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“It is time to end tolerance and complicity. We 
cannot make poverty history unless we make 
violence against women history. We cannot stop 
the spread of HIV unless we stop discrimination 
and violence against women and girls. We cannot 
build a world of peace, development and security 
until we end violence against women and girls.” 

—Statement of Thoraya Ahmed Obaid,  
Executive Director, UNFPA, 10 October 2006
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The United Nations Population Fund (UNFPA) has consistently advocated that vio-
lence against women and girls is a human rights violation and a public health pri-
ority. UNFPA’s contributions in this area are a major part of its leading role within 
the United Nations system in furthering gender equality and women’s empower-
ment, in line with its commitment to achieving the Millennium Development Goals 
(MDGs) and the goals of the International Conference on Population and Develop-
ment (ICPD), the Fourth World Conference on Women (“the Beijing Conference”), 
and various international human rights instruments (box 1). In the many countries 
where UNFPA has a presence, it has supported the building up expertise, leader-
ship and credibility, from organizing catalytic data collection and piloting multisec-
toral service networks and strategic partnerships to supporting the formulation of 
national laws and policies and spearheading public awareness raising and social 
mobilization campaigns. UNFPA can build upon these global experiences to expand 
its support significantly, commensurate with the scale that this human rights prior-
ity warrants. 

However, UNFPA support has been fragmented. With commendable exceptions in 
some countries, funding support has tended to be limited,1 at times focused on ad 
hoc, one-time pilot projects of small scale that are not sustained or viable. Yet gen-
der-based violence (GBV) — especially as it relates to women and girls — not only 
constitutes an affront to the human rights of women and girls and to the achieve-
ment of internationally agreed-upon goals and commitments but also directly af-

1	I n 2005, UNFPA resources devoted exclusively to addressing violence against women and girls amounted to $US 
4.2 million, or 1.2 per cent of all UNFPA project fund expenditures (core and non-core funds). 

Reproductive rights include the right of all individuals and couples “to make decisions 
concerning reproduction free of discrimination, coercion and violence….” 

Source: “ICPD Programme of Action,” paragraph 7.3. 

I. 	 Rationale for Expanding 
UNFPA Work on  
Gender-based Violence
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fects sexual and reproductive health (SRH) outcomes, thereby diminishing the ef-
fectiveness of the UNFPA-supported core programme. 

A.  UNFPA Role and Accountability 
As the lead United Nations organization on SRH, UNFPA has a natural and strategic 
entry point to address this issue, given the intrinsic linkages with GBV and the criti-
cal opportunities that SRH services represent. As the organization with primary re-
sponsibility for designing and promoting the ICPD Programme of Action, UNFPA has 
an ethical, programmatic and fiscal responsibility to redouble its efforts in address-
ing GBV. This is also the case regarding its efforts to reduce poverty and achieve the 
MDGs.2 Moreover, as an organization that follows a human rights-based approach 
(HRBA) to programming, UNFPA has an obligation to tackle this systematic and 
universal violation of fundamental human rights via its policies and programmes. 
Furthermore, the Inter Agency Standing Committee (IASC)3-designated UNFPA as 
the lead agency for addressing GBV in humanitarian situations. Hence, UNFPA is 
at the forefront in dealing with this issue and coordinating systems of multisectoral 
response in all conflict, post-conflict, natural disaster and recovery settings.

UNFPA has multiple opportunities to step up responses to GBV through its regular 
programmes, via its humanitarian response efforts as well as intensified partner-
ships and resource mobilization efforts — at advocacy, policy formulation, com-
munity mobilization and service-levels (see box 1). By seizing such opportunities, 
UNFPA can make better use of available resources and maximize results, thereby 
improving the efficacy of its programme implementation and technical support. 
Such efforts are in line with the Paris Declaration on Aid Harmonization and Ef-
fectiveness. 

2	T he United Nations Millennium Project Task Force on Gender Equality notes that eliminating violence against 
women is one of seven strategic priorities for achieving MDG 3, the goal of promoting gender equality and women’s em-
powerment.

3	E stablished in June 1992, IASC is a unique inter-agency forum for coordination, policy development and decision-
making involving the key United Nations and non-United Nations partners working in humanitarian contexts. Under the 
leadership of the Emergency Relief Coordinator, IASC develops humanitarian policies, agrees on a clear division of respon-
sibility for the various aspects of humanitarian assistance, identifies and addresses gaps in response, and advocates for 
effective application of humanitarian principles. 
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