
For the Girl Child 

B E I J N G 
Breaks Ground 

by Mavic Cabrera-Balleza 

he s a d s i t u a t i o n of m a n y g i r l 
ch i ldren was totally invis ible i n the 
agenda of the f i rst three w o r l d 
conferences on women that took 
p l a c e i n M e x i c o C i t y ( 1975 ) , 
Copenhagen (1980) E ind Na i rob i 
(1985). W h i l e each one t a c k l e d 
i m p o r t a n t i s s u e s con f ronted by 
women , none gave attent ion to the 
s i tuat ion of the g ir l ch i ld . In 1989, 
th e U n i t e d N a t i o n s G e n e r a l 
Assemb ly u n a n i m o u s l y adopted 
the Convent ion on the Rights of 
the C h i l d . S ince then , every U N 
Conference had to take ch i l d r en 
into account. Th i s was evident at 
the Wor l d Conference on Humein 
R i g h t s ( V i e n n a , 1 9 9 3 ) , t h e 
I n t e r n a t i o n a l C o n f e r e n c e o n 
P o p u l a t i o n a n d D e v e l o p m e n t 
( C a i r o , 1994 ) a n d t h e W o r l d 
S u m m i t for Soc ia l Deve lopment 
(Copenhagen, 1995). 

F i n a l l y , at the F o u r t h W o r l d 
Con f e r ence on W o m e n h e l d i n 
Bei j ing, C h i n a i n September 1995, 
the g ir l ch i ld ren a r o u n d the wor ld 
fingJly received the attent ion long 
overdue them. The issue of the 
gir l ch i ld was at last i nc luded on 
the agenda. In Sect ion L of the 
Be i j i ng P l a t f o rm for A c t i o n , the 
b luepr in t for the advancement of 
women a r o u n d the wor ld , the g ir l 
c h i l d was ident i f i ed as the 12th 
cr i t ica l area of concern. 

T h i s d e v e l o p m e n t m a y be 
c r e d i t e d to n o n - g o v e r n m e n t 
organizat ions and to the Uni ted 
N a t i o n s C h i l d r e n ' s F u n d , 
especial ly those based i n Afr ica, 
S o u t h A s i a and the West. For the 
past two years, they worked very 
ha rd to ensure that the issue of 
the g i r l ch i ld is incorporated into 
e v e r y s e c t i o n of t h e B e i j i n g 
P lat form for Act ion. 

CONTENTIOUS ISSUES 
B u t br inging the gir l ch i ld into 

the agenda of the Four th Wor ld 
Conference on W o m e n was not 
easy. As expected, seversil issues 
w e r e c o n t e n t i o u s d u r i n g the 
n e g o t i a t i o n p r o c e s s , f r om the 
regional preparatory meetings up 
to the ac tua l conference. These 
i s s u e s i n c l u d e d p r e n a t a l s ex 
s e l e c t i o n , i n h e r i t a n c e r i g h t s , 
sexual educat ion and the use of 
the t e rm family or "families." The 
last one stems from one of the 
Plat form's earl ier prov is ion that 
says var ious forms of the family 
exist i n different cu l tura l , polit ical 
and social systems. 

Y e t , t h e a g e n d a ag reed to 
inc lude : 
• The enforcement of steps to 
e n s u r e t h a t c h i l d r e n r ece i v e 
appropriate financial support from 
the i r pa r en t s by , among other 

measures, enforcing chi ld-support 
laws. 
• T h e e n a c t m e n t a n d s t r i c t 
enforcement of l aws concern ing 
the m i n i m u m l e g a l age for 
m a r r i a g e a n d r a i s i n g of the 
m i n i m u m age for mcirriage. 
• The disaggregat ion by sex and 
age of a l l da ta re la ted to headth, 
educat ion and other Eireas relevant 
to p lann ing , imp l emen ta t i on and 
moni tor ing of p rog rams that will 
protect the r ights of the g i r l chi ld. 
• The development of formal and 
i n f o r m a l e d u c a t i o n a l p r o g r a m s 
that suppor t a n d enable g ir ls to 
acquire knowledge , develop self-
esteem £ind take respons ib i l i t y for 
their own lives a n d 
• The deve lopment of progrsims 
to e d u c a t e a d u l t s , e s p e c i a l l y 
parents , on the imports ince of a 
gir l 's p h y s i c a l eind m e n t a l wel l -
being, i n c l u d i n g the e l im ina t i on 
of d i s c r im ina t i on aga inst g i r ls in 
food a l l o ca t i on , eeirly marr iage , 
c h i l d p r o s t i t u t i o n a n d female 
genital m u t i l a t i on . 

Moreove r , the B e i j i n g con­
ference is also s igni f icant for the 
fact that, it is the first international 
meeting that reached an agreement 
on female genited mut i l a t i on . A 
study conducted in 1994 reveeds that 
more than two miUion girls undergo 
genital muti lat ion each year. 
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EDUCATING GIRLS 
E d u c a t i n g gir ls is key because 

two- th i rds of the world 's i l l i terate 
people are women. In 1993, 81 
mi l l i on of the 130 m i l l i on ch i ld ren 
w h o h a d no ac c e s s to p r i m a r y 
s c h o o l were g i r l s . " C l o s i n g the 
Gende r G a p : Educa t ing G i r l s , " a 
s t u d y by the P o p u l a t i o n A c t i o n 
Internat ional , shows that i n 50 
c o u n t r i e s there are 76 m i l l i o n 
fewer gir ls than boys enrol led i n 
p r i m a r y a n d secondary schoo ls . 
Except for five, these countr ies are 
a l l l ocated i n S o u t h A s i a , A f r i ca 
and the Midd l e East . 

Moreover, the Bei j ing Plat form 
i n c l u d e s a c o m m i t m e n t to 
e l iminate a l l barr iers that impede 
the schoo l ing of marr ied or preg­
nant gir ls and young women and 

• r e c o m m e n d s t h e p r o v i s i o n of 
a f f o r d a b l e a n d p h y s i c a l l y 
access ib le c h i l d care faci l i t ies to 
help achieve this. 

Educa t i n g g ir ls is a formidable 
task. A s C a r o l Be l l amy , U N I C E F 
Execut ive Director , pu t s it, gett ing 
g i r l s i n t o s choo l s i s a c o m p l e x 
s o c i a l , p o l i t i c a l a n d c u l t u r a l 
c h a l l e n g e . It r e q u i r e s b u i l d i n g 
s c h o o l s c l o s e r to h o m e , h i r i n g 

more w o m e n teachers , c r ea t ing 
support systems for parents and 
conv inc ing them that it is saife and 
w o r t h w h i l e to e d u c a t e t h e i r 
d a u g h t e r s . It a l s o e n t a i l s the 
f o r m u l a t i o n of a n o n - s e x i s t 
c u r r i c u l a and the development of 
teaching mater ia ls and textbooks 
that wi l l improve the self-image of 
gir ls. To accomp l i sh th is task , it 
i s a l s o n e c e s s a r y to c a l l o n 
educa t i ona l i ns t i tu t i ons a n d the 
m e d i a to a d o p t a n d p r o j e c t 
b a l a n c e d a n d n o n - s t e r e o t y p e 
images of gir ls amd boys. 

If the first s tep—gett ing g ir ls 
into schoo l—is di f f icult , keep ing 
t h e m there is even harde r . In 
L a o s , for e x a m p l e , o n l y f ive 
percent of those who enter pr imary 
s c h o o l en te r co l lege . In o the r 
words, educat ing gir ls also meains 
address ing issues such as poverty, 
h e a l t h a n d n u t r i t i o n , s e x u a l 
e x p l o i t a t i o n a n d t e e n a g e 
pregnancy. 

COMMITMENTS 
Wor thy of commenda t i on cire 

the commi tments made by some 
governments in tend ing to improve 
the s i tuat ion of the gir l ch i ld . 

Teaching girls to read and write is a key task. Two-thirds of the world's 
illiterate are women. 

Cote d l vor i e is a iming for a 100 
percent enro l lment rate for girls i n 
pr imary school by the year 2000. 

Mongo l i a is seeking to reduce 
infaint m o r t a l i t y by 33 percent 
from 1990 levels by the year 2000. 

The Un i t ed K ingdom wants to 
increase ch i ld care by 20 percent 
by M a r c h 1996. 

I n d i a w i l l i n c r e a s e i t s 
i n v e s t m e n t i n e d u c a t i o n to s ix 
percent of gross domest ic product 
to benefit women and girls. 

The Wor l d B a n k , for its part, 
announced at the c los ing plenary 
that it wou ld spend US$2 bi l l ion 
o v e r t h e n e x t f ive y e a r s o n 
educat ion w i th U S $ 9 0 0 mi l l i on a 
year on educat ion for young girls. 

However , the c o m m i t m e n t s 
came w i th reservations. Of the 189 
countr ies represented i n Beij ing, 
only a few signif ied that they fully 
agree to the p r o v i s i o n s i n the 
P l a t f o r m f o r A c t i o n . T h e s e 
c o u n t r i e s are Ce imbodia , Ind ia , 
B o l i v i a , C o l o m b i a , P a n a m a , E l 
S a l v a d o r , S o u t h A f r i c a , 
M a d a g a s c a r , C a m e r o o n a n d 
Tanzeinia. 

N G O s w o u l d do gir ls a round 
the wor ld a great service if these 

c o m m i t m e n t s were moni to red 
and especial ly if the monitor ing 
is coup led w i th other actions to 
encourage other governments to 
f u l l y i m p l e m e n t the B e i j i n g 
P lat form. 

PARENTAL RESPONSIBIUTIES 
The Platform recognizes that all 

the efforts pu t i n by the U N , 
g o v e r n m e n t s , and N G O s into 
i m p r o v i n g t h e g i r l c h i l d ' s 
s i tuat ion w i l l be futile without 
the c o o p e r a t i o n a n d suppo r t 
from the parents or guardians. 
T h u s , the P la t f o rm takes into 
account the responsibi l i t ies and 
d u t i e s of p a r e n t s a n d l ega l 
gueirdiauis and Ccdls on them to 
regard "the best interests of the 
c h i l d [as] p r i m a r y cons ide ra ­
t i o n . " The c h i l d ' s r i gh t s are 
recogn ized by the Convent i on 
on the Rights of the C h i l d and 
the Convent i on on the E l im ina ­
t i on of D i s c r i m i n a t i o n Against 
Wom en . 
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GIRLS INTERNATIONAL 
FORUM 

In B e i j i n g , one of t h e few 
organized voices of gir ls was that 
of the G i r l s Internat ional F o r u m 
(GIF), an init iative of New Moon, a 
m a g a z i n e for y o u n g g i r l s 
p u b l i s h e d i n the U n i t e d States . 
Prior to and d u r i n g the ac tua l 
Bei j ing conference, G IF gathered 
feedback from y o u n g gir ls a r ound 
the w o r l d to d e f i n e t h e g i r l s ' 
agenda. Us ing the pages of New 
Moon, the In t e rne t 
a n d a c t u a l i n t e r - | 
v iews , G I F a s k e d 
g i r l s a r o u n d t h e 
w o r l d w h a t t h e y 
t h o u g h t a re g i r l s ' 
biggest prob lem and 
g r e a t e s t s t r e n g t h s 
E i n d what g i r ls ' i ssues 
shou ld be d i scussed 
at the C o n f e r e n c e . 
G IF also asked g ir ls 
how they th ink they 
c a n m a k e t h i n g s 
better for themselves 
and how adul ts can 
m a k e t h i n g s be t te r 
for them. 

The a n s w e r s r e p r e s e n t the 
whole gamut of w o m e n ' s issues . 
It t o u c h e d o n h e a l t h , v i o l enc e 
against women, shared pcirenting, 
c h i l d r e n ' s r i g h t s , e d u c a t i o n , 
p o l i t i c a l p a r t i c i p a t i o n a n d 
sexucdity. Most of these i ssues are 
cdready part of the Bei j ing Plat form 
for Act ion but one major except ion 
is the often repeated concern that 
adults need to l is ten to gir ls aind 
taike them seriously. 

For this reason. New Moon and 
GIF took 13 girls to the conference. 
The girls had the oppor tun i ty to 
l isten and be heard th rough the 
Platform Commit tee set up at the 
NGO F o r u m Y o u t h Tent. Recom­
menda t i ons on speci f ic changes 
to the Bei j ing Plat form were put 
forth by the gir ls and submi t t ed 
to J a n i e M u n o z , the off icial U N 
Youth delegate from the U S , who 
in tu rn took the suggest ions to the 
official U N Conference. 

Moreover, some members of 
the G IF delegation were also able 

to a t t e n d t h e o f f i c i a l U N 
Con fe r ence a n d w i t n e s s e d how 
government delegates del iberated 
o n t h e f i n a l l a n g u a g e o f t h e 
Plat form. They also took part i n 
the Y o u t h M a r c h and met other 
g ir ls f rom other countr ies . It is 
interest ing to note that a l l the G IF 
g i r ls are p la j in ing to a t t end the 
Fi f th Wor ld Conference on W o m e n 
and to take other gir ls w i th them. 
D isappo in ted w i th the smal l t u r n 
o u t of g i r l s i n t h e B e i j i n g 
C o n f e r e n c e — 4 0 0 g i r l s o u t of 

The Beijing conference 
is the first international 
meeting that reached an 

agreement on female 
genital mutilation. 

30 ,000 part ic ipgints—they vowed 
to ensure a bigger peirticipation of 
g ir ls i n the next globed women 's 
conference. 

In t h e e n d , w h a t h a p p e n s 
b e y o n d B e i j i n g i s w h a t r e a l l y 
m a t t e r s . W o r d s do no t ef fect 
change. Act ions do and iVeiii Moon 
and G IF suggest you : 
• Wri te to your elected officials to 
tel l them how important beneficial 
changes for women and gir ls are 
to y ou ; 
• W o r k w i t h y o u r f r i ends a n d 
a d u l t s to f i n d w a y s to m a k e 
c h a n g e s h a p p e n n o w i n y o u r 
c ommun i t y ; 
• Te l l y o u r f r i ends about wha t 
happened i n C h i n a and th ink of 
new ways to make changes in your 
life; and 
• Learn about gir ls 's l ives i n other 
countr i es a nd help other people 
learn about them. 

YOUTH VISION STATEMENT 
O n the final day of the Bei j ing 

C o n f e r e n c e , y o u t h d e l e g a t e s 

formulated and presented a Y o u t h 
V i s i o n S ta t ement that sees " a 
future that w i l l be free of today's 
problems. A future where every 
g ir l and y o u n g w o m a n wi l l have 
access and a right to educat ion 
free of d i sc r im ina t i on . A future 
where al l women , y o u n g and o ld , 
w i l l have full access to heeilth care, 
related in format ion and complete 
control of their bodies. A future 
where women and m e n w i l l shaire 
equal ly i n the sense of ownership 
of the a c h i e v e m e n t s of t h e i r 

countr ies . 

1 A l s o a f u t u r e 
w h e r e w o m e n c a n 
actively part ic ipate i n 
d e t e r m i n i n g a N e w 
Wor ld order free from 
a r m e d c o n f l i c t a n d 
g u i d e d by t h e 
p r i n c i p l e s u p h e l d i n 
the Cu l tu r e of Peace. 
A f u t u r e whe r e a 
c o m m i t m e n t to the 
p r e s e r v a t i o n of o u r 
natural environment is 
re f l ec ted i n a l l o u r 
internationcd, nat ional 
and local development 

plans. A future where work done 
by w o m e n is recogn i zed as a n 
ind ispensab le cont r ibut ion to the 
wor ld 's economic growth. 

" A n d i n th is v is ion, we foresee 
a F i f t h W o r l d C o n f e r e n c e o n 
W o m e n w h e r e the w o r l d w i l l 
gather to celebrate the equal i ty , 
development and peace achieved 
from actions agreed u p on at th i s 
Con fe rence . " ) 

Mavic Cabrera-Balleza is a 
Communications Program Asso­
ciate at Isis International-Manila. 

24 Women in Action No. 1,1996 


