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Dear Delegates,  
 
It is my great pleasure to welcome all of you to BUSUN 2020 and UN Women! I’m Lavanya 
Krishnan, and I will be your chair for this year’s committee. Firstly, given these difficult  
circumstances in the context of COVID-19, I hope all of you have been safe and well. I’m a junior 
at Brown and am originally from Mumbai, India. I participated in Model UN throughout high 
school, and this will be my first time chairing a committee at Brown! I’m intending on 
concentrating in Economics, with a second concentration possibly in Political Science, and would 
love to answer any questions about either or Brown in general. Outside of class, I spend my 
time working at a hospital downtown, interning at a woman’s health startup, and editing articles 
for The Brown Journal of World Affairs. You could also find me dancing, playing tennis, or 
lounging on the main green playing music with friends! 
 
The United Nations Entity for Gender Equality and the Empowerment of Women (UN Women) is 
a committee that became operational relatively recently in 2011, remains at the cornerstone of 
gender equality and women empowerment worldwide. Rather than relieving other parts of the 
United Nations of their responsibility to empower women, our goal is to guide the focus and 
impact of the gender equality activities of the UN system. The 2011 UN General Assembly 
resolution on women’s political participation stated: “Women in every part of the world continue 
to be largely marginalized from the political sphere, often as a result of discriminatory laws, 
practices, attitudes and gender stereotypes, low levels of education, lack of access to health care 
and the disproportionate effect of poverty on women.” For this conference, I encourage you to 
absorb the reality of each of our topics, and I hope to see meaningful debate and resolutions 
with innovative solutions to tackle the complex challenges facing UN Women today. 
 
If you have any questions or concerns about the background guide, the virtual conference, or 
anything else, please don’t hesitate to reach out to me! Our committee email is 
un_women@busun.org. The background guide provides outlines for our topics; however, I 
encourage you to further look into these topics to make the most of this opportunity and your 
time debating. Although our conference has transitioned online to protect our delegates and 
our campus during these unprecedented circumstances, I hope to make sure that everyone has 
a great BUSUN experience, and can’t wait to meet (well ‘see’ you all on Zoom) this November! 
 
Best,  
Lavanya Krishnan 
Class of 2022 
UN Women Chair 
un_women@busun.org 
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Eliminating Barriers to Women’s Political Participation  
 
Introduction  
Eliminating barriers to women’s leadership and political participation is a 
fundamental prerequisite for gender equality and good governance. When women 
participate in politics, they effectively reduce poverty, encourage economic 
development, increase investments in healthcare and education, and promote 
restoration of peace in devastated circumstances.1 Despite this, women are 
underrepresented as voters and alienated from the political sphere due to 
discriminatory institutions, laws, and attitudes.2 These inequities are exacerbated by 
the disproportionate burden of poverty that women face, limited opportunities for 
education, and a lack of access to healthcare.3 Given an unequal division of labor, 
women are distanced from economic and social policy reform, which reinforces 
women’s estrangement from politics.4 Around the world, national governments, 
intergovernmental organizations, and civil society have led policymaking initiatives to 
empower women.5 These efforts aim to eliminate structural barriers and empower 
women to exercise their political rights, participate in decision-making, and 
contribute to development.6  
 
History  
While there is a storied history of female empresses and queens, the modern era has 
witnessed the first broad based acceptance of women’s political participation. In 
most political systems, participation begins with, and power is derived from, the 
polls. For this reason, much of the history of women’s political participation can be 
traced back to early suffrage movements, spanning primarily from the late 19th 
century and into the latter half of the 20th century. One such movement, the 
American Suffragette Movement, is a clear example of the development of women’s 
groups to advocate within civil society for sweeping legal changes that afford the 
right to both vote and to participate in the legislature.7 As early as 1848, early 
feminists in the United States held the world’s first (known) women’s rights 
convention at Seneca Falls—now famous as it kickstarted a wave of suffrage 
movements across the nation and brought the issue of suffrage to the forefront of 
women’s issues.8 Women joined groups such as the National Woman Suffrage 
Association and the America Equal Rights Association to drive public campaigns to 



Individuals and Institutions 

 
 
  

support suffrage and participate in meaningful civil disobedience, such as registering 
to vote as a woman at a time when doing so was illegal.9  
Ultimately, the suffrage movement concluded nationally with the passage of the 19th 
Amendment in 1920, which guaranteed the right of women to vote in  
 
federal elections.10 Although many suffrage movements were successful during the 
first half of the 20th century, suffrage experiences vary dramatically between 
different countries and even amid diversity within nations. For example, Saudi Arabia 
only granted women’s suffrage in 2015.11 That year, women ran for office for the first 
time in the Kingdom’s history.  
 
Although suffrage is a crucial element of women’s political participation, we must 
also consider women’s active role in governance as serving in elected office. The 
historical trend shows a deeply inequitable balance of women and men serving as 
heads of state. Not until the 1980s did it become even somewhat commonplace for 
women to be elected to a presidential role, with Vigdis Finnbogadottir serving as one 
of the world’s first female presidents upon her 1980 election in Iceland.12 According 
to the Pew Research Center, as of 2017, only 70 of the world’s 193 nations have 
elected a female leader as head of state--35 nations from 1953-2000 and another 35 
from 2000-2017.13 Thus, when compared to the previous century, the rate at which 
women have become heads of state has dramatically increased, yet the overall 
number is still disconcertingly low. There are countless sources of and explanations 
for this emergent trend: they range from enduring power imbalances between men 
and women in the home and in the workplace to psychological observation that men 
fear subordination to women as a threat to masculinity.14 Regardless of the precise 
causes, the historical record reveals that there has been a systemic and societal 
suppression of women’s political involvement, and as a result, and it is up to this 
generation to find novel solutions. 
 
  
Current Situation 
Despite important strides, especially in recent years, women’s political participation 
drags far behind what would be an equitable level. The most direct way of measuring 
participation is to consider the share of important political roles that are fulfilled by 
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women. As of February 2019, 24.3 percent of all national parliamentarians were 
women, which is a slow increase from 11.3 percent in 1995.15 In practical terms, that 
means that three out of four of those who govern four billion women are men—an 
especially alarming statistic when considering the dearth of legislation regarding 
women’s autonomy and reproductive rights passed around the world. Similarly, 
despite global progress in strengthening commitments to women’s political 
participation, only three countries have at least 50 percent women in parliament and 
only 11 women are serving as a head of state.16 In all the world, then, there are only 
three states in which men and women are equally represented in government. On a 
more positive note, although inequity remains in some states, women have been 
afforded the right to vote in almost every country on Earth.17 Thus, the greatest 
inequity in political participation has been eliminated, albeit over the course of 150 
years.  
 
Undoubtedly, the state of women’s political participation today is inadequate. Only 
through global commitments to equality will we reach a state in which women are 
equitably represented in government.  
 
 
Past Actions  
Over the past four decades, states, global governance institutions, and non-
governmental organizations around the world have engaged in a long process to 
eliminate barriers to women’s political participation. Much of these initiatives are 
derivative of the 1953 Convention on the Political Rights of Women.18 While it set the 
baseline for both women’s suffrage and service in public office, it did not lay out an 
advanced framework for how either of those principles would be achieved. Perhaps 
more importantly, in 1979 the UN General Assembly ratified the Convention on the 
Elimination of All Forms of Discrimination against Women (CEDAW), often described 
as the international bill of rights for women.19 It reiterates the 1953 commitments, 
while emphasizing a woman’s right to serve as an international representative of 
their country, thereby setting in place mechanisms to fully realize a woman’s right to 
participate in the public sphere.20  
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Once again in 1995, the United Nations convened at the Fourth World Conference on 
Women in Beijing to further women’s rights in every sphere. 21 At the conference, the 
UN worked to remove barriers to equal participation and decision making in 
government. The conference’s Platform for Action is a remarkably detailed account of 
the root causes and consequences of gender inequity in politics.22 It goes so far as to 
consider the negative stereotyping of women in the media as a cause of societal 
distrust in female leadership. Furthermore, the plan acknowledges that “only 10 per 
cent of the members of legislative bodies and a lower percentage of ministerial 
positions are now held by women.”23 To pursue the plan laid out in 1995, the 
Millennium Development Goals monitor progress towards gender equality in part 
through the proportion of women in parliamentary seats.24 Several international 
institutions, including the Commission on the Status of Women (CSW), the Committee 
on the Elimination of Discrimination against Women (CEDAW Committee), the United 
Nations Entity for Gender Equality and the Empowerment of Women (UN-Women), 
and the Inter-Parliamentary Union (IPU), actively use those mechanisms to monitor 
whether these goals are being fulfilled.25  
 
In 2011, the General Assembly passed the most recent landmark resolution, 
resolution 66/130, Women and Political Participation.26 It reaffirms all former 
commitments to gender equality in political participation, from the UN Human Rights 
Charter to the Beijing Declaration. Furthermore, it provides states with more precise 
guidelines to eliminate gender inequity within their domestic political systems. Its 
suggestions range from combatting barriers to accession within political parties for 
women to training women to participate in leadership activities.27 It is the most 
recent and most significant guideline for how to increase women’s political 
participation in the 21st century.  
 
There is established and growing evidence that women’s participation in political 
decision-making is an essential step towards gender equality and inclusive 
development. While there have been encouraging strides made in recent years 
towards gender equality, there is still much room for improvement. To achieve it, the 
global community must enact structural change and eliminate the barriers that 
impede full and equal political participation.  
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Bloc Positions  
Many conventions on the rights of women have been uncontroversial in UN voting. 
This includes the Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of Discrimination 
against Women, for which 142 states voted yes and there was only one abstention.28 
Similarly, the 2011 resolution on Women and political participation was adopted 
without a vote.29 Given that generalized resolutions in support of women’s equality 
are not particularly controversial, one would anticipate that objections to future UN 
Resolutions would arise from cases in which states are concerned about the 
infringement of sovereignty.  
 
It follows that those states which are most concerned about sovereignty would likely 
have a less robust human rights record when it comes to issues of gender equality, 
for they would have to alter their systems of governance and laws most significantly 
to adhere to new developments in global conventions on the rights of women. When 
taking a regional view of women’s right, gender equality is severely lacking in many, 
but surely not all states in the Middle East. In Saudi Arabia, women are not free to 
obtain a passport, nor are they free to choose a marriage partner.30 They face 
especially significant challenges when it comes to political activism—at least four 
Saudi women were tortured by interrogators in response to human rights protests.31 
Similarly, in Qatar there are no legal provisions against domestic violence or martial 
rape, nor are women able to confer nationality onto their children.32 Other states in 
the region hold similarly restrictive laws, from the United Arab Emirates to Jordan. 
Thus, these states would be resistant to any resolution that might infringe on their 
domestic laws regarding women’s political participation.  
 
In Asia, there is a far more heterogenous mix of commitments to women’s rights. On 
the more restrictive end, South Korea has inflexible laws against abortion, high levels 
of sexual harassment in the work place, and comes in 116th for gender equality 
according to the World Economic Forum.33 Other states in the region with few 
political rights for women include Myanmar, Thailand, and Japan—all scoring worse 
on the World Economic Forum for women’s political empowerment than 120 other 
states.34 On the other hand, states like India and the Philippines fair far better when 
it comes to gender equality. The Philippines has robust laws protecting women’s 
education, castigating abusers, and providing paid maternity leave.35 Given regional 
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variations within Asia, it is prudent to consider bloc positions on issues of women’s 
political participation on a state by state basis.  
 
On the other hand, Western democracies present a far more united front when it 
comes to gender equality. Iceland is the most equal country on Earth, when 
considering political leadership and participation, pay gaps, and reproductive rights.36 
The rest of Scandinavia is not far behind.37 Furthermore, the European Union has 
robust legislation to protect the rights of women, from equal treatment legislation, to 
initiatives to eliminate the gender-wage gap.38 The European Union commits itself to 
creating a gender-equal Europe in which “women and men…in all their diversity, are 
free to pursue their chosen path in life, [and] have equal opportunities to thrive.”39 
Although the United States shares a commitment to gender equality, it lags behind 
with no paid maternity leave laws and limitations on reproductive rights.40 Thus, 
when considering whether Western states would be amenable to resolutions 
supporting women’s political participation, despite some variation the answer is 
generally ‘yes.’  
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Questions to Consider 
x What are the greatest barriers to female leadership? Do they derive primarily 

from institutional inadequacies in promoting equal representation, from 
societal prejudices against female leadership, from unequal education, or from 
other root causes? 

x What responsibilities do states have in encouraging, training, and electing more 
women into the field of politics? 

x How might the United Nations best account for concerns regarding sovereignty 
while passing resolutions to promote women’s political participation? 

x What issues persist in women’s suffrage, despite most states having de jure 
universal suffrage laws? 

x What affects might it have for far more women to take office, from legislative to 
executive roles? 

x What other human rights issues correlate with a lack of women’s political 
representation? 
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Further reading 
x https://www.unwomen.org/en/digital-library/publications/2020/03/womens-

rights-in-review  
x http://www3.weforum.org/docs/WEF_GGGR_2020.pdf  
x https://www.un.org/womenwatch/daw/beijing/platform/decision.htm  
x https://www.un.org/ga/search/view_doc.asp?symbol=A/RES/66/130  
x https://www.unwomen.org/en/what-we-do/leadership-and-political-

participation  
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Combating the Trafficking of Women and Girls in South-East Asia  
 
Introduction 
The trafficking of women and girls is a serious violation of human rights, dignity, and 
physical integrity, and threatens inclusive and sustainable development. The United 
Nations Protocol to Prevent, Suppress, and Punish Trafficking in Persons, especially 
Women and Children (Trafficking Protocol) defines ‘human trafficking’ as the 
recruitment, transportation, transfer, harbouring, or receipt of persons by means of 
coercion, abduction, fraud, or deception for the purpose of exploitation, including 
prostitution and sexual exploitation.41 Trafficking disproportionately victimizes 
women and girls because of their vulnerability as a consequence of limited 
opportunities for employment and education alongside increased poverty. The 
devastating impacts of trafficking on the health and economic well-being of victims 
further perpetuates a vicious cycle of gender inequality and subjugation.  
 
 
History  
The tragic history of the trafficking of women in girls in Southeast Asia can be traced 
back to uneven industrial development in the 1960s and 1970s.42 While states like 
Singapore and Thailand experienced rapid economic growth, neighboring Cambodia 
and Vietnam were embroiled in civil wars. Thus, a significant differential grew 
between the cost of labor locally and the cost of imported labor. Human traffickers 
capitalized on the demand for cheap labor in more industrially developed states and 
began making false promises to migrant workers, smuggling them, and ultimately 
forcing them to work for little to no wages.43 Unfortunately, wide wealth gaps still 
exist between states in Southeast Asia. The same economic forces that encourages 
criminal organizations to participate in human trafficking in the 1960s continue to 
drive large-scale human trafficking operations—often stealing young women and 
girls from rural areas and forcing them to work in the urban areas of neighboring 
countries.  
 
The other primary historical cause of rampant human trafficking in Southeast Asia is 
prostitution and the sex tourism industry. There are countless reasons for the 
proliferation of the sex work industry in Southeast Asia, but we may start with the 
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normalization of prostitution in 19th century Thailand.44 Before prostitution was 
outlawed in 1905, it was a major industry that was taxed by the government. 
Although outlawed, prostitution persisted as a widely available service in Thailand. 
Upper-class Thai men continued to use the services of prostitutes who worked as 
golf-caddies, waitresses, and most commonly, masseuses.45 Although upper-class 
women are afforded a high degree of independence in Thailand, many impoverished 
women in rural areas seek employment in urban areas as a way to support their 
families and escape the dominion of their parents. Oftentimes, sex traffickers take 
advantage of these women and force them into a life of sexual exploitation. Beyond 
local demand, sex tourism has become a huge driver of sex trafficking since the 
1960s.46  
 
As newly industrializing Southeast Asian states promoted tourism as a means of 
economic growth, the sex work industry began to serve a new subset of clients. This 
trend was exacerbated by the presence of American servicemen fighting the war who 
often used the services of local prostitutes. Meanwhile, Southeast Asian governments 
were unable and often unwilling to combat prostitution as it was a powerful draw of 
tourism and economic growth. Still today, sex tourism is a primary contributing factor 
to human trafficking in Southeast Asia.  
 
Beyond trafficking for prostitution, Southeast Asian women are often abducted for 
the purpose of marrying wealthy men.47 The issue of ‘mail-order brides’ is particularly 
evident in Myanmar. There a long history of civil war and ethnic conflict has created 
an environment in which chaos allows non-state actors to abduct women and 
smuggle them out of the country as brides. For example, China’s one-child policy 
throughout the 1990s led to a dramatic gender imbalance.48 To resolve this, young 
Kachin or Kareni girls are abducted in Myanmar and smuggled into Yunan Province 
where they are forced to marry single Chinese men.49 This trend has continued, even 
as Northern region in Myanmar, like the Shan State, have become more stable. 
Ultimately, poverty has been the greatest driver of sex-trafficking. It is in regions 
where women have few employment opportunities that human trafficking has run 
most rampant.  
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Current Situation  
Today, human trafficking is one of the world’s most lucrative organized crimes, which 
generates more than $150 billion a year.50 40 million people are trapped in this 
network of forced labour and sexual exploitation.51 Two-thirds of trafficking victims, 
or 25 million people, are in the South East Asia and Pacific region.52 Over 85% of 
victims were trafficked within the region, particularly from Cambodia, Indonesia, the 
Lao People’s Democratic Republic (LPDR), Myanmar, the Philippines, Thailand, and 
Vietnam.53 Over 51% of victims in South-East Asia were women, and one-third were 
children.54 However, the true scale of the problem is unknown since accurate data is 
difficult to obtain. Human trafficking remains a ‘hidden crime’ that is underreported, 
under detected, and thus under prosecuted. 
  
South-East Asia has a long history of human trafficking, and several factors create 
vulnerable circumstances for the trafficking of women and girls. This includes 
poverty, unemployment, practices such as child marriage, and the demand for labour 
in the industrial sector and the sex tourism sector.55 Most trafficked women and girls 
are from remote and impoverished communities, and growing market economies in 
Vietnam, LDPR, and Cambodia have experienced a rapid growth in sex tourism and 
the trafficking of children into prostitution.56 Forced marriages of women and young 
girls is also prevalent in in the Mekong region of Cambodia, China, Myanmar, and 
Vietnam.57 In addition, traffickers target those who are displaced by armed conflict 
and natural disasters. Today, ethnic minorities affected by conflicts in Myanmar 
(specifically the Rohingya) and the Philippines are a source of vulnerable refugees.  
This has a devastating impact on individuals, as well as political, economic and social 
systems. The abuses experienced by victims profoundly impact women’s physical, 
reproductive, and mental health, diminish women’s social and economic well-being, 
and limit their access to health and other support services.58 These are consequences 
that persist far beyond the end of exploitation.  
 
 
Past Actions  
In the past two decades, international and regional guidelines have been set to 
provide consensus about the rights of trafficked persons and initiate measures to 
prevent and combat the trafficking of women and girls within nations. The Trafficking 
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Protocol and the UN Convention against Transnational Organized Crime criminalizes 
human trafficking as a transnational crime, and guides nations to strengthen border 
controls, assist and protect victims, and encourage cooperation between states.59 In 
addition, in 2015, South-East Asia adopted the ASEAN Convention Against Trafficking 
in Persons, especially Women and Children, which works to complement the 
international anti-trafficking framework by further facilitating dialogue and 
cooperation at the regional level.60 Lastly, several South-East Asian Countries, such as 
the Philippines, have Anti-Trafficking in Persons Acts.61 This is legislation aims to 
prevent traffickers from targeting victims by means of deception, fraud, and giving or 
receiving money, and has provisions to prosecute those who violate it. Despite this, 
challenges remain in part due to a lack of reliable information, the gap between legal 
frameworks and enforcement, and rampant corruption and collusion with traffickers.  
The long-term physical, sexual, and psychological trauma of victims and the 
economic and political implications of unabated crime have devastating 
consequences for society and threaten women around the world. These are clear 
signals that the global community must renew in both resolve and initiatives in order 
to prevent the trafficking of women and girls.  
 
Two landmark resolutions define the United Nation’s response to the issue of human 
trafficking. The first, called the Convention for the Suppression of the Traffic in 
Persons and of the Exploitation of the Prostitution of Others, resolutions 317, was 
approved by the General Assembly in 1949.62 It stated that the “evil of the traffic in 
persons for the purpose of prostitution [is] incompatible with the dignity and worth 
of the human person.”63 It then laid the groundwork whereby the UN can combat 
human trafficking. It requires that nations prosecute human trafficking to the fullest 
extent of their domestic legal systems.64 Not only that, but human trafficking should 
be a component of any signed extradition treaty. Furthermore, the resolution 
demands repatriations for victims who request to be returned to their home 
country.65 Although an important piece of groundwork for a global legal regime that 
fights against human trafficking, resolution 317 is conscious of sovereignty and shies 
away from specifics when it comes to the punishment of traffickers.  
 
In November of 2000, the General Assembly passed the Protocol to Prevent, 
Suppress and Punish Trafficking in Persons Especially Women and Children, 
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resolution 55 / 25, as a supplement to the United Nations Convention against 
Transnational Organized Crime.66 It contains far more granular detail on the most 
effective global response to human trafficking. For example, it mandates the privacy 
of victims to the extent that they request it.67 Furthermore, it requires that state law 
deem both traffickers and accomplices to traffickers, whether organizations or 
individuals, as criminals subject to punishment.68 Lastly, the resolutions mandates 
that states provide for the recovery of victims, with medical treatment, counseling, 
and even housing.69 Whereas resolution 317 lacked specifics, 55 / 25 filled in the gaps 
in a much more modern approach to alleviating the pain of human trafficking. Still, 
there is much work to be done, as the sexual exploitation and forced labor of young 
women is still endemic in Southeast Asia.  
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Bloc Positions 
Given the agreeable nature of anti-human trafficking legislation, landmark UN 
Resolutions, such as 55/25 Protocol to Prevent, Suppress and Punish Trafficking in 
Persons Especially Women and Children, have been accepted without a vote. Thus, 
we may derive an understanding of bloc positions in the context of the trafficking of 
women and girls in terms of variations in the global conception of sovereignty.  
 
Firstly, we must consider Southeast Asian nations such as Thailand, Myanmar, and 
Vietnam. In recent years, Thailand has dramatically increased the stringency of its 
anti-human trafficking laws and is likely to support any global legislation to prevent 
the trafficking in women and girls in Southeast Asia.70 They have elevated the 
punishment for human trafficking to the death penalty. Similarly, Myanmar has a 
history of coordinating with inter-governmental organizations to prevent trafficking. 
They created an Anti-Trafficking in Persons Division in 2013, have liaison offices on 
their borders of Thailand and China to prevent trafficking, and even developed an 
Action Plan on Forced Labor with the International Labor Organization.71 Like 
Thailand, they have been amenable to global governance legislation regarding 
human trafficking.  
 
On the other side of the issue, sovereignty focused, autocratic nations like Russia and 
China have done little to combat human trafficking. In China, prisoners, often political 
in nature, are forced into re-education camps or into factories where they are made 
to work without pay.72 Similarly, the Russian government allows China to send North 
Korea workers to labor in Siberian logging operations. While these nations may 
support UN Resolutions that specifically target Southeast Asia, they would be 
concerned about any UN programs that could gather more information on forced 
labor or encourage domestically binding legal action against trafficking.  
 
Western nations such as the U.S. and Great Britain would also be supportive of 
stringent human trafficking legislation. The U.S. Department of State publishes an 
extensive human trafficking report to highlight problem areas in the global fight 
against sexual exploitation and forced labor.73 The U.S. has, with varying degrees of 
success, combatted human trafficking around the world.  
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Questions to Consider  
x In what ways can global and regional governance organizations obtain more 

accurate and more illustrative statistics on the human trafficking of women and 
girls?  

x Is a demand side approach to combatting trafficking—i.e. fighting sex tourism 
and forced marriage—the most prudent avenue towards the elimination of 
human trafficking?  

x Is a supply side approach to combatting trafficking—i.e. eliminating poverty 
and arresting smugglers—the most prudent means of stopping human 
trafficking?  

x What are the primary drivers of inefficacy amongst Southeast Asian law 
enforcement agencies in preventing human trafficking?  

x What responsibilities do states outside of Southeast Asia have to aid in the fight 
against the human trafficking of women? To what extent do these external 
actors perpetuate human trafficking in the region?  

x What lessons can we take from past United Nations resolutions in crafting 
more conscientious, effective, and strategic legislation going forward?  

x Should we target sex trafficking and trafficking for forced labor separately, or in 
one broader resolution combatting human trafficking? What are the 
advantages and disadvantages of crafting more targeted legislation?  

x How can we create resolutions that not only suggest more stringent legal 
regimes about human trafficking, but also create tangible changes and 
accountability amongst the most affected states?  
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Further Reading  
x https://www.ohchr.org/EN/ProfessionalInterest/Pages/TrafficInPersons.aspx  
x https://www.ohchr.org/en/professionalinterest/pages/protocoltraffickinginpers

ons.aspx  
x https://www.unwomen.org/-

/media/headquarters/media/publications/en/uncommentaryeutraffickingdirect
ive2011.pdf?la=en&vs=947 

x https://www.state.gov/wp-content/uploads/2020/06/2020-TIP-Report-
Complete-062420-FINAL.pdf 
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Promoting the Economic Empowerment of Women through Microfinance  
 
Introduction 
Investment in women’s economic empowerment is essential to achieving gender 
equality, poverty eradication, and sustainable and inclusive economic growth. The 
Beijing Declaration and Platform for Action at the Fourth World Conference on 
Women (1995) calls for advances in access to financial services as a means to 
empower women.74 This goal is particularly significant in light of the fact that women 
disproportionately experience poverty and exploitation, control of few economic 
resources, and face limited opportunities in education. Despite advances in 
expanding access to formal financial services in developing nations, a wide access 
gap between men and women persists.75 The global measure of financial inclusion is 
account ownership, and only 58% of all women hold an account in a formal financial 
institution in comparison with 65% of men.76 This limits access to assets such as land 
and loans and curtails women’s participation in economic and social policy reform.77 
Eliminating barriers to the use of financial products and services is a vital component 
of economic empowerment, and research shows that participation in the financial 
system allows women to manage risk, invest in a business, and fund large 
expenditures such as education. 78  
 
Microfinance is the provision of a variety of financial services for micro-
entrepreneurs, small-business owners, and other individuals who otherwise lack 
access to formal banking and related services.79 Over 80% of Microfinance 
Institutions’ (MFIs) poorest clients are women.80 The goal is to provide financial 
resources and agency to female micro-entrepreneurs, protect against economic 
shocks, and mitigate risks for micro-enterprises. In addition, poverty reduction leads 
to a decline in gender inequality. Hence, mitigating poverty through the provision of 
financial services would also advance gender equity.81  
 
 
History  
Microfinance began as a grassroots movement in the 1970s, and has grown 
substantially in the past 50 years. In December 2010, 3,600 MFIs reported over 135 
million clients worldwide who were living on less than $1.25/day.82 Dr. Muhammas 
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Yunus, recipient of the 2006 Nobel Peace Prize, is credited as the founder of one of 
the most well-established MFIs–Grameen Bank–that provides credit with no collateral 
requirements to impoverished populations in rural Bangladesh.83 Founded in 1976, 
Yunus’ microcredit model pioneered modern microfinance. At the time, the banking 
sector in Bangladesh did not extend credit to low income households, and Yunus 
circumvented this issue by working with small groups of women using the notion of 
solidarity amongst these women to guarantee the loans.84 Each member of the group 
became financially viable for the others, and the loans were used to start small 
businesses that would then generate revenue and give rise to women-led economic 
growth within these communities. Today, over 96% of Grameen Bank’s members are 
women.85 In fact, MFIs particularly target women since they are considered to be 
more likely to repay their loans and invest in the education sector.86 Emulating the 
successes of Grameen Bank, ~70% of developing economies had MFIs by the early 
2000s.87  
 
With technological advances in the 21st century, MFIs have expanded using 
innovative channels and are leveraging the penetration of mobile technology to 
improve delivery of microfinance services. For example, M-PESA, a mobile-based 
payment and money transfer service in Kenya, can be used to collect loan payments 
and transfer money.88 In addition, governing bodies such as the Reserve Bank of 
India have begun to explore mobile payment systems for low-income Indians.89  
 
 
Current Situation  
Today, the microfinance industry as it pertains to women has grown to 
unprecedented levels. In 2018, 139.9 million borrowers benefited from the services 
of MFIs, which is a ~43% growth from only 98 million in 2009.90 Of these 139.9 million 
borrowers, 80% are women and 65% are rural borrowers.91 In 2020, the Microfinance 
market worldwide is projected to grow by $196.4 billion, driven by a compounded 
growth of 15.1%.92 Notably, the proportion of women borrowers has remained high 
and stable despite overall growth in the size of borrowers. This has led to a 
substantial improvement in bridging the gap in access to formal financial services 
between men and women, which, in turn, has provided agency to women 
entrepreneurs and encouraged women’s participation in economic and social policy 
reform.93  
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In the recent past, there has been a shift towards commercialization of the sector 
with for-profit banks entering microfinance as former NGOs converted into Non-
Banking Microfinance Institutions (NBMFIs).94 This shift towards commercialization 
can be highly beneficial since it increases the spread and access of banking 
throughout the region and creates more competition, which encourages increased 
efficiency of the organizations. However, critics such as Pamela Das argue that it is 
crucial to keep in mind the risk of exploitation and over indebtedness that 
accompanies the rise of profit making in microfinance to ensure that microfinance 
stays true to its principle of empowering those with limited means to access formal 
financial institutions.95  
 
In addition, these advances have been accompanied by increased regulation and 
government involvement in microfinance. For instance, in 2006, the Bangladeshi 
government established the Microcredit Regulatory Authority in order to monitor 
growth within the sector.96 On one hand, improved microfinance regulation can 
bolster the industry by “advancing technical capacity, increasing competition and, in 
turn, improving the quality and price of microfinance products.”97 On the other hand, 
the regulations will increase the production costs for the MFIs, and governing 
authorities must be cautious about these costs being passed down to low-income 
clients.  
 
 
Past Actions  
Since investing in women’s economic empowerment “sets a direct path” towards 
gender equality and inclusive economic growth, the UN, states, global governance 
institutions, and NGOs have committed themselves to supporting women’s 
empowerment, including through the promotion of microfinance.98 Importantly, the 
Beijing Platform for Action, adopted by governments at the 1995 Fourth World 
Conference on Women, called upon nations to “undertake legislative and 
administrative reforms to give women full and equal access to economic 
resources.”99 Here, the Platform for Action addresses the implications of women's 
economic empowerment and financial autonomy upon inclusive economic growth 
and, broadly, gender equality.  
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In addition, the Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of Discrimination against 
Women (CEDAW), or the “international bill of rights for women,” was ratified in 
1979.100 These international commitments alongside a series of International Labour 
Organisation (ILO) conventions in gender equality lays the broad framework in line 
with which UN Women supports women’s economic empowerment.101  
 
UN Women programmes aim to promote “women’s ability to secure decent jobs, 
accumulate assets, and influence institutions and public policies determining growth 
and development,” and microfinance has emerged to be a key means through which 
to do so in recent decades.102 One step that has been taken to materialize this goal 
has involved collaboration with the governments of member countries to support the 
implementation of macroeconomic policy and social protection that can improve 
women’s economic prospects, addressing the links between “women’s work [and 
entrepreneurship] and inclusive growth.”103 In collaboration with grass-roots and civil 
society organisations that promote microfinance, UN Women has attempted to reach 
women who are the most in need.  
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Bloc Positions 
The proliferation of microfinance programs is not a particularly controversial subject. 
Thus, bloc positions will be divided less so by whether or not states are willing to 
adopt microfinancing programs, and more so according to how they seek to 
implement them. Western democracies, such as the United States, Britain, and 
Norway, are likely to be in strong support of microfinancing programs in the 
developing world, as evidenced by their enduring support of women’s rights 
issues.104 However, the mean per capita income in these states is too high to 
implement domestic microfinance programs. Thus, Western democracies would take 
the position of donor countries, providing capital investment and organization 
resources into microfinancing programs. Meanwhile, developing countries like 
Uganda, Myanmar, and India would fall at the other end of the equation. They would 
also be in support of microfinancing programs, but they would be the beneficiaries of 
UN efforts.  
 
This dynamic puts some countries, particularly those with large wealth disparities, in 
an unusual position. A state like the People’s Republic of China, with profound wealth 
in urban areas, but also extreme poverty in rural areas, would be unlikely to accept 
aid as a beneficiary, even though it could tangibly improve the lives of millions of 
women.105 Finally, the only states that could potentially have barriers against 
microfinancing initiatives are those with records of human rights abuses against 
women, such as Saudi Arabia and Qatar. In certain parts of these countries, there 
remains social resistance to the idea of women fully entering into the workforce, 
albeit this is changing fast.  
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Questions to Consider 
x How can the UN support the economic empowerment of women without 

infringing on the national sovereignty of member countries?  
x What are the primary barriers to promoting microfinance institutions in 

developing countries today?  
x What initiatives or programs could complement microfinance institutions in 

promoting women’s economic empowerment?  
x What are the key concerns surrounding the long-term efficacy of microfinance 

as a means to empower women?  
x Are the outcomes of microfinance institutions consistent with the goals that 

the UN has set forth for the advancement of women’s empowerment and 
autonomy?  
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Further Reading  
x https://www.hbs.edu/faculty/Publication%20Files/EY-The%20promise-of-

microfinance-and-womens-empowerment_14123436-7f3a-4a87-a76f-
94e931c9ed5e.pdf  

x https://www.convergences.org/wp-content/uploads/2019/09/Microfinance-
Barometer-2019_web-1.pdf  

x https://www.unwomen.org/en/what-we-do/economic-empowerment  
x https://www.ilo.org/gender/Aboutus/ILOandGenderEquality/lang--

en/index.html  
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