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Commonwealth of Nations 
Topic I: Rights and Freedoms of Women and Children 
 
“We have to do this. We have to do it for the women and children who are forced into an 
existence of constant and tormenting fear and left with eternal scars. We have to do it for the ten 
year olds who are forced into marriage, the parents who have to bury daughters battered by their 
partners, and for the girls who are at risk of bleeding to death after being subjected to female 
genital mutilation.”   
 

Patricia Scotland, Commonwealth Secretary General 
 
Article Two of the Charter of the Commonwealth affirms its commitment to “equality and 
respect for the protection and promotion of civil, political, economic, social and cultural 
rights”1 and its opposition towards “all forms of discrimination, whether rooted in gender, 
race, colour, creed, political belief or other grounds”2. Yet, years after the drafting of this 
charter and decades after the United Nation’s recognition of basic human rights, the neglect of 
women and children’s rights remains the biggest obstacle towards the true guarantee of equal 
rights for all.  
 
As two very vulnerable groups of people, women and children are routinely abused and 
neglected in less developed nations, and even, to a lesser extent, in developed countries. The 
countries of the Commonwealth are by no means exceptions, and many are plagued by 
stubborn social attitudes and idle, unwilling political institutions. To combat these problems 
requires the effort and cooperation of all Commonwealth nations, and it is imperative for 
delegates to recognize and address their root causes. This means not only providing a way to 
better enforce laws against the many human rights violations that are committed against 
women and children, but also implementing solutions that will prevent them from happening 
in the future.  
 
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 encouraged 
to delve deeper in their research.  
 
Trafficking and Exploitation 
 
Human trafficking is defined as the “transportation, transfer, harboring or receipt of persons 
by means such as force, abduction, fraud, or coercion for purposes including forced labor and 
sexual exploitation. Primarily, forced labor and sexual exploitation are the main motives for 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
1 http://thecommonwealth.org/sites/default/files/page/documents/CharteroftheCommonwealth.pdf 
2 Ibid 
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trafficking, comprising 18% and 79% of all trafficking worldwide. Although specific statistics 
for Commonwealth nations are not available, it can be expected that their numbers are along 
these lines as well.  
 
Trafficking happens in part due to the lack of regulatory oversight; oftentimes, officials even 
take an active part in the process3. Even those that are not corrupted are in many cases 
oblivious - victims are usually threatened and afraid, and it is extremely difficult to tell if they 
are victims at all. Others are beaten and drugged into submission4. This, combined with the 
fact that in developing countries (where much of the trafficking takes place) police forces are 
not as developed, means that human trafficking is frequently overlooked or ignored.  
 
How do victims fall into the trap in the first place, then? There are a variety of ways, and most 
of them stem from common vulnerabilities of victims such as lack of knowledge, lack of 
protection, or poverty. For instance, victims can be coerced into being trafficked through the 
threat of harm to the victim or a family member. Once the trafficker has control of the victim, 
s/he can be kept obedient through the fear of violence. Moreover, a victim can also be 
deceived with promises of a better life, and their desire to escape their situation is frequently 
taken advantage of by traffickers. Here, it is important to realize as well that where these 
problems are most widespread, victims may not have access to the education that equips them 
with the knowledge to avoid falling for the fraud and false promises that come their way. 
Particularly, those in dire straits like extreme poverty or preexisting domestic abuse are 
desperate to seek better circumstances, and are thus easily deceived.  
 
Sex Trafficking 
 
Sexual trafficking is a subset and majority of human trafficking, taking up 79% of cases. Of 
these, 98%5 are women, and over 2 million children are exploited for prostitution in the global 
commercial sex trade6. Those exploited are often as young as pre-teens. As a multi-million 
dollar industry and one that traverses not only developing but developed nations as well, it is 
not only unfortunately well established but also deeply entrenched in the many nations 
wherein it takes place.  
 
As a type of human trafficking, its causes and continuing factors are very similar. Victims are 
lured by threats and false promises, and once they fall into the trap, they can be moved across 
very long distances and even over borders. They are put through unspeakable conditions, and 
as a result frequently become dependent on drugs and alcohol or even their traffickers to 
survive. Very few victims recover, and many tend to incur PTSD (post traumatic stress 
disorder).  

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
3 http://www.soroptimist.org/trafficking/faq.html 
4 Ibid 
5 http://www.equalitynow.org/traffickingFAQ 
6 http://arkofhopeforchildren.org/child-trafficking/child-trafficking-statistics 
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Harmful Cultural and Religious Practices 
 
Among less developed Commonwealth nations where adherence to religion and culture are 
valued above individual rights, customs such as female genital mutilation (FGM), various 
initiation rites and honor killings are common. In Malaysia, a 2011 survey showed that 93% of 
Muslim women have undergone FGM7, while in Pakistan nearly 1100 instances of honor 
killings against women were reported in 2015. It is not simply the killings themselves that are 
concerning, but also the fact that the general population condones them. In many 
Commonwealth countries where they are common, there is too little support for legislation 
against them (e.g. Malaysia, because of FGM’s deep cultural roots, still has no legislation 
regarding it)8. Even where there are laws banning various harmful practices, the religious 
communities that support/practice them are too large and have too much influence for cases 
to be reported. 
 
To list all of the known practices would extremely time consuming, and for delegates to expect 
to deal with all of them in one meeting of the Commonwealth is nearly impossible. However, 
some of the causes of these practices are quite similar and can serve a starting point for the 
committee to tackle. The overwhelming commonalities are certain social attitudes regarding 
women; that is, nearly all of the groups that practice these procedures are those that have 
specific expectations for how women should act: women are viewed as inferior human beings 
whose obligation is to the family and whose actions must be controlled. Female genital 
mutilation is sometimes justified by a need to “curb a woman’s sexual desires”; honor killings 
are usually done when a woman disparages her family’s pride; and various initiation rites, 
from sexual cleansing to FGM, are built upon “criteria” for female behaviour. Such practices 
are not only the products of social beliefs but drivers of them as well; they have, over decades 
and centuries, cemented beliefs about female behaviour and perpetuated the view that women 
are inferior to men in society. Moreover, some practices are the result of age-long religious 
tradition - for example, FGM dates back several centuries for Muslims living in the Malay 
Peninsula9; and in fact, many still do attribute such customs to religions such as Islam, despite 
that none of them are explicitly called for in the Quran. Regardless, cultural and religious 
attitudes must be taken into consideration; any potential solutions must be evaluated with 
regards to the potential responses from opposition, as cultural beliefs and traditions are 
extremely important to many groups. As ludicrous as it sounds from a westernized 
perspective, those in traditional societies may take these beliefs to be a given, as one in a 
western liberal democracy would the belief in basic human rights.  
 
 
 
!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
7https://www.theguardian.com/global-development/2015/apr/01/thailand-muslim-south-authorities-blind-eye-fgm-
who 
8 https://www.aseantoday.com/2016/06/malaysia-female-genital-mutilation/ 
9https://www.theguardian.com/global-development/2015/apr/01/thailand-muslim-south-authorities-blind-eye-fgm-
who 
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Child Marriage 
 
Although not an abusive practice per se, child marriage perpetrates children and women’s 
abuse and serves as a magnifier of domestic violence. Predominant in developing countries in 
Africa and Asia, it is the forced marriage of children under 18. As of 2015, 43% of women in 
Commonwealth countries were married before they reached 18 years old, and nearly 8.8 
million girls were married each year.10 Of course, child marriage doesn’t just affect girls; 
however, the odds are overwhelmingly stacked against the female population and given the 
trend of male-dominated societies, they are the most vulnerable.  
 
So, what are the causes? It may be difficult to understand at first why families would sell out 
their sons and daughters even when knowing the hardships and potential domestic abuse that 
await.  
There are various reasons that differ from country to country, but the majority of them are 
either economic or cultural in nature. Economic incentives for child marriage include 
protection and the easing of financial burdens on the family. Due to the intense poverty of 
many regions, marrying for economic and physical security is often the only choice; here, not 
only does the bride have an incentive to marry in order to receive said securities, her family 
also has the motive to marry her off in order to pass on the financial burden of providing for 
her. The prevalence of paying dowry (to the groom’s family) also encourages early marriage, 
as the price of dowry increases with the age of the bride. As for cultural reasons, many 
communities simply see girls as women upon their first menstruation11, while for others it is 
imperative to marry their daughter off while she is still a virgin.12 In order to solve the 
problem from its roots, these causes must be examined in much closer detail. 
 
Ironically, many states actually do have laws against child marriage. However, the difficulty is 
that protections against child marriage are often undermined by state and customary laws13 
that allow children under 18 to be legally married through exceptions like parental consent 
(e.g. Antigua and Barbuda, Trinidad and Tobago) or religion (e.g. Botswana). Oftentimes, 
corrupt or ignorant officials fail to enforce these laws as well. A good example is Bangladesh: 
although the minimum marriage age has been 18 for females and 21 for males since the 
1980s14, over a third of of girls are married before the age of 15 and two thirds are married 
before 18.15 Not only does this reflect the outrageous inaction of the government, but it also 
testifies to the severity of the situation. And when left unaddressed, illegal child marriage can 
lead to greater health risks for both the bride and the children she bears, as well as social 
separation from family and friends and a greater risk of domestic violence.16  

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
10 http://thecommonwealth.org/media/news/new-commonwealth-report-child-marriage-launched 
11 http://www.girlsnotbrides.org/why-does-it-happen/ 
12 http://www.care.org/our-work/womens-empowerment/child-marriage/child-marriage-causes 
13 https://thercs.org/assets/Uploads/Preventing-Child-Marriage-in-the-Commonwealth.pdf 
14 https://www.hrw.org/news/2015/06/09/bangladesh-girls-damaged-child-marriage 
15 https://www.unicef.org/bangladesh/children_4866.html 
16 https://www.unicef.org/protection/57929_58008.html 
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Conclusion 
 
Rights violations towards women and children are as numerous as they are appalling, and the 
previous sections only cover a part of the problem. To effectively address them will not be an 
overnight task, and will require delegates to work together not just within their delegations 
but also with other delegations to create concrete, well-rounded solutions that are both 
combative and preventative. As identified previously, some of the common threads that 
connect the causes of these violations include economic circumstance, social and cultural 
attitudes, and lack of education, and these are some of the issues that each delegation should 
address in order to fight the infringement of women and children’s rights around the world.  
 
Women and children have been oppressed for too long; it is time to combat the problems that 
deny them the equality and freedom that they are entitled to, and the next Heads of 
Government meeting will be crucial to those ends.  
 


