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Foreword 

The Minister for Foreign Affairs the Hon Julie Bishop MP has declared the 
promotion of the human rights and empowerment of women and girls in 
Australia’s region to be ‘a personal passion’.1 It is a passion that is shared by 
members of the Committee and we hope that this report will be a practical 
contribution to Australia’s efforts to support the advancement of the human rights 
of women and girls across the Indo-Pacific region.  
The scope of the terms of reference for the inquiry were extremely broad, nothing 
less than an examination of the human rights circumstances of women and girls 
across a vast region that includes six of the world’s ten most populous nations, 
with counties as different in size and character as China, Afghanistan, and Nauru. 
Not surprisingly the Committee faced considerable challenges in attempting to 
cover the diversity of the region and the great range of issues that impact on the 
human rights of women and girls.  
The report has endeavoured to capture the breadth of the evidence. In particular, this 
report draws upon the submissions and evidence from the Australian Government, 
especially the Department of Foreign Affairs and Trade, together with 
non-government organisations and academic experts working in the fields of human 
rights and development.  

Reflecting the balance of evidence received, the report has a greater focus on the 
human rights issues in countries in Australia’s immediate region, especially the 
South Pacific, and in countries that are significant recipients of Australian 
development assistance. The Committee still sought to cover, as far as possible, 
the full diversity of the challenges faced by women and girls across the 
Indo-Pacific region and to that end drew upon a range of publicly available 
reports and studies. However, the availability of reliable data, or lack thereof, 
emerged as a significant issue.  

1  The Hon Julie Bishop MP, Minister for Foreign Affairs, ‘The New Aid Paradigm’, Speech, June 
2014 <foreignminister.gov.au/speeches/Pages/2014/jb_sp_140618.aspx>  viewed 17 
November 2015. 
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The Committee has made a number of recommendations concerning the need for 
further research to underpin future policy and development assistance programs, 
and the need for better co-ordination and sharing of data between organisations 
working on these important issues.  
What did emerge in evidence was that the circumstances of hundreds of millions 
of women and girls across the Indo–Pacific region are dire, blighted by violence, 
poverty, and exclusion from economic, social and political participation.   
Many countries have made great progress in advancing the human rights of 
women and girls, especially in recent decades as international awareness and 
scrutiny of these issues has grown. However, more than six and a half decades 
after the adoption of the Universal Declaration of Human Rights, a great deal 
more progress must be made for women and girls to be truly considered as equals. 
In this regard, this report should not be seen as singling out any particular country 
or group of countries for criticism or judgment. Rather it is an effort to describe the 
extent and depth of problems across the region and to look at ways in which 
governments, communities and non-government organisations can work together 
to make further progress in protecting and improving the lives of women and 
girls, empowering them for the benefit of all.  
Evidence received by the Committee documented nothing less than an epidemic 
of violence experienced by women and girls in many nations, perhaps most 
notably, but by no measure exclusively, in South Asia and the South Pacific.  
In highlighting this problem in other countries, the Committee does not seek to 
diminish or ignore the scale of violence and abuse against women and girls in 
Australia. On the contrary it is the Committee’s view that this is a common 
problem that demands urgent action across the entire region.  
Violence perpetrated against women and girls because of its nature, its 
embeddedness in cultures and social attitudes, as well as its different triggers, 
represents an ongoing and deep-seated challenge. The diversity of the Indo-Pacific 
region also presents a major challenge for the implementation of development 
assistance programs to address this problem. However, as Oxfam Australia 
observed to the Committee, ‘Violence is not inevitable, and it is preventable.’2  
The Committee acknowledges the efforts made by the Australian Government in 
seeking to combat violence through diplomatic means, including: the advocacy of 
the Minister for Foreign Affairs and the Ambassador for Women and Girls, former 
Senator Natasha Stott Despoja; through international fora and government to 
government dialogues; and through programs that advocate for political and 
legislative change, such as the Pacific Regional Ending Violence against Women 
Facility Fund.  

2  Oxfam Australia, Submission 13.1, p. 2. 



xi 

However, the Committee has recommended an intensification of efforts and the 
development of new programs that take into account both the cultural and social 
diversity of the region, and the insights of further research to identify the most 
effective responses.  
Similar challenges are evident in relation to health, education, economic 
participation and the involvement of women in community decision-making and 
political life more broadly. Across these areas there has been progress, but much 
remains to be done, and in some areas urgent action is required to ensure that 
hard won gains are not reversed or lost.  
The Committee’s recommendations consequently span a large range of issues and 
government programs, and underline the need for a broad and sustained 
commitment of resources.  
There are no easy solutions for any of the problems discussed in this report and all 
of them require a preparedness by policy makers to commit to programs that are 
likely to deliver substantial progress over decades rather than years, and in some 
cases perhaps only through intergenerational change.  
That said the long term benefits are potentially significant. Quite apart from the 
importance of respecting and enhancing the human rights and life opportunities 
of individuals, greatly reducing domestic violence and improving educational and 
economic opportunities for women and girls will bring substantial economic and 
social benefits to the countries in the region. As the Minister for Foreign Affairs 
has observed, ‘when women are able to actively participate in the economy, and in 
community decision-making, everybody benefits.’3 
The Committee would like to thank all of the non-government organisations, 
academics and individuals for generously donating their time, effort and resources 
to make submissions and appear at public hearings or private briefings. The 
Committee also thanks the Australian Government agencies, as well as the foreign 
governments and their representative forums that provided submissions or gave 
evidence, in particular the governments of Afghanistan, Mauritius, Vietnam, 
Timor-Leste, and Sri Lanka. The range of information, expertise and experience 
that was available to the Committee was invaluable to the production of this 
report.  
The Committee would especially like to thank the staff and students of Auburn 
Girls High School in Sydney which hosted two days of public hearings on 
21-22 August 2014. The Committee was very pleased to have this opportunity to
‘bring Parliament to the people’ and the question and answer session with
students that accompanied the public hearings was particularly enjoyable.
Members of the Committee heard the views of articulate young women who may

3  The Hon Julie Bishop MP, Minister for Foreign Affairs, ‘The New Aid Paradigm’, Speech, June 
2014, viewed 17 November 2015. 
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well be future community leaders and, to judge by some of their challenging 
questions, perhaps think about entering political life themselves. 
As Chair of the Human Rights Sub-Committee, I would like to thank my 
predecessor Mr Luke Simpkins MP, and my other colleagues on the Committee 
who have worked collaboratively, and engaged closely with this inquiry. 

The Hon Philip Ruddock MP 
Chair 
Human Rights Sub-Committee 
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Terms of reference 
 

Inquiry into the human rights issues confronting women and girls in the Indian 
Ocean–Asia Pacific region 
 
The Committee will inquire into the human rights issues confronting women and 
girls in the Indian Ocean–Asia Pacific region. The Committee will consider the 
following issues during its inquiry:  

 The barriers and impediments to enhancing the human rights of 
women and girls in the Indian Ocean–Asia Pacific region, especially 
regarding the impact of family and sexual violence, women’s 
leadership and economic opportunities; 

 The achievements to date in advancing women and girl’s human rights 
in these key areas; 

 The implications for economic and social development in the Indian 
Ocean–Asia Pacific region of promoting women and girls’ human 
rights; 

 The effectiveness of Australian programs to support efforts to improve 
the human rights of women and girls in the Indian Ocean-Asia Pacific 
region. 
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Human rights of women and girls and the role of the law 

Recommendation 1 

The Committee recommends that Australia’s diplomatic efforts continue 
to encourage legislative change to enhance the situation for women and 
girls, and to build the capacity of legal entities to enforce laws and ensure 
access to justice for women and girls. Specific areas that should be 
addressed include building a well-developed understanding of the needs 
of women and girls in: 
 policing and law enforcement; 
 courts and legal aid; and 

 legal advice and advocacy services for women and girls. 
Recommendation 2 

The Committee recommends that the Australian Government prioritise 
aid investment in relevant local women’s legal aid organisations, 
advocacy bodies and law reform commissions in the Indo–Pacific region 
where laws that disadvantage women and girls are in place. 

Recommendation 3 

The Committee recommends that the Australian Government encourage 
the Australian Courts to expand their investment in the work of making 
the registration of marriages and births more accessible in Indonesia; and 
expand its efforts to pursue similar work where it can facilitate reform in 
other countries in the Indo–Pacific region. 
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Recommendation 4 

The Committee recommends that the Australian Government: 
 encourage the Afghan Parliament to enact and enforce the Law on 
Elimination of Violence against Women; and 

 provide diplomatic, technical and administrative support for the 
implementation of the law. 

Recommendation 5 

The Committee recommends that the Australian Government: 
 expand its support efforts for increasing the number of women 
recruits into police forces in the Pacific Island countries, including 
Papua New Guinea and Solomon Islands; 
 help increase and retain the number of female recruits to the 
Afghan police force, law enforcement roles and public services, while 
supporting efforts to provide sufficient protection for these recruits; 
and 

 increase support for improved professional standards for law 
enforcement professionals, prosecutors and judicial officers, including 
gender sensitivity training throughout the region. 

Violence against women and girls 

Recommendation 6 

The Committee recommends that the Australian Government take every 
opportunity: 
 to engage with governments in the Indo–Pacific region, including 
at regional fora, to highlight the extent of violence against women and 
girls, the persistence of the problem, and its consequences; and 

 to press other governments to enact and enforce laws that protect 
the human rights of women and girls, in particular in relation to sexual 
and gender-based violence, especially under-age and forced marriage 
and marital rape. 

Recommendation 7 

The Committee recommends that, in light of the evidence showing 
continuing and pervasive violence against women and girls across the 
Indo–Pacific region, the Australian Government: 
 facilitate targeted and co-ordinated research (including gathering 
national prevalence and incidence data, as well as quantitative and 
qualitative surveys of community attitudes), legal reform, and 
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programs directly aimed at community attitudes that are tolerant of 
violence against women and girls; and 

 consider increasing funding for activities to combat violence as a 
proportion of Australia’s development assistance budget, as well as 
commit to the provision of resources for the long term. 

Recommendation 8 

The Committee recommends that the Australian Government: 
 continue to support existing programs that partner with 
governments, non-government and community organisations,  and 
faith-based organisations which: 
⇒ deliver education with a particular focus on boys and 
adolescents, to promote understanding of consent, healthy sexuality, 
and respectful relationships; and 

⇒ make use of technology to expand the reach and engage young 
people. 

 explore ways to extend programs addressing violence, such as 
those being run by the Fiji Women’s Crisis Centre, and linking to 
similar initiatives operating in Australia and other countries across the 
region; and 

 review work being undertaken in Australia and overseas to 
address gender-based violence to identify programs of best practice 
that are culturally appropriate for countries in the Indo–Pacific region. 

Women and girls in war, conflict and disaster zones 

Recommendation 9 

The Committee recommends that the Australian Government: 
 adopt the proposals made in the 2014 Second Annual Civil Society 
Report Card: Australia’s National Action Plan on Women, Peace and 
Security; and 

 encourage governments in the region, which have not already 
done so, to prioritise the approval of national action plans for UN 
Security Council resolution 1325 on women, peace and security. 

Recommendation 10 

The Committee recommends that the Australian Government work to 
ensure that Australian responses to disasters and humanitarian crises 
factor in the unique and additional needs of women and children, by 
ensuring: 
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 that all plans, toolkits and guidance documentation for 
humanitarian and disaster relief include a requirement to take into 
account the unique needs and vulnerabilities of women and children, 
and guidance on how this can be achieved; and 

 humanitarian responses funded by the Australian Government 
model gender-sensitive processes, and avoid additional harms to 
women and children. 

Health, reproduction and amenities 

Recommendation 11 

In light of the continuing high levels of maternal mortality, unsafe 
abortions, and infant and child ill health in many parts of the Pacific and 
Timor-Leste, the Committee recommends that the Australian 
Government maintain funding and support for reproductive health 
programs, including obstetric and gynaecological services, across the 
Indo–Pacific region with an increased focus on the Pacific and 
Timor-Leste. In particular, the Australian Government should: 
 work in partnership with non-government organisations and 
Pacific Island authorities to increase funding to maternal and 
reproductive health programs in the Pacific region; 
 support improved provision of timely and high quality sex 
education in the Pacific region by providing support to Pacific leaders 
and health ministers in implementing the program of work in sex 
education these leaders endorsed in 2014; and 

 maintain a strong strategic focus on maternal mortality in the 
design and delivery of aid programs in Timor-Leste and the Pacific. 

Recommendation 12 

The Committee recommends that the Australian Government prioritise 
funding for services that address the immediate needs of survivors of 
sexual and physical violence in the Indo–Pacific region. These services 
should be holistic, incorporating: 
 accessible, timely and affordable treatment for physical injury; 
 accessible, timely, affordable and culturally sensitive counselling 
and trauma relief; 
 legal and justice services, including timely collection of evidence 
for prosecution; 
 counselling and appropriate assistance for pregnancies and 
diseases arising from sexual assaults; and 
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 support to prevent further exposure to violence, such as through 
the provision of safe emergency accommodation. 

Recommendation 13 

The Committee recommends that the Australian Government prioritise 
work with governments in the Indo–Pacific region, non-government 
organisations, and the scientific research community for the development 
of effective, low cost, accessible medicines to treat HIV/AIDS, 
tuberculosis and malaria, with a focus on disadvantaged women and 
children in the region. 

Recommendation 14 

To support women and girls with disabilities, who are ‘doubly 
disadvantaged’, the Committee recommends that: 
 all programs funded or supported by the Australian Government 
that seek to address violence against women and girls are designed 
with the specific needs of women and girls with disabilities taken into 
account in the design phase; 
 all women’s health and reproductive rights programs supported 
by the Australian Government take into consideration the needs of 
women and girls with disabilities and seek to ensure these women and 
girls are included—and not adversely affected—by the programs; and 

 work to support women and girls with disabilities in the 
Indo-Pacific region remains a priority for the Australian Government, 
and is included in the Department of Foreign Affairs and Trade’s 
Country Plans. 

Recommendation 15 

The Committee recommends that the Australian aid program retain a 
focus on ensuring that clean water, and access to satisfactory sanitation 
and hygiene, especially in schools, underpins development initiatives. 

Recommendation 16 

The Committee recommends that the Australian Government prioritise 
providing culturally appropriate, hygienic and safe sanitation facilities 
for women and girls, and that: 
 all Australian Government funded humanitarian relief responses, 
including refugee settlements and disaster relief shelters, provide 
culturally appropriate, hygienic and safe sanitation facilities; and 

 all education programs designed to keep girls in school address 
the issue of sanitation facilities; providing facilities that can be 
adequately maintained and serviced locally. 
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Recommendation 17 

The Committee recommends that the Australian Government support 
culturally appropriate, community-driven programs that provide 
sanitary products for girls and women to allow them to remain engaged 
in work and education during menstruation. 

Recommendation 18 

The Committee recommends that Australian Government agencies 
working in the Indo–Pacific region take advantage of opportunities to 
partner with faith based networks where they play a major role in 
delivery of health care services and care support. 

Education and the rights of girls 

Recommendation 19 

The Committee recommends that the Australian Government maintain 
its support for increasing primary school enrolments generally, and 
gender parity in enrolments specifically, across the Indo–Pacific region 
where the levels of female enrolment remain low. 
The Committee also recommends that Australian funding and programs 
in education should include a particular focus on the most disadvantaged 
communities; notably, children with disabilities, and disadvantaged 
ethnic minorities. 

Recommendation 20 

The Committee recommends that the Australian Government 
increasingly target aid funding towards girls at the secondary and 
tertiary levels, by: 
 providing additional funding that focuses on secondary school 
enrolment and completion initiatives for adolescent girls in key 
countries in the region; 
 increasing support to programs designed to encourage more 
young women to complete tertiary qualifications throughout the 
region; and 

 supporting research and programs designed to address the gap 
between educational attainment and employment/economic 
opportunities for women in the Indo–Pacific region. 
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Recommendation 21 

The Committee recommends that the Australian Government seeks to 
address the quality and character of education in the region, including 
through: 
 supporting government bodies and local education advocates who 
are working to change the curricula and methodology in teaching to 
promote gender equality; and 

 offering to provide expertise in drafting gender-sensitive, 
culturally appropriate resources for schools, particularly in the Pacific, 
and/ or funding the development of such expertise  in-country. 

Women and leadership 

Recommendation 22 

The Committee recommends that the Australian Government prioritise 
girls’ and women’s leadership and political participation, and integrate 
these as a priority across the aid program. 

Recommendation 23 

The Committee recommends that the Australian Government should: 
 increase support to organisations such as the Fiji Women’s Crisis 
Centre, which are able to focus on co-ordinating the priorities of 
countries in the region to address the needs of women and girls; 
 take a stronger stance in the protection of high profile women and 
organisations advocating for the human rights and empowerment of 
women and girls; 
 fund women’s advocacy organisations working in the Indo-Pacific 
region where women leaders are most at risk; 
 continue to support capacity building in parliaments, the 
judiciary, and accountability bodies in the region to support women’s 
promotion into leadership roles; and 

 advocate at an international level to promote women’s 
empowerment for leadership as a priority goal within the global 
development agenda. 

Recommendation 24 

The Committee recommends that the Australian Government 
increasingly promote women’s leadership at all levels of government, in 
business and the public sector, through flagship gender programs such as 
the Pacific Women Shaping Pacific Development initiative, and trial pilot 
models in other countries of the region, which: 
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 provide opportunities for women candidates to train and gain 
leadership skills at all levels of government, including by investing in 
partnerships with parliamentary and political studies and research 
centres; 
 foster research, networking and mentoring opportunities across 
the professions, public sector and business in partnership with 
governments, peak bodies, the private sector and civil society, with 
some targeted to engage young women; 
 promote women’s leadership under country plans, through 
relevant Memoranda of Understanding, and in contracts with private 
sector partners and non-government organisations; and 

 conduct gender analysis and develop individual and longitudinal 
assessment criteria to better assess outcomes of scholarships and 
leadership mentoring programs to increase aid effectiveness. 

Recommendation 25 

The Committee recommends that the Australian Government continue to 
develop and invest in gender awareness components in programs 
targeting male leaders, including: 
 through international parliamentary visits, delegations and 
exchanges, and as an adjunct to the Pacific Women’s Parliamentary 
Partnerships and other regional leadership initiatives; and 

 by supporting ‘champions for change’ initiatives as community 
outreach through local leadership bodies, organisations and faith-
based groups as part of the women’s leadership empowerment agenda. 

The economic empowerment of women 

Recommendation 26 

The Committee recommends that the Australian Government take a lead 
role in promoting women’s economic development as a key part of the 
international human rights agenda for the empowerment of women and 
girls, by: 
 advocating through international fora for an increased investment 
in women’s economic empowerment; 
 promoting gender centric approaches to women’s economic 
development in key sectors, for example, the agricultural sector 
through the Consultative Group on International Agricultural Research 
and other relevant regional bodies; 
 engaging in bilateral, regional and international negotiations to 
implement obligations and promote ratification of existing 
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international labour instruments, harmonising migration and domestic 
laws, and regulating fees and charges on remittances to better protect 
migrant workers in a region-wide solution to outmigration. 

 
Recommendation 27 

The Committee recommends that the Australian Government increase: 
 overall Official Development Assistance (ODA); and 

 the proportion of ODA allocated to economic and productive 
sectors in the Indo-Pacific region in which women are predominant, as 
a key component of its gender mainstreaming commitments, including 
by investment in: 
⇒ research and programs supporting leadership and female 
empowerment in agriculture and key employment sectors for 
women; 
⇒ whole of community and local empowerment models, with a 
focus on changing social attitudes and values to support women’s 
economic empowerment, and on innovative literacy and ‘second 
chance’ training programs for women; and 

⇒ development of infrastructure to reduce women’s household 
burden and appropriate childcare solutions in partnership with 
Governments, non-government organisations and the private sector, 
and promote this through country development plans and 
development contracts. 

Recommendation 28 

The Committee recommends that, in negotiating international and 
regional trade, mining and other development agreements, the 
Australian Government: 
 have recourse to available research and data on the gendered 
impacts of this development to ensure it maximises opportunities for 
both men and women; 
 require this research where it does not exist; and 

 deploy relevant research and data to refine and inform programs 
developed with the purpose of supporting women’s economic 
empowerment across the Indo–Pacific region. 



xxxvi  

 

 

Improving Australian programs 

Recommendation 29 

The Committee recommends that the Australian Government: 
 lift the percentage of total Official Development Assistance that is 
‘primarily’ focussed on women and girls from the current five per cent 
level to between at least eight and 10 per cent over the next five years, 
particularly as a proportion of aid to the Pacific region; 
 focus its limited investments and gender expertise on large-scale, 
long-term (10 years or more) programs designed directly for women’s 
empowerment in key countries, using the Pacific Women Shaping 
Pacific Development program as a model; and 

 focus its investments on programs that directly build local 
capacity through supporting local women’s organisations. 

Recommendation 30 

The Committee recommends that the Australian Government introduce a 
requirement that all Official Development Assistance programs, 
regardless of their OECD Development Assistance Committee gender 
rating, must ‘do no harm’ to women and girls. Programs must be 
screened to ensure they will not: 
 further entrench women’s disempowerment; 
 result in unintended violence against women and girls or leave 
women and girls more vulnerable; or 

 disadvantage specific sectors of the population of women and 
girls, including women and girls with disabilities or those from ethnic 
minorities. 

Recommendation 31 

The Committee recommends that the Australian Government increase 
both the percentage and overall number of staff at the Department of 
Foreign Affairs and Trade (DFAT) who receive training in 
gender- sensitive programming, including staff located in Canberra, with 
the aim of ensuring all staff who play a role in the design and 
implementation of Official Development Assistance programs have the 
ability and confidence to apply good practice gender analysis. The 
Committee further recommends that DFAT: 
 introduce to the Department’s performance management system a 
formal requirement for such training to be completed by staff engaged 
in providing development assistance; 
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 increase the number of male members of staff participating in this 
training; and 

 report on a) the numbers of staff trained, and b) the percentage of 
the workforce trained, in the Department’s Annual Report. 

Recommendation 32 

The Committee recommends that the Australian Government take steps 
to improve data collection and reporting on gender outcomes in aid and 
diplomacy, by: 
 introducing enhanced collection and reporting of qualitative data 
to measure cultural and attitudinal change, such as changes in 
attitudes towards the roles and status of women and girls; 
 requiring the collection of, reporting and utilisation of baseline 
data on the status and experiences of women before programs begin so 
that the efficacy of programs can be measured against that data; 
 supporting nations in the region to collect and publish 
gender-disaggregated data, especially with regard to poverty, health, 
education and experiences of violence; 
 supporting organisations such as UN Women and Oxfam in their 
provision of ‘hubs’ of knowledge, data and resources on women and 
girls around the world. 

Recommendation 33 

The Committee recommends that the Australian Government build upon 
the good work of Australia’s Ambassador for Women and Girls by: 
 providing further resourcing for the work of Australia’s 
Ambassador for Women and Girls; and 

 supplementing the role through the additional appointment of a 
‘Male Champion’ for women and girls. 
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