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Impressions of the Commission on the Status of Women 

Following are very abbreviated excerpts from the thoughtful reports of 
participants of the UN’s 58th CSW. Much longer versions were posted to The 
Grail listserv. Thanks to Maureen Tate (Philadelphia), Lucy Jones (Cornwall), 
Clarissa Cookingham (Xavier University), Skylar Schaum (Northern Kentucky 
University), Abida Jamal Muhimua (Mozambique), Mary Gindhart 
(California), Paloma Matusse (Mozambique), Hyasinta Mgonja (Tanzania) 
and Bernadette Gemmell (Australia) for sharing their perspectives. 

March 10 

This afternoon was the Girls Session sponsored by The Grail titled “Walking On the 
Edge of Change: Girls voices and life learning experience toward achieving the 
MDG's.” Our impressive panel of young women spoke eloquently about the 
challenges facing women and girls who seek equality.  Olivia gave an impressive 
summary of many of the statistics of 
inequality impacting women and girls 
and asked a powerful question, “How 
do we reach people who won't accept 
the facts?” and provided an excellent 
summary of how investing in girls 
improves life for the whole society 
including the economy. Anastasia 
discussed the challenges facing her 
community in Flint, Michigan and her 
efforts working in a community 
technology center in the Spanish 
speaking community and about 
building a passion for education 
among girls. Diana, from the Bronx, 
who was born in Mexico, is a leader organizing among the undocumented 
community. She is a leader with the Working Group on Girls. Paloma of 
Mozambique shared about her efforts advocating for girls rights in school and in 
her community…Carolina of Portugal shared about the challenges she faces in 
trying to combat indifference…She commented about the importance of taking 
small steps and provided my favorite quote of the day…“Small steps can turn into a 
long walk.” 

-Maureen Tate 

March 11 



What I continue to hear again and again is that because gender specific goals and 
accountabilities were not built in to the MDGs, issues of women's rights and 

women's empowerment have fallen 
between the cracks and now there is a 
call for a standalone gender equality 
goal in the articulation of the 
Sustainability Development Goals. Such 
a goal would call for more focused 
efforts on such issues as sexual violence 
against women and girls, child 
marriage, women's representation and 
participation in leadership and decision 
making in policy making bodies, 
maternal mortality rates, women's right 
to education and land ownership to 
name a few examples. 

-Maureen Tate 

The whole CSW is inspirational. I was 
impressed with a session discussing 
how social media can be used positively 
to persuade people to do the right 
thing. There was a music video focusing 
on the issue of rape in Liberia. The 
company, PCI Media, who is 
collaborating with UNICEF, reaches out 
to women and works with bands and 
famous singers of Liberia to raise 
awareness of how powerful videos, 
music and words can be in affecting 
people’s thoughts. 

-Clarissa Cookingham 

I attended a session titled “HIV Knows No Gender”…Some of the speakers spoke 
about their own experience living with HIV. One started a nonprofit organization in 
New York that sponsors a space for those with HIV to gather, share their 
experience and learn skills, like working with computers. Overall I have enjoyed 
being able to speak with my group about our interests and having the freedom to 
choose sessions of interest. The girls’ session was important because the girls were 
able to show how the MDGs played out in their own communities. 

-Skylar Schaum 

CSW as Outreach 
Clarissa Cookingham and Skyler 
Schaum attended CSW this year as part 
of an outreach campaign aimed at 
college students in the Cincinnati 
region. Led by Membership and 
Outreach Coordinator Carrie Bowling, 
and with the help and support of the 
Membership Development and 
Enrichment Team, this program began 
its trial run last fall. Since the start of 
the year, Carrie has been meeting with 
Skyler and Clarissa to prepare them for 
their experiences at CSW. Clarissa and 
Skyler were both interested in specific 
Millennium Development Goals that 
related to their studies, but were also 
interested in the work of the U.N. as a 
whole. Having the opportunity to go to 
the Bronx house and CSW allowed 
Clarissa and Skyler to see Grail 
members in action and to be an active 
part of The Grail community. The 
Membership Development and 
Enrichment Team and Carrie hope to 
have this program replicated elsewhere 
in the country. 



Panelists from The Grail girls delegation to the CSW at the 
conclusion of their session: Walking On the Edge of Change: Girls 
voices and life learning experience toward achieving the 
Millennium Development Goals 

I went to a session about investing in non-formal education and how to encourage 
girls to embrace STEM (science, technology, engineering, math) careers. If you see 
the statistics of the few women in these areas you see that we need to provide girls 
with role models and mentors so they can consider these opportunities…Because 
the traditional curriculums in our educational systems often reinforce stereotypes, 
we have to invest in other non-formal educational strategies. 

-Abida Jamal Muhimua 

March 12 

While it is affirming to be in such a forum where it feels as though the whole world 
is galvanizing to make women's equality a reality, you can come out of some 
sessions wondering if situations are really improving for women on some of the 
most basic levels. 

-Maureen Tate 

March 13 

The Energy issue is completely missing from the MDGs. Without energy, many 
MDGs cannot be accomplished, e.g., mapping hot spots of maternal mortality 
directly parallel where there is low access to energy…only 34% of hospitals (does 
not include clinics & small health centers) have reliable access to electricity in sub 
Saharan Africa. 

-Maureen Tate 

  



March 14-15 

The end of the first week of the CSW was as busy as the beginning, with an UFER- 
and Grail-sponsored parallel event at the Church Center United Nations, called 
“Sacred Activism: Exploring the connections between spirituality and actions 
supporting the MDGs.” At the end of the day, we commuted back to the Bronx for 
the Bronx Open House, and the following day, Saturday, everyone piled into the St. 
Luke’s bus to take a trip to the Cornwall Grail Center. 

… Maureen Tate moderated the Sacred Activism session, introducing each of the 
women who reflected on the spiritual awareness that undergirds her active 
involvement in transforming some part of her world. Hyasinta spoke of her work 
with the Masaai people in Tanzania; Joana from Portugal told of her work with girls 
with The Girl Effect Grail project; Abida shared about the Mozambique Grail Youth 
Group and her efforts to empower girls to speak their truth to power; and Trina 
expressed the joy of a long lifetime of work as an artist and environmental activist. 
Each woman shared powerfully about formative years and the spiritual strengths 
she has gained from her upbringing and involvement with Grail sisters. 

-Lucy Jones 

MARCH 17 

…''Safe Cities For Women And Girls'' side event… We must fight against any kind of 
violence against women and girls as well as fight for their empowerment and then 
we can worry about other issues. 

…''Forced Marriage''…happens a lot in Mozambique, unfortunately…a lady whose 
intervention I really appreciated said that ''There must be something to replace 
those marriages, and that is education. Don't just go and tell the communities to 
stop doing something; give them something to do with their daughters instead – 
build schools, and give them quality education.'' She is totally right. 

-Paloma Matusse 

March 18 

The second week of CSW 58 is underway. Today the delegates to CSW from the 
member states are negotiating the agreed conclusions on the challenge and 
achievements in the implementation of the Millennium Development Goals (MDGs) 
for women and Girls…(Among the changes) NGOs want added to the final 
declaration: 

9 NEW [The Commission acknowledges the important and legitimate role 
of women human rights defenders in the promotion and protection of 
human rights, democracy, the rule of law and development, publicly 
condemn violence and discrimination;] 



Joana Fialho from Portugal and I will be meeting with the North America/ 
European Caucus and Abida from Mozambique and Hyasinta from Tanzania will be 
meeting with the African caucus this evening to follow the progress of the 
negotiations. 

-Mary Gindhart 

March 19 

“Women’s Rights: Culture Specific?” Organized by Musawah…a global movement of 
women and men who believe that equality and justice in the Muslim family are 
necessary and possible…the focus was on how religion can empower and 
disempower women especially when the religious laws are adopted in the 
politics...In search of common ground we need interfaith groups to work together 
and come to a common understanding and have secularism idea on working on 
gender issue and women issue. 

“Sustainable Solutions to Ending Climate Chaos: How To Make 2015 Mean 
Something!”…climate change has brought about much chaos like: rising sea levels, 
drought, floods, etc. This is human rights violation which the world has never seen 
before. It is an exacerbation of inequality, crop failure, fuel shortage, water 
insecurity, migration etc. … Only 1% of land is owned by women and only 10% of 
all money is in the hands of women. 

- Hyasinta Mgonja 

Happiness is when you give more and expect less – Dr. Hamid Al-Bayati 

Today…is also the International Day of Happiness!…a nation such as Bhutan is 
investing in Gross National Happiness, based on 4 principles: 

 1.   Social and economic development for all 
2.   Good governance 
3.   Resource conservation 
4.   Cultural preservation and promotion 

Dr. Hamid Al-Bayati (former Iraq UN representative and the main driver behind 
the International Day of Happiness) …who had been imprisoned and tortured 
under Saddam Hussein’s regime, explained how he had still managed to find 
happiness in knowing that he had a just cause to live for even whilst being tortured 
for months. His core message was that happiness comes from within and comes 
when you have something meaningful to live for and are in service to others…All in 
all, a very illuminating, positive day that was quite different from previous days at 
CSW but raised an important point – that every person has a right to happiness and 
perhaps we should start looking at people’s levels of happiness and development 
when assessing development outcomes, rather than pure economic and political 
measures. 

-Bernadette Gemmell 



 


