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Topic B: Women's Health and Access to Essential Services 
Overview  

 
Consisting of 52 nations, the Commonwealth is a voluntary organization that supports 
common values of democracy, human rights, and youth empowerment. The organization’s 
determination for cooperation and development is underscored by the biennial 
Commonwealth Heads of Government Meeting.  

 
Article eleven of the Charter of the Commonwealth recognizes “the necessity of access to 
affordable health care, education, clean drinking water, sanitation and housing for all citizens 
and emphasize[s] the importance of promoting health and well-being in combating 
communicable and noncommunicable diseases.” Though the Charter supports the 
empowerment of women, as seen in article twelve, and healthy living, there is still a need to 
better address women’s health and the limited access to essential services. Currently, the main 
issues facing women are in regards to reproductive health, maternal health, sexually 
transmitted infections, and violence against women.1  

 
The following sections provide overviews of some of the most prominent of said issues in the 
Commonwealth, and will serve as an open source of information instead of a specific guide. 
Delegates are by no means restricted to the definitions and analyses given and are strongly 
encouraged to delve deeper in their research.  

 
Reproductive Health and Sexually Transmitted Infections 
Maintaining reproductive health is one of the largest obstacles facing women across the world, 
especially in developing countries. According to the World Health Organization (WHO), 
sexual and reproductive health complications are a leading cause of a third of health problems 
that face women between ages 15 to 44. Moreover, unsafe sex is also a considerable threat to 
women and girls. HIV, a destructive virus that attacks the body’s immune system, continues 
to affect millions of people worldwide. Many young women still struggle to shield themselves 
from this devastating epidemic and obtain the necessary treatment. Other sexually transmitted 
infections that also significantly harm a woman’s quality of life include diseases like 
gonorrhea, chlamydia, and syphilis. When untreated, syphilis greatly damages a woman’s 
reproductive health as “untreated syphilis is responsible for more than 200,000 stillbirths and 
early fetal deaths every year, and for the deaths of over 90 000 newborns.”1 This disheartening 
fact may also tie into mental health issues. According to the WHO, “women are more prone 
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1 http://www.who.int/life-course/news/commentaries/2015-intl-womens-day/en/ 
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than men to experience anxiety, depression, and somatic complaints,” which signifies the need 
for proper treatment all across the board.1  
 
Reproductive education is an important tool in supporting public health as it provides the 
proper skills and insight for making informed choices. This form of education may include 
information on human anatomy, safe sex, pregnancy, and various sexually transmitted 
diseases. Currently, in developing countries, there is significant lack of sexual education, 
which not only hinders the health of young women but also stunts development in a variety of 
areas. By providing the necessary deterrents to unsafe sex, human rights such as education 
may be bolstered as girls may continue their education instead of dropping out due to 
unplanned pregnancy. Thus, the problems relating to reproductive health and sexually 
transmitted infections stress the importance of implementing better and more attainable 
sexual and reproductive education in developing countries.  

 
Violence against Women  
Gender-based violence and abuse can manifest itself in various forms, sexually as well as 
physically. In fact, according to the World Health Organization (WHO), one in three women 
under the age of 50 has experienced such violence, affecting their physical and mental health 
in the short and long run.2 Thus, the United Nations Joint Global Programme on Essential 
Services for Women and Girls Subject to Violence, a partnership by UN Women, UNFPA, 
WHO, UNDP and UNODC is working to identify and mitigate issues that women face on a 
daily basis. It is essential to develop an approach that is sensitive toward the different cultures 
and ages of women affected, while also empowering women in the future and holding 
perpetrators accountable. These essential services can be developed in three main areas: 
health, justice and policing, and social services. The health of survivors of gender-based 
violence and access to mental health assessments, care of injuries, and medical treatment is 
paramount. Following this, attempts must be main for the perpetrators to be held accountable 
through a trial and justice system. In the long-term, social services should be mobilized 
through ensuring the that women have the necessary legal support, community outreach, and 
awareness.  
 
Access to Healthcare  
Both in developing and developed countries, there are wide disparities in access to healthcare 
for women, perpetuated by cultural differences. Even in America, those of African-American 
descent have a higher chance of pregnancy related complications and death – in fact, they are 
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2 http://www.who.int/life-course/news/commentaries/2015-intl-womens-day/en/ 
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12 times as susceptible as women of other demographics.3 Therefore, it is important to take 
into account a variety of factors when implementing essential medical services. They must 
include emergency services, hospitalization (overnight stays), and mental health and 
substance use disorder services. Gender inequities are also a causing factor in the inadequate 
access to healthcare for women. Due to a limited access to education, ineffective legal systems, 
and poverty, HIV rates disproportionately affect females worldwide.  
 
Conclusion  
In today’s society, many of the issues women face are caused by inequities continued 
throughout history. A lack of medical infrastructure worsens access to reproductive care 
causing sexually transmitted diseases and violence against women. In order to solve these 
issues, care must be taken to specifically target the unique circumstances of women around 
the world. As delegates of the Commonwealth, it is your job to “improve the wellbeing of all 
Commonwealth citizens.” Thus, all nations must strive for equal treatment and access to basic 
human rights for all citizens without regard for sex and gender. As a committee that upholds 
the principles of social progress, equality, and cooperation, nations must work together to 
achieve this result.  
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3 https://www.forbes.com/sites/judystone/2017/11/22/disparities-in-access-to-health-women/ - 563976f84783 
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