing their exclusion from
entitlements, rights and equal opportunities.

32.  This consensus is reflected in a body of international legal instruments, including the
Convention on the Rights of the Child (CRC) and its two Optional Protocols on The Involvement
of Children in Armed Conflict and The Sale of Children, Child Prostitution, and Child
Pornography; the Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of Discrimination against Women
(CEDAW) and its Optional Protocol; the Protocol to Prevent, Suppress and Punish Trafficking in
Persons, Especially Women and Children, of the United Nations Convention Against
Transnational Organized Crime; the International Convention on the Protection of the Rights of
All Migrant Workers and Members of Their Families; and the ILO Conventions 138 on
Minimum Age for Admission to Employment and 182 on the Prohibition and Immediate Action
for the Elimination of the Worst Forms of Child Labour. The rights of the girl child are also
protected in humanitarian law.

33.  The consensus on the rights of the girl child is also reflected in policy outcomes of inter-
governmental processes and their follow-up, such as the Beijing Platform for Action (1995) and
the outcome of the twenty-third special session of the General Assembly (2000), the International
Conference on Population and Development (1994), the World Summit for Children (1990), the
Millennium Declaration (2000) leading to the Millennium Development Goals, and the 2005
World Summit, as well as in Security Council resolutions 1325 on Women, Peace and Security,
and 1261, 1314, 1379, 1539 and 1612 on children and armed conflict.

34.  The findings and recommendations of the Report of the independent expert for the United
Nations study on violence against children and the Secretary-General’s In-depth study on all
forms of violence against women provide an opportunity to strengthen the international
momentum to eliminate all forms of discrimination and violence against girls and to empower
them to realize their full potential.

35. Recent benchmark development reports, including reviews of the social dimensions of



B. Critical issues

37. Despite the existence of an internationally agreed legal framework, girls overall still
disproportionately bear the worst human rights abuses during childhood and adolescence.® In
particular, the absence of, or inconsistencies in, the interpretation and implementation of legal
frameworks at the national and sub-national levels have contributed to continuing discrimination
and violence against girls.** In addition, harmful civil and customary laws, often derived from
traditional beliefs, result in millions of girls around the world facing persistent discriminatory and
violent practices, often at the hands of their own families and communities.”

38. A substantial proportion of girls is being actively disempowered by discriminatory,
violent, unsupportive and disabling environments, beginning at home and extending to national
and international levels. The very duty bearers charged with protecting and supporting the rights
of girls - such as parents, siblings, guardians, teachers or law enforcement officers - have often
been implicated in various forms of violence against girls, as well as in the neglect of their
responsibility to protect them. Societies more generally continue to accept, and at times even
foster, discriminatory attitudes that lay the groundwork for impunity for crimes against girls. In
some cases, attacks on girls’ physical and mental integrity are sanctified as elements of “culture,’
laying a powerful foundation for the denial of girls’ rights.?

39. Pervasive patriarchal gender biases and stereotypes and narrowly defined gender roles
place girls on the lowest rung of the social and family hierarchies, rendering them socially
invisible and marginalized. As a result of discrimination, indifference, ignorance, and the hidden
nature of the widespread abuses against them, girls continue to suffer serious rights violations,
often outside the public consciousness, and are left behind in human development.

40. In Section VI of the report, the Expert Group highlights groups of girls deemed
“invisible” due to a combination of factors that put them at an especially high risk of
discrimination and rights violations. The fact that many of their experiences of discrimination and
violence happen out of public view (in private settings), or are seen as normal practices, renders
them invisible. As a result, policies and programmes too often ignore or miss them.

C. Implementing the international framework

41.  The Expert Group found that substantial progress towards implementation of the
international normative framework could be made if efforts were strengthened in a number of
areas, as outlined below.

42.  Current international instruments and policies are not specific enough to protect, promote
and fulfill the rights of the girl child. As a result of this lack of specificity, two of the most
important international instruments for girls’ rights, CRC and CEDAW, are not being adequately
implemented to positively protect and promote the rights of the girl child. In addition, there are
insufficient linkages between the two Conventions and their monitoring bodies.
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Admission to Employment and Convention 182 on the Worst Forms of Child Labour. Countries
that have ratified these Conventions, as well as the CRC and CEDAW Conventions, have not
sufficiently and effectively applied these instruments in national laws or at the sub-national level.
The lack of political will is also reflected in the limited allocation of resources for girl-specific
programmes, impeding progress not only on the empowerment of girls, but on the achievement of
national social, economic and development goals. Security Council resolution 1325, and the
subsequent Presidential Statements on women, peace and security, have not yet resulted in
committed interventions concerning violence against girls in armed conflicts.

44.  The trend towards larger global data aggregations over-emphasizes national-level data,
masking significant sub-national variations. Many trends regarding the lives of girls are
monitored and interventions designed and allocations made at the national level. Yet it is at the
sub-national level that many policies and programmes fail to address the persistent occurrence of
discrimination and violence against girls. The tendency of inadvertently portraying and
addressing girls as a homogeneous group—by governments and civil society institutions alike—
often results in the empowerment of some groups of girls and the neglect of others. It is
imperative to address the rights of the girl child with due consideration of the different contexts
and experiences of girls.

45, Development policies and resources on child and youth health are often gender-blind and,
as a result, the special needs and priorities of girls are neglected. Many interventions target young
children (for early intervention) or older adolescents (for catch-up interventions) and, as a result,
many at-risk girls between the ages of 6 and 14 are missed. Policies and programmes to address
the situation of girls are often reactive (“rescue and recovery”) instead of proactive and focused
on prevention and protection. Yet in the face of a number of abuses discussed in this report, there
is no full recovery for many of these girls. More efforts must be proactively directed towards the
protection and promotion of the human rights of girls.

46.  Girls often lack access to girl-friendly, safe and supportive spaces, including at school.
Yet studies find that girl-friendly spaces, which are discussed throughout this report, are often
among the best platforms from which governments, international organizations and non-
governmental organizations can protect and promote the human rights of girls.?” It is important
that girls have a voice and are enabled to take part in the deliberations that address their life
chances and potential as human beings. Ignoring the voice of the girl child effectively prevents
her from influencing decisions regarding her life and development. Girls’ right to express
themselves must be promoted and protected.

V. Addressing patriarchy, gender inequalities, and negative gender values,
stereotypes and practices

47. Underlying patriarchal attitudes and behaviour, as well as discriminatory gender norms
and structures, are the root causes of violations of girls’ rights. In national forums and in
legislation, in places of work, schools and vocational training institutions, on the street and in the
home, negative patriarchal attitudes, practices and gender stereotypes favor boys and men and
give them power. The result is that millions of girls and women are negatively affected in diverse
and culturally-specific ways. While boys and men may also have their rights violated by rigid
gender norms — and efforts should be undertaken to address this — women and girls are the most
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negatively affected. There is an urgent need to challenge, and take collective action to address,
patriarchy and power imbalances. This must include action by all relevant stakeholders —
governments, communities, individual women, men, girls and boys.

48. Many of the worst forms of discrimination and violence against girls occur in their own
homes and communities. The socialization of boys and men frequently focuses on controlling the
sexuality and reproductive and productive labor of women and girls. The repression of female
sexuality, including an over-emphasis on female virginity and fertility, is a driving force behind
much of the discrimination and subjugation of girls. Widespread access to pornography in some
settings, for both boys and girls, is a form of sex “mis”-education that reinforces negative and
violent stereotypes.

49, Rigid forms of gender socialization are often generated and preserved by tradition and
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V1. Girls at high risk of discrimination and violence: Invisible girls

53.  Girls encounter various forms of discrimination and violence at different stages in their
lives. Their susceptibility to sexu
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have serious repercussions on the gender balance in some populations, which may result in
further violence against women and girls in the not-so-distant future. Emerging evidence can be
seen, for example, in trafficking of young women and girls as brides-to-be from Viet Nam to
rural China, where many young women live in virtual slavery.*

b) Girls and female genital mutilation/cutting

58. Female genital mutilation/cutting (FGM/C) continues to take its toll on girls, largely in
Africa. According to studies by the World Health Organization (WHO), there are between 100
and 140 million girls in the world who have undergone FGM/C.*® It is estimated that the practice
affects 3 million girls every year.®*

59. FGM/C comprises all procedures involving partial or total removal of the external female
genitalia, or other injury to the female genital organs, whether for cultural or other non-
therapeutic reasons. Performance of the procedures is often justified by tradition. The
consequences, as documented by WHO and other organizations, are multiple; infection, tetanus,
bleeding, tearing during child delivery, and keloid formation are some of the results. The risk of
HIV infection exists, especially when the same tool is used to cut several girls at the same time.
Adverse obstetric and prenatal outcomes are among the known harmful immediate and long-term
effects of FGM/C.*

C) Girls at risk of child marriage

60.  Social expectations and family poverty often put intense pressure on girls to marry and
begin bearing children before they are emotionally, socially and physically ready. If present
trends continue, over one hundred million girls will be married as children in the next decade.*®
In most countries, the practice of child marriage is concentrated in specific sub-national contexts
or regions.”’

61. In many parts of the world, young girls (sometimes as young as six years old) are forced
into early marriage by their families and communities, often justified by tradition and/or religion.
Economic pressure is also often used as an explanation for early marriages, with parents and
communities treating girls as commodities through bride price and dowries paid by their
prospective husbands.®® In some situations of armed conflict, practices of child marriage are
exacerbated as families marry off their girls in an attempt to try and avoid rape, abduction and
forced marriage, or to raise money for the survival of remaining family members.* In extreme
cases, families protect their honour by marrying their girls off as early as possible.*°

62.  Child marriage jeopardizes girls’ health and limits their opportunities, usually disrupting
their education and often violating their rights in a number of ways. Data on spousal age
differences show that the younger the girl, the greater the age differential with her spouse.** Child
marriage with significantly older husbands tends to preclude the establishment of an equal,
consensual relationship—child brides have limited or no capacity to negotiate sexual relations,
contraception, and other reproductive decisions, including the terms of childbearing, as well as
other aspects of their life.*?
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63.  Child marriage typically transits girls from sexual abstinence to high levels of unprotected
sexual relations, often with older partners. In the context of the HIV/AIDS epidemic, this
significantly increases the risk of HIV/AIDS, and indeed prevalence rates among married girls
are often strikingly higher even compared to sexually active age mates. Married girls who have
been abandoned, divorced or widowed may be at a particular risk of HIV/AIDS as a result of
their vulnerability post-marriage.*?

2. Child mothers and girl heads of household

a) Child mothers
64. Young brides often become mothers before they are physically and emotionally ready.
Other young girls also become mothers as a result of rape, commercial sexual exploitation and
forced marriage. Millions of girls between the ages of 15 and 19 — both married and unmarried —

give birth each year. For this age group, complications of pregnancy and childbirth are a leading
cause of death, with unsafe abortion being a major factor. There is a strong correlation between
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72.  Girls as well as boys are engaged in child labour, many in its worst forms. ILO reports
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76.  Another concern is girls who perform domestic chores within their own households. Child
labour statistics do not take into account household chores within the household as child labour,
as it is not considered an economic activity, regardless of the number of hours dedicated to this
activity. Nonetheless, a recent ILO-World Bank-UNICEF study found that girls work
significantly longer hours than boys performing domestic chores within their own households.”
Girls” involvement in domestic chores within their own household contributes to their limited
enrollment in schools and lower levels of achievement, thus increasing their likelihood of living
in poverty.”

77, Many governments are reluctant to recognize child domestic work as a form of child
labour, including as a worst form of child labour, because of the prevailing tolerance for use of
children as domestic servants. The absence of clear legal measures and effective law enforcement
against rights violations of child domestic workers remains a serious impediment to expanding
efforts to address the problem.”

b) Girls affected by slavery-like practices
78. Many children fall victim to trafficking through abduction, use of force or deception. Due

to poverty, many poor families decide to send their children to seek work opportunities away
from home. Girls are among the nearly six million children in forced or bonded labour, including
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5. Girls infected with and affected by HIV and AIDS

85.  The face of the HIV/AIDS epidemic is increasingly young, poor and female. In some
settings, the latest incidence of HIV/AIDS is reaching a female to male ratio of 8:1 among those
aged 15-24.”* The HIV/AIDS epidemic is threatening the poorest, youngest, and least powerful
segments of society composed of individuals with limited social and economic assets, unable to
avoid, mitigate the effects of, or leave unsafe sexual relationships. Hundreds of millions of poor
and socially excluded girls are at significant risk of sexual exploitation, economically driven
sexual relations and child marriage, all factors that put them at increased risk of contracting HIV.
Another high risk group includes the millions of girls who are not living at home with their
parents or attending school.*

86. Girls infected with, or affected by, HIVV/AIDS face enormous challenges in realizing their
rights. UNICEF-ILO studies find that girls infected by HIV are twice as likely to be engaged in
child labour and its worst forms. In these circumstances, girls are often required to assume
additional household responsibilities, such as caring for ill family members and younger siblings
at the expense of opportunities to attend school and build their social networks. In an effort to
provide for the basic needs of their families, whose livelihood inputs have been weakened by
HIV and AIDS, young girls may be pushed into exploitative environments where they are at risk
of child labour, physical abuse, sexual exploitation and trafficking. Moreover, the youngest girls
affected by the epidemic are less likely to have access to basic health services or receive proper
nutrition when their primary caretakers are ill or are children themselves.”

87. Female heads-of-households, some of them infected by their now deceased husbands or
sexual partners, struggle to provide food and shelter for their children. In some cases, girls are
pulled out of school due to lack of resources or the need for them to engage in activities to help
support their families. When parents or caregivers die, girls may have to take on the role as head-
of-household. Girl heads-of-households often experience higher levels of sexual abuse and
exploitation as they try to provide for their siblings, thus increasing their risk of exposure to HIV
and AIDS.*

88.  HIV and AIDS destroys families due to the death of parents or caregivers. Significantly,
13 of the 17 countries with over 100,000 children orphaned by AIDS are either experiencing
armed conflict or are on the brink of an emergency situation.”® Girls in situations of armed
conflict are also at heightened risk of contracting HIV and AIDS. Armed conflict breaks down
social structures, community protection networks and legal protection mechanisms and fosters an
environment where sexual violations and exploitation increase. Sexual relations can become
increasingly violent, the number of partners can increase and girls become sexually active at
younger ages. Occurrences of rape, sexual slavery, trafficking and forced marriages also
increase, with more and younger girls subject to these violations.®® All these factors facilitate the
spread of HIV/AIDS, with girls in particular at high risk. In addition, military personnel often
have higher HIVV/AIDS rates than civilian populations, which means that girls within war affected
communities are at greater risk of exposure to the disease than previously.®” Moreover, in most
war affected areas, testing and treatment of HIV//AIDS affected children is non-existent.”
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6. Refugee, asylum-seeking and internally displaced girls

89. There are over 23.7 million refugees and internally displaced persons, the majority of
whom are women and children.”® Refugee and asylum-seeking girls are protected not only by
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number of locations, pastoral and nomadic communities are subject to frequent deadly attacks by
armed raiders and, at times, armed government forces.’® In research and data on pastoral and
nomadic communities, attention to girls is almost entirely absent.

95. Girls within pastoral and nomadic communities suffer discrimination and rights violations
due to gender stereotypes, negative practices related to property ownership and inheritance, early
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necessary services. Disabled girls are more likely to be excluded from education, especially in the
developing world. The additional impact of gender inequality is significant for girls with
disabilities who are excluded from education as they will not add to the workforce. Even when
included, girls often lack the access to specialized equipment or skilled staff that would allow
their full participation.™

100. These children also face higher levels of parental abandonment and are susceptible to
physical and sexual abuse. Girls with disabilities are at risk of HIV/AIDS infection as a result of
such abuse. Because children with disabilities face obstacles in identifying perpetrators or
communicating to others about abuse, their abusers are less likely to be identified and girls are
more likely to remain in abusive environments. Armed conflict exacerbates all these factors, as
the number of children with disabilities resulting from the fighting grows.***

d) Girls in detention

101. An estimated one million children and adolescents are believed to be in detention
worldwide,*** the majority of whom have committed small property-related crimes such as petty
theft. Detention is psychologically and physically damaging to children. Youth criminality is a
politically sensitive issue, and governments often choose to criminalize so-called “delinquent”
children and adolescents (especially those who are poor), than to embark on the more
complicated path of addressing the root causes of their marginalization from society. This trend is
evidenced by the push in many countries to lower the minimum age of criminal responsibility.**°

102. Issues faced by girls in detention include pre-trial and post-trial violence, including
physical and sexual violence and harassment by adult detainees, staff/guards and peers (staff
often allow or encourage youth to abuse other youth); violence as a result of detention conditions;
disciplinary measures (including as part of sentencing); and arbitrary/prolonged detention.*’
Detention conditions are often poor, with overcrowding, co-mingling with adults, and poor
sanitary facilities."'®

103. Because there are many more boys than girls in criminal justice systems around the world,
girls are often inserted into the system with little recognition that their needs are different.
Because of the relatively low numbers of young female offenders, specialized custodial facilities,
whether pre-trial or post-sentence, rarely exist, with the result that girls are often held in places
far from their family. For similar reasons, they are more likely than boys to be held with adults.
The practice of mixing girls with adult female detainees is justified by the authorities in some
countries as being positive for girls, although no decisive evidence of this appears to exist.
Overall, girls are more likely than boys to be deprived of educational opportunities when
detained. The special hygiene needs of girls are usually overlooked.*°

104. When mothers are deprived of liberty, all efforts should be made to provide the best
possible conditions for children,
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VIl. Empowering girls to realize their human rights

105. The human rights of girls enshrined in international instruments cannot be attained
without the empowerment of girls themselves. An informed and empowered girl is better able to
exercise agency over her own life, to be an actor rather than a recipient of rights and services, and
to become a visible and active member of society.

106. Empowerment is an active and inclusive proc
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stark contrast to boys—have few opportunities to meet their same-sex peers outside of their
home, or even in the context of school, in a reliably accessible and safe place. Perhaps those with
the least access to a safe and supportive space are newly married girls—transited from natal

homes to marital homes far away, disconnected from family social networks which may have
nurtured them.'?
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2. Building girls’ social assets

114. Social isolation is a reality of life for the vast majority of disadvantaged and marginalized
girls. Migrant girls, girl child domestic workers, girls living in situations of armed conflict, girls
living on the streets and other groups of high risk girls are often living separately, or even totally
isolated, from their immediate families, and therefore away from the basic protective unit of
society. Research has demonstrated that a substantial portion of adolescent girls aged 10-14 are
effectively de-linked from key protective structures—they are neither living with their parents or
families nor attending school.*?

115. Building girls’ social assets includes informing them about their rights and helping them
build the skills to exercise these rights. It entails helping to build connections with same-sex
friends, developing safe spaces to meet friends, having adults in their lives to whom they can
turn in times of need, and mentors who help them aspire to their future goals. Building social
assets means giving girls opportunities to experience being part of a team and developing
leadership skills. Girls’ social assets can only be built if they find their own voice and recognize
their ability to identify their own needs and act on them as full members of society. During later
childhood/early adolescence, in order to en