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The Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of Discrimination against Women (CEDAW)  is the authoritative legal instrument on women’s human rights and a binding source of international law for those States that have ratified it.  To date, one hundred and eighty nine (189) States have ratified the Convention and are therefore legally bound to implement its provisions.
The Convention, often described as the international bill of rights for women, brings together, in a single comprehensive and  legally binding instrument, provisions requiring the elimination of all forms  of  discrimination, not just discrimination  on the basis of sex, in the enjoyment of civil, political, economic, social and cultural rights, and specific rights of particular concern to women and girls. The  provisions of the  Convention encompass all dimensions of women’s lives and draw on principles of equality, non-discrimination and state obligation. 
Some key features of CEDAW are:
a) The Convention moves beyond mere  guarantees of equality and equal protection before the law in existing legal instruments.
b) Article 1 of the Convention  contains a broad definition of “discrimination against women” which   covers both direct  and indirect, intentional and unintentional  discrimination.
c) The Convention applies in times of peace as well as in times of conflict.The Convention contains unique substantive provisions which are  significant for the protection and advancement of women’s human rights such as in the field of education, employment, health, access to economic and social benefits, participation of women in political and public  life,  in addition to  other provisions dealing with trafficking in women and exploitation of prostitution, nationality, marriage and family relations and the situation of rural women.
d) Intersectionality is a basic concept to understand the scope of the Convention. The discrimination of women based on sex and gender, is inextricably linked with other characteristics that intersect women such as race, ethnicity, religious identity, health status age, class, caste, sexual orientation gender identity or other factors. Such discrimination may affect these groups of women primarily or to a different degree or in different ways than men. States parties must legally recognise and prohibit such intersecting forms of discrimination and their compounded negative effect on the women concerned.

Reporting procedure- The Convention contains a reporting procedure  whose key purpose is to  promote compliance by States parties with the obligations contained in the Convention and to evaluate  fulfillment of State obligation under the Convention. Every State party, upon ratifying or acceding to the Convention, undertakes under article 18, to submit, within a year, an initial report on the legislative, judicial, administrative or other measures it has adopted to give effect to the provisions of the Convention and progress made in this respect; and thereafter periodic reports every four years, and further whenever the Committee so requests.
The reporting  process constitutes an essential element in the continuing commitment of the State to respect, protect and fulfill the rights set out in the Convention. It enables the Committee and the State party to engage in a constructive dialogue, to identify obstacles, to exchange information, to share best practices and to obtain constructive assistance on how to meet treaty obligations. 
Optional Protocol to CEDAW- There is also an Optional Protocol to CEDAW which was   adopted in 1999 which  introduces  two procedures, namely an  individual complaints procedure whereby individuals or groups of individuals may submit claims of violations of rights enshrined in the Convention to the Committee; and an inquiry procedure whereby the Committee may initiate inquiries into situation of grave or systematic violations of rights under the Convention.
Interaction with NGOs- The Committee considers that its close cooperation with  CSOs, NGOs working on women’s human rights  and WHRDs, is essential for the promotion and implementation of the Convention and its Optional Protocol. NGOs play a strategically important role and contribute to the Committee’s activities before and during the monitoring procedures of the Convention and its Optional Protocol and often have a catalytic role in enhancing implementation of the Convention at the national level. 
Since 1988, NGOs have submitted alternative/shadow reports for the Committee’s consideration of State party reports. Following the sixth Meeting of Chairpersons of Human Rights Treaty Bodies in 1995  which stressed the central function of NGOs to provide reliable information necessary for the conduct of activities of the treaty bodies,  the Committee included in its Rules of Procedures as revised in 2001 Rule 47 on NGOs which stipulates: that “Representatives of non-governmental organizations may be invited by the Committee to make oral or written statements and to provide information or documentation relevant to the Committee’s activities under the Convention to meetings of the Committee or to its Pre—Sessional Working Group.”
As  consideration of  States parties’ reports is based on a constructive dialogue with States parties, the Committee considers it necessary that this dialogue is based on information received not only by State parties, UN entities and National Human Rights Institutions, but also from NGOs to ensure a constructive dialogue. The Committee has since  created a space for NGOs to play a constructive role in the reporting process and review  of the State party’s compliance with its obligations under the Convention. NGOs are  accordingly encouraged to provide alternative / shadow reports on States parties’ reports relating to the implementation of some or all the provisions of the Convention or specific themes focusing on gaps in implementation of the Convention or the Committee’s concluding observations. NGOs may provide comments and suggestions to the State party’s reports in any way they see fit.
Submission of alternative/shadow reports and presentation of oral information to the Committee’s Pre-sessional working group (PSWG)-  It is particularly valuable   for the Committee to have NGO input at an early stage of the reporting process and NGOs are accordingly encouraged to submit  their  shadow reports  and to participate at the Committee’s  PSWG  which is tasked with the preparation of the List of Issues and Questions to be sent to the State Party in advance of the dialogue.
Alternative/shadow reports and presentation of oral information at the meetings of the Committee -The Committee welcomes NGOs  written reports submitted to the Committee as well as  NGOs oral presentations to the Committee during the session and NGOs presence during the examination of the State party by the Committee as observers. The Committee provides  a time slot for its public informal meeting with NGOs in its agenda on the first day of the first and second week of each session. During these informal meetings, NGOs make oral presentations of their written reports and respond to additional questions by Committee members. There are additional opportunities for NGOs to provide detailed alternative information to the Committee during informal lunch hour briefings  and these briefings are held the day  before the review of a State  report.
Alternative/shadow reports under the Committee’s Follow-up procedure -Since 2008, the Committee has  adopted a follow-up procedure to its concluding observations whereby a State party is requested to submit information within one or two years on action taken to implement two priority recommendations selected under the follow up procedure. NGOs are encouraged to both give their views on the selection of the 2 follow up recommendations as well as to submit alternative information on the implementation of the follow up recommendations.
 Inputs to the elaboration and use of the Committee’s General recommendations - NGOs  provide  inputs on general recommendations under elaboration and  make use of the Committee’s general recommendations in its advocacy efforts. 
Utilization of the Convention and the procedures under its Optional Protocol -NGOs provide assistance to alleged individual victims or groups of victims of human rights violations under the Convention by submitting communications to the Committee under its communications procedure on behalf of such individuals or groups of individuals. NGOs also provide reliable information on grave or systematic violations of women‘s human rights in relation to the mandate of the Committee to conduct an inquiry under the Optional Protocol . 
Enhancing global reach -The Committee welcomes input from  both -national and international NGOs. Aware of the financial constraints  of NGOs to attend the Committee’s sessions in Geneva, the Committee   encourages  the use of new technology for enhanced representations from all regions during its sessions, such as videoconference links and webcasting. 
Particular situation of WHRDs-The Committee is very sensitive to the situation of WHRDs  whose work is often seen as challenging traditional notions of family and gender roles in the society and are targeted for or exposed to gender-specific threats and gender-specific violence and  are often  subjected to stigmatization and ostracism by community leaders, faith-based groups, families and communities who consider them to be threatening religion, honour or culture through their work. In its concluding observations to States Parties, the Committee has often addressed the situation of CSOs and WHRDs. Some recent examples are:
Turkey 2016 - Civil society organisations 
The Committee was concerned about increasingly restrictive and oppressive measures taken over the years such as imprisonment, against representatives from civil society organisations ,women’s organisations, women human rights defenders, journalists and other activists, including in the Kurdish community.
The Committee recommended that the State party provide an enabling and conducive environment for the establishment and active involvement of women’s and human rights organizations in promoting the implementation of the Convention and all other international human rights instruments in the State party.
Uzbekistan 2015-Women in detention and women human rights defenders 
The Committee was deeply concerned at intersecting forms of discrimination against and the forced sterilization, ill-treatment and abuse of women human rights defenders in detention. 
The Committee called upon the State party to ensure that complaints by women detainees, including women human rights defenders, about discriminatory treatment and sex-based and gender-based discrimination are effectively investigated and the perpetrators prosecuted and adequately punished.
Russian Federation 2015- Civil society and non-governmental organizations
The Committee was concerned about  legal amendments requiring non-commercial organizations receiving foreign funding and engaging in “political activities” to register as “foreign agents”. The Committee was particularly concerned  that the amendments resulted in restrictions on the activities of NGOs and the suspension or closure of some such organizations working in the field of women’s rights. 
The Committee recommended a review of  the legislation requiring non-commercial organizations that receive foreign funding to register as “foreign agents” and to ensure an environment in which women’s associations and NGOs  working on gender equality and women’s empowerment may freely operate and raise funds.
United Arab Emirates -2015- Non-governmental organizations and women human rights defenders
The Committee  was concerned about the lack of a robust civil society and the fact that women human rights defenders and their relatives are subjected to various forms of harassment.
The Committee recommended measures including legal amendments, to create and ensure an enabling environment in which civil society and women’s rights groups may be established and may freely conduct their programmes and activities. The Committee also recommended  that the State party refrain from any act of reprisal against women rights defenders and their relatives and ensure the prompt lifting of all administrative or other barriers placed on them and their families.
Azerbaijan  2015-Non-governmental organizations and women human rights defenders
The Committee expressed concern at legislative amendments which affected  the ability of independent NGOs to operate in the country as well as  restrictions on the work of women journalists and human rights defenders, including some cases of arrest and detention.
The Committee urged  the State party:
a) To review the legislative amendments and ensure that they do not adversely affect the activities of non-governmental and civil society organizations, in particular women’s organizations, and ensure an enabling environment in which women’s organizations can be freely established and may freely operate and mobilize resources;
b) To ensure full respect for the rights of women journalists and human rights defenders.
China 2014- Human rights defenders and non-governmental organizations
The Committee  expressed concern about reports  submitted to the Committee by NGOs which were censored by State agents; fear of reprisals by  NGO representatives who had submitted reports to the Committee and/or  participated  in the review; travel restrictions imposed on some human rights activist who intended to come to Geneva as well as the requirement of  sponsorship to establish civil society organizations which results in undue restrictions in the registration of NGOs.
The Committee recommended  that the State party:
a) Take all measures necessary to protect women human rights defenders, including those who have provided information to the Committee, and take steps to ensure that in future no travel restrictions are placed on individuals or human rights defenders who wish to observe the review of subsequent reports of the State party;
b) Investigate allegations that State agencies have censored reports submitted by NGOs to the Committee and take preventive measures to prevent recurrence;
c) Review the national regulations governing the formation of NGOs to enable direct registration without sponsorship with a view to promoting the participation of women’s rights organizations to complement the State party’s efforts on women’s empowerment and development in the State party.
Syria- 2014- Women activists
The Committee expressed deep concern about the risks that women human rights defenders and women humanitarian workers face since the outbreak of the conflict and was  particularly concerned at: 
a) Consistent reports indicating that women activists have been subjected to arbitrary detention, physical abuse and sexual violence by Government forces and affiliated militias for peaceful activism, offering medical care to members of non-State armed groups, providing humanitarian aid to civilians or in some cases for alleged anti-government activities of male relatives; 
b) Consistent reports indicating that most of the women activists have been detained under terrorism charges; 
c) Travel bans imposed by the Government on women activists; women activists who have left the State party to seek security and protection of their life and security; and cases where consular representatives of the State party have denied the renewal of passports to women activists while abroad.
The Committee urged the State party to:
a) Halt all detention of women involved in  peaceful and humanitarian activities and release all women activists who have been arbitrarily detained; and ensure that those released by virtue of an amnesty law are not at risk of being re-detained or placed under surveillance; 
b) Guarantee the human rights of women activists, in particular, freedom of movement, expression, assembly and association, nationality, liberty and integrity of the person as well as access to justice;
c) Prevent, investigate, prosecute and punish attacks and other forms of abuse perpetrated against women activists and take effective measures to end impunity for such acts.
Conclusion
The Committee’s work has considerably improved as a result of  the collaboration it has with  NGOs. The Committee regularly holds informal meetings with NGOs. I was after one such  informal meeting with NGOs in  January 2010 to discuss their interactions with the Committee, including in relation to their  submissions to the pre-session working group and the plenary sessions, to the new follow-up procedure, to the Optional Protocol, and to participation in briefings, that the Committee issued a Statement at its 45th session on its relationship with NGOs. 
The Committee is very receptive to input from NGOs and now even  has a Working Group on Working Methods. In recent years, the Committee has endorsed many recommendations made by NGOs such as the need for secretarial support in securing visas ;  the need for the  Committee  to recognize personal risks and  therefore to hold closed briefings with human rights defenders; the need for predictability and clarity in requesting information, including through publishing a master calendar and improving the website;  webcasting of examination and the use of video conferencing for briefings to improve representation and security, and reduce NGO costs.
