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FOREWORD

Discriminatory justice systems deny women and their families protection, accountability and 

reparation—leading to impunity for perpetrators and a cyclical pattern of further violations. 

Justice is a right in itself as well as an enabler of all other rights. Yet many women and girls—

particularly those who face multiple and intersecting forms of discrimination—experience the 

justice system not as a bastion for the vulnerable but rather as a preserve of a privileged few. 

The effective implementation of the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development is not conceivable 

without access to justice. If the commitment of leaving no one behind is to be attained, justice 

services must reach the excluded. When women’s rights are protected through effective justice 

systems, pathways are created for inclusion, poverty reduction and sustainable peace. 

This Practitioner’s Toolkit on Women’s Access to Justice Programming harnesses experiences, 

lessons and promising practices to ensure non-discriminatory and inclusive justice systems. It 

is meant to inform and inspire comprehensive, rights-based access to justice programming that 

recognizes women’s rights as indivisible and interdependent. The Toolkit signals a determination 

to explore new ways of doing business. 

The United Nations Development Group’s core principles for integrated programming—leave 

no one behind; human rights, gender equality and women’s empowerment; sustainability and 

resilience; and accountability—provide a timely catalyst for recalibrating the United Nations 

system’s work on women’s access to justice.

We stand ready to work with Member States, civil society organizations, religious and traditional 

leaders, the private sector and the rest of the United Nations system to ensure the effective 

utilization of this Toolkit through technical cooperation at country, regional and global levels. 

Phumzile Mlambo-Ngcuka

Executive Director

UN Women

Zeid Ra’ad Al Hussein

High Commissioner

OHCHR

Achim Steiner

Administrator

UNDP
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PREFACE 

This Practitioner’s Toolkit on Women’s Access to Justice Programming (Toolkit) was jointly 

developed by the United Nations Entity for Gender Equality and the Empowerment of Women 

(UN Women), the United Nations Development Programme (UNDP), the United Nations Office 

on Drugs and Crime (UNODC) and the Office of the United Nations High Commissioner for 

Human Rights (OHCHR) to improve justice delivery and outcomes for women and girls around 

the world.

Access to justice for all is a critical litmus test of peaceful, just and inclusive societies and a sine 

qua non for substantive equality, human rights and sustainable development. 

Globally, women face barriers to obtaining justice in their capacities as claimants, victims, 

witnesses or offenders, often driven by institutional, policy and legislative failure to remove dis-

crimination, gender bias, stereotyping, stigma, indifference, corruption and impunity. Women 

who face multiple and intersecting forms of discrimination as well as those affected by conflict 

and its aftermath, are often at the backend of justice service delivery. 

This Toolkit demonstrates that challenging as they are, these barriers are not insurmountable. 

It provides practical guidance on how to address them across justice systems and within the 

contexts of: marriage, family and property rights; ending violence against women; and women 

in conflict with the law, with special reference to programming at country level. It reaffirms 

the importance of justice for women through a range of examples of innovative programming, 

grounded in a human rights approach and builds on three mutually reinforcing programmatic 

entry points: (i) reforming formal and informal legal norms, policies and budgets that discrim-

inate against women; (ii) reforming justice institutions with a view to making them effective, 

accountable and gender-responsive; and (iii) legally empowering women. This three-pronged 

approach provides both women as rights-holders and justice institutions as duty-bearers with 

the tools for transformative justice.

Designed primarily for staff of the United Nations system, the Toolkit presents a menu of op-

tions for responding to the current deficits in women’s access to justice programming and the 

growing demand for technical assistance in this area. It consolidates and complements existing 

resources and aims at stimulating bolder gender-responsive justice interventions for the full 

realization of the rights of women and girls in all countries.
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