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Agenda item 11

High-Level Forum on Women’s Rights, with Hadja Lahbib, European Commissioner for Equality, Preparedness and Crisis Management, linked to the adoption of opinions SOC/798 Violence against women as a human rights issue: state of play of measures across the EU and SOC/821 on the EESC contribution to the EU's priorities at the UNCSW69, and to the EESC’s participation in the 69th UN Commission on the Status of Women
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The EESC President, Oliver Röpke, asked the Committee to turn to agenda item 11 – the debate on the High-Level Forum on Women’s Rights.

Mr Röpke opened the debate by emphasising the importance of the EESC’s participation in the upcoming UN Commission on the Status of Women (CSW) for the second year in a row. He stressed the need to counter backlash against women’s rights at both EU and global level. He called for an intersectional approach to gender equality and raised concerns over unreported cases of violence against women. He also announced a joint Declaration with the African Union ECOSOCC in conjunction with the UNCSW69. 

Ms Holst (DK-III), president of the EESC’s Ad-hoc Group on Equality, highlighted the EESC’s commitment to mainstreaming gender equality, and pointed to findings from the EESC equality survey. She stressed the persistent discrimination and violence against women with disabilities. She expressed regret over the European Commission’s withdrawal of the horizontal Anti-discrimination Directive.

Panel 1: Contribution to the 69th UN Commission on the Status of Women

Florence Raes, Director of the UN Women Brussels Office, noted that nearly 30 years after the Beijing Platform for Action, progress had been made but challenges remained. She pointed to the UN Secretary-General’s upcoming political declaration covering twelve priorities centred around six clusters: 1) inclusive development, shared prosperity and decent work; 2) poverty eradication, social protection and social services, 3) freedom from violence, stigma and stereotypes; 4) participation, accountability and gender-responsive institutions, 5) peaceful and inclusive societies, and 6) environmental conservation, climate action and resilience-building. She warned that, at the current pace, it would take 136 years for women to achieve equality. While the EU had made progress in areas such as board representation and the care strategy, she stressed that funding remained a key challenge when it came to implementing frameworks, at a time when aid faced ideological and financial threats. She emphasised the role of the Multi-Annual Financial Framework (MFF) in addressing the risks of digital and climate transitions leading to the further marginalisation of women.

Carlien Scheele, Director of the European Institute for Gender Equality (EIGE), outlined key findings from the upcoming Beijing+30 report by the EIGE. She highlighted progress, such as the appointment of the first EU Commissioner for Equality, the ratification of the Istanbul Convention by the EU, and the adoption of the Directive on combatting violence against women. However, she flagged persistent challenges, including gender segregation in the labour market, worsening mental health disparities, and alarmingly high rates of violence against women.

Ayşe Yürekli, EU representative at KAGIDER – Women Entrepreneurs of Türkiye, emphasised the need for concrete action to support women entrepreneurs, noting that it was not skills or innovation spirit that was lacking among women, but rather their access to resources. She stressed that gender equality was not just a fairness issue but also an economic necessity, as closing the gender gap in business ownership would drive growth and innovation. She called for gender-smart financing mechanisms, equal market access, and cross-border business networks to bridge the funding gap and empower women. She also highlighted the need for procurement policies that allocate a fair share to women-led businesses as well as the need to leverage the digital and green transitions to promote inclusion.

Maria Nikolopoulou (ES-II), rapporteur for EESC opinion SOC/821, outlined the opinion’s focus on the six priorities identified by UN Women. She stressed the need for concrete action, including measures to promote gender equality in elections through mechanisms like zip lists and shared mandates. She highlighted the disproportionate impact of the green transition on women, particularly in the Global South and rural areas, and called for targeted policies to address these challenges. In the digital transition, she emphasised the importance of training and equal access to technology in preventing further gender disparities. She advocated a European care guarantee ensuring women’s equal access to services and the labour market, observing that a gender salary gap led to an even wider pension gap. Finally, she called for an EU external strategy on feminist diplomacy to strengthen gender equality globally.

Interventions by EESC members

Mariya Mincheva (BG-I) stressed that progress in women’s rights should not be taken for granted given the persistence of violence and economic and social dependence – a situation calling for wide-scale education efforts.

Giulia Barbucci (IT-II) underlined the importance of the upcoming CSW session in order to review the challenges and progress thirty years after the Beijing Declaration. Europe’s leadership role was key in areas such as the fight against violence, healthcare and labour inclusion.

Marjolein Quist (NL-III) called for greater support for women’s rights and civil society organisations and for investment in gender equality in the labour market, as the issue cost the EU an estimated EUR 370 billion a year.

Responses from panellists

Ms Raes noted the increasing challenges faced by women’s organisations in Europe and the opportunities for learning by listening to experiences from the Global South. Ms Scheele emphasised the importance of disaggregated data in addressing intersectional discrimination. Ms Yürekli argued that gender equality was also an economic imperative and a key condition for EU competitiveness. Ms Nikolopoulou highlighted the shrinking space for women's organisations, the need for education that included men, and stronger support for survivors of gender-based violence.

Keynote speech: Hadja Lahbib, European Commissioner for Equality, Preparedness and Crisis Management

Commissioner Hadja Lahbib highlighted the global backlash against women’s rights. She observed that the EU was still one of the best places for women globally, which did not mean that the challenges were not serious. Ms Lahbib described violence against women as a societal poison, with one in three EU women experiencing it, costing billions of Euros annually. She underlined the importance of the EU’s accession to the Istanbul Convention and the first ever EU directive on gender-based violence. Ms Lahbib informed the audience that, in spring 2025, the European Commission would hold workshops with Member States to ensure the directive’s full implementation by June 2027. She mentioned the Beijing+30 review process, welcoming the EESC’s initiative to adopt an opinion to feed into the related discussions at the upcoming UN CSW session. Ms Lahbib announced the publication in March 2025 of the European Commission’s Roadmap for Women’s Rights, a compass for EU action in the area, including a focus on challenges such as new technologies and economic inclusion. She invited all of the EU institutions to contribute to this guiding framework for gender mainstreaming. Ms Lahbib also announced that initial work in the framework of the roadmap would be complemented by specific actions, to be outlined in the Gender Equality Strategy planned for March 2026.

Interventions by EESC members

Wautier Robyns (BE-I) called for increased financial education (within families, at school, at work) for women in order to combat economic vulnerability. 

Nicoletta Merlo (IT-II) highlighted structural labour market barriers such as pay gaps, precarious contracts and the burden of unpaid care work, which called for more action on areas like pay transparency and parental leave.

Juliane Marie Neiiendam (DK-III) raised concerns about the underrepresentation of women in the defence and security sectors. She noted that increasing the number of women in peacekeeping helped stabilise missions and negotiations.

In response, Ms Lahbib reiterated that gender inequality came at a massive economic cost, which added to the moral imperative to tackle the phenomenon. She stressed the importance of tackling financial biases that reinforced the gender pay and pension gaps. Ms Lahbib also agreed on the need to increase women’s participation in conflict prevention and peace negotiations, arguing that agreements with women’s involvement tended to be more durable.

Panel 2: Violence Against Women and Girls as a Human Rights Issue

Pramilla Patten, UN Special Representative of the Secretary-General on Sexual Violence in Conflict, speaking via video message, emphasised that women’s rights were increasingly under siege, with sexual violence still being used as a tactic of war, notably in Ukraine, the Middle East and Africa. Ms Patten highlighted the ground-breaking aspects of her mandate and explained how she convened survivors of gender-based violence in war in discussions to co-create solutions. In that regard, she stressed the importance of service provision, economic reintegration and access to justice for survivors. She noted rising challenges, such as militarism and authoritarianism, and called for sustained policies and financial resources to support survivors, emphasising the importance of the UN’s strategic cooperation with the EU in the area.

Mary Collins, Secretary-General of the European Women’s Lobby, attributed violence against women to entrenched power structures and gender stereotypes. She criticised the lack of progress over the past decade, noting persistent societal tolerance for violence against women. Ms Collins highlighted that the Istanbul Convention remained a gold standard when it came to the four ‘P’s of prevention, protection, prosecution and policies – and regretted that five EU Member States had not ratified it. Ms Collins pointed out that societal attitudes still tolerated violence, as illustrated by one national survey showing a scandalously high level of men believing that women could ‘deserve’ violence in some cases.

Cianán Russell, Senior Policy Officer at ILGA Europa, highlighted the heightened vulnerability of trans women and non-binary individuals to violence. He emphasised the failure of justice systems to explicitly include and address these issues fully, leading to revictimisation. Mr Russell called for legal recognition of specific crimes affecting LGBTI women, such as ‘corrective rapes’ and conversion practices, as well as increased awareness and sensitivity training for law enforcement and judicial personnel in order to better support victims and ensure their complaints are taken seriously.

José Antonio Moreno Díaz (ES-II), rapporteur for EESC opinion SOC/798, described gender-based violence as a social epidemic affecting half the EU’s population across various settings, including work, home and online spaces. He greeted the adoption, on the same day as the debate, of the revised ‘State Pact against Gender Violence’ in Spain. Mr Moreno Díaz noted the EESC’s supportive stance towards the Commission’s efforts on the Directive on combatting violence against women, in the face of the reluctance shown by some Member States at the Council, which had led to rape being excluded from the final text. 

Interventions by EESC members

Helena de Felipe Lehtonen (FI-I) advocated including the Istanbul Convention in EU accession criteria to ensure candidate countries met gender equality standards.

Linda Romele (LV-II) emphasised the importance of including trade unions in efforts to combat gender-based violence.

Ágnes Cser (HU-III) called for global funding and cohesion, urging religions to work together to address violence against women, which was seen as a sign of lack of humanity worldwide.

Franca Salis-Madinier (FR-II) highlighted that violence was the most persistent form of discrimination against women, and advocated stronger penalties for crimes involving chemical submission.

Michael McLoughlin (IE-III) discussed the use of sexual violence as a tool of war and urged the EU and the UN to address gaps in international humanitarian law regarding gender-based violence.

István Komoróczki (HU-I) shared insights from the visit to Spain organised in the framework of the opinion, noting a number of good practices that could inspire other EU Member States.

Ozlem Yildirim (FR-II) pointed out the invisible violence in work environments, urging more dialogue and trade union involvement to address difficult situations at work resulting from domestic violence.

Andreas Kruse (DE-III) emphasised the risks faced by women with mental illnesses and disabilities, as well as by their caregivers, who were also victims of violence.

Marie Zvolská (CZ-I) noted that one third of women would be confronted with violence in their lives, and that victims were often blamed for violence, which called for both personal strategies and societal efforts.
_____________
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