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Information Submitted to the Committee 

 
On 2 August 2007, the Government of New Zealand submitted its sixth periodic report1 under the Convention 
on the Elimination of All Forms of Discrimination against Women (the ‘Convention’)2, as well as written 
responses3 to the list of issues and questions4 raised by the Committee on the Elimination of Discrimination 
against Women (the ‘Committee’).  The Minister for Women’s Affairs, Lianne Dalziel, headed the New 
Zealand  delegation.5 
 

                                                 
1 http://daccessdds.un.org/doc/UNDOC/GEN/N06/461/00/PDF/N0646100.pdf?OpenElement.  
2 http://www.un.org/womenwatch/daw/cedaw/text/econvention.htm.  
3 http://daccessdds.un.org/doc/UNDOC/GEN/N07/372/24/PDF/N0737224.pdf?OpenElement.  
4 http://daccessdds.un.org/doc/UNDOC/GEN/N07/250/10/PDF/N0725010.pdf?OpenElement.  
5The  delegation comprised a panel of dignitaries including:  Michelle Casey, Ministerial Adviser; Shenagh Gleisner, Chief 
Executive, Ministry of Women’s Affairs; Cherie Engelbrecht, Senior Policy Analyst, Ministry of Women’s Affairs; Diane Mara of 
the non-governmental organization PACIFICA; Rosemary Banks, Permanent Representative to the United Nations; Kirsty Graham, 
Deputy Permanent Representative to the United Nations; and Nicola Hill, First Secretary, Permanent Mission to the United Nations.  
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New Zealand ratified the Convention in 1985 and recently also ratified the Optional Protocol. In her opening 
statement, the Minister reported the withdrawal of New Zealand’s remaining reservation to the Convention and 
added that New Zealand law is now in full compliance with the Convention.  The Minister also acknowledged 
the role played by New Zealand’s non-governmental organizations (NGOs) in advancing gender equality 
through their work.  Five representatives from three NGOs were funded by the Government to attend the 
session and present their shadow reports to the Committee.6 
 
New Zealand’s report covers the period March 2002 to March 2006. It begins by emphasizing the 
Government’s commitment to the implementation of the Convention through a ‘sophisticated legal and policy 
framework which provides protection against all the forms of discrimination’. The report relies on the Action 
Plan for New Zealand Women, released in 2005, as the main government strategy for implementing the 
Committee’s range of previous recommendations.  Monitoring and review of the action plan so far has shown: 
increases in women’s participation in paid employment, increases in women’s earnings, increases in women’s 
participation in tertiary education and, in particular, increases in Maori women’s participation in tertiary 
education. However, the report notes that the Government has not yet achieved objectives in a number of areas 
including violence against women, equity in pay and employment, sexual health, and female participation in 
male-dominated occupations.  
 
The shadow reports submitted to the Committee elaborated on issues that stymie New Zealand’s 
implementation of the Convention.  Aotearoa New Zealand NGO Maori Women’s report identifies, amongst 
other issues, a lack of participation by indigenous women in political leadership positions. It also highlights a 
lack of monitoring and review by government agencies as barriers which maintain a large share of indigenous 
women in inferior social economic conditions. Pacific Women’s Watch mentioned an ‘inertia and lack of will 
in the delivery of approved policy’ which has limited the positive effect of existing policies and legislation.  
Finally Aotearoa New Zealand NGO listed violence against women, lack of education on the Convention, and 
persistent sexist representation of women as key factors which have back-tracked past developments.  
 
 
 

Themes and Issues7 
 
 

Legislative Framework and National Machinery 
 
While New Zealand does not have a specific piece of legislation which implements the Convention, the State 
report explains that obligations under the Convention have been given effect by other broad human rights 
focused legislation.8 The State’s unique constitutional arrangements - one of three countries in the world 
without a fully entrenched constitution - means that its treaty obligations are generally implemented through a 
number of statutes rather than a single piece of legislation.  New Zealand’s Bill of Rights prohibits 
discrimination on account of sex, pregnancy, child birth, and sexual orientation but not discrimination against 
women specifically. 
 
The delegation described how the Ministry of Women’s Affairs (MWA) is the government agency responsible 
for providing policy advice on issues specific to New Zealand women.  In 2002, the Government directed the 
MWA, in consultation with other agencies, to develop the Action Plan for New Zealand Women. The plan 
articulates the Government’s commitment to improving a range of outcomes for women and to reducing 
                                                 
6 Aotearoa New Zealand NGO, Aotearoa New Zealand NGO Maori Women and Pacific Women’s Watch presented shadow reports 
on 30 July 2007. 
7 For a more detailed description of the dialogue between the Committee and the delegation, please see the press release of the 
proceedings available at: http://www.un.org/News/Press/docs/2007/wom1650.doc.htm.  
8 Relevant laws include: the Bill of Rights, the Human Rights Act, the Domestic Violence Act, the Property Act, the Employment 
Act, the Equal Pay Act, and the Parental Leave and Employment Protection Act. 
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inequalities between women and men, and between particular groups of women. The Minister assured the 
experts that many women and NGOs around New Zealand had input into the development of the plan. She also 
noted that the MWA was the smallest ministry in the Government, with 35 staff and a budget of some $4.2 
million 

In its list of issues and questions, the Committee sought clarification of New Zealand’s reluctance to use 
temporary special measures in addressing issues of gender inequality.  The Government argued that the Action 
Plan served to implement initiatives that, coupled with other relevant laws, would cover the scope of temporary 
special measures.  The Minister explained to the Committee that the Action Plan contained a five-year ‘whole-
of-Government’ plan which has recently been monitored.  Analysis of the results have shown increases in 
women’s earnings and participation in paid employment as well as reductions in the pay gap between men and 
women.  Other initiatives under the Action Plan include changing the student support system to improve 
affordability of tertiary study for women and extending the paid parental leave scheme.  

The Committee stressed the need for the latter initiatives to be implemented with a specific focus on rural 
women, especially tertiary education actions which should be aimed at Maori women. Similarly, the Committee 
highlighted that a large number of the casual work force are women and extending the paid parental leave 
scheme to this group is imperative.  

 
Political Participation 

 
New Zealand women hold three of the four top constitutional positions – Prime Minister, Chief Justice and 
Speaker of the House of Representatives.  During the dialogue on Articles 7 and 8 of the Convention the 
Minister referred to ‘a local impression that women were running the country’ and a sense of backlash from the 
public that nothing more needed to be done because equality in political participation had been achieved.  In 
her opening comments, the Minister highlighted that seventeen years ago, women represented one quarter of 
parliament which had increased to a third in present day.  
 
The Committee enquired about Maori women’s participation in politics and expressed concerns at the reported 
drop in numbers of women in politics at the local level. The Minister explained that this was a difficult area to 
address because political parties did not endorse candidates at the local level and candidates that ran for 
municipal positions did so as independents.  She added that setting quotas or reserving places for women in 
local councils would lead to an outcry and the measure would not have the support of the public. Similarly, a 
mechanism for enforcing quotas in parliamentary representation would violate the independence between the 
Government and the political parties, which is valued in New Zealand.  The Minister acknowledged the need 
for educating women in order to increase their participation at the local level and she noted that the Equal 
Employment Opportunity (EEO) Commissioner in conjunction with the National Council of Women has been 
running seminars to encourage their participation. 
 
The delegation addressed the issue of Maori women’s political participation and noted that six members of 
parliament, one cabinet minister, who also co-leads her party, and 10 per cent of judges in the district court of 
appeals are Maori women.  The delegation did not mention whether measures had been taken to increase 
current levels of Maori women’s participation or to address their absence at the local level.   
 
One of the Committee experts urged the delegation to bring to the attention of all political parties their 
obligation to achieve equality between women and men in political life.  While the current number of women in 
parliament was ‘inspiring’ she suggested the use of temporary special measures to increase the representation 
of Maori women and other ethnic minorities. 

Employment and Education 
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The Committee commended New Zealand on their overall improvement in participation of women in the public 
sector.  Private sector participation, however, emerged during the dialogue as an issue of concern for both the 
Committee and the delegation.  The report shows that since 2004, the numbers of women sitting on the boards 
of New Zealand’s top 100 companies have risen only to seven percent. Similar slow progress is reported in the 
university sector, the legal profession, the justice system, and the media.  
 
The Minister was frank in claiming that the best way to tackle what the report called ‘grindingly slow’ progress 
was to make a business case for the inclusion of women on executive boards. Government publications had 
linked gender diversity on boards to increased profits and arguably, said the Minister, within an executive 
board’s obligations to shareholders.  As an initiative she described the development of a data base to be 
accessed by boards when recruiting women executives.  In their findings, she said, corporate boards many 
times simply did not know where to find women to appoint, and the data base initiative would link corporate 
boards to a list of women with the necessary skills.  
  
The Committee pointed to report figures showing an increased gap between the average incomes of women 
compared to men.  Committee member Ms. Zou Xiaoqiao probed deeper by asking whether Maori women, 
mothers of young children, and single parents had benefited from government initiatives such as parental leave.  
The delegation offered their findings of research into the pay gap, which pointed to occupation segregation as a 
leading factor. Figures from the report showed that 75 per cent of the female workforce is employed in only 
four types of occupations – service and sales workers, clerks, technicians, and associate professionals. 
 
The report identifies education and training opportunities for women as ‘key means of reducing occupational 
segregation.’ The delegation cited current research that focuses on ways to influence the choices women are 
making regarding tertiary education.  The delegation also spoke about supporting women with the work-family 
balance as a crucial measure in the Government’s approach to closing the pay gap.  The delegation discussed 
initiatives such as: improving access to parental leave, review of the legislation to extend parental leave to 
casual and seasonal workers, and improving the accessibility, quality and affordability of childcare.  
 
The delegation was brief in dealing with questions about education. The Minister agreed with Committee 
experts that a woman’s education had a direct influence on the likely success of her children’s education.  The 
Minister then addressed concerns by a Committee expert that some schools were charging education-related 
fees, undermining New Zealand’s free primary education scheme. The Minister stressed that state schools 
could not charge a fee and any donations given by parents should be voluntary.  

 
Violence Against Women 

 
Committee expert Ms. Arocha commended the delegation on New Zealand’s creation of special taskforces to 
deal with violence against women. In its list of issues and questions, the Committee requested information on 
the impact of family violence intervention efforts, with specific regard to the effectiveness of the response by 
health-care providers facing women who are victims of family violence. 
 
The delegation reported that hospital responsiveness to victims of family violence improved by 50 per cent 
since the introduction in 2002 of the Family Violence Intervention Guidelines.  The guidelines paved the way 
for: extensive training of health professionals, careful screening of patients for signs of domestic violence and 
concerted referral services which have encouraged women to seek help. 
 
In her opening remarks, the Minister emphasized that the Government is serious about effectively combating 
violence against women. The dialogue reflected the concerns expressed by Committee experts, NGOs, and 
echoed by the delegation.  The Committee pointed out the report’s lack of statistical data on the number of 
convictions for violent crimes against women, and asked if the Government was trying to correct this 
deficiency. The Minister admitted that the Government was not collecting crucial data, but that the collecting of 
statistics had become a priority for the Taskforce for Action on Violence.  Strategies implemented by the 
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taskforce are also aiming to address lack of in-depth data on family violence and sexual violence against 
women.  The Minister discussed the New Zealand Crime and Safety Survey released in 2006 which provides 
information on the nature and extent of the victimization.  The survey consists of questions requiring victims to 
give a broad range of additional information which will enable effective measurement of changes over time.  
The Minister also observed the importance of involving the New Zealand police and training officers 
throughout the country to improve family violence recording practices.  She added that police are reviewing 
their forms with a view to making them more user-friendly and improving the validity of the information 
collected. 
 

Trafficking and Prostitution 
 
New Zealand’s sixth periodic report provided very little information on trafficking of women because, 
according to the  delegation, no incidences of human trafficking had been reported so far.  Nevertheless the 
Minister stressed that this was a serious issue for the Government and severe penalties such as 20-year prison 
sentences and $500,000 fines can be imposed on perpetrators.  
 
During the dialogue, the Committee referred to NGOs’ reports documenting cases of migrant women brought 
to New Zealand to work in factories and restaurants, only to find themselves being sexually exploited. One 
Committee expert noted that the State report's findings about the willing and unwilling recruitment of sex 
workers from Asia or Europe, in her opinion, amounted to trafficking.  The Minister acknowledged that 
trafficking of women does exist, but reiterated that increased efforts of border protection and law enforcement 
agencies have failed to uncover trafficking operations. 
 
In its list of issues and questions, the Committee requested information on the recent review of the Prostitution 
Reform Act (PRA), which decriminalized prostitution, as well as more detailed data on the nature and extent of 
prostitution in New Zealand.  The delegation did not address this during the dialogue but their written 
responses explain that research on the operation of the PRA commenced in late 2006 and will be presented to 
the Prostitution Law Review Committee in late 2007. No preliminary assessments or findings on the operations 
of the PRA are yet available.  
 

Women’s Health 
 
The Committee congratulated New Zealand on its low figures of HIV infections. Committee member Ms. 
Coker-Appiah warned that New Zealand must nevertheless pay close attention to the report’s figures which 
show that most infections occurred through heterosexual contact.  She referred to trends observed in Africa 
showing that what originated as a homosexual phenomenon assumed a much more rapid rate of infection across 
the population once it spread to heterosexuals.  
 
The  delegation singled out three groups focussed on by government initiatives – prostitutes, drug users and the 
homosexual population who have received safe sex education, counselling, and support.  Finally, Committee 
experts urged the delegation to address the low level of life expectancy and a high level of adolescent 
pregnancy for Maori women.  
 
 
 

 Conclusions and Next Steps 

Both the delegation and the Committee expressed their satisfaction at the patience and goodwill displayed 
which made the dialogue a fruitful one. In her closing remarks, the Chair of the Committee asked the 
delegation to consider strengthening their Action Plan by incorporating the framework of Article 1 and 2 of the 
Convention. Finally, the Committee commended New Zealand for funding three NGOs to participate in the 
session, an example seldom followed by other countries. 



 
 

 
International Service for Human Rights 6

The Minister reiterated she would continue to make a case for women’s representation on private boards. In her 
closing remarks she mentioned the Government’s serious commitment to improving factors that disadvantage 
Maori women as well as maintaining their direction on handling violence issues. 
  
 
Last revised and updated: 14 September 2007. 
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COMMENTS AND FURTHER INFORMATION  
 
We would welcome your feedback on this publication so please send any comments and suggestions to 
information@ishr.ch. You can check the latest Treaty Body Monitor reports published on 
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