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Honourable Chairperson of the Portfolio Committee on Women, Youth and Persons with Disabilities, Honourable Liezel van der Merwe and all Honourable Members; 
Acting Director-General in the Department of Women, Youth and Persons with Disabilities, Ms Dineo Mmako and all officials from the Department; 
Fellow South Africans, 

Good morning.

Allow me to begin by expressing my appreciation to the Committee for convening this engagement on South Africa's Sixth Periodic Report on the Implementation of the Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of Discrimination against Women, commonly known as CEDAW.

The report before the Committee is more than a treaty reporting obligation. It is an opportunity for democratic reflection for us as a constitutional democracy to assess the distance we have travelled in advancing the rights of women and to honestly confront the distance that still remains.

This report covers the period 2015 to 2024, a decade marked by significant progress, profound challenges and important institutional reforms in the pursuit of gender equality. It arrives at a particularly significant moment in our national journey. 

This decade was characterised by profound disruption. The COVID-19 pandemic exposed and deepened existing inequalities, with women carrying a disproportionate burden of job losses, unpaid care work, food insecurity and vulnerability to violence. 

Economic stagnation, unemployment and widening inequality placed additional pressures on households, with women often absorbing the social and economic consequences. 

Across the world and within our own society, we have also witnessed the rise of organised anti-gender, anti-human rights and anti-democratic movements that seek to roll back hard-won gains under the guise of culture, religion, tradition or nationalism. These movements are increasingly well-resourced, transnational and coordinated. They target women's rights, sexual and reproductive health and rights, comprehensive sexuality education, the rights of LGBTI persons, and the broader human rights architecture that underpins constitutional democracies. Their objective is not merely to oppose specific policies, but to challenge the very principles of equality, inclusion and human dignity upon which democratic societies are built.

It is therefore important that we locate this report within this broader context. The struggle for women's rights today is not simply about extending rights where none exist; it is increasingly about defending rights that have already been won, strengthening institutions that protect those rights, and ensuring that equality moves beyond legislation into the lived experiences of women and girls. This report reflects both dimensions of that struggle. It documents meaningful progress achieved by our democracy while also reminding us that progress is never inevitable, and that every generation carries a responsibility to protect, deepen and advance the gains secured by those who came before us.

Chairperson, we have recently commemorated 30 years of democracy, 30 years since South Africa ratified CEDAW, and 30 years since the Beijing Declaration and Platform for Action. These milestones compel us to ask whether the promise of equality has translated into material improvements in the lives of women across our country.

As government, we approach this report from the understanding that gender equality is not a sectoral issue. It is a developmental imperative that is central to economic growth, social cohesion, democratic participation and human dignity.

Our Constitution reminds us that South Africa is founded on the values of human dignity, equality and the advancement of human rights and freedoms. It is therefore fitting that this report demonstrates the steps taken by government to strengthen legal protections, advance women's representation, improve access to justice, expand economic opportunities and combat gender-based violence and femicide. 

The report outlines progress in areas such as the implementation of the Gender Responsive Planning, Budgeting, Monitoring, Evaluation and Auditing Framework; the National Strategic Plan on Gender-Based Violence and Femicide; the establishment of the National Council on GBVF; and measures to strengthen women's participation in political and economic life.

Chairperson, the report also reflects government's efforts to implement the priorities articulated in the Medium-Term Strategic Framework and now the Medium-Term Development Plan, both of which recognise women, youth and persons with disabilities as cross-cutting priorities of the developmental state. These interventions are aligned with our constitutional obligations and our broader commitment to building an inclusive society where no one is left behind.

At the same time, this report does not shy away from the realities confronting women in South Africa. It acknowledges that women continue to bear a disproportionate burden of poverty, unemployment and economic exclusion. It reminds us that gender-based violence remains one of the greatest threats to women's freedom and security. 

The report also identifies that implementation gaps, capacity constraints and uneven service delivery continue to undermine the full realisation of women's rights, particularly for women in rural communities, poor households, women with disabilities, young women and other marginalised groups.

This honesty strengthens the credibility of the report. As government, we recognise that legislation alone cannot transform society, policies alone cannot dismantle patriarchy and institutions alone cannot eradicate inequality. Transformation requires implementation. It requires accountability. It requires resources. It requires sustained political leadership and societal mobilisation.

As the Department responsible for driving the national agenda on women, youth and persons with disabilities, we understand that the struggle for women's emancipation is inseparable from the broader struggle to deepen democracy, build an inclusive economy and advance social justice. 

Our mandate requires us to coordinate, monitor, advocate and ensure that the priorities of women, young people and persons with disabilities are mainstreamed across the work of the state. It is in this context that the Department continues to support accelerated action on women's economic empowerment, gender-responsive governance, representation in decision-making and the eradication of gender-based violence and femicide.

Chairperson, The significance of this report extends beyond compliance with an international convention. It is a measure of how effectively the state is transforming constitutional rights into lived realities.

It asks whether freedom has reached the young woman seeking employment, whether justice has reached the survivor of violence, whether economic opportunity has reached women entrepreneurs, workers, farmers and informal traders and whether equality is being experienced by women in villages, farms, townships, cities and communities across our country.

These are the questions that should guide our engagement today.

Importantly, Chairperson, this report also provides Parliament with a concrete oversight instrument because CEDAW cuts across education, health, justice, policing, employment, social development, economic development, rural development, local government and many other areas of state responsibility. This can assist the Portfolio Committee in holding line-function departments accountable for the commitments, gaps and areas of competence reflected in the report. 

We must be emphatic to state that the Department cannot implement gender equality alone. Our role is to coordinate, monitor and advocate, but the practical delivery of many of these commitments sits across the state. 

This report therefore enables Parliament to ask each responsible department what it has done, what it has not yet done, what resources have been allocated, and what measurable progress is being made to advance the rights of women in its specific area of responsibility.

I therefore welcome the Committee's scrutiny, guidance and oversight as we consider this report together. Parliamentary oversight remains one of the most important mechanisms through which we strengthen accountability and ensure that South Africa's commitments to women are translated into measurable outcomes.

Chairperson and Honourable Members, the Department values the constructive partnership that exists between Parliament and the Executive in advancing the rights and empowerment of women.

It is now my pleasure to invite the Acting Director-General and the departmental team to take the Committee through the contents of South Africa's Sixth Periodic Report on the implementation of CEDAW for your consideration.

I thank you.
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