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The United Nations Commission on the Status of Women

Recently, I had the privilege to attend the United Nations 61st Session of the Commission on the Status of Women held at the United Nations Headquarters in New York City from March 13-24, 2017. 

The Relevance and Significance of Migrant Women and Girls

The significance of examining the topic of migrant women and girls cannot be more timely than now. Many migrant women and girls face discrimination, violence, and exploitation at various stages of the migration cycle as a result of their unique experiences as migrant women and girls. For instance, migrant women and girls are more susceptible to being trafficked for sexual exploitation and constitute 98% of victims being trafficked globally.[footnoteRef:1] It is important to focus on the issue of sex discrimination faced by migrant women and girls because now more than ever, according to the United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees, the number of displaced persons globally has reached more than 65.3 million globally, and among them, 47% of them are women, while 51% are under the age of 18.[footnoteRef:2]  [1:  Global Migration Group, “Policies Empowering Migrant Women and Girls in the Context of 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development: CSW Side Event”, 24 March 2016 [Global Migration Group].]  [2:  United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees, “Global Forced Displacement Hits Record High”, 20 June 2016 <http://www.unhcr.org/afr/news/latest/2016/6/5763b65a4/global-forced-displacement-hits-record-high.html> accessed 25 May 2017; United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees, “Global Trends Forced Displacement in 2015”, 20 June 2016 at 2 <http://www.unhcr.org/576408cd7.pdf> accessed 8 April 2017.] 


The United Nations Sustainable Development Goal target 10.7 is aiming to ‘facilitate orderly, safe, regular and responsible migration and mobility of people, such as through the implementation of planned and well-managed migration policies’.[footnoteRef:3] This Sustainable Development Goal is of particular relevance because it seeks to reduce the  varied vulnerabilities faced by migrant women and girls. [3:  Global Migration Group supra note 1.] 


On Lessons Learned

Many lessons may be gleaned from the United Nations 61st Commission on the Status of Women, many of which could be translated into best practices for Canada and the world:  

· Migrant women and girls are often portrayed as passive victims of their circumstances
· Female migrants tend to come from backgrounds facing more social barriers, including poverty, limited skill development and laws discriminating females
· Higher proportions of female migrants stem from the exclusion of women and girls from decision-making at all levels  

Recommendations on Improving the Plight of Migrant Women and Girls

Overall, the agency, self-reliance, and resilience of migrant women and girls should be placed at the forefront in both law-making and policy decisions. Migrant women and girls may then be more empowered rather than be portrayed as victims. A comprehensive approach to law and policy-making is required, namely: 

(a) Legal reform to address the harmonization between international and domestic standards; 
(b) National economic programs with a special focus on the advancement of migrant women and girls;
(c) Inclusion of women alongside men as part of the mainstream players within the business sector; and 
(d) Encouraging the full participation of women and girls in all levels of decision-making.

Migrant women and girls are not a homogenous group. There are migrant women and girls who also experience disabilities, and / or are discriminated based on their sexual orientation (LGBTI), while others are ethnic minorities within a particular community. The response to address the multifaceted vulnerabilities faced by migrant women and girls needs to be tailored to the diversity and economic status of all migrant women and girls regardless of race, nationality, religion, gender, sexual orientation or political views. 

Concluding Remarks

Migrant women and girls should not be portrayed as passive victims, but with the right tools, they can be agents of change in spite of their circumstances. While there is no overnight solution to the ongoing problems faced by migrant women and girls, cooperation between international organizations such as the United Nations, governments and civil society is crucial in bringing about much needed change.
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