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Executive summary 

Gender equality is not only a social or rights-based objective, but a structural condition for national resilience, 
democratic stability, and sustainable economic security. Evidence from development and governance 
research shows that gender inclusive participation improves decision-making quality and enhances states’ 
ability to manage risk and crisis.1 In this context, institutions that are more gender-equal are also more likely to 
earn and sustain public trust, which is a critical, but often overlooked component of states’ national security.2 
We know that in contexts where these supports are absent, women often step up, taking on disproportionate 
and unsupported burdens in post-disaster recovery and rebuilding. For example, during the 2022 Northern 
Rivers floods in NSW, the scale of the disaster meant that the usual support services became scarce however, 
the community-led response was primarily led by women (largely volunteers who coordinated and took up 
leadership roles)3. In the Philippines, post-Typhoon Haiyan women’s health and livelihood needs were 
overlooked because they were not included in formal planning despite women’s central role in community 
rebuilding.4 Therefore, there is a need to rethink how national security is understood and assessed by the 
Australian Government for the benefit of the nation and our regional neighbourhood. Rather than a fixed 
concept, national security evolves in response to changing global and regional challenges, and requires a 
coordinated, gender-sensitive, institution-focused response across nations.5 

As a middle power on the global stage, Australia’s influence rests on diplomacy, coalition-building, and 
normative leadership within multilateral systems. However, this role is becoming increasingly complex. 
Multilateral cooperation is under strain, highlighted by recent decisions by the United States to withdraw from 
several international and UN-affiliated organisations. At the same time, global progress on gender equality is 
falling well short of what is needed to meet the 2030 Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs). Together, these 
trends make the security consequences of exclusions and institutional weakness harder to ignore.6 These 
developments underscore the growing importance of resilient institutions, inclusive governance, and trusted 
political systems as the foundations of long-term stability, particularly in the Indo-Pacific. 

At a time marked by intersecting crises such as geopolitical fragmentation, climate stress, democratic 
backsliding, and weakened multilateral cooperation, our security increasingly depends on the credibility of 
institutions, social cohesion, and the capacity to anticipate and respond to crises. Gender equality is needed 
now more than ever. Extensive evidence has shown the value of ensuring gender equality, both for the lives of 
women and girls and for the stability and prosperity of countries and our region.7 Gender equality is not merely 
about ‘helping’ women but about partnering with women to build a more peaceful world. Women are not 
merely victims or beneficiaries, but are leaders and innovators and experts. There is an opportunity to 
recognise and enable this to strengthen Australia’s own security and the security of others across our region.   

Australia already has mechanisms and processes that make an impact in this space, and have already helped 
build a reputation in the region of the Australian Government as a champion of gender equality. However, 
such a reputation is risked if secure, long-term investment is absent, and there is no meaningful commitment 
to enduring partnerships and support for gender equality advocates on the ground around the region as well 
as at home. Gender inequality can be seen as a security risk, exacerbating social tensions, undermining 
political progress, and limiting economic opportunities. These gaps can provide fertile ground for 
opportunistic actors; and shows why gender equality must be a national security priority for Australia. 

There is an urgent need to consolidate and advance efforts that take seriously political and policy change and 
the leadership and expertise of locally led initiatives and interventions. Women of all ages are on the frontlines 
of crisis response across the region.8 Yet efforts to ensure gender equality, including targets for inclusion and 
participation and funding, are often the first to be put aside for things deemed more ‘urgent’ in crisis contexts. 
This can undermine the work women are doing.  Ensuring their safety and supporting their work is central to 
ensuring coherent, organised responses to humanitarian and climate disasters at all levels from the local to the 
national and regional.   

Our region faces multiple and compounding crises, from climate change and natural disasters, to rising 
authoritarianism and shrinking civil space, to regressive gender practices and gender-based violence. These 
crises disproportionately impact women and girls and, at the same time, magnify risks to social and political 
cohesion. This complexity requires bold but nuanced action. Gender equality cannot be an afterthought in 
national security conversations, but must be considered, integrated, and achieved to ensure a peaceful and 
secure region.  
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Overview of recommendations 

THE AUSTRALIAN GOVERNMENT’S EFFORTS TO ADVANCE GENDER EQUALITY 

RECOMMENDATION 1:  GENDER TARGETS FRAMEWORK 

Develop gender targets across all foreign policy areas, accompanied by effective evaluation 
mechanisms. 

RECOMMENDATION 2:  DFAT GENDER COORDINATION 

Establish clear lines of feedback and collaboration between the Ambassador for Gender Equality 
and the broader gender mainstreaming processes within DFAT to advance gender equality. 

THE IMPORTANCE OF THE WOMEN, PEACE AND SECURITY AGENDA AS 
CROSS-CUTTING PRIORITY 

RECOMMENDATION 3:  ASEAN GENDER PILLAR  

Formalise gender equality as a core pillar of Australia’s ASEAN strategic partnership by 
establishing a dedicated mechanism to support the implementation and localisation of 
Women, Peace and Security commitments across Southeast Asia, particularly in ASEAN 
member states without National Action Plans. 

RECOMMENDATION 4:  INTERSECTIONAL INCLUSION 

Strengthen gender equality efforts through an intersectional approach that recognises the 
capacities of young people, leveraging existing frameworks and policies for inclusion 

REGIONAL AND DOMESTIC IMPLICATIONS OF GENDER EQUALITY IN DISASTER 
AND HUMANITARIAN ACTION 

RECOMMENDATION 5:   GENDERED DISASTER RESILIENCE 

Reframe gender equality as a core security and resilience function to ensure robust and 
comprehensive systems for when disaster strikes. 

RECOMMENDATION 6:  GENDER IN HUMANITARIAN SECURITY  

Recognise gender equality as a national and economic security imperative in humanitarian action. 

URGENCY OF GENDER RESPONSIVE COUNTER-EXTREMISM MEASURES 

RECOMMENDATION 7:  OPERATIONAL GENDER MAINSTREAMING  

Embed gender equality as a mandatory operational principle across all Preventing and 
Countering Violent Extremism initiatives, domestically and regionally, by systematically 
supporting women-led and community-based prevention efforts within its security and 
development partnerships. 

RECOGNISING THREATS TO WOMEN IN POLITICAL LEADERSHIP ROLES AS 
EARLY WARNING SIGN OF DEMOCRATIC AND NATIONAL SECURITY RISKS 

RECOMMENDATION 8   GENDERED DEMOCRATIC RISK 

Recognise gender inequality, particularly violence and exclusion targeting women in formal 
political roles, as a democratic and security risk in national and international security assessments. 
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ROLE OF LOCALLY-LED LEADERSHIP 

RECOMMENDATION 9   DIGITAL GENDER INCLUSION 

Invest in civil society initiatives on digitalisation that advance gender equality. 

 RECOMMENDATION 9  SUSTAINABLE CIVIL SOCIETY FUNDING 

CSOs should be sustainably resourced over the long term to enable them to fulfil their role 
as policy-partners and knowledge-holders  

 

The Australian Government’s efforts to advance gender equality  

The Australian Government’s efforts to promote gender equality in the foreign policy context have 
been commendable. Take, for example, women’s representation in the Department of Foreign Affairs 
and Trade’s (DFAT). Although the prestigious diplomatic postings continue to be dominated by men9, 
female Heads of Mission have increased from 27 per cent in 2015 to 52 per cent in 2024, and women 
account for more than half of DFAT’s workforce today.10 Alongside the increasing representation of 
women, a concerted effort to mainstream gender into Australia’s foreign policy places Australia on par 
with states such as Germany that have adopted an explicitly Feminist Foreign Policy.  This is evident, 
for example, in the gender equality funding targets in Australia’s overseas development aid.11 These 
and other efforts to integrate gender into Australia’s foreign policy – such as the Women, Peace and 
Security (WPS) National Action Plan - represent important steps towards a more inclusive diplomatic 
agenda.  

Yet more work remains to be done in fulfilling the aspiration to mainstream gender equality across all 
foreign policy portfolios, as outlined in the recent International Gender Equality Strategy.12 Gender 
equality tends to be siloed into ‘soft’ policy areas such as development, while being considerably 
weaker in other areas. In the case of trade, for example, a careful consideration of gendered dynamics 
that underpin international trade and investment flows is imperative to ensure that Australia’s bi- and 
multilateral trade agreements promote the protection and rights of the most vulnerable workers 
globally. Specific gender targets and requirements are therefore needed to advance gender 
mainstreaming across trade and other portfolios. This should be accompanied by robust and 
transparent evaluation mechanisms to assess the impact of gender mainstreaming. 

RECOMMENDATION 1 | Develop gender targets across all foreign policy areas, accompanied 
by effective evaluation mechanisms.  

A strong signal of the Australian Government’s continued commitment to gender equality is the 
establishment of the role of Ambassador for Gender Equality more than a decade ago. The 
Ambassador’s remit includes promoting efforts that address gender-based violence, economic 
equality and inclusive trade, climate change and women’s leadership in the context of Australia’s 
diplomatic engagement in the region and the international community at large. To capitalise on the 
Ambassadorial role and to further support the Ambassador to mainstream gender across all foreign 
policy areas, it is necessary to ensure that the role is clearly integrated into the decision-making 
processes within DFAT. Alongside acting as an outward-facing representation of Australia’s interests, 
a clearly defined internal role that allows for strategic input by the Ambassador could enhance the 
efforts to mainstream gender more comprehensively.     

RECOMMENDATION 2 | Establish clear lines of feedback and collaboration between the 
Ambassador for Gender Equality and the broader gender mainstreaming processes within 
DFAT to advance gender equality. 
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The importance of the women, peace and security agenda as a 
cross-cutting priority 

Australia places significant strategic value on its partnership with the Association of Southeast Asian 
Nations (ASEAN). This partnership provides a concrete platform through which Australia can advance 
gender equality as a matter of regional stability and resilience. In 2022, ASEAN adopted a Regional 
Action Plan on Women, Peace and Security (WPS), signalling a strengthened collective commitment 
to women’s participation in peace and security processes and to addressing gendered protection 
risks.13 As a longstanding ASEAN strategic partner, Australia is well-positioned to support ASEAN 
member states in meeting these commitments and in embedding gender equality as a foundation for 
sustainable and inclusive development across the region. 

Comparable partners have already demonstrated the strategic importance of this engagement. 
Canada, for example, has provided targeted support to advance WPS in ASEAN, including funding of 
approximately $6.6 million for capacity-building initiatives and support for the development of the 
ASEAN WPS Localisation Toolkit and Guidelines.14 This engagement highlights ASEAN’s regional and 
global significance, including for countries outside Southeast Asia. Australia can build on these efforts 
by prioritising support for the implementation and localisation of WPS commitments, particularly in 
ASEAN member states that have yet to adopt national WPS action plans (i.e. Brunei, Thailand, 
Myanmar, and others).15 

Australia’s engagement with ASEAN is further reinforced by shared and persistent challenges relating 
to violence against women (VAW). Several ASEAN countries, including Viet Nam16 and Cambodia,17 
continue to experience high rates of intimate partner violence, while Australia itself is confronting 
rising rates of gender-based violence domestically.18 These harms are increasingly compounded by 
intersecting pressures such as climate change,19 violent extremism, and the gendered impacts of 
digital transformation. Regional cooperation is crucial to address these risks; one that can move 
beyond policy alignment to practical, effective, sustainably resourced, and context-specific 
implementation, capacity-building, and local ownership of WPS frameworks. A clear example could be 
for Australia to establish a dedicated ASEAN-Australia Women, Peace and Security Implementation 
Partnership, led by DFAT, to provide sustained technical assistance, targeted funding, and policy 
support for the localisation and implementation of WPS commitments across ASEAN.  It will also be 
more impactful for Australia to prioritise support for ASEAN member states without national WPS 
action plans, integrate WPS objectives into Australia’s broader regional security and development 
engagement, and include mechanisms for monitoring impact and sharing best practice across the 
region. 

RECOMMENDATION 3 | Formalise gender equality as a core pillar of Australia’s ASEAN 
strategic partnership by establishing a dedicated mechanism to support the implementation 
and localisation of Women, Peace and Security commitments across Southeast Asia, 
particularly in ASEAN member states without national action plans. 

The Youth, Peace and Security (YPS) agenda, established by the UN Security Council in 2015, affirms 
the importance of institutionalising youth participation in peace and security decision-making and 
highlights the complementarity between the YPS and WPS agendas.20 International evidence, 
including UN Security Council resolutions on YPS, underscores that peace and security outcomes are 
more durable when youth participation is institutionalised alongside gender equality commitments.21  

Strengthening WPS implementation across the region also creates a strategic opportunity to advance 
the Youth, Peace and Security (YPS) agenda, recognising that young women and men are critical 
actors in conflict prevention, peacebuilding, and sustaining inclusive peace.  There is an opportunity to 
build on momentum for WPS in ASEAN and regional neighbours to ensure that Australia’s support is 
deliberately designed to reinforce intergenerational and youth-inclusive approaches, including by 
enabling young women’s leadership and partnering with youth-led and youth-focused civil society 
organisations that are already advancing peace, social cohesion, and gender justice across ASEAN.22 
ASEAN experience demonstrates that youth-led organisations are key drivers of localised peace 
initiatives, particularly when gender equality is embedded as a cross-cutting principle.23  
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The Australian Government would benefit from recognising the interlinkages between WPS and YPS, 
which would enable the support of youth participation within WPS governance and implementation 
structures, investing in young women peacebuilders, and aligning with emerging ASEAN efforts to 
formalise the YPS agenda through regional frameworks and national action plans. Such an approach is 
consistent with DFAT’s emphasis on intersectionality, participation, and locally led solutions in 
Australia’s international gender equality and peace and security policy settings.24    

RECOMMENDATION 4 | Strengthen gender equality efforts through an intersectional 
approach that recognises the capacities of young people, leveraging existing frameworks and 
policies for inclusion 

Regional and domestic implications of gender equality in 
disasters and humanitarian action 

Recurring implementation weaknesses create a structural problem where gender inequality is treated 
as a social policy issue first and a resilience and security issue second. This separation becomes costly 
during crises (natural disasters, displacement, conflict escalation) where gendered vulnerabilities 
shape who is harmed, who recovers, how they recover and institutions’ role in this recovery. 

Climate change represents the most significant long-term stressor in Australia, both domestically and 
regionally. Disaster studies and feminist climate scholarship converge on a clear finding: climate 
impacts are never gender neutral.25 Gender inequality shapes exposure to risk, access to information 
and resources, safety in evacuation and shelter settings, and capacity to participate in recovery and 
rebuilding.26 

In Australia, bushfires, floods, and heatwaves have repeatedly revealed gaps in disaster governance 
where gendered needs are insufficiently anticipated or measured.27 Crises expose the costs of 
treating gender equality as optional or secondary: systems designed without attention to gendered 
realities perform poorly under stress. As a result, undermining gender equality, whether this is through 
policy drift, under-resourcing, or responding to political backlash, should be understood as actively 
eroding Australia’s crisis preparedness and strategic resilience. As climate shocks intensify, these 
blind spots risk entrenching inequality while simultaneously reducing the effectiveness of disaster 
response and recovery. 

Rather than gender equality being siloed within social policy, it should be formally embedded within 
national security, humanitarian, disaster response and climate adaptation frameworks. This will require 
gender analysis as part of risk assessments and preparedness, instead of it being an ad-hoc or post-
hoc mitigation tool. This also allows for the use of appropriate expertise to properly examine and 
understand gender-disaggregated and intersectional data. Gender disaggregated data specifically for 
disaster recovery, i.e. access to and use of support services, community engagement, risk 
management and preparedness, is largely missing in Australia, along with the intersecting dimensions 
of race, age, disability and socio-economic status. This means that the Australian government invest 
in gender-responsive data and intersectional analyses, because data gaps, particularly during crises, 
are not neutral and can systematically obscure harm and weaken policy effectiveness. It is crucial to 
study mortality data also based on gender-disaggregation so that strategic action based on gender 
facts can be used in emergency management and disaster recovery.  

Unpaid and paid care, as outlined on the Gender Equality website, has no mention of circumstances 
related to emergencies where care burdens can intensify,28 i.e. school closures, health services 
disruption, loss of paid work, caring for the injured, increased risk of violence against women, etc. The 
reframing of gender equality as a core function can also mean strengthening reporting regimes, which 
can look at more outcome-based accountability mechanisms for workplace equality or WPS 
implementation. This means using descriptive indicators as well as enforceable outcome measures 
with clear consequences for non-compliance. 

RECOMMENDATION 5 | Reframe gender equality as a core security and resilience function to 
ensure robust and comprehensive systems for when disaster strikes 

Inquiry into gender equality as a national security and economic security imperative
Submission 3



 

6 
 

GAI SUBMISSION | GENDER EQUALITY AS A NATIONAL SECURITY AND ECONOMIC SECURITY IMPERATIVE 

 

Humanitarian crises—driven by conflict, climate change, and political instability—exacerbate pre-
existing gender inequalities, increase exposure to gender-based violence, and undermine social 
cohesion, governance, and long-term economic recovery.29 Evidence from humanitarian settings 
consistently shows that when the rights, safety, and leadership of women and girls are deprioritised, 
crises become more protracted, recovery is delayed, and the risk of instability, displacement, and 
cross-border insecurity increases.30

 

 The current Humanitarian Reset represents a critical inflection point for Australia to champion gender 
equality as an operational and strategic imperative, rather than a discretionary or secondary 
consideration.31 While the Reset seeks to improve efficiency and prioritisation amid unprecedented 
funding shortfalls, multiple analyses caution that reforms that focus narrowly on cost-cutting could 
risk sidelining gender equality, participation, and protection—particularly for women, girls, and 
marginalised groups.32 Australia has both the diplomatic credibility and the policy architecture to 
counter this risk by championing a people-centred, gender-responsive, and accountable reset, in line 
with the Reset Roadmap’s emphasis on protection, participation, and localisation.33

 

 Australia’s leadership is especially critical in humanitarian crises where gender inequality directly 
undermines economic and security outcomes. Women and girls are disproportionately affected by 
food insecurity, climate-induced displacement, and loss of livelihoods, yet they are also central to 
household survival, informal economies, and community-level resilience. Failing to invest in gender-
responsive humanitarian action increases long-term dependency on aid, weakens recovery pathways, 
and constrains economic participation—both in crisis-affected countries and in resettlement contexts. 
The Australian government explicitly recognises that humanitarian entrants contribute skills, labour, 
and social capital to Australia’s economy; ensuring gender-responsive protection and recovery in 
crises is therefore directly linked to Australia’s future economic resilience and social cohesion.34

 

An intersectional approach is essential. Humanitarian crises affect women, men, and gender-diverse 
people differently across age, disability, displacement status, and socio-economic position. Young 
people—particularly young women—face heightened risks in humanitarian settings, including forced 
recruitment, early marriage, disrupted education, and exclusion from decision-making, yet they are 
consistently under-represented in humanitarian governance and recovery planning.35 Integrating 
gender equality with youth inclusion strengthens early recovery, reduces long-term protection risks, 
and supports more sustainable peace and development outcomes. Australia should therefore use its 
engagement in multilateral and regional humanitarian fora, its funding decisions, and its humanitarian 
diplomacy to explicitly champion gender equality within the Humanitarian Reset. This includes 
advocating for the protection of women and girls as non-negotiable, directing flexible and predictable 
funding to women-led and youth-inclusive local organisations, and embedding gender and age 
analysis into prioritisation, coordination, and accountability mechanisms. 

RECOMMENDATION 6 | Recognise gender equality as a national and economic security 
imperative in humanitarian action 

Urgency of gender responsive counter-extremism measures 

Gender equality constitutes a foundational pillar of the United Nations’ strategy on Preventing and 
Countering Violent Extremism (P/CVE).36 This is reflective of existing evidence that gendered 
inequalities shape pathways into, and resilience against, violent extremism.37 The December 2025 
Bondi attack underscores the urgency of strengthening Australia’s domestic and regional P/CVE 
settings, including the systematic integration of gender-responsive approaches. This need is 
particularly salient in Australia’s cooperation with ASEAN strategic partners, where violent extremist 
risks intersect with social exclusion, political marginalisation, and gender-based harms. 

Effective P/CVE requires deeper engagement with community-level actors, including women-led and 
women-focused organisations that are often at the forefront of early prevention, social cohesion, and 
disengagement efforts.38 Women’s central role in preventing and combating violent extremism is a key 
focus of international, regional, and some national policies 39[11] but also of P/CVE practice (i.e. 
Philippines and Indonesia).  
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Australia is well placed to expand its support for such actors, particularly through development and 
security cooperation frameworks that already prioritise stability and conflict prevention. This approach 
aligns with Australia’s Development Partnership Plan with the Philippines, notably Objective 1 on 
enhancing conditions for stability, including the indicator of improved policies and institutional 
responses to community conflict and violent extremist offenders.40[12] While the current plan does not 
explicitly apply a gender lens, it provides a practical entry point for recognising, supporting, and 
learning from effective women-led P/CVE initiatives already operating across the Indo-Pacific region.  

Australia must re-centre gender equality and women’s participation within its P/CVE policy; gender 
equality is a core requirement for effectiveness, sustainability, and legitimacy in both domestic and 
regional contexts. One way to do this is by tasking DFAT and relevant security agencies to identify, 
fund, and evaluate women-led and community-based P/CVE initiatives as part of Australia’s broader 
counter-extremism architecture. 

Australia’s ability to integrate a mandatory gender analysis and women’s participation framework into 
all Australia-funded P/CVE programs, domestically and in regional partnerships, can help ensure that 
within Australia and in the ASEAN region, gender equality is treated and prioritised as an operational 
enabler of prevention rather than a standalone policy objective. 

RECOMMENDATION 7 | Embed gender equality as a mandatory operational principle across 
all Preventing and Countering Violent Extremism initiatives, domestically and regionally, by 
systematically supporting women-led and community-based prevention efforts within its 
security and development partnerships. 

Recognising threats to women in political leadership roles as an 
early warning sign of democratic and national security risks 

For Australia and our regional partners, the quality of democratic governance, such as who 
participates, who is excluded, and under what conditions, has become a central determinant of long-
term stability. States with weakened democratic institutions are more vulnerable to internal stability, 
external interference, and crisis mismanagement.41 Gender inequality accelerates these risks by 
undermining one of the core foundations of democratic resilience, which is inclusive and legitimate 
political participation. 

The exclusion, intimidation, or silencing of women in politics is not simply a matter of representation or 
fairness. It both reflects and reinforces deeper problems within political systems, including institutional 
fragility, declining public trust, and democratic erosion. These conditions are widely recognised as 
drivers of insecurity at both national and international levels. 

Comparative political research shows that violence, harassment, and intimidation directed at women in 
politics distort political competition and weaken representative democracy.42 When women 
parliamentarians (MPs), candidates, and public officials face threats whether it is physical, 
psychological, or digital, then, participation in political life becomes conditional on tolerance of abuse. 
Over time, this leads to self-censorship, early exits from office, and reduced diversity of perspectives 
in decision-making. Such dynamics weaken democratic institutions by narrowing the pool of 
legitimate political actors and reducing accountability, while also undermining public confidence in 
political systems.43 As institutional trust declines, the risks of political instability, polarisation, and 
ineffective governance increase.44 

At the national level, exclusion of women from safe political participation undermines policy quality, 
crisis governance, and social cohesion. Meanwhile, at the international level, it weakens the credibility 
of democratic states as security partners and norm leaders. For years, the Women, Peace and 
Security agenda has recognised that women’s participation in decision-making contributes to conflict 
prevention and sustainable peace. Yet, the ongoing violence faced by women in politics shows a 
widening gap between what states commit to in principle and what women experience in political 
life.45  
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In this regard, violence against women in formal political roles functions as an early warning indicator 
of broader governance stress. It is known that such violence has happened in the Australian political 
environment, and it signals shrinking civic space, weakened rule of law, and declining institutional 
accountability. These conditions reduce a state’s ability to anticipate, absorb, and respond to shocks, 
whether economic, climate, or geopolitical, driven both by internal vulnerabilities or external pressures. 

The Australian government should explicitly treat violence against women in politics and public life as 
an early warning indicator of democratic erosion and institutional fragility, alongside existing political 
and governance risk markers. Framing gender inequality in this way would enable earlier identification 
of instability risks linked to declining institutional trust, distorted political competition, and weakened 
governance capacity – which are all factors that directly undermine national resilience and 
international security partnerships. This approach aligns gender equality with Australia’s broader 
national security interests by positioning the protection of women’s safe political participation as a 
preventive measure to strengthen democratic legitimacy, crisis governance, and long-term stability. 

RECOMMENDATION 8 | Recognise gender inequality, particularly violence and exclusion 
targeting women in formal political roles, as a democratic and security risk in national and 
international security assessments. 

Role of locally-led leadership 

Digitalisation represents a key, yet underappreciated, trend that significantly shapes gender equality 
and human rights.46 On the one hand, digital platforms have provided a new site for gender-based 
violence against human rights activists and gender advocates around the world. On the other hand, 
however, they have the potential to create additional access points to political processes and 
economic and educational opportunities for women, girls and marginalised communities. These 
threats and opportunities afforded by rapid digitisation are highly relevant to the pro-gender foreign 
policy priorities of the Australian Government, such as addressing gender-based violence and 
increasing women’s participation. Much of the practical work on incorporating digitalisation into key 
gender equality strategies, such as WPS, is currently done by civil society and grassroots 
organisations with limited funding and resources.47 This presents an opportunity for the Australian 
Government to invest in locally led digitalisation initiatives that aim to advance gender equality and 
address gender-based violence in digital settings. 

RECOMMENDATION 9 | Invest in civil society initiatives on digitalisation that advance gender 
equality. 

The under-resourcing of Community Service Organisations (CSOs) can be understood as a risk 
multiplier. The current funding architecture reflects a deeper power asymmetry between the state and 
civil society. CSOs, as defined by the Australian Taxation Office,48 are positioned mainly as service 
deliverers instead of policy partners or knowledge-holders despite their proximity to the affected 
communities, mostly affected by inequalities, violence, displacement and climate impacts. The current 
funding model also amplifies CSOs’ vulnerability to political shifts and cultural backlash against gender 
equality. CSOs are not immune to higher operational costs in service delivery; they can also experience 
higher demand while operating on lower funding and reductions in volunteerism. The current cost-of-
living crisis, including the housing affordability crisis, means that people are increasingly turning 
towards the community sector for support and yet the funding to adequately sustain staff within CSOs 
remains precarious.49 

The short-termism of funding is also damaging, particularly because climate adaptation requires 
sustained engagement, trust-building and reliance on locally grounded knowledge, which are 
capacities that are often compromised by insecure funding models. 

RECOMMENDATION 10 | CSOs should be sustainably resourced over the long term to enable 
them to fulfil their role as policy-partners and knowledge-holders   
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