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Introduction

Introduction

The present paper intends to analyze the female participation in the United Nations;
more specifically the efforts made by the United Nations through its history oriented to
ensure equal representation of men and women in the Secretariat, as well as in the General
Assembly and the Security Council. Thus, this research will first identify and study the
mechanisms implemented by the United Nations; consequently, it will analyze the female
representation on the United Nations. As a result, a further study of the efficacy and impact
of the mechanisms within the organization can be made.
Article 8 of the Charter of the United Nations, states the responsibility of the state
governments to ensure the presence of women at all levels of the system´s hierarchy and in
all areas of international affairs. This article aims to achieve equality for men and women
inside the United Nations system. In order to comply with what is prescribed by the Article
8, commitment from senior management is needed.
Many permanent missions to the United Nations and to other international
organizations have no women among their diplomats and very few at senior levels. The
situation is similar at expert meetings and conferences, such as the World Food Conference,
that establishes international and global goals, agendas and priorities. Organizations of the
United Nations system, for instance the United Nations Children’s Fund (UNICEF), and
various economic, political and military structures at the regional level have become
important international public employers, but women have remained a minority
concentrated in positions at the lower levels of the administration (Convention on the
Elimination of All Forms of Discrimination against Women vol. 1249 U.N.T.S p.13, 1981).
Even more, and as this study will show, the majority of the women participating in
public activities are confined to issues such as culture, environment, children and health. At
the same time, women become excluded from finance, budgetary control and conflict
resolution areas. Stereotyping also works as an obstacle to women. Opportunities to engage
in international work are often denied to women, based on assumptions about their
domestic responsibilities that will prevent them from successfully fulfilling their
appointment. As a result, many crucial decisions on global issues, such as peacemaking and
conflict resolution, military expenditure and nuclear disarmament, foreign aid and
5|
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economic restructuring, are taken with limited participation of women (General
Recommendation No. 23, Political and Public life, 1997).
The measures implemented so far by the United Nations have proved only partially
successful in the sense that the female participation in the Secretariat of the UN has
increased, albeit if barely in a small percentage. The senior level of management must be
held responsible for hiring and promoting more women, while the member states must
commit to propose qualified women to fill in the vacancies at Professional and Directory
levels, as well as including women in their national delegations at the Security Council and
the General Assembly. Besides commitment, in order to achieve the goals of equal
participation, practical measures with its corresponding implementation plans and
mechanisms that appraise the impact of these measures are in order.
The central argument of this study is that although there have been different efforts
oriented to increase the participation of women at different levels of the Secretariat, the
reality of its composition is that there is still a striking underrepresentation of women in this
body. Furthermore, there are few opportunities for women and men, on equal terms, to
represent governments at the international level and to participate in the work of
international organizations such as the United Nations. To a certain extent, this is the
consequence of structural barriers and obstacles in the system of international organizations
and the failure of an accurate implementation of the strategies and incentives that guarantee
an equal participation of men and women in decision-making positions.
The relevance of this paper lies in that it is pertinent to evaluate the importance
behind the efforts dedicated by the Commission on the Status of Women, the Economic and
Social Council, the General Assembly and the Secretary-General of the United Nations. It
is necessary to question the significance of guaranteeing an increasing female participation
within the United Nations administration and the organs of national representation.
This research will try to answer the following questions through the different
chapters. How was the issue of female underrepresentation first identified and approached?
Which are the measures taken within the United Nations in order to ensure an equal
participation of men and women? In which way have they been successful (or not)? Do
women have the opportunities to access the decision-making positions within the
Secretariat of the United Nations and the main organs of the UN with national
6|
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representation (General Assembly and the Security Council)? What is the importance or the
impact of increasing the female participation in the Secretariat and in the national
delegations at the General Assembly and the Security Council? What are the main obstacles
and structural barriers that women face in the United Nations?
The methodology used in this paper is the legal method, more specifically the
historical method. This method can be applied trough the analysis of the legal mechanisms
devised by the United Nations, such as the Charter of the UN, the Resolutions and
Recommendations. The historical method can provide a work out of the legal evolution of
the character of the inner necessity, in the present case fulfilling with what is prescribed in
the founding document of the United Nations (Ruckert, 2006).
Parallel to this, there are feminist methodologies applied in international law that
attempt to expose and question the limited bases of international law claim to objectivity
and impartiality (Charlesworth, 1999). One of them, used in this paper, is known as
“searching for silences”. This method intends to identify the silences of women in
international law, due to the lack of female participation in the science field, as well as the
practice field, in order to expose the experiences and voices of women in international law.
Trough the study of the female participation in the United Nations, this study aims to
identify the presence of women in this major international organization that contributes to
the making of Conventions, Conferences and Treaties, and what later become sources of
the international law.
The first chapter will present the main theory that supports this study, feminist
approaches to international law. The main authors of this analysis of international law
identify the absence of women within and by the international legal order and intend to
contribute to the understanding of international law and the global inequity of women. In
the first chapter is also presented a historical perspective on women´s participation in the
United Nations, where it’s discussed the first years of the United Nations trough the
perspective of women participation; the road to the awareness of the situation of women in
the United Nations and the first steps taken to put women on equal footing with men in the
United Nations.
The second chapter will identify and analyze the main efforts taken in the United
Nations oriented to enhance the participation of women in the UN. The mechanisms
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discussed in this chapter are the Article 8 of the Charter of the United Nations, the
Resolution 1325 and its corresponding action plan of implementation, the General
Assembly Resolutions which established the goal percentages of female participation in the
Secretariat of the United Nations, the Recommendations made by the Secretary-General
and the special measures of the Staff Selection that are advocated to the recruitment of new
personal and the promotion within the United Nations Secretariat.
The third chapter presents the more recent data on the participation of women in the
Secretariat, the General Assembly and the Security Council. For the analysis of female
participation in the Secretariat, the data taken in consideration is the one concerning the
composition of the Secretariat of the year 2009 and a comparison of the advancement of the
situation of women from the year 1998 to the year 2008. The main aspects of analysis in
this section is the concentration of women in the lower levels of the Professional category
and the congregation of women in the social areas, with a defined absence in the political
and security areas. In the analysis concerning the Security Council and the General
Assembly it is evaluated the participation of women on the six main Committees of the
General Assembly, as presidents of the annual sessions of the General Assembly and as
Presidents of the Security Council, heading its national delegations.
The fourth and final chapter analyses the relevance of the efforts advocated to reach
the target of equal participation of women at all the levels of the Secretariat and questions
the importance of increasing the participation of female ambassadors in the General
Assembly and in the Security Council. This chapter discusses as well the main obstacles
and barriers that women staff at the United Nations face in order to improve their chances
of advancing in the hierarchy of the Secretariat of the United Nations and to enhance the
participation of women in areas such as safety and security, political affairs and trade.
Finally, women form over half the world´s population, and their voices should be
heard in the decision making positions of the global organizations. Likewise, women
should be included in both the decision making positions and economic and military
matters, multilateral and bilateral diplomacy, and be part of official delegations to
international and regional conferences.
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Chapter 1: Theoretical Approaches and a Historic Perspective.

1.1 Feminist perspectives on International Law

The ambit of the international legal order has grown significantly since the middle
of the twentieth century to include the large number of states, the activities of international
intergovernmental institutions and, to some extent, those groups and individuals within
nation states. International governmental organizations and nongovernmental organizations
have emerged as distinct players in the international community.
Even though there is an increasing global interdependence and the emergence of
new players on the international level, “international law is still predominantly made and
implemented by states” (Malanczuk, 2002, p. 2). For example, only states can be members
of the United Nations, only states are entitled to call upon the UN Security Council if there
is a threat to international peace and security and only states may appear before the
International Court of Justice (ICJ). International organizations are, to a large extent,
dependent upon states and their willingness to support them.
According to Peter Malanczuk, the concept of the “international legal system” refers
to the principles and rules of international law with a higher legal status than the other parts
of international law, the actors that play in the international legal order, as well as the scope
of activity of these actors, such as social, economic, peace and security (2002). The basic
question in international law has been whether a truly universal system of law is possible at
all under the conditions of a divided world with such deep cleavages in values, interests and
perceptions.
A consistent feature of the international law system remains in the absence of any
central authority that enjoys exclusive power to create, monitor and implement law. Thus,
the “efficacy of many principles of international law depends upon their translation into
national legal systems” (Karns & Mingst, 2004, p. 33). This is considered as one of the
critical challenges of international law.
The continuing development in the theory of international law has attracted critical
attention from a series of loosely related critical approaches that share a certain distance on
9|
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some matters from mainstream international legal theory. These theories emanate from the
same core problem: the extent to which the law reflects the perspective and the values of
white males, and the resulting effects in citizens and on members of the profession who are
not white males (Bix, 2004).
A feminist perspective takes a serious intellectual approach to the experiences,
actions and ideas of women and girls (Enloe, 2004). Feminist scholars have identified new
areas of investigation in the struggle over the appropriate demarcation of boundaries
between the national/international and public/private realms; for example, the growth and
expansion of a discourse on women’s human rights, along with the rise of the application of
international human rights law in diverse societies. The codification of women’s human
rights in conventions such as CEDAW inevitably challenged the demarcation of boundaries
between what was international and domestic, public and cultural/private (Steans, 2003).
There are many definitions of gender. For once, in its most common usage, the term
“gender” means the cultural difference between women and men, based on the biological
division between male and female. The development of the social science has provided a
new definition of gender, focusing not on the differences, but in the relations. Gender
would be considered a matter of the social relations within individuals and groups act; a
pattern in our social arrangements, in the everyday activities or practices which those
arrangements govern (Connell, 2009).
Like other social structures, gender is multi-dimensional; it is not just about identity,
work, power, or sexuality, but rather all of these things at once. Gender patterns may
remarkably differ from one cultural context to another, but are still gender. Gender
arrangements are reproduced socially, not biologically, and are always changing as human
practice creates new situations (Connell, 2009). The concept of gender emphasizes “the
relational nature of categorizations of male and female, and signals the importance of not
taking either as given or necessarily natural” (Youngs, 2004). Gender is neither an
expression of biology, nor a fixed dichotomy in human life.
Gender may be also defined as a set of variables, socially and culturally constructed
relational characteristics. Power, autonomy, rationality, activity, and public are
stereotypically associated with masculinity while their opposites, weakness, dependence,
emotionality, passivity and private are associated with femininity. Both women and men
10 |
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assign a more positive value to the masculine characteristics which denote a culturally
dominant ideal type (Thickner, 2002).
A gender analysis exposes and questions the stereotypical gender representations
and demonstrates their negative consequences. Gender social relationships are relationships
of power; and it is through these hierarchical relationships that male power and female
subordination are sustained, albeit in various degrees across time and place (Thickner,
2002). Both women and gender have therefore been identified by feminist analyses as
problematically absent from mainstream approaches and essential to understanding the
dynamics of the relations occurring in the international sphere.
International law has largely resisted feminist analysis. Issues that apply merely to
the state as an abstract entity, such as sovereignty, territory and use of force, can, in a first
approach, seem gender free. Nevertheless, when international law is considered relevant to
individuals, as is the case of human rights, a new analysis from a feminist perspective is
developed.
The contribution of feminist legal theory, being a mode of analysis, rests in the
progressive development of international law. A first feminist approach to international law
implies that “we live in a world in which men of all nations have used the statist system to
establish economic and nationalist priorities to serve male elites, while basic human, social
and economic needs are not met” (Charlesworth, Chinkin, & Wright, 1991, p. 615).
International institutions, such as the United Nations, currently echo these same male
priorities.
One of the first articles concerning an analysis of international law from a feminist
perspective is “Feminist Approaches to International Law” by Chinkin, Charlesworth and
Wright. In this article, the authors argue that both the structures of international lawmaking
and the content of the rules of international law privilege men. Even if women´s interest are
somewhat acknowledged, they are marginalized. Therefore, the authors consider that
international law is a thoroughly gendered system.
Women are at the margins of the international legal system; their participation in
the development of international legal principles is minimal and the international legal
order appears impervious to the realities of women´s lives. Whenever women come into
focus at all in the international law they are viewed in a very limited way, chiefly as
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victims, particularly as mothers, or potential mothers, and accordingly in need of
protection.
Modern international law is both androcentric and eurocentric in its origins, and as
a result, it has assimilated many assumptions from western legal thinking. These
assumptions comprise patriarchal legal institutions and the societal division into public and
private spheres that relegates women´s concerns to the private area. A feminist perspective
is needed in order to expose the invisibility of women and to fundamentally restructure the
traditional international law discourse and methodology in order to incorporate alternative
world views. The development of feminist jurisprudence in recent years has made rich and
fruitful contribution to legal theory. Furthermore, “few areas of domestic law have avoided
the scrutiny of feminist perspectives, which have exposed the gender bias of apparently
neutral systems of rules” (Charlesworth, Chinkin, & Wright, 1991, p. 613).
Feminist transformation of the international law would involve more than refining
or reforming the existing law. The theorists of a feminist analysis of international law seek
to reconceive international law, rather than destroy it, to “alter the image of the world” and
to change the way of thinking about international law and international relations. The
reconceptualization starts with a critique of statehood (Koskenniemi, 1995).
States not only happen to prefer policies that privilege men and marginalize the
concerns of women; statehood, as a concept and political structure, is gendered, patriarchal
and hierarchical. The organization of the state, both nationally and internationally,
privileges male voices and concerns (Charlesworth in Koskenniemi, 1995). Hilary
Charlesworth, in the book of Dorinda Dallmeyer “Reconceiving reality, women and
International law”, advocates for a feminist state that would create informal cooperative
networks across state boundaries, protect the weak and promote the role of non-state
interests and actors.
As discussed before, the primary subjects of international law are states, and in an
increasing fashion, international organizations (Malanczuk, 2002). Charlesworth, Chinkin,
and Wright affirm that the structures of power within the governments of the states are
overwhelmingly masculine; in a few states women occupy positions of power, and they
represent only a small percentage compared to men. In international organizations the
situation is very similar; its structures reflect the state´s patriarchal forms. Women are
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either “unrepresented or underrepresented in the national and the global decision-making
processes” (1991, p. 622).
International organizations allow states to act collectively and achieve their
objectives. The structures of international organizations replicate those of the states, and
limit women to insignificant and subordinate roles. Even in the United Nations, where the
achievement of nearly universal membership is regarded as a major success in the
international community, this universality does not apply to women. The Group on Equal
Rights for Women in the United Nations has observed that gender discrimination is
practiced on the United Nations personnel policies “every week, every month, every year”
(Lewis, 1985, p. 167).
Women are frequently excluded from major decision making positions in
international institutions, despite the impact of those decisions on the female global
population. Although, partly due to the International Women´s Year and the United Nations
Decade for Women, since 1985 there has been an improvement on the situation of women
in the United Nations and its specialized agencies. In 1985 was estimated that at the rate of
change it will take almost until 2021 to reach equal participation, meaning reaching a 50/50
distribution of men and women at the General Service, Professional and Director Category
(Lewis, 1985).
The main concern of international organizations is to represent in an equal way the
diversity of the international community. In the bodies with special functions regarding the
creation and progressive development of international law, such as the International Court
of Justice, critics have frequently pointed out that the distribution of judges on the Court
does not represent the main forms of civilization and the principal legal systems of the
world. Nevertheless, there is not an expressed concern of the representation of women, half
of the world´s population. The same sensitivity should be extended much further to include
the gender of representatives. One of main feminist concerns in international law has been
to rectify the exclusion of women from the most prestigious international positions and to
devise a strategy for how to reform the regime to ensure that it better accommodates
women´s concerns (Chinkin, Wright, & Charlesworth, 2005).
While the major institutions of the international legal order that wield political
power nationally and internationally are ordered by men, the issues that traditionally
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concerned men will be seen as general human concerns. On the other hand, “women´s
concerns” such as sex discrimination, domestic violence, and sexual degradation are
cosigned to a separate sphere and tend to be ignored.
The scientific basis of the public/private distinction continues to have a strong grip
on legal thinking. The language of the public/private distinction is built into the language of
the law itself; law operates within the public or male realm in opposition to the domestic,
private, female sphere. Law regulates the work place, the economy and the distribution of
political power, while law intervention in the home has long been regarded as improper.
Whereas women are assigned to the private or domestic sphere, associated with
reproduction and the raising of children, men have dominated public life, which is
respected and honored. Despite women's central role in sustaining the family and society
and their contribution to development, the activities of the private sphere are considered
inferior in many societies. Being excluded from the public life, they do not participate in
the decision-making process, which nonetheless determine the pattern of their daily lives
and the future of societies (General Recommendation No. 23, Political and Public life,
1997).
Traditionally, international law was regarded as operating only in the public
spheres between nation-states. However, Charlesworth, Chinkin and Wright argue that the
definition of certain principles of international law “rests and develops on the distinction
between the public and the private sphere” (1991, p. 627). Therefore, it privileges the male
world view and supports male dominance in the international legal order.
The assumption that underlies all law is that the public/private distinction is real and
human society can be separated into two distinct spheres. International human rights law is
not an exception. This division is an ideological construct, rationalizing the exclusion of
women form the sources of power. Likewise, it also makes it possible to maintain
repressive systems of control over women without interference from human rights, which
operate in the public sphere. By going further than the division of public/private that
rationalize the analysis of power, human rights language can be used to describe serious
forms of repression that go beyond the narrow vision of international law.
The Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of Discrimination against Women
(CEDAW) is the most prominent international normative instrument recognizing the
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special concerns of women. As of 2010, the Convention has been ratified by 186 states out
of the 192 members of the United Nations (Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of
Discrimination against Women vol. 1249 U.N.T.S p.13, 1981). Although the Convention
goes further than simply requiring equality of opportunity, the definition of discrimination
implies that women and men are the same. Article 1 of the Convention defines the term
“discrimination against women” as:
"… any distinction, exclusion or restriction made on the basis of sex which has the
effect or purpose of impairing or nullifying the recognition, enjoyment or exercise by
women, irrespective of their marital status, on a basis of equality of men and women,
of human rights and fundamental freedoms in the political, economic, social, cultural,
civil or any other field.” [Emphasis added] (Convention on the Elimination of All
Forms of Discrimination against Women vol. 1249 U.N.T.S p.13, 1981)
This notion of equality and equality of opportunity accept the general applicability of a
male standard: equality is defined as being like a man. Catharine MacKinnon, in her book
Toward a Feminist Theory of the State, affirms that man has “become the measure of all
things” (1989, p. 220). Therefore, equality can be achieved by legally requiring the removal
of identifiable barriers to the rise of women to the same status of men. In accordance,
equality would be achievable within the social and legal structures as they are now.
Nevertheless, that definition of equality ignores the many real differences and
inequities between the sexes and the significant barriers to their removal. Charlesworth,
Chinkin, & Wright propose a definition of equality as not the “freedom to be treated
without regard to sex, but freedom from systematic subordination because of sex” (1991, p.
632).
The Women´s Convention is an ambiguous offering. It establishes a much weaker
implementation procedures than those of other human rights instruments of apparently
universal applicability such as the International Convention on the Elimination of All
Forms of Racial Discrimination. More than 70 member states have made a significant
number of reservations and declarations of understanding when becoming parties of the
CEDAW.
The pattern of reservations to the CEDAW underlines the inadequacy of the
present normative structure of international law. The international community is prepared
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to “formally acknowledge the considerable problems of inequality faced by women, but
only, if member states are not required as a result to alter patriarchal practices that
subordinate women” (Charlesworth, Chinkin, & Wright, 1991, p. 634). Therefore, the
limited scope of the Convention is restricted by the reservations to the state parties.

Feminist approaches to international law are concerned with the presence of women
in the structures and international organisms and investigating the role that genders plays in
the construction of international law. Since the publications of the first articles and books
on feminist perspectives on international law in the 1990´s, some ideas have been absorbed
into the rhetoric of international law. Nevertheless, feminist issues have been marginalized.
Likewise, the theory of feminist analysis of international law finds itself full of
contradictions, such as: “how can the critical project in international be conceptualized by
exposing its gendered biases and hierarchies, while seeking its widest possible application
and enforcement?” (Chinkin, Wright, & Charlesworth, 2005, p. 44).
Feminist explorations in international law require critique, theorizing, law reform,
legal challenges, advocacy, education, exploration and groundwork. Through conventions,
declarations, standard setting, United Nations resolutions, challenges before international
courts and tribunals, women have highlighted obstacles within international law to the
protection of women´s right to fair work practices and sustainable development. However,
until international law focuses on all people and peoples, not just the powerful few, it will
be subject to a sexed and gendered subjectivity, reinforcing a system of male power.

1.2 A historic perspective on women´s participation in the United Nations

In the period between the World War I and the World War II there was the
common shared perception that diplomacy was exclusively men´s arena. Women were
considered as passionate and impartial, therefore, not suitable for managing the
international affairs. Diplomats needed what were considered as “male qualities” such as
impartiality and imperturbability (Winslow, 1995).
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Although, in appearance, governments were working towards an elimination of
discrimination against women in creating the United Nations Charter, their actions reflected
the discrimination practiced in the national institutions. The all-male senior management
within United Nations was reluctant to accept changes and allow women to perpetrate the
traditionally male preserved area.
Article 101, paragraph 3, of the United Nations Charter prescribes that the
“paramount consideration in the employment of the staff and in the determination of the
conditions of service shall be the necessity of securing the highest standards of efficiency,
competence, and integrity” [Emphasis added] (United Nations Charter). At the same time,
the Secretary-General is required to pay due regard to the importance of recruiting the staff
on as wide a geographical basis as possible. Nevertheless, article 8 of the Charter mentions
that there shall be no restrictions on the eligibility “of men and women to participate in any
capacity and under conditions of equality in its principal and subsidiary organs”
Article 8 of the Charter of the United Nations (signed in 1945) makes all positions
in the United Nations equally open to men and women, and after an attempt to remove it by
those opposed to any special endorsement of women eligibility, was incorporated into the
final text of the Charter. This article is considered a highly significant achievement on the
cause of advancement of women. Nonetheless, in the early years of the United Nation,
article 8 was ignored and it was not until the 1970´s when this article was given appropriate
recognition (Pietila H. , 2007).
In the United Nations founding conference, the Commission on the Status of
Women (CSW) was initially set up as a sub-commission of the Commission on Human
Rights, contrary to the wishes of the participating women. The issue of creating the CSW as
a separate entity under the Economic and Social Council (ECOSOC) created considerable
struggle. The importance of the CSW being an independent commission rested on the belief
that women would be able to proceed more quickly under a Commission of their own,
rather than in the Commission of Human Rights, where their proposals would have to line
up with many other issues.
At the second session of ECOSOC, the first chair of the Sub-Commission on the
Status of Women managed to push through a resolution establishing the CSW as an
autonomous entity. In 1947, the Commission on the Status of Women was able to
17 |

Chapter 1: Theoretical Approaches and a Historic Perspective.

commence its operations as an autonomous Commission. As an independent commission,
the proposals made by the CSW “gained a totally different weight and significance, and the
Commission was entitled to set its own agenda, decide its own priorities, and report and
make proposals directly to ECOSOC” (Pietila H. , 2007, p. 13).
Mr. Humphrey, the first director of the UN Secretariat's Division of Human Rights
stated on the Commission that, compared to any other United Nations body, the CSW was
personally committed to its objectives and acted as a lobby for the women of the world.
Furthermore, Humphrey affirmed that “there was no more independent body in the UN.
Many governments had appointed…as their representatives women who were militants in
their own countries” (Morsink, 1991, pp. 231-232).
In the inaugural session of the General Assembly in London, 1946, the issue of
women´s rights appeared as a prominent item in the international agenda. Women served
on eleven of fifty-one national delegations, meaning that only eleven women participated in
the first session of the General Assembly as delegates or advisors to delegations1. They
prepared a document entitled “An Open Letter to the Women of the World”. This letter
called on women to take “an important opportunity and responsibility” (An Open Letter to
the Women of the World, 1946) to promote the goals of the United Nations in their
respective countries. The letter, the first formal articulation of women´s voices in the
United Nations, was delivered to the General Assembly by Eleanor Roosevelt, delegate of
the United States. Nevertheless, this letter was neither discussed, nor formally adopted.
In the first years of the United Nations, women professionals were few in number,
and they were mainly employed in low paying jobs such as secretaries and clerks. In 1949,
by suggestion of a member of the Commission on the Status of Women, was published the
first study concerning the levels and percentages of positions occupied by women in the
United Nations.
This study demonstrated that women were more commonly engaged in general
service jobs in comparison with men (1,270 women compared to 621 men). On the other
hand, of 1, 678 positions of professional jobs, only 393 were taken by women and of
1

In the first session of the General Assembly only five women were serving as delegates: Eleanor Roosevelt
for the United States, Minerva Bernardino for the Dominican Republic, Jeane McKenzie for New Zealand,
Evdokia I. Uralova for the USSR and Ellen Wilkinson for the United Kingdom. The other six women
participating were as alternates or advisors on the delegations from Czechoslovakia, Denmark, France,
Greece, Netherlands and Norway.
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which, only 11 women were in a position of senior management. The study showed that
only 23 out of 588 delegates at the fourth session of the General Assembly were women.
No more than four delegations were headed by women, while eight women served as
alternates. The other eleven female participants were advisors.
The evidence emerged by this study resulted in political pressure for women´s
employment and equal treatment in the United Nations by the CSW and other women´s
international nongovernmental organizations. The CSW urged the Secretary-General to
“hire and promote qualified women to senior management positions and to eliminate
gender discrimination in United Nations rules and regulations” (Winslow, 1995, p. 119).
Secretary-General Hammerskjold replied to CSW that “women´s emancipation had not
progressed far enough to find women qualified enough for United Nations jobs”.
The awareness of the situation of women in the United Nations resulted in a case
against marginalizing bureaucratic practices within the organization. By the 1970´s, the
pressure for putting women staff on equal footing with male colleagues increased
considerably due to the rising number of women’s organizations and movements (Winslow,
1995). For the first time, the recommendations made by the CSW on staffing were being
seriously considered.
An ad hoc group was formed in the Secretariat to lobby for gender equality. This
group, headed by Patricia Tsien, focused on discriminatory rules and regulations,
challenging Staff Rule 107.5, under which women employees were not eligible to take their
spouses on trips at United Nations expense, a benefit available to male staff for their wives.
The United Nations Administrative Tribunal (UNAT) stated that by making a distinction
between wife and husband in connection with home leave travel expenses, the rules made a
distinction by reason of sex between staff members contrary to the principle in Article 8 of
the Charter of the United Nations. The staff union, aided by the ad hoc group, called for
eliminating all discriminatory conditions of service based on sex.
In 1971, the newly appointed Secretary-General, Kurt Waldheim, faced demands
from many quarters to increase the proportion of women in the Secretariat and in senior
positions. After 30 years of the founding of United Nations, there was not even one woman
in a high level position. It was until 1972, that the Secretary-General appointed Helvi Sipilä
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from Finland as the first female United Nations Assistant Secretary-General, the highest
position occupied by a woman in the UN.
Nevertheless, opposing the bureaucracy was not easy. The system in the United
Nations for redressing grievances is controlled by the administration. There is a complex
machinery for airing staff complaints and is mainly advisory and decisions are often
delayed or evaded by the administration. A feminist activist and lawyer with experience in
the grieving procedure of the United Nations, Diana Boernstein, asserted that most of the
UN administrative decisions were made collectively. Numerous complaints resulted from a
series of actions or idleness over the years, rather than from a specific administrative action.
This grievances were concerning to obstacles within the system that left women in a
disadvantageous position in relation to men.
Diana Boernstein affirmed also that the few brave women who decided to file
gender discrimination cases faced massive and humiliating retaliation. Filing a sex
discrimination case was an intolerable burden that took a great amount of courage and
determination. This particular situation can explain why such a few cases were brought
before United Nations grievance panels such as the UNAT.
In 1972, a colloquium was convened by the Institute for Training and Research
(UNITAR) in order to discuss the situation of women. The colloquium of the UNITAR
made recommendations on “rules and regulations, recruitment, placement, assignment,
conditions of work, and separation from service for women within the system of the UN”
(Winslow, 1995, p. 121). For the colloquium was prepared in advance a background report,
describing the situation of women in the Secretariat with data in staffing by gender based
on the personnel roster.
The report intended to identify ways to improve the recruitment, placement and
assignment of women. Among other particular details, the report documented the fact that
the higher the level, the smaller the percentage of women professionals in the United
Nations (Jordan, 1976). In 1971, only 17 percent of the professional staff, including those
at the middle-management level were women. On the other hand, most of the women
occupied the lowest professional levels in the hierarchy of the United Nations. Moreover,
the data obtained by the report rebutted the perception that women dropped out after a few
years of a United Nations staff career.
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The majority of women staff occupied positions in the General Service category.
While these women were qualified for higher posts, they tended to accept clerical positions
due to several reason: they didn’t realized their potential, were anxious to work for the
United Nations and for non U.S. citizens that wished to work in New York, this was a way
to get a work permit in the United States. Nevertheless, some hoped to advance to the
professional category. In some cases, they are promoted to the professional level after long
service and experience; but a majority of women remained in clerical positions and suffered
frustration due to the lack of their advancement.

1.2.1 1975: The International Women´s Year
The International Women´s Year (IWY) is an example of how an NGO initiative
was taken up by the United Nations and achieved a great impact and further mobilization.
The IWY was proposed by the Women´s International Democratic Federation through the
CSW. The main purpose of the year was to bring the needs and views of women to the
attention of the United Nations system and the world (Pietila H. , 2007).
The General Assembly declared 1975 as the International Women´s Year, aiming
to attract attention on the status of women, both within the United Nations system and in
the Member States. Women´s organizations welcomed the IWY with enthusiasm as an
opportunity for women´s problems to finally be considered. The International Women´s
Year became the scaffold in which women´s issues could be the object of global attention
and at the same time, it could bring back to the table previously ignored aspects of many
issues.
As a part of the International Women´s Year, the ad hoc group presented on
International Women´s Day, 8 March 1975, to the Secretary-General a petition signed by
over 2,000 staff members. This petition generated greater awareness of gender issues in the
United Nations administration and the wider UN community. In addition, this petition led
to the formation of a subcommittee on women of the Joint Advisory Committee (JAC) that
will have the purpose of advising the executive heads of United Nations entities on
promoting equitable representation of women.
The success of the IWY exceeded all expectations and it made the women of the
world aware of the existence and potential of the United Nations to work as a platform for
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the advancement of their aims and aspirations. It provided women´s NGOs operating inside
and outside the United Nations system, with an additional boost in their efforts.

1.2.2 1976-1985 The United Nations Decade for Women.
The IWY was followed by the United Nations Decade for Women (UNDW) (19761985). The process that started at the conference in Mexico City in 1975 was continued by
the Copenhagen conference in 1980 and unfolded itself fully at the conference in Nairobi in
1985. The point of departure for the Decade for women was the World Plan of Action,
established during the conference in Mexico, and set the goals and objectives for the whole
decade. This was followed by the Copenhagen Programme of Action for the Second Half of
the Decade and the Nairobi Forward-Looking Strategies (NFLS), which had the task to
draw conclusions about the experiences and obstacles of the UNDW. These conferences
formed together a consistent policy process to proceed systematically for the advancement
of women towards the year 2000.
The NFLS represented in many ways a turning point concerning the history of
women in the United Nations (Pietila & Vickers, 1990). The NFLS recognize women as
intellectuals, policy-makers, decision makers, planners and contributors, and beneficiaries
of development and compel Member States and the United Nations to take this into
consideration in policy and practice. The Nairobi strategies also postulates the view that
women wish to influence how all issues are handled, and not just women´s issues, within
the United Nations system and its world conferences.
One of the major achievements of the Decade was that the situation of world´s
women was better mapped than before. New information was gathered; figures and
statistics were more accurate, with more of them giving figures separately for men and
women. The pivotal role of women in areas such as population and food, and some of the
invisibilities started to be visualized (Pietila & Vickers, 1990).

In 1978, the United Nations administration established a goal of 25% women in
professional United Nations posts by 1982. Secretary-General Kurt Waldheim, in 1979 on
the occasion of the International Women's Day, qualified the equality of opportunity for
women and men in the Secretariat as, of necessity, a long process, but also an irreversible
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one. Likewise, he affirmed the commitment of the United Nations in establishing equality
of opportunity and an equitable balance of posts at all levels for women and men in the
Secretariat. He noted that the objective of 25 percent of representation of women was by no
means the ultimate ones. He foresaw that in time, the goal percentage would change, “as
times change, so will the objectives” (Statement by Secretary-General to meeting on
International´s Women's Day, 1979).
In 1979, an examination was introduced for the General Service staff to gain access
to the professional level jobs. The exam was taken majorly by women. As a result of this
exam, between two to five women in General Service positions advanced yearly to junior
professional positions. The exams benefited the advancement of women, giving them the
chance to access the professional ranks through competitive rather than political channels.
During the 1980´s, the Staff Council elected its first female president, Suzanna
Johnson. Likewise, the Secretary-General appointed two women as Assistant for SecretaryGeneral, and in 1984, the General Assembly approved a high level coordinator for the
Improvement of the Status of Women. In the same decade, the United Nations
administration acquired a new goal: by 1990, at least 30 percent of the professional posts
should be occupied by women. In 1989, the administration reestablished a focal point on
women in the United Nations Secretariat. Personnel officers met with United Nations
delegations to solicit female candidates for positions in areas such as economics, were
women were greatly underrepresented. The heads of departments were asked to designate
focal points to pinpoint the main obstacles to recruiting and promoting women in each
department.
In the 1990´s the Office of Personnel issued an instruction to all heads of
departments calling for special emergency measures in order to attain the 30 percent target
previously established and to increase the number of women in senior management. Even
more, the Office of Personnel proposed that 50 percent of vacant jobs should be assigned
for women. Reacting to these measures, male staff members complained about reverse
discrimination. However, Kofi Annan, head of the Office of Personnel, responded that the
objective “was not merely to give preferential treatment, but to make a deliberate attempt to
correct imbalance” (Winslow, 1995, p. 127).
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In 1990, the former Ad Hoc Group on Equal Rights for Women, now named Group
on Equal Rights for Women, met with Secretary-General de Cuellar, members of the CSW
and the General Assembly to rethink to rethink the strategy for achieving the 30 percent
target and to establish new targets for the upcoming years. The General Assembly increased
the targeted percent to 35 and for increasing the women in jobs of middle management
level and above.
Nevertheless, it was Secretary-General that proposed the most radical policy to
date to remove gender imbalance in the Secretariat. De Cuellar specified that where the
percentage of women did not conform to 35 percent overall and 25 percent at the
professional levels, vacancies in all cases were to be filled by a female candidate, while
there was a women candidate with the qualifications necessary for the vacancy.
Furthermore, the positions were to remain vacant until all efforts had been made to find a
suitable woman.

1.2.3 1995:The Beijing Conference
The Beijing Conference was considered a massive success in terms of size and
results. It was attended by delegations of 189 governments, with 17,000 participants
consisting of government delegates, NGO representatives, journalists and officials from all
the organizations of the UN system. The official document adopted by the Beijing
Conference is known as the Beijing Declaration and Platform for Action for Equality,
Development and Peace (PFA).The emphasis of this document was not only on achieving
equality and eradicating discrimination, but also on the empowerment of women so that
they become full and equal partners in all decision-making processes.
The Beijing PFA compiled, supplemented and specified the previously adopted
decisions into a coherent Platform for Action. The PFA discusses violence against women,
men´s equal responsibility as sexual partners sharing family responsibilities as well as
reproductive rights of women. It demanded that these issues were to be taken into account
as part of the international agenda and addressed everywhere around the world. By
unanimously adopting the Beijing PFA in 1995, the Member States of the United Nations
committed themselves to incorporate effectively a gender perspective in the mainstreaming
throughout their operations, policies and decision making. This is perhaps the major
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consequence of the Beijing Conference, as it integrates a gender discourse in the political
agenda and insists in the idea that the equal participation and impact of women in society
becomes not only their legitimate right, but also a social and political necessity for
achieving a more balanced and sustainable development (Pietila H. , 2007).
The concept of gender played an important part in the Beijing Conference. The term
“gender” was disputed among government representatives; the issue was not only regarding
words and concepts, it was about recognizing the perceptions and understandings
concerning the relationships of men and women in society and culture. It was until the
drafting process of the Beijing PFA that the concept of gender became accepted United
Nations language.

In 1991 for the first time, two women candidates were considered to succeed de
Cuellar as Secretary-General; Margaret Thatcher and Gro Harland Brundtland. Although
neither Thatcher, nor Brundtland were elected, and Boutros Boutros-Ghali was confirmed
as the new Secretary-General, in the same year Sadako Ogata was proposed to head the UN
High Commissioner for Refugees and Dr. Nafis Sadik was confirmed as head of the UN
Fund for Population Activities. However, the proportion of women in the highest levels of
the United Nations does not increase in a permanent way. In 1993 there was only one
woman and fourteen men at the level of Assistant of Secretary-General.
Despise their organized efforts within the Secretariat women still face barriers to
advancement. Stephen Lewis, Ambassador and Permanent Representative of Canada to the
United Nations, affirmed that “progress in the field of women´s opportunities and rights in
this arena….is so minutely incremental, it´s like a parody of social change” (1985, p. 166).
According to Kristen Timothy, in “Women, politics and the United Nations”, one
of the reasons that explain why women are frequently passed over for promotion in the
United Nations may be “their reluctance to play by the rules of the game” (Winslow, 1995,
p. 124). This meaning that while women may want to change the system, to enter the higher
levels of the Secretariat, they have to play by the rules of the game. Additionally, United
Nations´ politics are believed to be a “man´s game”, so any woman willing to get to the top
of the hierarchy has to abide by the rules established previously by men.
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Another feature of the UN´s male defined organizational culture is discriminatory
language. Within the UN system, feminist have identified language as a symbol and a tool
of “male dominance” due to the fact that labels for positions of authority tend to be
masculine. An example of this is term “chairman” in the six main committees of the
General Assembly. The CSW members, through collective pressure, began to introduce the
gender free term “chairperson”. As of today the term “chairman” is used whenever a man
occupies the post, while “chairperson” is used when there is a woman filling that position.
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As previously mentioned, during the 1980´s the United Nations conferences and
the UN Decade for Women challenged the United Nations to practice what its Charter and
Resolutions prescribed. Some of the members of the ad hoc group campaigned for
affirmative action in order to enable women in the United Nations to exercise more
influence that they had in the past.
Through the years, there have been several efforts in the United Nations oriented to
increase the female participation as staff of the United Nations, particularly in the seniorlevel and decision making positions. There are 4 main sources of mechanisms that work to
ensure an equal participation of women and men in the United Nations: Article 8 of the
United Nations Charter, since the 1970´s, General Assembly Resolutions and the
Recommendations made by the Secretary-General and endorsed by the General Assembly,
Resolution 1325 of the Security Council and the special measures of Staff Selection. Each
mechanism has a different impact within the United Nations system, in the sense that they
can be binding or merely recommendations, they can be addressed to the SecretaryGeneral, to the Member States, to the special agencies within the system of the United
Nations or the main organs of the United Nations.

2.1 Article 8 of the Charter of the United Nations

At the founding of the United Nations, the advancement of women was not a
policy priority. Although article 8 is a specific reiteration of the principle of nondiscrimination, it became the basis for a legal framework aiming at gender equality. Article
8 prescribes equal rights for men and women in all United Nations bodies and was included
in the Charter of the United Nations as a way to ensure the legitimacy of women as
permanent staff members of international organizations.
Article 8 states:
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“The United Nations shall place no restrictions on the eligibility of men and
women to participate in any capacity and under conditions of equality in its
principal and subsidiary organs” [emphasis added] (United Nations Charter).
Some delegates of the 1945 San Francisco Conference considered the provision superfluous
and deemed absurd to include anything so “self-evident” in the Charter. This can be
explained because the right to choose delegates and representatives to international
organizations rests in member states, and this freedom of choice is not to be impeded in any
way (Winslow, 1995). In the end, and despite its limitations and the reluctance of certain
delegates, a number of feminists working under the umbrella of the Inter American
Commission on the Status of Women and the recently established Commission on the
Status of Women, succeeded in having non-discrimination on the grounds of gender written
in the Charter.
Curiously, article 8 is phrased in negative (“the United Nations shall place no
restrictions”) rather than to an affirmative obligation to include women within the system of
the United Nations. In comparison, in the Covenant of the League of Nations, Article 7,
paragraph 3 was stated that “All positions under or in connection with the League,
including the Secretariat, shall be open equally to men and women”. In this respect, the
disposition included in the League of Nations, a clear statement, was more progressive than
the one in the Charter of the United Nations, which restricts itself to a negative. This is
qualified as a “weak approach” and is considered partially responsible for the fact that it
took until the 1970´s for the United Nations to take a leading role in the promotion of
women´s rights (Von Schorlemer, 2002, p. 233).
Article 8 gives neither an indication, of which instruments should be used to
achieve its goals, nor who is will be rendered responsible, therefore, it is rendered rather
vague. Even more, it does not express clearly what is expected of the United Nations. It
leaves open the question whether equal treatment of women is required with regard to all
possible posts within the United Nations system, including national delegations at United
Nations conferences. It may be inferred that it only addressees the United Nations
Secretariat, and not the United Nations member States.
From a legal point of view, it only concerns equal rights of men and women
regarding the positions in the United Nations system. Various organs adopted a wide
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interpretation presuming that Art. 8 accords equal treatment within the whole United
Nations machinery. The CSW has promoted from its very beginning an expansive
interpretation, applicable to the international Secretariat as well as applicable to the United
Nations delegations, and addresses the member States with respect to the participation of
women in the General Assembly, in the commissions, committees and conferences.
However, it may be maintained that Art. 8 do not create a binding obligation for
member States to consider the principle of non-discrimination in recruiting men and women
for their delegations. Despite its limitations, Article 8 raised general awareness for gender
aspects in the system of the United Nations, and serves as the cornerstone of a wide
spectrum of gender-related activities of the United Nations.

Mullan v. Secretary-General Case
Due to the general character and vague legal content of Article 8, United Nations
practice played an important role for the final legal understanding of the norm. Concerning
further interpretation of the article 8, the case Mullan v. Secretary-General, is an important
reference. In this case, the United Nations Administrative Tribunal (UNAT) declared that
Article 8 was a rule creating a legal obligation on the United Nations organs; in particular it
was seen as the obligation of the Secretary-General of the United Nations to implement
Article 8. This approach is reflected by the fact that non-discrimination between men and
women became an important reference in the specialized agencies of the United Nations.
In this case the applicant had claimed payment of travel expenses for her husband
in connection with her home-leave to Argentina. The applicant contended that in
prescribing different conditions for payment of travel expenses in respect of spouses of
male and female staff members, staff rule 107.5 was inconsistent with Article 8 of the
Charter.
Upon rejection of her claim, she addressed a memorandum to the SecretaryGeneral, requesting him to review that decision. Under Staff Rule 107.5 a female staff
member is entitled to payment of her spouse's travel expenses only if he is a “dependent
husband”. She alleged that even though her husband was not a dependant within the
meaning of Staff Rule 103.24, under such rule, a non-dependent wife of a staff member is
entitled to accompany her husband at the expense of the Organization, whereas a non29 |
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dependent husband does not benefit in the same way. Therefore, she affirmed that the Staff
Rule seemed to be “…in contradiction of the fundamental principle of equality of rights as
laid down in the Charter, specifically in Article 8, and in other international instruments.”
(Mullan v. Secretary-General of the United Nations, 1972, p. 133). The applicant also
maintained that the mentioned staff rule runs counter to the principle of equal remuneration
and equal conditions of employment, in the sense that the rule denies female staff members
a benefit which can be claimed automatically by male staff members regardless of the
earning capacity of their wives.
The Tribunal rejected the application, holding that the part of the rule 107.5(a) that
entitled a female staff member to payment of her husband travel expenses only if he was
“dependent husband” was consistent with Staff Regulation 7.1. Nevertheless, the Tribunal
stated that by making a distinction between wife and husband for the payment of travel
expenses in connection with home leave, the Staff Rules established a distinction that
would appear contrary to the principle of equal conditions of employment enunciated in
Article 8 of the Charter. The Tribunal stated that while is also the responsibility of the
Secretary-General to implement the principle with regard to payment of a spouse´s travel
under staff regulation 7.1, his discretion must be exercised in accordance with Article 8 of
the Charter (Repertory of Practice of United Nations Organs Supplement No 5 (1970 1978)).
On October 1972, the General Assembly requested the Secretary-General to submit
a study on those provisions of the Staff Regulations and staff Rules of the United Nations
whose application might in certain cases give rise to discrimination between staff members
on grounds of sex. The Secretary-General submitted a report in which he concluded that the
existing Staff Regulations and Rules contained a number of distinctions based on sex,
providing differential treatment of men and women in regard to travel entitlements and
payment. The Secretary-General proposed two amendments to the Rules and Regulations,
consisting of changes on the rules to ensure equal treatment of staff members of both sexes
in regard to travel expenses, irrespective of the dependency status of the spouse, and
repatriation grant.
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Grinblat v. Secretary-General case
The latest practice of the United Nations to promote women´s participation in the
United Nations system, particularly in relation with empowerment approach and gender
mainstreaming, indicates that Article 8 should be taken into account by the SecretaryGeneral while recruiting staff and while applying the Staff Regulation and Staff Rules. In
the case Grinblat v. Secretary-General the United Nations Administrative Tribunal
recognized that there had been an unsatisfactory history with respect to the recruitment and
promotion of women in the Organization. This situation did not accord with Article 8 of the
Charter of the United Nations and therefore, “Article 8 permitted the adoption of reasonable
affirmative action measures for improvement of the status of women” (Grinblat v.
Secretary-General of the United Nations, 1994, p.367). The objective of these affirmative
measures would be to correct a long-existing imbalance in the staff of the United Nations.
The Applicant of the Grinblat v. Secretary-General, who was at the P-4 level,
applied for a P-5 level post of the same Division, but ultimately was not selected. He
appealed, claiming that he was more qualified than the female candidates shortlisted for the
post, and the decision not to shortlist him was motivated by prejudice against his gender. In
regard to this case, the Tribunal considered that, as long as affirmative action was required
to redress the gender imbalance with which the Secretary-General and the General
Assembly had been concerned, Article 8 would permit, as a reasonable measure,
preferential treatment to women candidates where their qualifications were substantially
equal to the qualifications of competing male candidates2.
Nevertheless, this measure is still to be subject to the criterion of securing the
highest standards of efficiency, competence and integrity. It would be impermissible to
view Article 8 of the Charter of the United Nations, which provides for equal opportunity in
United Nations employment, as overriding Article 101 (3). In this case, Tribunal concluded
that the Applicant’s qualifications were equal to those of the shortlisted candidates and he
therefore should have been included in the short list. However, it was not certain that, if the

2

This resolution was corroborated in the case Bieler v Secretary-General, where the Tribunal reaffirmed that
the affirmative action measure established a right to preferential treatment for women whose qualifications
"are substantially equal to the qualifications of competing male candidates” (Bieler v Secretary-General of the
United Nations. Judgement No. 765, 1996)
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Applicant’s name had been on the shortlist, he or any other male candidate would been
selected and ultimately promoted.
The principle of non-discrimination, as set out in Article 8 and related to the targets
set for the promotion of women, must be reconciled with the recruitment principles of
qualification and competence. It is the duty of the Secretary-General to appoint staff on the
basis of the paramount principles, namely the highest qualifications and competence in the
field, as it is prescribed on article 101, paragraph 3. Thus, preference in recruitment should
be given only to female candidates who demonstrate equal or higher professional qualities
than their male competitors.

Finally, and according to the Secretary-General Boutros Boutros-Ghali, full
compliance with Article 8 of the Charter within the Secretariat and the full participation of
women in all aspects of the United Nations are “… imperative, not only for reasons of
equity, but also to enhance Secretariat effectiveness and the credibility and the leadership
role of the United Nations in advancing the status of women worldwide” (1996, p. 1). As
the United Nations incorporates gender in to the agenda of the Organization, female
participation is deemed as an important aspect of the conformation of the staff and the UN
can convincingly pursue his role as a sponsor of the cause of women.

2.2 General Assembly Resolutions and Recommendations by the SecretaryGeneral

Up to 1970, no particular measures to promote women were taken in the secretaries
and in the General Assembly. As a result, in the beginning of the 1970´s the average
percentage of women among the professional staff in the United Nations system was only
12.9 percent, a “clear quantitative underrepresentation” (Wasum-Rainer & Jahn-Koch,
2002, p. 235). The United Nations Secretariat comprises two main categories of positions:
General Service and Professional Posts. The second consists of five rungs (P-1 to P-5), with
two levels of Principal Officer above it (D-1, D-2). Above this level are the highest levels
of the bureaucracy: Assistant Secretary-General and Under-Secretary-General. In 1970
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there was no woman of a D-2 grade in 14 United Nations organizations and none of a D-1
in 16 organizations.
From its inception, the Commission on the Status of Women has regularly called
upon the Secretary-General to appoint women and to report on the equality of male and
female employees. Based on a recommendation made by the CSW, the Economic and
Social Council transmitted to the General Assembly a draft resolution on the employment
of qualified women in senior and other professional positions by the secretariats of
organizations in the system of the United Nations. On December 15, 1970 on the twentyfifth session of the General Assembly, the proposed resolution was considered and
discussed by the Social, Humanitarian and Cultural Affairs Committee (known as the Third
Committee) within the context of its consideration of the status of women and by the
Administrative and Budgetary Committee (or Fifth Committee), to the extent that the
subject of the draft resolution related to the recruitment policy of the Secretariat.
The Third Committee endorsed the draft resolution recommended by the Council,
and it was subsequently adopted by the General Assembly as resolution 2715 on
Employment of Qualified Women in Senior and other Professional Positions by the
Secretariat of Organizations in the United Nations system. The Fifth Committee included in
its report a statement in which it noted the under-representation of women in the
Secretariat, particularly at the senior level, and requested the Secretary-General to
encourage Member States to make available qualified women to compete for positions of
responsibility in the Secretariat, particularly at the senior level; to continue to ensure that
the selection, appointment and promotion of staff at all levels of the Secretariat was
conducted without distinction as to sex (Repertory of Practice of United Nations Organs
Supplement No 5 (1970 - 1978)).
By this resolution, the General Assembly expressed the hope that "the United
Nations, including its special bodies and all intergovernmental agencies in the United
Nations system of organizations, will set an example with regard to the opportunities they
afford for the employment of women at senior and other professional levels" (General
Assembly Twenty-fifth Session. Resolutions adopted on the reports of the Third
Committee, 1970, p. 81). In Resolution 2715, the Assembly addressed both the United
Nations system and the States Members of the United Nations to take appropriate measures
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to ensure equal opportunities for the employment of qualified women in senior and other
professional positions and to cooperate in achieving these objectives and targets.
At the thirtieth session of the General Assembly, in 1975, the Secretary-General, in
his report on the composition of the Secretariat, underlined that there was a marked
disparity on the availability of women candidates between countries and regions and that no
real breakthrough in the employment of women in Professional posts in the Secretariat
would be possible so long as the recruitment of women was subject to the guidelines of
geographical distribution. On December 8, 1975, the General Assembly adopted the text
recommended by the Fifth Committee as resolution 3416, in which it was reaffirmed that
the equitable distribution of the positions between men and women in the Secretariat was a
major principle governing the recruitment policy of the United Nations.
In the same Resolution, it was requested to the Secretary-General to make every
effort during each of the next two biennia, 1976-1977 and 1978-1979, to fill a number of
posts subject to geographical distribution equivalent to 5 percent for the appointment of
qualified women. Priority was to be given to candidates from countries which are not
represented or are under-represented in the Secretariat, while at the same time, not affecting
opportunities for the recruitment of qualified men from the same unrepresented and underrepresented countries (General Assembly Thirtieth session. Ressolutions adopted on the
report of the Fifth Committee, 1975).
Nevertheless, the Secretariat faced real difficulties in increasing the number of
women on the staff, particularly at the senior levels. Not only were most candidates
recommended by Member States men, but most women candidates known to the United
Nations were qualified chiefly in social sciences and information, fields for which there
were fewer vacancies than in the administrative, economic and language fields. In 1977, at
the thirty-second session of the General Assembly, the Secretary-General requested the
assistance of Member States in identifying women candidates for all occupations in the
Secretariat. However, one representative pointed out that the responsibility for putting
forward women candidates did not lie with Member States alone; but that the ultimate
responsibility for improvements laid with the Secretary-General.
It was until December 20, 1978 that the General Assembly adopted resolution
33/143 by a recorded vote of 132 to none, with no abstentions, requesting the Secretary34 |

Chapter 2: Efforts towards an increase of female participation.

General to take the necessary measures to increase the number of women in posts subject to
geographical distribution to 25 percent. This was a significant increase of the percentage
required only 3 years before, and the result of the efforts of the CSW and the report of the
Joint Inspection Unit on women in the Professional category and above in the United
Nations system. This report attempted to give some historical background on the issue of
women in the United Nations, and analyzed the status of women in the Organization
(Repertory of Practice of United Nations Organs Supplement No 5 (1970 - 1978)).
Also, in Resolution 33/143 the General Assembly addressed the Secretary-General
and all the United Nations organizations to put an end to any form of discrimination based
on sex, as laid down in Article 8 of the Charter of the United Nations, in order to ensure
that the opportunities for employment and promotion of women in the United Nations
system are equal to those of men and to foster equal employment and career development
opportunities for women (General Assembly Thirthy-third session. Resolutions adopted on
the Reports of the Fifth Committee, 1978). Despite the institutional progress reached in the
years between 1970 and 1985, it was not possible to achieve a substantial improvement in
women´s chances of employment and promotion in the United Nations Secretariat and its
specialized agencies. The 25 percent target set in Resolution 33/143 to be reached in 1982
was not achieved until 1986 (Von Schorlemer, 2002).
Nevertheless, by 1985 in the 40th session of the General Assembly a new goal was
established concerning the equal participation of women in the Secretariat. The General
Assembly requested the Secretary-General to take the necessary measures in order to
increase the number of women in posts subject to geographical distribution, reaching a
participation rate of 30 percent of women. The General Assembly intended for this goal to
be achieved by 1990 (General Assembly Fortieth session. Resolutions adopted on the
reports of the Fifth Committee, 1985).
By 1990, the General Assembly increased the goal to 35 percent, this to be reached
by 1995. In Resolution 45/125 the General Assembly called for a special effort to increase
the number of women from the developing countries, in view of the small proportion of
women from these countries in senior policy-level and decision-making posts (General
Assembly Forty-fifth session. Resolutions on the report of the Third Committee, 1990). In
the same year, the General Assembly urged the Secretary-General to accord priority to the
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participation of women at the D-1 level and above to 25 percent of the total (General
Assembly Forty-Fifth Session. Resolutions adopted on the reports of the Fifth Committee,
1990).
In 1991, the Secretary-General Peréz de Cuéllar introduced a new policy measure
applicable not only in the area of recruitment, but also for appointment and promotion. At
the Secretary-General's Bulletin “Fifth report of the Steering Committee for the
Improvement of the Status of Women in the Secretariat" was stated that in departments and
offices with less than 35 percent women overall, and in those with less than 25 percent
women at the levels of P-5 and above, vacancies particularly those in the latter group, were
to be filled by a woman candidate when there were one or more female candidates who met
the requirements. The post would only become available for male recruitment after it had
been vacant for 12 months, if it had not been possible to secure a qualified woman
candidate and despite the best efforts of all concerned, as certified by the Office of Human
Resources Management. The other exception to this policy favoring women in recruitment
referred to posts that were filled through a competitive examination (Repertory of Practice
of United Nations Organs Supplement No 8 (1989 - 1994), volume 1).
At its forty-ninth session, December 23, 1994, the General Assembly adopted
resolutions 49/167 on the advancement of women and 49/222 on human resources
management. In adopting these resolutions, the General Assembly endorsed the SecretaryGeneral's Boutros Boutros-Ghali proposed strategic plan of action that established the goal
of gender parity by the year 2000 for the improvement of the status of women in the
Secretariat (1995-2000) and urged the Secretary-General to implement the plan fully and to
include full implementation of the plan as a specific indicator in the performance appraisal
of all managers (Report of the Secretary General E/CN.6/1995/7, 1995).
In 1997, the Resolution 53/119 of the General Assembly confirmed the goal of
50/50 gender distribution by the year 2000 in all categories of posts within the United
Nations system. In the Resolution 54/139 of the General Assembly, in December 17, 1999
on the Improvement of the status of women in the Secretariat, was reaffirmed the goal of
achieving 50/50 gender distribution in all categories of posts within the United Nations
system, especially at the D-1 level and above. In the Resolution was acknowledged that the
nevertheless, the percentage of women appointed at the D–2 level and promoted to the D–1
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level exceeded the goal of 50 percent, the appointment of women at all other levels, with
the exception of the P–2 level, was still significantly below the goal of 50 percent. The
General Assembly expressed its regret that the goal of gender balance would not be met by
the year 2000, and urged the Secretary-General to intensify his efforts to realize significant
progress towards this goal by the end of 2000 (General Assembly Fifty-fourtth session.
Resolutions adopted on the report of the Third Committee, 1999).
At the 23rd Special Session of the General Assembly entitled “Women 2000:
Gender Equality, Development and Peace for the Twenty-First Century” in June 2000 in
New York, the United Nations were asked to encourage the “implementation of measures
designed to achieve the goal of 50/50 gender balance in all posts, including at the
Professional level and above, in particular at the higher levels in their secretariats and
report thereon, as appropriate, and enhance management accountability mechanisms. The
Women’s Summit was clear in its statement that the United Nations should fulfill the 50/50
quota as soon as possible after the year 2000 (Von Schorlemer, 2002).
The Secretary-General Boutros Boutros-Ghali showed a strong personal
commitment to meeting the goal of gender equality. In various reports on the follow-up of
Beijing he gave assurances that gender balance will be given the highest priority. The
strategic plan for action (1995-2000) for the improvement of the status of women in the
Secretariat included the goal of gender parity, 50 percent of women in posts subject to
geographical distribution, by the year 2000. In his Report on the Follow-Up and
Implementation of the Beijing Declaration and Platform for Action of the year 2000 the
Secretary-General emphasized recent efforts undertaken by the Secretariat in support of
mainstreaming a gender perspective and follow-up activities.
The Secretary-General Kofi-Annan submitted on October 13, 1998, a report
entitled Human Resources Management Reform in which he outlined new management
culture of empowerment, responsibility and accountability. It was proposed to design a
“system of recruitment and placement which ensures “that the mandates of the General
Assembly, such as those on geographical and gender balance are met” and “progress on
geographical representation” is provided. Meanwhile, staff at the professional level and
above and supervisors at the general service levels have been trained in the new
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performance appraisal system (PAS), including mandatory performance indicators to
evaluate the extent to which managers and supervisors achieve gender balance.
In 1999, The Under-Secretary-General for Management issued Special Measures
for the achievement of Gender Equality, with the aim to ensure the achievement of the goal
of 50/50 gender distribution by 2000 in all posts in the Professional category and above,
overall and at each level, including posts at the D-1 level and above. The goal of 50/50
percent distribution, through these measures, applies throughout the Organization; in every
department, office or regional commission, overall and at each level. It applies not only to
posts subject to geographical distribution but to all categories of posts, irrespective of the
type or duration of the appointment, whether they are permanent, fixed-term, limited
duration, indefinite, mission and mission replacement or less than one year.
Some of the measures were directed towards the filling of vacancies, indicating that
as soon as a vacancy announcement is issued, the Office of Human Resources Management
(OHRM) or the local personnel office shall assist all departments and offices, especially
those falling short of the goal in identifying qualified women candidates for the post. For
that purpose, OHRM or the local women already in the service of the United Nations;
personnel office shall review potential women candidates within and outside the
department or office concerned, including those serving in regional commissions or on
mission appointment.
The vacancies in the Professional category and above shall be filled, when there are
one or more women candidates, by one of those candidates provided that her qualifications
meet the requirements for the vacant post and that her qualifications are substantially equal
or superior to those of competing male candidates. It is important to highlight the measures
that requires that when the qualifications of one or more women candidates match the
requirements for the vacant post and the department or office recommends a male
candidate, the department or office shall submit to the appointment and promotion bodies a
written analysis, with appropriate supporting documentation, indicating how the
qualifications and experience of the recommended candidate, when compared to the core
requirements of the post, are clearly superior to those of the female candidates who were
not recommended (Administrative Instruction. Staff Selection System. ST/AI/2006/3,
2006).
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In order to increase the percentage of women that are subject to promotion to higher
levels at the Professional category and Director category, one of the special measures is to
accelerate the promotion when a woman has been recommended. Nevertheless, this
measure shall not bar the accelerated promotion of a male candidate who is determined to
be the clearly superior candidate for a specific post.
Several of the special measures are in accordance to increase the awareness of
gender issues; in order to reach a greater awareness thorough the organization, the UnderSecretary-General suggested gender training. Gender training was designed to develop
greater awareness of assumptions and perceptions regarding gender balance and a gendersensitive work environment and to assist departments and offices in identifying areas for
improvement and developing ways to provide a more supportive work environment for
women and men. The Under-Secretary-General recommends additional training for senior
officials, middle level managers and staff concerned, in order to address the needs of the
Organization to mainstream a gender perspective in departmental work programmes and
reporting mechanisms, emphasizing strategies to incorporate a gender perspective in all
aspects of the substantive work of the Organization (Administrative Instruction. Staff
Selection System. ST/AI/2006/3, 2006).

2.3 Resolution 1325 on “Women, Peace and Security”

In October 2000 a coalition of women´s organizations was formed between the
UNIFEM, Women´s Commission for Women Refugees and Girls, Women´s International
League for Peace and Freedom, International Alert and Amnesty International in order to
draft a resolution that calls for the “protection of women and girls during armed conflicts,
for gender sensitivity in all United Nations missions and for women to equally participate
at all negotiation tables” (Pietila H. , 2007, p. 34). The table of the Security Council was
open to women, and the resolution drafted by this coalition became Resolution 1325 on
“Women, Peace and Security”, unanimously approved by the Security Council on October
31, 2000.
The importance of this resolution rests in that being approved by the Security
Council becomes effectively international law. According to article 25 of the United
39 |

Chapter 2: Efforts towards an increase of female participation.

Nations Charter “The Members of the United Nations agree to accept and carry out the
decisions of the Security Council in accordance with the present Charter” (United Nations
Charter). Therefore, this Resolution becomes and is binding to member states of the United
Nations.
The scope of this Resolution it is broad; while it includes women´s participation at
the United Nations, it also marks the first time the Security Council addressed the
disproportionate and unique impact of armed conflict on women, recognized the undervalued and under-utilized contributions women make to conflict prevention, peacekeeping,
conflict resolution and peace-building, and stressed the importance of their equal and full
participation as active agents in peace and security (United Nations Security Council
Resolution 1325: History & Analysis). Resolution 1325 also intends for a women´s
perspective on war and peace to become visible in the Security Council. The Security
Council, through Resolution 1325 “urges the Secretary-General to seek to expand the role
and contribution of women in United Nations field-based operations, and especially among
military observers, civilian police, human rights and humanitarian personnel” (UN Security
Council Resolution 1325, 2000). This Resolution encourages the Secretary-General as well
to implement his strategic plan of action, calling for an increase in the participation of
women at decision-making levels in conflict resolution and peace processes.
Although most of the recommendations in Resolution 1325 are addressed to the
Secretary-General, the Security Council addresses as well the Member States in the matter
of increasing the representation of women at all decision-making levels in national,
regional and international institutions. Also, in order to increase the number of women
appointed as special representatives and envoys, the Security Council requests Member
States to provide appropriate women candidates to the Secretary-General, for inclusion in a
regularly updated centralized roster.
The Resolution called for gender mainstreaming in United Nations reporting
systems and programmatic implementation mechanisms. This resolution was considered an
important tool in shifting the United Nations system from words to action (References to
Women and Peace in UN Treaties and Conference Documents, 2001). Likewise, it is
complemented and supported by other existing international women’s rights tools such as
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the Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of Discrimination against Women
(CEDAW) and the Beijing Declaration and Platform for Action (BPFA).
Resolution 1325 has a global constituency of advocates including civil society, the
United Nations, and national governments. Civil society and Non Governmental
Organizations (NGOs) have organized workshops, community media activities, translation
projects of the Resolution 1325 to local languages, programmes for local implementation
and conferences worldwide in order to fulfill a better implementation of Resolution 1325 in
different countries (1325 in Action: A compilation, 2007).
In the paragraphs 16 and 17 of the Resolution 1325, the Security Council invited
the Secretary-General to carry out a study on the impact of armed conflict on women and
girls, the role of women in peace-building and the gender dimensions of peace processes
and conflict resolution as well as the gender mainstreaming throughout peacekeeping
missions. This report would be later submitted to the Security Council and made available
to all Member States of the United Nations.
Two years later, on October 2002, Secretary-General Kofi Annan submitted his
report to the Security Council. This report on women, peace and security focuses on the
challenges that must be addressed if progress is to be made in the achievement of the goal
of gender equality in relation to peace and security, includes recommendations for action
that the Security Council may wish to consider in order to strengthen and accelerate
implementation of the objectives and recommendations already contained in Resolution
1325 (Report of the Secretary-General on women, peace and security S/2002/1154, 2002).
On this same report related to the implementation of Resolution 1325, Annan
affirmed that the need to increase the participation of women in all aspects of peace
operations, among international and local staff, and particularly at the highest levels of
decision-making, had been raised as a priority concern. He recognized that, even tough
measures had been implemented; reaching the goal of 50-50 gender balance was still far
away. Nevertheless, he pledged to set concrete targets for the appointment of women as
Special Representatives and Special Envoys in order to reach the overall target of 50
percent by 2015.
Annan also appealed to the Member States, asking them to provide names of
qualified women candidates to serve in high-level positions and to act in a proactive
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manner by identifying women to serve in senior decision-making positions and increasing
the recruitment of women as military observers, peacekeeping troops and civilian police.
He noted that women’s participation will not automatically lead to greater attention to
women’s needs and priorities in peacekeeping activities (Report of the Secretary-General
on women, peace and security S/2002/1154, 2002).
Further follow up of the Resolution was required of the Secretary-General in order
to track the full implementation of resolution 1325 on women and peace and security to be
presented to the Security Council in October 2004. In this report, Kofi Annan urges:
“…Member States, United Nations entities, NGOs and other relevant actors to
work collaboratively to ensure the full participation of women and incorporation
of gender perspectives in all conflict prevention work and to strengthen interaction
with women’s organizations to ensure that their contributions as well as their
needs and priorities are included in the collection and analysis of information to
guide conflict prevention strategies and early warning efforts” (2004, p. 9).
In the same line from Resolution 1325, different mechanisms outlined by Secretary-General
emerge in his Report to the Security Council of 2004; in order to target women in the
recruitment process for senior-level posts in all areas of peace and security. Some of these
mechanisms include the use of specialist headhunting agencies; allocation of funds for
outreach activities to attract women candidates; and the further development of a database
of pre-certified women candidates. Another recommendation made by the SecretaryGeneral is the training on gender issues provided to all staff at decision-making levels, men
as well as women, in order to consider a clear understanding of gender perspectives in
peace and security as key criteria for recruitment of all senior and middle-level staff.

Action plan on the implementation of Security Council Resolution 1325
A main result of Resolution 1325 was the development of an action plan for the
implementation of the Resolution on women and peace and security across the United
Nations system, with a view to strengthening commitment and accountability at the highest
levels, that could also allow for improved accountability, monitoring and reporting on
progress on implementation within the United Nations system (Report of the SecretaryGeneral on women and peace and security S/2005/636, 2005). The preparation for the
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system-wide action plan on implementation of Security Council resolution 1325 started in
December 2004 with consultations within the Inter-Agency Task Force on Women and
Peace and Security, in partnership with Member States and non-governmental
organizations.
The Task Force, chaired by the Special Adviser on Gender Issues and
Advancement of Women, comprised representatives of 22 United Nations system entities
and observers from intergovernmental organizations and civil society. All United Nations
entities with mandates related to peace and security were invited to submit contributions to
the action plan. It was proposed that the action plan covered the period from 2005 to 2007.
The Action Plan encompasses a total of 269 actions and provides a framework for interagency activities during the period 2005-2007.
This action plan was designed to be used by United Nations entities to formulate
concrete strategies, actions and programmes in a consistent and effective manner, to
advance the role of women in peace and security areas; to ensure more efficient support to
Member States and other actors in national and regional level implementation of resolution
1325, and to strengthen the commitment and accountability of the United Nations system at
the highest levels and enhance inter-agency cooperation (Report of the Secretary-General
on women and peace and security S/2005/636, 2005).
The implementation of this plan resulted in the first time that the United Nations
system embarked on a planning effort of such breadth and complexity, covering virtually
all major areas of action3 in the field of women and peace and security. The action plan also
intended to provide an overview of available expertise and resources on women and peace
and security issues as captured in individual submissions of United Nations entities under
each area of action. Most strategies and actions proposed to meet the objectives set in
Security Council resolution 1325 and the related presidential statements provide a long-

3

The plan was structured in 12 different areas of action:
A. Conflict prevention and early warning; B. Peacemaking and peacebuilding; C. Peacekeeping operations; D.
Humanitarian response; E. Post-conflict reconstruction and rehabilitation; F. Disarmament, demobilization
and reintegration; G. Preventing and responding to gender-based violence in armed conflict; H. Preventing
and responding to sexual exploitation and abuse by United Nations staff, related personnel and United
Nations partners; I. Gender balance; J. Coordination and partnership; K. Monitoring and reporting; L.
Financial resources.
For more information see the complete Plan of Action, available at http://www.un.org/womenwatch/ods/S2005-636-E.pdf

43 |

Chapter 2: Efforts towards an increase of female participation.

term framework for action and for achieving concrete results in the period between 2005
and 2007.
Of the 12 areas action, only “Gender Balance” was directed to increase the
participation of women in the system of the United Nations. The main strategy of this area
of action was to strengthen partnerships and innovative approaches for improving gender
balance at all levels and increase efforts to identify suitable women candidates for senior
and decision-making positions. This targeted recruitment required the collaboration with
Member States. Mainly, the strategies were advocated to increase representation of women
at all levels, but particularly at senior level positions, in order to reach the goal of 50/50
target.
The entities member of the Task Force in charge of the area of Gender Balance
were the Department of Disarmament Affairs, (DDA), Department of Political affairs
(DPA), Department of Peacekeeping Operations (DPKO), International Criminal Tribunal
for Rwanda/ International Tribunal for the Former Yugoslavia (ICTR/ICTY), Office for the
Coordination of Humanitarian Affairs (OCHA), Office of the United Nations High
Commissioner for Human Rights (OHCHR), Office of the Special Adviser on Gender
Issues and Advancement of Women (OSAGI), United Nations Development Programme
(UNDP), Office of the United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees (UNHCR), United
Nations Relief and Works Agency for Palestine Refugees in the Near East (UNRWA),
United Nations Office for Project Services (UNOPS) and the World Food Programme
(WFP).
The DPA had the special task to encourage Governments to provide the SecretaryGeneral with names of potential women candidates to be maintained on a roster. In the
UNHCR were created posts of Special Adviser to the High Commissioner on Gender Issues
in the Executive Office and Senior Ethics and Diversity Officer in the Director’s Office of
the Division of Human Resources Management. For the UNDP the output expected was
mentorship programme for women’s career building at P-3 to P-5 level established. This
programme was to be implemented in the period of 2005-2006.
It was further acknowledged that the Action Plan was not established as an
integrated United Nations system-wide strategy, but rather as a compilation of activities,
planned by United Nations entities or ongoing, in those areas for action where expertise and
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resources were available. Hence, some overlaps and gaps were inevitable. In 2006, the
Secretary-General recommended to the Security Council that the System-wide Action Plan
be renewed beyond 2007 and prepared in line with the findings and actions contained in the
present report (Report of the Secretary-General on women, peace and security S/2006/770,
2006).
This plan was later transformed into a results-based programming, monitoring and
reporting tool for 2008-2009. To update the Action Plan for 2008-2009, extensive
consultations were held within both the Inter-agency Task Force on Women, Peace and
Security and the Inter-agency Network on Women and Gender Equality, including on such
aspects as baselines, indicators, time frames and focus on results. The 2008-2009 Action
Plan was reconceptualized to become a results based programming, monitoring and
reporting tool. By shifting focus from project to programme implementation, the Systemwide Action Plan was intended to provide a broader framework linked to national peace
and reconstruction processes and commits to enhance coherence and integrate a gender
perspective in support of gender equality and women’s empowerment (Report of the
Secretary-General on women and peace and security S/2007/567, 2007).
Finally, according to Secretary-General Kofi Annan, Resolution 1325 holds out a
promise to women across the globe that their rights will be protected and that barriers to
their equal participation and full involvement in the maintenance and promotion of
sustainable peace will be removed. Annan further continues reaffirming the compromise
that the United Nations entities, Security Council and Member States had acquired with this
Resolution to the women of the world, declaring that “we must uphold this promise”
(Women and peace and Security. Report of the Secretary-General S/2004/814, 2004, p. 25).
Political will, concerted action and accountability on the part of the entire international
community are required from all the parties in order to reach a fully implementation of the
Resolution and regular monitoring.

2.4 Staff Selection special measures

The Staff Regulations and the Staff Rules of the United Nations Secretariat, which
govern the selection of staff, contain provisions concerning the participation of men and
45 |

Chapter 2: Efforts towards an increase of female participation.

women in the United Nations Secretariat. Whereas they attend multiple concerns, some of
them are oriented to ensure a better representation of women in the Secretariat, providing
specifications for the recruitment, while others that regulate the promotion of staff of the
United Nations Secretariat aim for an increase of women in the high level positions.
In order to meet the gender targets specified by the General Assembly, the Staff
Regulations prescribe that when recommending the selection of a candidate to the head of
department/office, the programme manager shall support such recommendation by a
documented record. The head of department/office shall select the candidate he or she
considers to be best suited for the functions, having taken into account the Organization’s
human resources objectives and targets as reflected in the departmental human resources
action plan, especially with regard to geography and gender, and shall give the fullest
regard to candidates already in the service of the Organization. Even more, if the head of a
department/office who has not met the gender targets set out in the departmental action plan
proposes to select a male candidate where an equally qualified female candidate is
available; the proposed selection decision must be justified to, and approved by the Office
on Human Resources Management (OHRM) (Administrative Instruction. Staff Selection
System. ST/AI/2006/3, 2006).
In order to increase the percentage of women in the professional and higher levels,
there is a Staff Regulation concerning eligibility requirements promotions and
appointments. This Staff Regulation prescribes the conditions were a candidate will be
consider to have eligibility for consideration for promotion to a post one level higher than
the level of the staff member, or appointment at the same level of staff who are not internal
candidates. Women staff members will be considered eligible if they hold a current
appointment of any type at the P-3/L-3 level for vacancies at the P-4 level; women staff
members holding a current appointment of any type at the P-4 level may be considered for
vacancies at the P-4 or P-5 level, provided in each case that they have been in the service of
the Organization for a cumulative period of at least one year prior to application.
The Regulation also provides that the candidates included in a list endorsed by a
central review body other than the candidate selected for the specific position shall be
placed on a roster of candidates pre-approved for similar functions, which shall be drawn
from all duty stations for vacancies in the Professional category and above. The roster shall
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be valid for one year after the first day of the month following the selection decision. In
order to facilitate achievement of gender parity goals set by the General Assembly, female
candidates shall remain on the roster for three years after the first day of the month
following the selection decision (Administrative Instruction. Staff Selection System.
ST/AI/2006/3, 2006).
In order to encourage female candidates to apply for peacekeeping operations, and
thus, to increase the number of female participation, the Department of Peacekeeping
Operations have introduced specific language into vacancy announcements, targeting
professional women’s organizations. The Department has also made efforts to increase the
representation of women among uniformed personnel serving under United Nations
auspices, including by highlighting the need for greater numbers of women, when
addressing to troop and police contributing countries (Women and peace and Security.
Report of the Secretary-General S/2004/814, 2004).
The Office of the Special Adviser on Gender Issues and Advancement of Women
(OSAGI) has also encouraged the broadening of the recruitment base for peace operations.
The OSAGI regularly supplies lists of suitable women candidates for special
representatives and envoy posts and for regular peace operations staff to the Department of
Peacekeeping Operations, the Department of Political Affairs and the offices of the Special
Representatives of the Secretary-General (Women and peace and Security. Report of the
Secretary-General S/2004/814, 2004).
In this context, Secretary-General Ban Ki-moon has expressed his promise to ensure
a working culture at the United Nations that leads by example. On the issue of gender
balance and gender-friendly policies, in 2008, he wrote to staff to all Heads of Departments
and Offices to alert them the need to accelerate progress. He noted that at current rates of
female advancement in the Secretariat, it would take until 2120 to reach gender balance
(50/50 distribution of men and women) at some levels such a as P-5. The Secretary-General
reminded managers of their responsibility and asked them to make it a priority to achieve
gender balance and also to create a positive and healthy work environment for both men
and women, and that he counts on staff to hold managers accountable.
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Achieving equality for women inside the United Nations system requires
commitment from senior management who must be held responsible for hiring and
promoting more women, and from member states who must commit to propose qualified
women to fill vacancies. In order to achieve the goals of equal participation, practical
measures and measures are needed.
Strategies should be monitored and modernized, and the organizational culture
should be studied in order to identify the barriers that contribute to discriminate women
while competing for senior positions (Winslow, 1995, p. 129). Moreover, the responsibility
for the unequal participation of women in the United Nations rests both in with member
states, which play a very significant role in the composition of the Secretariat, and with the
Secretariat own management.
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3.1 Female participation at the Secretariat.

The United Nations Secretariat comprises two main categories of positions: General
Service and Professional Posts. The first category consists of seven rungs (G-1 to G-7), the
second consists of five rungs (P-1 to P-5), with two levels of Principal Officer, or Director
Category, above it (D-1, D-2). Above this level are the highest levels of the bureaucracy:
Assistant Secretary-General and Under-Secretary-General. The staff at the senior and
policymaking levels is defined as those at the Principal Officer (D-1) grade and above.
As at June 30, 2009 the staff internationally and locally recruited in the United
Nations Secretariat reached a total of 39,978. Of these, only 0.3 percent is at the UnderSecretary-General and Assistant Secretary-General levels (126 staff), 1.5 percent is in the
Director category (589 staff), 27.1 percent are in the Professional category (10,839 staff)
and 71.1 percent are in the General Service and related categories (28,424 staff) [Figure I]
(Composition of the Secretariat. Report of the Secretary-General. A/64/352, 2009).
Figure I

The United Nations Secretary-General, Kofi Annan, created a new post of Deputy
Secretary-General in 1998 and appointed Louise Fréchette, from Canada, to the position.
Fréchette held the position for 8 years and was succeeded in 2006 by Mark Malloch Brown,
who held the position only for a couple of months. The post is currently held by Asha-Rose
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Mtengeti Migiro, a woman from Tanzania, appointed by current Secretary-General Ban Kimoon.
As of 2009, of the global Secretariat staff, 26,538, or 66.46 percent, are men while
13,440, 33.6 percent, are women. That is, the quantity of women working in the Secretariat
is around half of the men working in the United Nations Secretariat. Of the 14,837 locally
recruited staff in field missions administered by the Department of Field Support, 82.6
percent are men. Women have occasionally reached the highest career level of decisionmaking posts in the United Nations system, Assistant Secretary-General and UnderSecretary-General but they have never attained parity in these positions at any time, and
regularly there are no women at all at this level4. In these two senior grades of the
Secretariat, women represented in the year 2009 19.8 percent of the total of 126 staff.
In the two higher categories, there is almost a 50/50 percent distribution of the staff
(without a gender consideration). In the Directory category, the main population is
concentrated on the D-1 rung, representing 74.7 percent of the staff, while the D-2 is only
25.3 percent. In the Professional category, most of the staff is assigned at the P-3 and P-4
levels (65.0 percent). Staff at the P-1/P-2 level represents only 15.0 percent and at the P-5
level 14.4 percent [See Figure II].
Figure II

4

The Under-Secretary-General level registered no women at 1985, the Assistant-Secretary-General in the
period of 1986-1989. For more information see the Report of the Joint Inspection Unit on the Advancement of
the Status of Women in the United Nations Secretariat in an era of “Human resources management” and
“accountability”: a new beginning?
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Female representation in the Director category is 27.7 percent of 589 staff (25.5
percent at the D-2 level and 28.4 percent at the D-1 level). In the Professional category, the
proportion of women is 40.6 percent of 10,389 staff, while women comprise 31.0 percent of
the 28,424 staff in the General Service and related categories and 19.5 percent of the 18,996
General Service staff in field missions administered by the Department of Field Support
[see Figure III] (Composition of the Secretariat. Report of the Secretary-General. A/64/352,
2009).
Figure III

The goal of gender parity that was to be reached on the year 2000 has only been
attained at two of the Professional levels: the P-1 and P-2 levels. At the P-1 level 59.6
percent of staff and 52.9 percent at the P-2 level are women. Nevertheless, this is hardly a
considerable achievement considering that, as seen in Figure II, the main bulk of the staff at
the Professional level is at the P-3, P-4 and P-5 levels. The P-1 and the P-2 levels are the
ones with less population in the Professional, so even if gender parity has been achieved at
these levels, the equivalent percentage of women is relatively small.
On the other hand, gender parity has not been achieved at the higher Professional
levels: women comprise 43.1 percent of staff at the P-3 level, 36.7 percent at the P-4 level
and 30.8 percent at the P-5 level [see Figure IV]. This is particularly important due to the
fact that the entry level at the Professional category are the levels P-2 and P-3, and most of
the vacancies as of 2010 are at the level P-35. Women comprise 53.8 percent of

5

For more information see Job Vacancies at the United Nations and International Organizations, available
at: jobs.un.org

51 |

Chapter 3: Female participation at the United Nations.

Professional staff serving as interpreters, revisers and translators. In the General Service
category, 70.1 percent are divided among levels G-3 to G-5.
Figure IV

Charlesworth and Chinkin pointed out in their book “The boundaries of
international law” published in the year 2000, that it was striking that the proportion of
women in the highest echelons of the United Nations does not grow in a permanent way,
but rather it seemed to go backwards. On the year 2000, the percentage of women
occupying the posts of Under-Secretary-General and Assistant-Secretary-General reduced
significantly, from 11.1 percent in 1998 to 6.5 percent and from 13.0 percent in 1998 to
11.5 percent, respectively. Nevertheless, this percentage has increased considerably,
reaching 17.5 percent on the post of Under-Secretary-General and 23.5 percent on
Assistant-Secretary-General, by the year 2008. While it is still far away from the parity
required by the Resolutions of the General Assembly, is decidedly an improvement from
the initial percentages6.
In the General Services the data can be analyzed from different perspectives. From
one point, women comprise 31.0 percent of the 28,424 staff in the General Service and
related categories. Nevertheless, if the participation of women is analyzed in relevance to
the secretariat staff with appointments of one year or longer under the 100 series of the
Staff Rules (13,270 staff), the percentage female staff constitute the majority (59.8 percent
of 6,950 staff) in the General Service category (Composition of the Secretariat. Report of
the Secretary-General. A/64/352, 2009).
6

For more data on the comparative improvement of percentage of women in the Secretariat see Table I,
Annex.
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The tendency for promotion in the higher levels of the Secretariat is still far from
equality. Promotion is understood as the movement of staff to a higher grade, except for the
movement of staff to the Professional category from the General Service and related
categories which, according to General Assembly resolution 55/258, is considered
recruitment. During the period from 1 July 2008 to 30 June 2009, 1,382 promotions were
registered in the Secretariat. The overall gender distribution of the promotions showed to
favor women in a slight percentage: 45.5 percent for men (629 promotions) and 54.5
percent for women (753 promotions). However, women comprised only 31.6 percent of the
promotions in the Director category; while in the Professional category the percent is
higher, 46.0 percent and in the General Service and related categories reaches up to 59.4
percent [See Figure V] (Composition of the Secretariat. Report of the Secretary-General.
A/64/352, 2009).
Figure V

On the period from 1 July 2008 to 30 June 2009 there were 1,132 staff recruited. Of
this, women accounted for 50.3 percent of all staff recruited (569 women). At the UnderSecretary-General level, two of the five recruits were women while only one of eight
recruitments at the Assistant Secretary-General level was a woman. It is important to
consider that the 2 posts occupied by women in the position of Under-Secretary-General
were also the posts considered as posts subject to geographical distribution. In the Director
category, women accounted for 44.7 percent of recruits (17 out of 38) and in the
Professional category, 41.9 percent were women (215 out of 513). In the General Service
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and related categories, 334 staff, or 54.0 percent, of staff recruited were women [See Figure
VI] (Composition of the Secretariat. Report of the Secretary-General. A/64/352, 2009).
Figure VI

The percentage of female representation on the Professional categories, the
Directory level and the Under-Secretary-General level hasn’t changed significantly
between the years 1998 and 2008. Even though all the levels at the Professional category
and higher levels present an increase of female participation (with the exception of the P-1
level) the modest average percentual increase is around 4.7. Perhaps the greatest percent
change can be identified in the Assistant-Secretary-General level (from 13% in 1998 to
23.50% in 2008).
Figure VII
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Nevertheless, the main issue of concern would be that the target goal of 50/50 of
representation, intended to be reached initially by the year 2000, have been reached only
the P-2 category. In comparison, in other categories, such as Under-Secretary-General with
only 17.50% percent representation of women, demonstrates that there is still a
considerable gap between male and female participation and that the target goal is still far
from reach.

3.2 Concentration of women in social areas.
Within the United Nations, women generally work in peripheral areas of concern.
Less than half of the United Nations staff is conformed of women (13, 440 or 33.6%), but a
little more than two-thirds of the women (8,811 or 65.5%) are in the General Service
category, whose functions unevenly throughout the Secretariat, with several United Nations
departments and offices having a small percentage of women at senior levels.
Even when women occupy high ranks within the United Nations system, they tend
to be positioned in positions that are the “diplomatic equivalents of housekeeping”
(Charlesworth & Chinkin, The boundaries of international law, 2000, p. 178). Women are
more commonly placed in areas such as conference organization, translation, social or
administration areas, rather than being entrusted with more prestigious and powerful
economic and political responsibilities related with safety, security and trade.
As of 2009, the posts of Under-Secretary-General related to Prevention of
Genocide, Disarmament Affairs, Peacekeeping Operations, Political Affairs, Safety and
Security, Trade and Development, Rule of Law were held by men, while the positions
related to Management, Administrative and Budgetary Questions, United Nations
Children's Fund (UNICEF), and the United Nations Population Fund, Human Rights are
held by women. Only the post of Under-Secretary-General for Field Support is held by a
woman, Ms. Susana Malcorra.
In the Assistant Secretary-General level as of 2009, the posts related to Field
Support, Political Affairs, Economic Affairs, Peacekeeping Operations, Counter-Terrorism,
International Court of Justice, Trade and Development and Rule of Law are held by men.
On the other hand, the Humanitarian Affairs, United Nations International School, United
Nations Population Fund, Gender Issues and Advancement of Women and Human
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Resources Management positions are held by women. In the Department of Political
Affairs even the post of Deputy Special Representative of the Secretary-General for
Political Affairs is held by a man; there is no woman occupying a decision-making post in
this department (Senior Offiicials of the United Nations and Officers of equivalent rank
whose duty station is New York, 2010).
In Figure VIII it is shown that of 44 departments and offices in the Secretariat, only
14 have either achieved gender parity or have more female than male staff in the
Professional and higher categories. On the other hand, 12 departments and offices have
between 40 and 49 percent women, 14 departments and offices and the field operations
administered by the Department of Field Support (DFS) taken as a whole, have between 30
and 39 percent and 4 departments and offices have less than 30 percent, including the
Office of Staff Legal Assistance (OSLA), that has no representation of women in the
Professional Levels.
The Departments with less representation of women in the Professional levels are
the Office of Staff Legal Assistance (OSLA), the Department for Safety and Security
(DSS), the Counter-Terrorism Committee Executive Directorate (CTED) and the Office of
Information and Communications Technology (ICT). It is important to notice that in the
OSLA there is only 1 position at the professional level, occupied by a man, and 2 posts in
the General Service category taken by women7. The Rule of Law Unit (ROL), the Nations
Administrative Tribunal and its secretariat (UNAT), Office of the Ombudsman
(OMBUDSMAN) and the United Nations Compensation Commission (UNCC) are the
offices and departments with a greater percentage of women as staff in the professional and
higher categories.

7

For more information, see Table II at Annexes.
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Figure VIII

*The Department of Management (DM) represents the data from the Capital Master Plan Office (DM/CMP),
Office of Central Support Services (DM/OCSS), Office of Human Resources Management (DM/OHRM),
Office of Programme Planning, Budget and Accounts (DM/OPPBA), Office of the Under-Secretary-General
(DM/OUSG) and the Advisory Committee on Administrative and Budgetary Questions, the Board of
Auditors and Panel of External Auditors and the Independent Audit Advisory Committee (DM/SECCOM).
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In the General Service category at the Secretariat the female representation
increases, reaching equality or a greater percentage in 34 Offices and Departments, as well
as the field operations administered by the Department of Field Support (DFS) taken as a
whole. Of the 44 Offices and Departments in the Secretariat, only 2 have less than 30
percent of female representation, and of those, the Administrative Tribunal and its
secretariat (UNAT) has no staff at all in the General Service category, 1 has between 30
and 39 percent, and 7 departments and offices have between 40 and 49 percent women staff
at the General Service category.
The Department of Rule of Law (ROL) would be the only office consisting merely
by women in both at the Professional and at General Service level. The UNAT, having no
staff in the General Service, and the only staff member at the Professional Level being a
woman, is represented singularly by women8. On the other hand, the Department for Safety
and Security (DSS) stands out for having a representation of women below the 30 percent
at both categories [See Figure IX].

8

For more information, see Table II at Annexes.
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Figure IX

*there is no staff at the General Service level in this office.
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3.3 Female participation at the General Assembly and Security Council

3.3.1 The General Assembly
The General Assembly, in contrast with the Secretariat, is comprised of
representatives from Member States and not from the United Nations bureaucracy.
Therefore, the responsibility of electing officials in the General Assembly resides with
national governments. The designated representatives decide whom to elect as president of
the annually session of the General Assembly. As the Assembly is undoubtedly the most
diverse and all-encompassing body in the United Nations system, this notion of regional
representation is particularly important (Mallik, 2006).
The General Assembly, since its initial sessions, has discussed the importance of the
work of women in the United Nations. On its first regular session it recognized the great
value of the contribution which had been made by women representatives on delegations,
both in the first session of the General Assembly and in previous conferences.
Nevertheless, it was decided that it would be inadvisable that the General Assembly should
undertake to make any definite recommendation to delegations as to their composition, so
no specific recommendation was made to the states in order to increase the number of
female representatives at the General Assembly (Verbatim Record of the 29th Plenary
Meeting A/PV.29, 1946).
The presidency of the General Assembly rotates from region to region; besides this
de facto tradition of regional rotation of the Assembly presidency, there is a general
consensus that there should be no candidate for the seat from any of the five Security
Council permanent members. Unlike the Secretary-General, whose independence from his
or her national government is a prerogative of the Charter, the President of the General
Assembly has to perform a dual role. While remaining a member of his or her national
delegation, the President has to observe the interest of all the member States.
As countries compete between them for the presidency within each region, to
campaign for an individual that may raise controversy is unadvisable. Therefore, women
within the General Assembly, already at a disadvantage as very few female diplomats are
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part of the delegations, have been stuck in a predicament in which their representation
within the United Nations remains consistently low.
Developing and developed nations continue to nominate mostly male diplomats for
the major posts, and are unwilling to risk the chances of having its candidates elected.
Maybe that can explain why only three of the sixty-four sessions of the General Assembly
held since the founding of the United Nations in 1945 have been presided over a woman
president. Sheikha Haya Rashed Al Khalifa of Bahrain became only the third woman to
occupy the prestigious post at the sixty-first session of the United Nations General
Assembly on 2006; the other two being Vijaya Lakshmi Pandit of India, who presided over
the eighth session in 1953, and Angie Elisabeth Brooks of Liberia, over the twenty-fourth
session in 1969.
Due to the great quantity and diversity of issues, the General Assembly allocates
items relevant to its work among six Main Committees, in order to be discussed and then
presented to a plenary meeting of the Assembly, where resolutions the members of its
bureau consisting of one chairperson, three vice-chairpersons and one rapporteur, being
elected once a year for the annually session of the General Assembly. Each regional group
provides a candidacy for chairperson as soon as possible. The chairpersons of the main
committees often have a great influence on concrete decisions on their body, as they are
entrusted with conducting formal or informal negotiations or consultations aimed at the
solution of concrete controversial issues (Fitschen, 2002).
The six main committees are the Disarmament and International Security
Committee, known as the First Committee, the Economic and Financial Committee, known
as the Second Committee, the Social, Humanitarian and Cultural Committee, being the
third Committee, the Special Political and Decolonization Committee, or the Fourth
Committee, the Administrative and Budgetary Committee, or Fifth Committee, and the
Legal Committee, known as the Sixth Committee.
The Disarmament and International Security Committee, concerned as its name
suggests, with disarmament and related international security questions, is repeatedly
chaired by a man, and the members of its bureau are majorly men, and often, exclusively
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men9. In the period from 1998 to 2008, the only General Assembly session where the First
Committee was chaired by a woman was the 61st session, the chairperson being Ms. Mona
Juul from Norway. The Economic and Financial Committee deals with issues related to
economic growth and development such as international trade, international financial
system, debt and commodities, financing for development, sustainable development, human
settlements, poverty eradication, globalization and interdependence, among others. This
Committee has more female participation than the Committee of Disarmament and
International Security Committee; nevertheless, in the period of 1998 to 2008, the bureau
was composed exclusively by men on 4 occasions10. On the same period of time, the
Second Committee has had a woman as chairperson 3 sessions in a row, these being the
61st, 62nd and 63rd.
In the General Assembly, the Third Committee dealing with social, cultural and
humanitarian affairs regularly has a significant number of women delegates and for this
reason has been referred within the United Nations as the “Ladies Committee” (M. Bruce in
Charlesworth & Chinkin, The boundaries of international law, 2000). This Committee
discusses issues such as the protection of children, indigenous issues and the treatment of
refugees, just to mention some of them. The Third Committee has had a majority of women
(3 out of 5) as members of the bureau on 4 occasions in the period of 1998-2008 on the
sessions 54th, 55th, 57th and 59th. Curiously, the “Ladies Committee” has only had a woman,
Yvonne Gittens-Joseph, as a chairperson in the mentioned period on the 55th session in the
year 2000.
The Special Political and Decolonization Committee discuss a variety of subjects
related to decolonization, including Palestinian refugees and human rights, peacekeeping
and mine action. Like the first Committee, the fourth Committee constantly has a greater
participation of men than of women; in fact, in the last 10 years the fourth Committee has
not had a women as a chairperson and has been composed exclusively by men on the 53rd,
54th, and the 59th session of the General Assembly. The case of the fifth and the sixth
committees, one concerned with administration and budgetary matters and the other being

9

Examples of exclusive male participation in this Committee are the bureau of the 54th, the 56th, 57th, 58th,
62nd, and 63rd sessions. For more information see the main page of the United Nations General Assembly at:
http://www.un.org/ga/maincommittees.shtml
10
It was chaired completely by men in the 60th, 57th, 54th, 53rd sessions.
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the primary forum for the consideration of legal questions, are on the same line. Both of
them have had only men as members of its bureau on six occasions from 1998 to 200811.
While the fifth Committee has had at least one woman as chairperson12, the sixth
Committee in the mentioned period didn’t see a woman as chairperson even once. Besides
the Third Committee, the only Committees that had a bureau where women were a majority
are the Sixth Committee on its 59th session and the Second Committee on its 62nd session.

3.3.2 The Security Council
The main organ of the Security Council is the President of the Security Council.
According to Rule 18 of the “Provisional Rules of Procedure of the Security Council of
June 24, 1946” the presidency of the Security Council is held in turn by the members States
according to the English alphabetical order of their names, and each President is to hold
office for one month. In contrast to the Presidency of the General Assembly, the function of
the Security Council is assumed by States rather than individual persons. The President
chairs the meeting of the Security Council, decides on points of order that have been raised
during a session, approves the agenda of the Security Council, and represents the Security
Council as a United Nations organ while at the same time fulfilling his proper national
functions as the representative of a member State (Wasum-Rainer & Jahn-Koch, 2002).
The President position is held normally by the permanent representative or
ambassador of the delegation of each country, but it has occurred that, Ministers or other
high-ranking officials of the Presidency, have presided over some of the meetings during the
term of Presidency of their country (more recently President Barack Obama in 2009)
(Repertoire of the Practice of the Security Council. Supplement 2000-2003).

Cynthia Enloe considers the Security Council as one of the most “masculinized
world body´s agencies” (1993, p. 259). Female representation in this United Nations organ,
compared to male participation, is truly at disadvantage. In the year 1999, all of the 18
ambassadors that served as Presidents of the Security Council were male diplomats. The
biggest participation registered recently of female ambassadors serving as Presidents of the
11

The Fifth Committee on the 56th, 57th, 58th, 61st, 62nd, and the 63rd sessions, while the Sixth Committee was
composed exclusively by men 54th, 55th, 56th, 57th, 61st, and the 64th sessions.
12
The only woman as chairperson on the Fifth Committee on the mentioned period was Ms. Penny Wensley
from Australia, on the 54th session.
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Security Council was on the year 2004, with 4 women out of a total of 24 diplomats13 [See
Figure X].
Figure X

The Security Council had 168 diplomats serving (some of them in various
occasions) as Presidents of the Security Council from the year 1999 to the year 2009 [See
Table III at Annexes]. It is remarkable that from over 168 diplomats that participated in the
Security Council as President, only 17 of them were women 14: that represents only 10.11%
out of the total, making the Security Council a male dominated institution.

After more than 50 years of effort to meet its Charter obligations under Article 8,
after 40 years of detailed General Assembly resolutions calling for specific actions to
achieve equal treatment of men and women in the Secretariat, and after 10 years of binding
resolutions by the Security Council, the United Nations had become all too aware of the
problem of unequal participation of women and men in the main organs of the United
Nations, but not really much closer to solving it. Women are still heavily clustered in
subordinate positions at the bottom of the pyramid, and they tend to almost disappear as
grade levels rise.
As the United Nations Joint Inspection Unit, an independent body created by the
General Assembly to audit UN practices, remarked on its report on the Advancement of the
13

For more information see Presidents of the Security Council at
http://www.un.org/depts/dhl/resguide/scpres.htm
14
Patricia Espinosa, Susan Rice, Hillary Clinton, Karen Perce, Eveline Herfkens, Patricia Durrant, Madeleine
K. Albright, Carolina Barco Isakson , Baroness Valerie Amos, Ana Palacio, Ana Menendez, Anne W.
Patterson, Delia Doming-Albert, Kerstin Muller, Maria Soledad Alvear Valenzuela, Brigitte Collet and Ellen
Margrethe Loj.
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Status of Women in the United Nations Secretariat, if P-1s, P-2s and P-3s ran the
organization, the "equitable balance" which the General Assembly sought initially for 1980,
and has been postponed continuously, would now be much closer to being achieved.
Although the inflow of new women to the Secretariat at the lower levels (P-1 through P-4)
has improved considerably over the past decade, not even there the equitable balance, with
the recent exception of the P-2 level, has been achieved.
Even at higher post of the General Assembly the goal of equal participation is
failing. With only three female presidents in its history, the General Assembly is not
abiding by the standard recommended through its recommendations to the Secretariat and
resolutions. Even more, the gap between one female president and the other has widened.
Between the first (1953) and the second (1969) female president had to pass 16 years, but
there was not a third female president until 2006, 37 years later. In the Security Council,
concerned mainly with issues related to international peace, security and military actions,
female participation is still limited with few women heading its national delegations and
presiding over the Security Council.
Finally, there is a concentration of female participation at certain areas. While some
Committees and Departments register a greater participation of women, and bigger
percentage of female representation and the higher levels, these are mainly concerned with
social aspects, while women are still mainly underrepresented in areas concerned with
political affairs, drugs, terrorism and trade matters.
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4.1 Why is it important to ensure an equal participation of women in the UN?

After an overview of the situation of women in the United Nations and the
measures implemented that are oriented to increase female participation of women in the
Secretariat, it is important to take in to account the impact of having more women at the
discussion table. This chapter discusses the main considerations behind the efforts for the
increase of female participation in the Secretariat, the main barriers and obstacles the
women confront while being employed by the United Nations and evaluation of new
possible measures that could be taken to improve the situation of women in the United
Nations System.
The topic of women's advancement in the United Nations Secretariat has been
around for so many years; perhaps more prominently after the Resolutions and
recommendations made by the General Assembly in the decade of the 1970´s. As it has
been mentioned in the report on the Advancement of Women made by the Joint
Investigation Unit (JUI), any new study on female participation on the Secretariat (such as
the one by the JUI, and such as this one) may be considered annoying.
Nevertheless, as Cynthia Enloe points out, the more we have learned about the
deliberate efforts to delimit women´s behavior and participation, the more we have exposed
the human decision making that supports much of masculinity. Enloe stressed the necessity
of having feminist analysis of “male dominated” institutions such as the Security Council,
in order to remind us that the people on podium or around the conference table are not
women.
Despite many United Nations declarations and conventions, two decades of detailed
General Assembly resolutions and strong policy statements and numerical targets of past
and current Secretary-Generals, the result is a painfully slow progress in women´s status in
the Secretariat. These many efforts to improve women's status in the Secretariat have
proved ineffective to reach the goal of equal participation of men and women in the United
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Nations and have lost their momentum. In addition, many decision-makers dislike being
reminded again of this seemingly endless piece of unfinished business.
Even more, the relevance of the efforts towards increasing female participation in
the United Nations has raised a debate and is subject to different critics. By different
academics, there is a questioning of the true implications of the gender imbalance in the
participation of the United Nations. From one perspective, the absence of women may
implicate a violation of human rights due to a direct or indirect discrimination on the basis
of sex. The United Nations has an institutional commitment to human rights and the
equality of women and men through its Charter; as well as a vow to eliminate all forms of
discrimination against women through the CEDAW. This claim has been contested,
dismissing the notion that the great imbalance in actual political participation between men
and women is in itself a human rights issue.
It could also be argued that the major concerns of the United Nations do not have a
gendered dimension; international peace, safety and security and peacekeeping are political
and social concerns that equally affect women and men. From this perspective the absence
of women at the discussion tables and the slow rates of the advancement of women in the
Secretariat is not a concern. After all, no national government or international organization
yet has equal numbers of men and women; this imbalance will appear as normal and indeed
inevitable (Hamilton, C. in Charlesworth & Chinkin, The boundaries of international law,
2000).
The evidence of the effects of women´s participation decision-making positions at
international organizations is complex, and can be analyzed from different perspectives. It
is unsure how women´s equal participation (if and when is achieved) would affect the
agenda and priorities of the United Nations. However, it is not necessary to identify the
particular attributes of the possible impact and relevance of the efforts that aim for an equal
participation to observe the isolation of women from the international decision-making.
The Joint Investigation Unit, from its part, argues that the pursuit of gender equity
in the Secretariat and in the other main organs of the United Nations is not only a timeconsuming and arduous burden, but a "multiple-win" situation for the United Nations as a
whole. It allows the Organization to achieve the "equal rights" principle called for by the
United Nations Charter in Article 8 and it strengthens the credibility and worldwide
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leadership role that the United Nations seeks in its many programmes for the advancement
of women. While the United Nations doesn’t fulfill its own recommendations on the
advancement of the status of women, the exhortations it makes as international organization
to other member States might seem empty and lacking conviction, thus losing its potential
impact.
The efforts toward guaranteeing equal participation of women trough the
organization enhance well-qualified women already in the Secretariat, at all levels, to reach
their rightful opportunities for promotion to higher levels within the United Nations, and
consequently, rewarding careers and contributions. It also allows the United Nations to staff
its programmes with the best talent available by increasing access to the one half of the
world's population that has not been fully considered in the past.

4.1.1 Women participation as a way to provide a gender perspective.
It is important to stress the relevance of the efforts made directed to ensure that
women reach the higher levels and decision-making positions in the United Nations
Secretariat, the General Assembly and the Security Council, and participate in the multiple
areas of work of the organization. There is a real impact on the discussion of international
relevant issues when women participate at the conferences and decision making table. As
Kofi Annan pointed out, “if women do not participate in the decision-making structures of
a society, they are unlikely to become involved in decisions about the conflict or the peace
process that follows” (2002, p. 1).
The United Nations shouldn’t be only worried with increasing the numbers of
women participating at the higher level posts. Likewise, there should be a concern of
including women at all the different areas of work of the United Nations. The inclusion of
women in areas such as international negotiations, peacekeeping activities, all levels of
preventive diplomacy, mediation, humanitarian assistance, social reconciliation, peace
negotiations and the international criminal justice system, will make a difference. As
mentioned in the Convention on the Elimination of all forms of discrimination against
women, while addressing armed or other type of conflicts, a gender perspective and
analysis is necessary in order to understand the differing effects on women and men.
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An example of an effect of gender perspective in the criminal justice system is the
inclusion of sexual violence as components of the crime of genocide in the international
tribunals. Women and children are disproportionately targeted in contemporary armed
conflicts and constitute the majority of all victims. In these conflicts there is a use of sexual
violence as a strategic and tactical weapon of war places against women and girls. As they
suffer special violations during conflicts, these abuses should be recognized, addressed and
condemned in the different international tribunals.
During the last decade, the international legal framework has expanded to address
some of the particular crimes experienced by women in armed conflict. The statutes of the
two International Tribunals created by the Security Council to address crimes committed in
the former Yugoslavia and in Rwanda (the Rome Statute of the International Criminal
Court and the statute of the Special Court for Sierra Leone) all include gender-based
violence, such as rape, enforced prostitution and trafficking during armed conflict, as well
as torture or other cruel, inhuman and degrading treatment, and enslavement, within the
definition of war crimes, crimes against humanity and as components of the crime of
genocide (Report of the Secretary-General on women, peace and security S/2002/1154,
2002).
Both the International Tribunal for the former Yugoslavia (ICTY) and for Rwanda
(ICTR) have issued several indictments relating to sexual violence. Sexual violence has
been charged as a grave breach of the Geneva Convention relative to the Protection of
Civilian Persons in Time of War before the ICTY. Likewise, the ICTR has convicted a
defendant of crimes against humanity and genocide, inter alia, through acts of sexual
violence (Report of the Secretary-General on women, peace and security S/2002/1154,
2002).
The inclusion of sexual violence as a crime is in part due to Security Council
Resolution 1325, presented in Chapter 2. Resolution 1325 has incited the Member States,
the United Nations system and civil society to document the suffering of women and girls
during armed conflict and its aftermath. Nevertheless, women’s contributions to
peacemaking and peace-building are still less recognized and utilized. In order to
effectively respond to the needs and priorities of women and girls during armed conflict,
gender perspectives have to be systematically integrated into all peace-building,
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peacekeeping and peacemaking efforts and during humanitarian operations and
reconstruction processes.
The participation of women as ambassadors in United Nations conferences is
equally important in order to take in consideration gender perspectives on issues that affect
the world population. It is important to notice that issues have many social aspects, all
interrelated, making them truly systemic problems. Since 1974, with the preparations for
the World Food Conference, have been recognized the importance to include a gender
perspective on an issue that affects the world population. The Food and Agriculture
Organization (FAO) already had a section on household and nutrition and was well aware
of the vital role of women in food production, especially in Africa.
Helvi Sipilä, the newly appointed Assistant Secretary-General, worked to convince
the preparatory committee for the World Population Conference that no population policy
could be effective without the involvement of women. Sipilä organized an unofficial
preparatory meeting where she invited one prominent woman from each Member State.
The meeting aimed to ensure that government delegations will include women who would
see that their crucial role would get due consideration during the conferences. As a result of
previous preparations, the conference adopted an extensive and comprehensive resolution
on Women and Food which indicated how women could contribute to the improvement of
food supplies if they had a better access to land, education, technology and funding.
However, the example set by the World Food Conference hasn’t been adopted
consistently in other major conference. Just during the 1970´s, the other conferences on
major issues organized by the United Nations did not take women in account. Rarely, a
woman´s voice was heard during the conferences concerned with the design of long-term
action plans for the key problem areas of development. The male delegations in those
conferences didn´t address neither women´s contributions nor needs.
The importance of the active participation of women in conferences has been
already recognized by the United Nations system. During the planning and preparation in
the early 1990s of the series of world conferences, the “Global Agenda” for development, it
was no longer possible to ignore the extent and significance of their impact on United
Nations operations. With the ECOSOC Conclusions in 1997, gender mainstreaming was
confirmed to be a “cross-cutting, integrating and coordinating element to be applied
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throughout the entire United Nations system, including the implementation of the other
major conferences and summits” (Pietila H. , 2007, p. 114). This meant that the gender
mainstreaming policy would permeate the whole multilateral system and facilitate the
integration and coordination of the activities of the United Nations programmes, funds and
specialized agencies.
The FAO and the World Food Programme (WFP) make a good example of how an
incorporation of gender analysis can (and should) impact on the strategies and policies of
action. FAO and WFP jointly produced guidelines on socio-economic and gender analysis
in emergency and rehabilitation programmes to assist staff at Headquarters and in the field
to integrate gender perspectives into all phases of the emergency project cycle, including
needs assessment, project formulation, targeting and monitoring and evaluation.
Gender policies and guidelines, such as the ones of the WFP and the FAO, need
not only to be taken in consideration, but taken in to practice in order to have the desire
effect an impact. Nevertheless many of the gender policies and guidelines, which have long
been in place in humanitarian agencies, need to be operationalized and monitored and
accountability mechanisms established or reinforced (Women and peace and Security.
Report of the Secretary-General S/2004/814, 2004).
Peace negotiations and peace accords lay the foundation for rebuilding societies
after conflict. They commonly determine the political, civil, economic and social structures
in post-conflict situations. As in the case of world conferences, in the peace negotiations
and peace accords the concerns specific to women do not always reach the negotiating
table. This particularly takes place due to the absence of women’s participation.
It has been observed that women’s political mobilization prior to negotiations and
conferences, and their participation in these summits make a difference in the degree of
attention given to gender equality issues and the pursuit of gender-sensitive approaches in a
wide range of issues, including the drafting of constitutions, implementation of land reform,
access to economic opportunities and development of social policies and strategies.
However, the mere presence of women does not guarantee attention and discussion of
gender issues. Inclusion of gender issues of the agenda, political will and preparation for
the discussion tables is also needed.
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Nevertheless, it is not only the responsibility of women ambassadors to address
women´s concerns and to analyze the impact that an issue has or may have on the female
population. All actors in peace processes have the responsibility, and capacity, to ensure
attention to gender equality concerns in peace agreements.

4.1.2 Elimination of Discrimination against Women in the United Nations
There are different ways of how can discrimination against women could be still
addressed in the United Nations. For example, the United Nations, relevant to the staff
working in the Secretariat, stipulates equal pay for an equivalent work, indifferent of the
gender of the employee. This principle of equal remuneration, included in various
conventions and recommendations of the International Labor Organization (ILO) and in the
CEDAW, exhorts to take all appropriate measures to ensure the right of women to equal
benefits and equal treatment in respect of work of equal value. In the Nairobi ForwardLooking Strategies, it was stipulated that by 1995 the United Nations system should
complete its work on the methodological aspects of measuring pay inequities between
women and men
Nevertheless, there is another aspect that should be taken in consideration to the
principle of equal payment. As discussed in Chapter 3, the majority of women participating
in the United Nations are gathered in the lower positions, such as in the General Service
category and in the P-1 and P-2 levels of the Professional category. On the other hand there
is a great percentage of men working on the higher levels of the Secretariat: the UnderSecretary-General, Assistant-Secretary-General and Director category. Therefore, the
positions where women are employed in the United Nations are lower-paid jobs and there is
a majority of men working in the higher levels with better remuneration. Taking in account,
even though the principle of equitable payment might be respected, there is a salary
difference in practice between the female staff and the male staff at the United Nations.
The economic inequity is not the main problem. Because the highest positions
related to power and decision making are mostly occupied by men, the United Nations
system reflect androcentric thinking in other ways; for example, sexual harassment against
women in the United Nations is a major issue which for years has been repeatedly raised by
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the former Ad Hoc Group on Equal Rights for Women (now know as Group on Equal
Rights for Women). While women don’t gain access to decision-making positions within
the United Nations system, they will be unable to influence the system towards a reform on
global issues than concern women specially, to contribute with a female perspective on
issues such as safety and security, and much less have access to influence United Nations
government programmes of the State Members.
Claire de Hedervary, in her chapter United Nations: “Good grief, there are women
here!”, argues that there will only be a truly nondiscriminatory and effective United Nations
when finally there are women Secretaries-General that are allowed to serve. Elimination of
discrimination of all forms against women will be reached when more than half (reflecting
the global majority of women population), of all Under-Secretaries-General, AssistantSecretaries-General, Directors and other policy-makers are women, and when many women
represent countries as full ambassadorial delegates at the General Assembly and the
Security Council.
The report prepared by the UNIFEM on the Progress of the world´s women on
2008/2009 argues that the achievement of gender equality depends upon building the
accountability of power holders to women so that power holders are answerable for
meeting commitments to women’s rights and gender equality. That way, the managers or
directors are also responsible for the discrimination that is perpetuated in their departments.
This is also one of the aims of the Staff Selection Special measures, where the manager is
to be held accountable for not reaching the gender targets in his or her department and for
hiring a man when there was a woman candidate equally qualified and the gender targets
haven’t been reached on his or her department.

4.2 An evaluation of new proposals oriented to increase female participation

The mechanisms that ensure equal participation of different countries and regions of
the world have an effect and are successful within the different organs of the United
Nations. The General Assembly decided to implement an equitable geographical rotation
between 5 different regions of the world (Africa, Asia, Eastern Europe, Latin America and
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Western Europe)15. This mechanism applies in the Presidency of the General Assembly and
in the First Committee, concerned with Political Affairs. The other five Committees don’t
abide strictly by it, but an alternation between regions is reached informally. In the Security
Council the Presidency is alternated one month in alphabetical order to each country
member of the Security Council, thus guaranteeing the participation of the permanent and
non-permanent members. The Secretariat has quotas concerning to each countries and post
subject to geographical distribution.
Just like there are mechanisms that ensure equal representation of regions, respected
and abided by the member States in the General Assembly in relation to the election of
presidents of the General Assembly and chairpersons at the committees, a similar
mechanism could be implemented ensuring the alternation between female and male
presidents. By gradually alternating female presidents with male presidents in the General
Assembly, just like the system that alternates regions, instead of having a female president
every 30 years or so the General Assembly could be presided periodically by women. This
system could be as simple as the one used for regional alternation; male candidates would
be Presidents or chairpersons on the years that end in 0, 2, 4, 6 and 8 and female candidates
would be presidents on the years ending in odd numbers.
Perhaps, if a system of periodically alternating male presidents with female
presidents is agreed on the General Assembly, countries wouldn’t feel that their chances of
having a member of their national delegations serving as President of General Assembly or
as chairperson of the six main Committees of the General Assembly are at risk by sending a
female ambassador as part of their delegations. Countries will actually have an incentive for
nominating and supporting female candidates for high level posts in the General Assembly,
and female participation in the General Assembly will increase.
Nevertheless, before proposing new measures for reaching female and male equal
participation on the main organs of the United Nations, different aspects must be taken in
consideration. First, as the General Assembly considered during its first session, it would
be inadvisable that the General Assembly should make any definite recommendation to
national delegations in reference to their composition, in order to address gender balance in
15

The following key was applied in years ending 0 and 5 the presidency will be assigned to Western
European and other countries; in years ending on 1 and 6 to Asia, in 2 and 7 to Eastern Europe, in 3 and 8
Latin America 4 and 9 to Africa.
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the sessions of the General Assembly. After all, the United Nations organs only have power
of recommendation; and there is even a special category of recommendations16 that can
violate Art 2(7).
Article 2(7) of the Charter of the United Nations provides that the United Nations
won’t be authorized by what is prescribed in the Charter as “to intervene in matters which
are essentially within the domestic jurisdiction of any state or shall require the Members to
submit such matters to settlement under the present Charter” (United Nations Charter).
Article 2(7) embodies one of the basic principles of the Organization, making national
jurisdiction a restraint applicable to all organization action. Its purpose is to protect the
sovereignty of the member States within the limits of international law. Article 2(7) applies
to all organs of the United Nations and to all their activities.
However, the disadvantage (or advantage, depending on the point of view) of what
is prescribed in this article is that the interpretation of this article does not give a clear
indication as to the purpose that underlies the concept. This function of sovereignty,
prescribed by the Article 2(7), as an expression of self-determination and democracy has
sometimes been played down not because sovereignty has so often been invoked as a shield
by governments in occasions where they “were not true expressions of the selfdetermination of the peoples they purported to represent” (Nolte, 2002, p. 151).
This specific restriction can explain the reluctance of the General Assembly to
implement a mechanism that, in a way, could force Member States to increase the number
of female ambassadors in its national delegations. However, as this mechanism would not
be a recommendation of the General Assembly addressed to the Member States related to
the composition of national delegations, it is not definite that this will be considered as an
intervention of the United Nations on national jurisdiction. Plus, in recent United Nations
practice more and more matters17 are no longer recognized as belonging to the domestic
jurisdiction of the State.
Another matter to be considered in relation to a new mechanism that could
alternate male and female Presidency at the General Assembly is the relevance and the
16

This special category of recommendation refers to the ones that are calculated to exercise direct pressure,
likely to be followed by measures of enforcement, upon the State in a matter which is essentially within the
domestic jurisdiction of a State (Jennings & Watts, 1996).
17
The most important field that it is still considered as a matter of national jurisdiction as prescribed in article
2(7) is the question of electoral monitoring.
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possible impact of this effort of reaching gender balance at the General Assembly. Even
though significant initiatives relevant to the status of women in the Secretariat have been
discussed, proposed and approved as Recommendations or Resolutions in the Security
Council and the General Assembly, it should be considered that these are organs based on
the participation of States Members, not on the individuals.
Diplomats representing its national delegations come and go, and are often
changed, being appointed by the shifting governments of their respective countries. But the
consistent, ongoing work of the United Nations is done through the Specialized Agencies,
the Regional Commissions and the Secretariat (de Hedervary, 1996). Nevertheless, the role
of the General Assembly and the Security Council in addressing the matter of women
participation shouldn’t be underestimated. The gender targets were established trough
Recommendations of the General Assembly and Resolution 1325 was endorsed by the
Security Council.
As seen in Chapter 2 the main mechanisms that create direct obligations (gender
targets, Staff Selection special measures and the Action Plan of Resolution 1325) are aimed
at the Secretariat of the United Nations. While the Article 8 of the United Nations Charter
establishes the grounds for the elimination of discrimination in the United Nations system
and addresses Member States and the United Nations system as a whole, it doesn’t provide
an indication of which instruments should be used to achieve its goals neither who is will
be rendered responsible. Even though the Members States are addressed on several
recommendations and resolutions in matters related to gender balance, these only mention
vaguely an exhortation for the Member States to increase the number of qualified candidate
women as ambassadors in the General Assembly and Security Council and in order to be
considered in the roster of candidates for high level vacancies in the United Nations system.
But until now there is not a mechanism that aims directly to increase female
participation at the General Assembly and the Security Council. This not only demonstrates
on one hand the absence of efforts and other, due to the fact that there has only been 3
female Presidents of the General Assembly, the need of creating a mechanism that address
this situation. The lack of a mechanism that deals with the situation of gender balance (or
unbalance in this case) can be explained because the General Assembly and the Security
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Council represent countries, and not individuals. It may be subject of discussion whether an
equal representation of gender it’s substantial or not.
In contrast, the staff working in the Secretariat does not represent their country, but
the United Nations itself. The post percentage that is subject to geographical distributions
intends to guarantee representation from all the Member States, and thus the character of
universality of the United Nations. But even this percentage of staff appointed under the
positions subject to geographical distribution does not represent their countries while hired
at the Secretariat, they represent and work for the United Nations.
If the United Nations intends to credibly exhort the Member States to increase the
number of women in its national delegations, to eliminate all forms of discrimination
against women and to widen the roster of female candidates for high level posts, then the
United Nations must address the improvement of the situations of women in the Secretariat.
In order to avoid a serious loss of credibility in an area where the United Nations wants to
provide worldwide leadership, and to finally respond after more of three decades of General
Assembly resolutions on advancing the status of women in the Secretariat, the United
Nations need to provide the achievements and the effectiveness of its programmes. Maybe
that can explain why the majority of the mechanisms are addressed to the United Nations
Secretariat and the greater impact is intended to take place at the Secretariat, of all of the
main organs of the United Nations18.

4.3 Obstacles and barriers in the United Nations

After analyzing the efforts that the United Nations has made aiming for the
elimination of discrimination and equal participation of men and women in the Secretariat,
the question: what has kept the United Nations Secretariat from achieving the goals set by
the General Assembly? may arise. As seen in chapter 2, the more recent programmes have
concentrated on achieving numerical targets of professional women staff. Analysis of the
situation has not been systematic and well-focused, but the available statistics do show
unsatisfactory or poor progress in almost all areas.
18

Those being the Secretariat, the Security Council, the General Assembly, the International Court of Justice,
the ECOSOC and the Trusteeship Council.

78 |

Chapter 4: Considerations on female participation in the United Nations

The JIU identified the major obstacles to women's advancement. These were
recruitment, career development, work/family-related issues, and grievance redress
systems. Even though these obstacles have been identified and talked about, they have been
scarcely reduced.
The obstacle of recruitment refers to the continuing failure to significantly increase
the number of professional women staff despite the special recruiting arrangements. These
new recruitment tactics and numerical targets are proving to be not sufficient, since
successful recruitment depended largely on the institutional climate and top management
commitment within the Secretariat. The decisions in the United Nations related to
recruitment are still sometimes made on subjective criteria or the continuation of past
practices. Many internal and external criticisms have been made of an "old boy network" in
the United Nations Secretariat. This "old boy" process diminishes rather than ensures equal
opportunities for the identification and employment of well-qualified women (Daes, EricaIrene, 1994).
Career development covers aspects such as competent supervision, mentoring,
training, rotation, and progressively challenging assignments. The Secretary-General
Boutros Boutros-Ghali signaled that this process, controlled mainly by the departments
throughout the Organization, appears in many instances to favor the career needs of men.
The lack of women's advancement has its roots both in women's confinement to "serviceoriented" occupations in the General Service category (primarily administrative), and in the
attitudes of supervisors who give more consideration to men's careers than to women's
(Daes, Erica-Irene, 1994).
Work/family-related issues continue to be important for the United Nations and
other organizations of the United Nations system. Especially for women, but also for men,
supportive policies on these issues have a potentially significant correlation with enhanced
productivity, job satisfaction, and reduced absenteeism. Even after programmes that focus
specially in improving the situation of this area, general progress has been as slow as in
other human resources areas. The United Nations could serve as a role model in
work/family related issues, but it presently does not.
The 1985 action programme that emerged from the Nairobi conference of ForwardLooking Strategies stated that much had been done during the 1975-1985 decade to meet
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women's needs, particularly by amending home leave provisions to end male/female
discrimination, relaxing restrictions on the employment of spouses, and increasing the
duration of maternity leave. At the same time, the programme identified further
improvement areas such as work scheduling, child care arrangements, and improvement of
working environments, especially for General Service staff (Daes, Erica-Irene, 1994).

Two main structural barriers can be identified within the United Nations Secretariat
that hinder the advancement of women in the Secretariat. One is known as the “sticky
floor”. This refers to all limits on women´s mobility past entry-levels jobs. As shown in
Chapter 3 the greatest percentage of women in the Secretariat is concentrated in the entry
levels of the Professional category: the P-2 and the P-3.
The “glass ceiling” refers to limits on women´s mobility past an invisible, but
solid, upper limit (Schwartz, 1989). In the United Nations the “glass ceiling” can be
identified in the Assistant-Secretary-General and, especially, in the Under-SecretaryGeneral levels. In order to increase the percentage of female participation in the Secretariat
women must try to lift themselves up of the “sticky floor” and bang her heads against the
“glass ceiling”.
Furthermore, it would seem that the “glass ceiling” that prevents women from
rising to the higher levels of the hierarchy of the United Nations, also works to the sides, as
a type of a barrier that could be consider as “glass walls”. As seen in chapter 3, the main
participation of women at the higher levels such as Under-Secretary-General and AssistantSecretary-General is in areas concerned with children, education and other social aspects
while there is marked absence of women at areas such as political affairs, safety, security
and trade.
This is also the case of female participation in the General Assembly, making that
the third Committee, which discusses social issues, is known as the “Ladies Committee”,
while the first Committee that deals with political issues has a very low rate of female
participation. Cynthia Enloe discusses the possibility that the reason for the absence of
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women in the Security Council may be because this organ deals mainly with international
safety and security, those being “male affairs”19 (1993).
Other challenges encountered by United Nations system entities in achieving gender
balance include: inadequate accountability, monitoring and enforcement mechanisms; lack
of special measures for gender equality; weak integration of focal point systems; weak
implementation of flexible work arrangements; and higher attrition rates for women as
compared to men. Among the recommendations for accelerating progress are senior
leadership sponsorship, enhanced monitoring and accountability, and more rigorous
implementation of existing policies (Improvement of the status of women in the United
Nations system. Report of the Secretary-General A/63/364, 2008). Although there is a
heightened awareness of the imperative for gender balance, the slow trend and pace
achieved towards gender parity seen in chapter 3, requires urgent and intensified action.

Despite the positive efforts undertaken previously described, gender perspectives
are still not systematically incorporated into all activities related to all areas of work within
the United Nations, including those of peace, safety, security and trade. Much remains to be
done to ensure that the existing frameworks, the Recommendations and the Security
Council Resolution 1325 (2000) are fully implemented. The obstacles, barriers, and
challenges to fully utilizing women’s contributions across the wide range of activities of the
United Nations system persist at many levels within the Secretariat of the United Nations.
Finally, one significant area of change has been the strong emphasis by the General
Assembly, the Secretary-General, and staff on new human resources management
approaches. This emphasis, along with a new accountability and responsibility system that
requires the participation of the management personnel, can be of great value not only to
increase Secretariat effectiveness overall, but to finally and firmly achieve the General
Assembly's and Secretary-General's long-stated policies for advancement of the status of
women in the Secretariat.
19

Another interpretation could be that due to the absence of women in the Security Council, this organ
discusses topics mainly related with international safety and security. In the interpretation, there is an
implication that if women´s participation increases in the Security Council, a greater quantity of social issues
will be discussed in the Security Council. For more information see Enloe, C. H. (1993). The morning after:
sexual politics at the end of the Cold War. Los Angeles: University of California Press
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Conclusions
Feminist analysis of international law, gender studies of the composition of the
Secretariat and existing strategies and guidelines within United Nations entities provide a
strong framework for delivering gender perspectives on major issues that affect the world´s
population. The inclusion of a gender perspective in the mainstreaming policy of the United
Nations would permeate the whole multilateral system and facilitate the integration and
coordination of the activities of the United Nations programmes, funds and specialized
agencies.
A feminist perspective in international law is needed in order to expose the
invisibility of women in the structures and international organizations, as well as in the
issues discussed in the agenda. Women find themselves recognized in the category of
“women, indigenous persons and other minorities”. The implication is that women´s issues
are treated as a special or minority concern. Why should women issues (and consequently
women) be treated as a minority, when they numerically constitute a little over half of the
global population? The feminist approaches to international law aim to fundamentally
restructure the traditional international law discourse and methodology in order to
incorporate alternative world views.
Article 8 of the Charter of the United Nations prescribes equal rights for men and
women in all UN organs and was included in the Charter as a way to ensure the legitimacy
of women as permanent staff members of international organizations. Article 8 raised
general awareness for gender aspects in the system of the United Nations, and serves as the
cornerstone of a wide spectrum of gender-related activities of the United Nations. For the
United Nations a full compliance with Article 8 implies the full participation of women in
all aspects of the United Nations. This is imperative, not only for reason of equity, but also
to enhance Secretariat effectiveness and the credibility in an area where the United Nations
wants to provide worldwide leadership.
Nevertheless, after more than 5 decades of effort to meet its Charter obligations
under Article 8, after 4 decades of detailed General Assembly resolutions calling for
specific actions to achieve equal treatment of men and women in the Secretariat, and after a
decade of binding resolutions by the Security Council, the United Nations had become all
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too aware of the problem of unequal participation of women and men in the main organs of
the United Nations, but not really much closer to solving it. Women are still heavily
clustered in subordinate positions at the bottom of the pyramid, and they tend to almost
disappear as grade levels rise.
Women still face barriers to their advancement in the Secretariat. There is a “sticky
floor” that concentrates women at the entry levels of the Professional Category and at the
General Service category, a “glass ceiling” that impedes them to rise to the higher levels of
decision making in the Secretariat, and even a barrier that marginalize women´s
participation from areas dedicated to political affairs, safety, security, international peace,
drugs and trade. These obstacles, barriers, and challenges to fully utilizing women’s
contributions across the wide range of activities of the United Nations system persist at
many levels and many areas within the Secretariat of the United Nations.
Indeed, the presence of men in the United Nations system actually duplicates the
percentage of women staff. Although women participation has increased, the "equitable
balance" which the General Assembly sought initially for 1980, and has been postponed
continuously, has been only recently reached at the P-1 and P-2 levels of the Professional
category. Remarkably, these levels are not only the lower levels of the Professional
category, but also the ones with less population in their category, so even if gender parity
has been achieved at these levels the equivalent percentage of women is relatively small.
Even at higher post of the General Assembly the goal of equal participation is very
far from being reached. With only three female presidents in its history, the General
Assembly is not abiding by the standard recommended through its recommendations to the
Secretariat and failing to provide an example to the Secretariat. Even more, the gap
between one female president and the other has widened, implying that progress achieved is
actually going backwards. Between the first (1953) and the second (1969) female president
there was a gap of 16 years, but there was not a third female president until 2006, 37 years
later. In the Security Council, concerned mainly with issues related to international peace,
security and military actions, female participation is still limited with few women heading
its national delegations and presiding over the Security Council. In the last 10 years there
were only 17 female ambassadors, out of a total of 168, presiding over the Security Council
and leading their national delegations.
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The failure of the United Nations to improve significantly the position of women
within it is, in part, due to the fact that the implementation of General Assembly targets
within the UN bureaucracy has historically attracted little active support from the UN
administration. The different programmes established by the UN (the Action Program of
Nairobi and the Action Plan of implementation of Resolution 1325, for example) to
encourage the recruitment of women were described by the United Nations Joint Inspection
Unit (an independent body created by the General Assembly to audit UN practices) as
apathetic and indecisive. They are strong at determining gender targets, but weak on
establishing responsibility and accountability for the implementation of these programmes.
Responsibility for programmes promoting the recruitment of women in the United Nations
is consistently shifted from one manager to the other.
The efforts made by the United Nations may be compared to some extent with the
ones undertaken by other International Organizations. The European Union, since its
inception, considers the equality between men and women as a fundamental principle.
Article 119 of the Treaty of Rome is the basis for a complete juridical frame consisting of
Directives, resolutions from the European Court of Justice and other legislation (Figueroa,
2006). The many cases presented to the European Court of Justice favored a constant
reinterpretation of the meaning and the obligations that emanate from the article 119. On
the contrary, the few cases resolved by the UNAT concerning Article 8 of the Charter of
the United Nations constrain the possibilities of having a clearer definition of the meaning
of an article that has, a discussed before, many limitations based on the way that is
phrased. This incomplete interpretation can explain the difficulty of establishing the
obligations of the Member States and the main organs of the United Nations, as well as the
designing of concrete practical measures to be implemented in the UN system.
The relevance of the efforts towards increasing female participation in the United
Nations has raised a debate and is subject to different critics. From one perspective, the
absence of women may implicate a violation of human rights due to a direct or indirect
discrimination on the basis of sex. The United Nations has an institutional commitment to
human rights and the equality of women and men through it Charter; as well as a vow to
eliminate all forms of discrimination against women through the CEDAW.
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However it could also be argued that the major concerns of the United Nations do
not have a gendered dimension; international peace, safety and security and peacekeeping
are political and social concerns that equally affect women and men. From this perspective
the absence of women at the discussion tables and the slow rates of the advancement of
women in the Secretariat is not a concern.
The evidence of the effects of women´s participation decision-making positions at
international organizations is complex, and can be analyzed from different perspectives. It
is unsure how women´s equal participation (if and when is achieved) would affect the
agenda and priorities of the United Nations. Evidence so far is the inclusion of genderbased violence within the definition of war crimes, crimes against humanity and as
components of the crime of genocide in the statutes of the two International Tribunals
created by the Security Council to address crimes committed in the former Yugoslavia and
in Rwanda (the Rome Statute of the International Criminal Court and the statute of the
Special Court for Sierra Leone). And, as Kofi Annan pointed out, “if women do not
participate in the decision-making structures of a society, they are unlikely to become
involved in decisions about the conflict or the peace process that follows”.

While the relevance of these efforts can be questioned and criticized (as well as
defended) from multiple perspectives, the issue of how to make these mechanisms truly
effective remains. Achieving equality for women inside the United Nations system requires
commitment from senior management who must be held responsible for hiring and
promoting more women, and from member states who must commit to propose qualified
women to fill vacancies. In order to achieve the goals of equal participation, practical
measures and measures are needed.
Strategies, as well as the action plans established decades ago, should be monitored
and modernized, and the organizational culture should be studied in order to identify the
particular barriers that contribute to discriminate women during promotion and recruitment.
Moreover, the responsibility for the unequal participation of women in the United Nations
rests both in with Member States, which play a very significant role in the composition of
the Secretariat, as well as in the General Assembly and Security Council, and with the
Secretariat own management and administration.
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While increasing the participation of women in the United Nations is only one
aspect of the broader project of enhancing the United Nation´s future, it is essential for
increasing the United Nations´ effectiveness and accountability. The issue of the absence of
women from United Nations decision-making processes transversally cuts across all the
commonly identified concerns about the future of the United Nations. Some of these
concerns are the United Nations role in international security, peacekeeping monitoring, the
promotion of economic development, its bureaucracy inefficiency and financial
accountability, the position of the Secretary-General, the protection of human rights and the
environment, and the membership of and relationship between the various United Nations
bodies and institutions.
Action is needed now to convert the strong policy words of the General Assembly
Recommendations and the Resolutions of the Security Council. Only with decisive actions,
strong policies and well planned strategies can the United Nations finally begin to establish
an integrated and dynamic human resources management system.
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Table I. Percentage of women in the Professional and higher categories from 1998 to 2008

Source: The Status of Women in the United Nations Secretariat. (2008, Junio 30). Retrieved March
7, 2010, from OSAGI. Office of the Sepcial Adviser on Gender Issues and Advancement of
Women.

Gender

Balance

Statistics:

http://www.un.org/womenwatch/osagi/pdf/status%20of%20women%20in%20UN%20Secretariat.p
df

Table II. All staff under contract with the United Nations Secretariat by Department,
category and gender 2009.
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Source: Composition of the Secretariat. Report of the Secretary-General A/64/352. (2009,
September 15). New York: United Nations General Assembly.

Table III. Presidents of the Security Council 2000-2009

2009
1
2
3
4
5
6
7
8
9
10
11
12
13

January
January
February
March
March
April
April
May
May
June
June
July
July

Mr. Jean-Maurice Ripert
Mr. Bernard Kouchner
Mr. Yukio Takasu
Mr. Ibrahim Dabbashi
Mr. Abdurrahman Mohamed Shalgham
Mr. Claude Heller
Ms. Patricia Espinosa
Mr. Vitaly Churkin
Mr. Sergey V. Lavrov
Mr. Baki Ilkin
Mr. Ahmet Davutoğlu
Mr. Ruhakana Rugunda
Mr. Sam Kutesa

France
France
Japan
Libya
Libya
Mexico
Mexico
Russia
Russia
Turkey
Turkey
Uganda
Uganda

1
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14
15
16
17
18
19
20

August
September
September
September
October
November
December

Mr. John Sawers
Ms. Susan Rice
Mr. Barack Obama
Ms. Hillary Clinton
Mr. Lê Lương Minh
Mr. Thomas Mayr-Harting
Mr. Michel Kafando

United Kingdom
United States
United States
United States
Vietnam
Austria
Burkina Fasso

2
3

2008
21 January
22 February
March
23 April
24 May
25 June
26 June
27 July
28 August
September
29 September
30 September
31 October
32 October
33 November
34 November
35 November
36 November
37 December
38 December
39 December

Mr. Giadalla Ettalhi
Mr. Ricardo Alberto Arias
Mr. Vitaly Churkin
Mr. Dumisani S. Kumalo
Ms. Karen Pierce
Mr. Zalmay Khalilzad
Mr. Alejandro Wolff
Mr. Lê Lương Minh
Mr. Jan Grauls
Mr. Michael Kafando
Mr. Blaise Compaoré
Mr. Bedouma Alain Yoda
Mr. Zhang Yesui
Mr. Liu Zhenmin
Mr. Jorge Urbina
Mr. Oscar Arias Sánchez
Mr. Saul Weisleder
Mr. Jorge Ballestero
Mr. Neven Jurica
Mr. Stjepan Mesic
Mr. Ivo Sanader

Libya
Panama
Russia
South Africa
United Kingdom
United States
United States
Vietnam
Belgium
Burkina Faso
Burkina Faso
Burkina Faso
People´s Republic of China
People´s Republic of China
Costa Rica
Costa Rica
Costa Rica
Costa Rica
Croatia
Croatia
Croatia

2007
40
41
42

43
44
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January
February
March
April
April
May
May
June
July

Mr. Vitaly Churkin
Mr. Peter Burian
Mr. Dumisano S. Kumalo
Sir Emyr Jones Parry
Ms. Karen Pierce
Mr. Zalmay Khalilzad
Mr. Alejandro Wolff
Mr. Johan Verbeke
Mr. Wang Guangya

Russia
Slovakia
South Africa
United Kingdom
United Kingdom
United States
United States
Belgium
People´s Republic of China

4
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45 August
September
September
46 October
47 November
48 December

Mr. Pascal Gayama
Mr. Jean-Maurice Ripert
Mr. Bernard Kouchner
Mr. Leslie K. Christian
Mr. Marty Natalegawa
Mr. Marcello Spatafora

Republic of the Congo
France
France
Ghana
Indonesia
Italy
2006

49 January
50 February
March
April
51 May
May
June
52 July
53 August
54 September
55 October
56 November
57 December
58 December

Mr. Augustine P. Mahiga
Mr. John R. Bolton
Mr. César Mayoral
Mr. Wang Guangya
Mr. Basile Ikouébé
Mr. Pascal Gayama
Ms. Ellen Margrethe Løj
Mr. Jean-Marc de La Sablière
Mr. Nana Effah-Apenteng
Mr. Adamantios Vassilakis
Mr. Kenzo Oshima
Mr. Jorge Voto-Bernales
Mr. Nassir Abdulaziz al-Nasser
Mr. Mutlaq Majed al-Qahtani

Tanzania
United States
Argentina
People´s Republic of China
Republic of Congo
Republic of Congo
Denmark
France
Ghana
Greece
Japan
Peru
Qatar
Qatar

2005
59
60
61
62
63
64
65
66
67
68
69

70
71

January
January
February
February
March
April
April
May
May
May
June
June
June
July
August
September
September

Mr. Cesar Mayoral
Mr. Rafael Antonio Bielsa
Mr. Joel W. Adechi
Mr. Rogatien Biaou
Mr. Ronaldo Mota Sardenberg
Mr. Wang Guangya
Mr. Zhang Yishan
Ms. Ellen Margrethe Loj
Mr. Lars Faaborg-Andersen
Mr. Per Stig Moller
Mr. Jean-Marc de la Sabliere
Mr. Michel Duclos
Mrs. Brigitte Collet
Mr. Adamantios Vassilakis
Mr. Kenzo Oshima
Mr. Lauro L. Baja
Mr. Bayani Mercado

Argentina
Argentina
Benin
Benin
Brazil
China
China
Denmark
Denmark
Denmark
France
France
France
Greece
Japan
Philippines
Philippines

5

6
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72 October
73 October
74 November
December

Mr. Mihnea Motoc
Mr. Mihai Răzvan Ungureanu
Mr. Andrey Denisov
Sir Emyr Jones Parry

Romania
Romania
Russia
United Kingdom

2004
75 January
76 January
February
March
77 March
78 April
79 April
80 May
81 May
June
82 June
July
83 July
84 July
85 August
86 September
87 September
October
88 October
89 October
90 November
91 November
92 December
93 December

94
95
96
97
98
99
100
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January
January
February
February
March
March
April
April
May

Mr. Heraldo Munoz
Ms. Maria Soledad Alvear Valenzuela
Mr. Wang Guangya
Mr. Jean-Marc de la Sabliere
Mr. Pierre-Andre Wiltzer
Mr. Gunter Pleuger
Ms. Kerstin Muller
Mr. Munir Akram
Mr. Khurshid M. Kasuri
Mr. Lauro L. Baja
Ms. Delia Doming-Albert
Mr. Mihnea Motoc
Mr. Adrian Nastase
Mr. Mircea Geoana
Mr. Andrey Denisov
Mr. Juan Antonio Yanez-Barnuevo
Mr. Miguel Angel Moratinos Cuyaube
Sir Emyr Jones Parry
Mr. Bill Rammell
Mr. Adam Thomson
Mr. John C. Danforth
Ms. Anne W. Patterson
Mr. Abdallah Baali
Mr. Abdelaziz Belkhadem

Chile
Chile
China
France
France
Germany
Germany
Pakistan
Pakistan
Philippines
Philippines
Romania
Romania
Romania
Russian Federation
Spain
Spain
United Kingdom
United Kingdom
United Kingdom
United States of America
United States of America
Algeria
Algeria

2003
Mr. Jean-Marc de la Sabliere
Mr. Dominique Galouzeau de Villepin
Mr. Gunter Pleuger
Mr. Joschka Fischer
Mr. Francis Lonseny Fall
Mr. Mamady Traore
Mr. Adolfo Aguilar Zinser
Mr. Luis Ernesto Derbez Bautista
Mr. Munir Akram

France
France
Germany
Germany
Guinea
Guinea
Mexico
Mexico
Pakistan

7

8

9

10
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101
102
103
104
105
106
107
108
109
110
111

May
June
July
July
July
August
August
September
September
October
October
November
December
December

Mr. Khurshid M. Kasuri
Mr. Sergey Lavrov
Mr. Inocencio F. Arias
Ms. Ana Menendez
Ms. Ana Palacio
Mr. Mikhail Wehbe
Mr. Fayssal Mekdad
Sir Emyr Jones Parry
Mr. Jack Straw
Mr. John D. Negroponte
Mr. James B. Cunningham
Mr. Ismael Gaspar Martins
Mr. Stefan Tafrov
Mr. Solomon Passy

Pakistan
Russian Federation
Spain
Spain
Spain
Syria
Syria
United Kingdom
United Kingdom
United States of America
United States of America
Angola
Bulgaria
Bulgaria

11
12

2002
112 January
113 January
February
114 March
115 March
April
116 May
117 May
June
June
118 July
119 July
120 August
121 August
September
September
122 September
123 September
124 October
November
125 November
126 December
127 December

Mr. Jagdish Koonjul
Mr. Anil Kumarsingh Gayan
Mr. Adolfo Aguilar Zinser
Mr. Ole Peter Kolby
Mr. Jan Petersen
Mr. Sergey Lavrov
Mr. Kishore Mahbubani
Mr. Shunmugam Jayakumar
Mr. Mikhail Wehbe
Mr. Farouk Al-Sharaa
Sir Jeremy Greenstock
Baroness Valerie Amos
Mr. John D. Negroponte
Mr. James B. Cunningham
Mr. Solomon Passy
Mr. Stefan Tafrov
Mr. Georgi Parvanov
Mr. Rayko Raytchev
Mr. Martin Belinga-Eboutou
Mr. Zhang Yishan
Mr. Wang Yingfan
Mr. Alfonso Valdivieso
Ms. Carolina Barco Isakson

Mauritius
Mauritius
Mexico
Norway
Norway
Russian Federation
Singapore
Singapore
Syria
Syria
United Kingdom
United Kingdom
United States of America
United States of America
Bulgaria
Bulgaria
Bulgaria
Bulgaria
Cameroon
China
China
Colombia
Colombia
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2001
128
129
130
131
132
133
134
135
136
137
138
139
140
141
142
143
144
145

January
January
February
February
March
March
March
April
May
June
June
July
August
August
September
October
October
November
November
November
December

Mr. Kishore Mahbubani
Mr. Shunmugam Jayakumar
Mr. Said Ben Mustapha
Mr. Habib Ben Yahia
Mr. Valeriy Kuchinski
Mr. Vlodymyr Yel'chenko
Mr. Anatoliy Zlenko
Sir Jeremy Greenstock
Mr. James B. Cunningham
Mr. Anwarul Karim Chowdhury
Mr. Abdus Samad Azad
Mr. Wang Yingfan
Mr. Guillermo Fernandez de Soto
Mr. Alfonso Valdivieso
Mr. Jean-David Levitte
Mr. Richard Ryan
Mr. Brian Cowen
Ms. Patricia Durrant
Mr. Patterson
Mr. Keith D. Knight
Mr. Moctar Ouane

Singapore
Singapore
Tunisia
Tunisia
Ukraine
Ukraine
Ukraine
United Kingdom
United States of America
Bangladesh
Bangladesh
China
Colombia
Colombia
France
Ireland
Ireland
Jamaica
Jamaica
Jamaica
Mali
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2000
146
147
148
149
150

151
152

153
154
155
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January
January
January
February
February
March
March
April
April
May
June
July
July
August
September
September

Mr. Al Gore
Mr. Richard Holbrooke
Ms. Madeleine K. Albright
Mr. Arnaldo Manuel Listre
Mr. Adalberto Rodriguez Giavarini
Mr. Anwarul Karim Chowdhury
Mr. Abdus Samad Azad
Mr. Lloyd Axworthy
Mr. Robert R. Fowler
Mr. Wang Yingfan
Mr. Jean-David Levitte
Ms. Patricia Durrant
Mr. Paul Robertson
Mr. Agam Hasmy
Mr. Moctar Ouane
Mr. Alpha Oumar Konare

United States of America
United States of America
United States of America
Argentina
Argentina
Bangladesh
Bangladesh
Canada
Canada
China
France
Jamaica
Jamaica
Malaysia
Mali
Mali
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156
157
158
159
160

October
October
November
November
November
December

161 January
February
February
162 March
163 April
164 May
165 June
166 July
July
August
August
September
September
October
167 November
168 November
December
December

Mr. Martin Andjaba
Mr. Theo-Ben Gurirab
Mr. Peter van Walsum
Mr. Jozias van Aartsen
Ms. Eveline Herfkens
Mr. Sergey V. Lavrov

Namibia
Namibia
Netherlands
Netherlands
Netherlands
Russian Federation

1999
Mr. Celso Luiz Nunes Amorim
Mr. Robert R. Fowler
Mr. Lloyd Axworthy
Mr. Qin Huasun
Mr. Alain Dejammet
Mr. Denis Dangue Rewaka
Mr. Baboucarr-Blaise I. Jagne
Mr. Sayed Hamid Albar
Mr. Agam Hasmy
Mr. Martin Andjaba
Mr. Theo Ben Gurirab
Mr. A. Peter van Walsum
Mr. Jozias van Aartsen
Mr. Sergey Lavrov
Mr. Danilo Turk
Mr. Boris Frlec
Sir Jeremy Greenstock
Mr. Peter Hain

Brazil
Canada
Canada
China
France
Gabon
Gambia
Malaysia
Malaysia
Namibia
Namibia
Netherlands
Netherlands
Russian Federation
Slovenia
Slovenia
United Kingdom
United Kingdom
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Source: United Nations Documentation: Research Guide. Presidents of the Security Council
in…..(n.d.) Retrieved March 12, 2010 from http://www.un.org/depts/dhl/resguide/scpres.htm
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