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The Generation Equality Forum has paved the way for joint action on women’s rights and gender equality:
now is the time to act. Women’s and feminist movements and leadership, including young feminists’ leadership,
is key to achieving all other goals. At the same time Action Coalition 6 is least known and least funded. There is
momentum, but more awareness, investment and support are urgently needed.
Women’s and feminist movements and organizations from across the region are coming together to demand
rights and gender equality at a time of great need. It is timely that IBC-GE convened the first regional
conversation on turning commitments into action, showing from the high turnout, appreciation and energy
expressed in the meeting.
The urgency of addressing gender equality in the region is high. Feminist and women’s rights movements
have been crucial in advancing gender equality and building inclusive, democratic societies in the region.
Today, much of the progress made is at risk due to the pandemic and direct attacks by those opposing
gender equality.
Women’s rights organizations and feminist movements are severely underfunded, and more flexible long-
term funding for diverse and inclusive movement is key. There is an urgent call to all donors to increase the
funding and access to funding for grassroots and frontline groups, including lesbian movements, young people
and informal groups, by reviewing funding modalities. 
There are inspiring commitments and best practices from across the region, including multimillion dollar
commitments from philanthropy and governments to upscale efforts of civil society organizations to build
women's leadership and advance youth engagement.  There are important efforts to strengthen feminist
principles within organizations as well, building collective leadership with trans and non-binary experts.
 There are concrete opportunities for more regional networking and alliance building, and a high demand for
safe spaces for movements to come together. There is a call for UN Women and other regional organizations
to support spaces for regional movement building with a strong intersectional and intergenerational focus. 
To make the AC 6 successful, there is a need for joint visioning and outreach, and more transparency and
accountability on commitments made. Engaging more stakeholders, whilst maintaining a safe space, is
important to ensure action at all levels of society and power. It is important to maintain meaningful youth
participation and ensure constituencies can co-lead and co-design, including by providing resources for them to
be part of this process. 

The event was the first of ‘regional conversations’ on enhancing engagements in the Generation Equality Action
Coalitions from the region of Central Asia and Europe. There was much interest, with 144 participants, of which
41% young persons below the age of 35, from 40 countries of which 36% from the EU region, 34% from Western-
Balkan and turkey, 15% from Caucasus and Eastern Europe, 11% from Central Asia and 4% from other regions. The
event was co-moderated by several civil society and youth representatives and included inspirational speeches from
adolescent and feminist activists, Governments, private philanthropic foundations and United Nations agencies as
well as interactive discussions, polls and surveys. Further regional conversations are planned in early 2022. 

This publication presents key messages and priorities from the participants for strengthening feminist movements
and leadership in the region, summarised here:

On December 15th 2021, the regional conversation on strengthening feminist
movements and leadership was organised as a virtual event, as the first follow-up to the
Generation Equality Forums in Mexico City and Paris. This event, organized by the United
Nations Regional Issue-Based Coalition on Gender Equality (IBC-GE) in Europe and
Central Asia, focused on the Generation Equality Forum’s “Action Coalition 6” that aims
to strengthen feminist movements and leadership. 

Summary
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'Women human rights defenders in all their diversity are facing the brunt of these hostilities,

having to navigate further shrinking civic spaces, which - due to their gender and activism - were

already frequently more limited and restricted to begin with. The need for action and solidarity

has therefore never been stronger'.' Ruben Brouwer, OHCHR

 

Messages from
our speakers
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'We need inclusiveness, togetherness and resources for feminist movements to thrive and

advance gender equality. We need everyone involved and stand together in this time of

great need.' Sehnaz Kiymaz Bahceci - Member of the Europe and Central Asia Regional

Civil Society Advisory Group

'We need more awareness and stronger commitments to feminist movement building.

Young feminists are actively participating, but we need to make sure they co-lead and

co-design. As young people, we commit to keeping an eye out and holding you to

account.' İlayda Eskitaşçıoğlu, member GEF youth task force

 
'It is time to deliver on what was agreed and on the commitments made. There are glimmers of

progress on violence against women, on bodily integrity, on financial and political support for the

work you do tirelessly. The path to gender equality need not be long. Women are demanding that

we prioritize their rights and choices and we have to deliver. We have the conditions in place to

make change happen. The voice of young people and women’s organisations is key for how to

act.' Marta Diavolova, UNFPA, co-chair IBC-GE

'We are thankful to young people for giving energy and keeping us on our toes. We

recognize their support to engage with civil society, making young people front and

center of the conversation.' Alia El-Yassir, UN Women Regional Director and co-chair

IBC-GE
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Background
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The Generation Equality Forum (GEF) is a global gathering for gender equality, convened by UN Women,
and co-hosted by the governments of Mexico and France, in close partnership with civil society and
youth actors. The Forum culminated in Paris in July 2021, where a set of ambitious and transformative
actions to achieve immediate and irreversible progress towards gender equality were launched. It was a
moment to look back to the landmark 1995 Fourth World Conference on Women in Beijing and for
“gender equality advocates […] to drive urgent action and accountability for gender equality.”  

Across the Europe and Central Asia region, there has been undeniable and significant advances in
gender equality and women’s human rights including strengthened inter-governmental commitments;
positive institutional and policy initiatives towards gender equality and women and girls’ rights; and a
vibrant movement working to advance the lives of women and girls in the region. At the same time,
progress is hampered by significant challenges. Changes in the political and social spheres have created
a movement opposing the gender equality agenda, resulting in significant setbacks in commitments to
gender equality and affecting women and girl’s access to rights, spaces and freedom to mobilize for
gender equality and other human rights. 

Engaging nearly 50,000 people, the GEF in Paris concluded with the launch of a global five-year action
journey to accelerate gender equality by 2026. The Forum’s action-oriented agenda will be under-written
by nearly USD 40 Billion of confirmed investments as well as ambitious commitments from governments,
philanthropy, civil society, youth organizations and the private sector. The convening launched a Global
Acceleration Plan for Gender Equality designed by six Action Coalitions – multi-stakeholder
partnerships that have identified the most critical actions required to achieve gender equality. From the
United Nations Economic Commission for Europe (UNECE) region, 13 Member States serve as leaders of
the six thematic Action Coalitions and 13 UNECE Members States joined the Action Coalitions as
commitment makers. In total, 26 countries are already engaged with Generation Equality. [1]

As a follow-up to the GEF, the United Nations Regional Issue-Based Coalition on Gender Equality (IBC-
GE) in Europe and Central Asia provided a virtual space for feminist leaders and gender equality activists
to meet with GEF Action Coalition leaders and commitment makers. This first GEF regional event
focussed on follow-up to the Action Coalition on Feminist Movements and Leadership (Action
Coalition 6), bringing a wide range of stakeholders from government, UN institutions, funders, civil
society organizations and movements around the virtual table. The meeting was an opportunity to 1) take
stock of commitments, 2) discuss regional priorities, 3) connect leaders, (potential) commitment makers
and movements, and 4) explore opportunities for next steps and joint action.

 The IBC-GE is comprised of members from 14 UN entities including: FAO, ILO, IOM, OHCHR, UNFPA, UNDP, UNDRR, UNECE, UNEP,
UNESCO, UNICEF, UN Women, WFP and WHO, and is co-chaired by UNFPA and UN Women.  The Issue-based Coalition works to
ensure a coordinated UN system approach to promoting gender equality and women’s empowerment in Europe and Central Asia. It aims
to strengthen regional engagement to promote gender equality, provide more coherent and timely policy guidance and technical support
and improve coordination, communication as well as information sharing on key lessons and good practices.

[1] More information about the Action Coalitions’ priorities and suggested collective commitments is presented at Annex.
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Marta Diavolova, Deputy Regional Director a.i. United Nations
Population Fund, UNFPA, Eastern Europe and Central Asia
Regional Office (IBC co-chair) 



“I am very concerned about the current situation. The progress on women’s
rights is at risk as a result of Covid-19. The pushback against gender equality
is part of this and it is very strong in our region. Gender equality is a political
issue, we need to see it as such and have a political strategy to address it.”
(Alia El-Yassir, UN Women Regional Director and co-chair IBC GE)

1. The context: why are feminist movements and leadership key to
addressing urgent challenges in the region 

Women’s rights and gender equality in the region are under pressure.

Key themes raised in the discussion

It is often thought that the Europe and Central Asia region scores well on gender equality when the reality
is more complex and progress is at risk. Whilst we see strong female leadership in countries like Serbia and
Albania, political participation of women is still low in many countries. And whilst important progress has
been made on sexual health and reproductive rights and with the landmark Istanbul Convention (Council of
Europe Convention on Preventing and Combatting Violence Against Women and Domestic Violence),
practices such as forced and early marriage persist in some parts of the region and gender-based violence
remains high. 

Feminists, lesbians, trans women, women human rights defenders, female journalists and politicians, face
particular threats and violence for who they are or the work they do. Norms, stereotypes and narratives that
hold women, in all their diversity, back are ever present. The Covid-19 pandemic is threatening hard-won
gains and efforts to rollback progress are on the rise, particularly in this region. It has increased the urgency
to act, and to act together.
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The role and movement for feminists movements and leadership in society

“Powerful feminist activists and movements have been critical to the advancement
of multiple human rights issues everywhere – from combatting gender-based
violence, to economic justice, to advancing sexual and reproductive rights, to
racial justice, to digital rights, to peace and security, to climate action” (Ruben
Brouwer, OHCHR)
Both historically and with recent events, we see the important role feminist and women’s rights
movements play in advancing rights, equity and inclusive, democratic societies.

In the past years women, in all their diversity, from across the region have come together to defend the
Istanbul Convention, and to support Polish feminists taking the streets for abortion rights, human rights
and democracy. Women in Belarus have been in the frontline of defending these values and became the
symbols of resistance, whilst facing harsh attacks. Young feminists are taking concrete actions to address
concerns and needs of girls and young women, from education to climate change, and to hold leaders to
account.



The transformative potential of these movements and feminist leadership is clear, yet they face a lot of
barriers - from threats and violence to lack of funding and support. Lesbian movements, for example,
have an average budget of 5000 EUR a year and saw their funds cut by two third during the
pandemic, despite doing much work to support their communities. 

Antagonism against gender equality and women’s rights issues is growing and various international
forums have been closed to civil society organizations. At the same time there is enormous energy and
momentum for diverse, inclusive feminist movements to come together, and join hands with allies
across the region - from governments and international agencies, to civil society and private sector.
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2. How can Generation Equality Forum Action Coalition 6 advance women’s
rights and gender equality in the region

“If we can get Action Coalition 6 right, we can achieve all other objectives on
gender equality” (Nadia van der Linde, Count me in!)

Participants were clear: Action Coalition 6 on strengthening feminist movements and leadership is key for
any advancement on women’s rights and gender equality. It is a cross-cutting enabler to achieve ambitious
results. It also represents an opportunity to go beyond business as usual, and to find new ways of working.
The challenges are complex and so should the solutions be, in order to be effective. There is much
appreciation for the process so far, and recognition of the momentum that has been built and needs to be
sustained.

It is recognized that more is needed to raise awareness on the vision and the work of this action coalition,
to explain why it is important and how others can support. Despite the fact that the work of AC 6 is crucial
to all other areas of work, it is the least known and least funded of all coalitions. It will be important to
broaden and strengthen the participation of other actors, whilst continuing to ensure co-leadership of
young feminists, lesbians and diverse feminist movements at large.

This requires a clear focus on what AC 6 is all about. Including what it means to be feminist: 
“It is about addressing inequalities, challenging power relations, making the better world a lived reality for
everyone. Not with women and girls as one group but acknowledging diversity across the world and
within a country or community.” (Alia El-Yassir, UN Women Regional Director and co-chair IBC GE).



'Everything starts with leadership. We need more women in dec making positions so they
influence budgets, financial and public policies. If we want to reduce GE in any area, we need more
women in leadership so they influence every decision.' (Gordana Gavrilovic, Government of Serbia)

'It is important that lesbian movements are recognized for their contribution to their movement, invited
and part of discussion and provided with funding. [This space is important for] ensuring visibility, showing

the movement is inclusive, and we are in this together to fight against this backlash. We need all of us
represented there.' (Ilaria Todde, EL*C, co-lead AC6)

'Generation Equality” gives us the collective energy, power, and vision to heed the call for human rights and
justice. We look forward to learning about your experiences and views, to exploring our collective and individual

opportunities in the region, and to taking these critical steps forward. Together.' 
 (Ruben Brouwer, OHCHR, co-lead AC 6)

'This AC is about bringing more resources. We need to challenge the status quo and demand gender
equality, but the [lack of] money is not being discussed. We hope this process will shift this situation
so we don’t just have resources to address root causes, but to fund our own work.' (Leyla Zuleikha
Makhmudova, FemAgoria Asia)

'We cannot build inclusive democracies without a strong voice for women’s and feminists movements.
Funders are aware that the world is facing multiple crises at once and that new forms of leadership are

needed. We know that women and feminist movements have made the progress possible. Even without
investment they have shown to bring transformative change. Only imagine what happens if we

consciously invest into building this sort of transformative leadership.' (Hertha Toth, Open Society
Foundation, co-lead AC6)

Why join and commit to the Generation
Equality Forum Action Coalition 6?

 

'The Generation Equality Forums were true highlights for us as we could commit to concrete action to
advance SDG5 on gender equality. The global alliance on sustainable feminist movements, with it’s

multistakeholder and co-leadership model, is an important dedicated space for sustained dialogue and
planning for governments, women’s funds, movements. And with a much needed focus on shifting power.'

(Karen Burbach, Ministry of Foreign Affairs, the Netherlands, co-lead AC 6)
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Four key actions suggested 
by the ACTION COALITION 
on FEMINIST MOVEMENTS and LEADERSHIP:
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3. Where do we stand? Inspiring commitments and best practices

Youth As the Agents of Change for Gender Equality
Young Feminists Europe have worked hard to get young people involved and heard in the
Generation Equality Forum. They are co-leading the work and are committed to continue this
role, develop their ECA Youth Vision and hold decision-makers to account. They also developed
a Young Feminist Manifesto to demand meaningful participation. In addition, UN Women and
youth from the region have run a successful Youth Engagement Initiative with 84 activists from
the region that can serve as an example for future work. Young people were invited to
DEMAND, LEAD, ACT and CREATE real change, resulting in innovative campaigning, inputs
from a wide range of young people and local community initiatives. It also helped build youth
vision and participation.

Funders stepping up to support movements: The Open Society Foundation 
OSF has committed 100 million dollars to the Generation Equality Forum, 75 of which is for AC
6. Consultations are still ongoing, but they will surely invest in girls education, getting more
women in positions of leadership in politics and governance, strengthening feminist leadership
in Peace and Security, resourcing inclusive movements and leadership, strengthening global
infrastructure for progressive multilateralism, and strengtening the capacity of feminist
movements to combat anti-gender movements. 

Government commitment to female leadership and gender responsive policies 
The government of Serbia shows it is possible: a female Prime Minister, a female president of
the national bank and almost half of all Ministers are women. They have a national mechanism
to coordinate the efforts and gender focal points at all levels to ensure strategic implementation.
Serbia is committed to continue to advance gender equality in the country, with a focus on local
decision-making and gender responsive budgeting, whilst supporting regional and global efforts
for lasting change.

Government support to feminist movements and women’s human rights
The government of the Netherlands is committed to supporting the work of women’s rights
organisations and feminists movements with its SDG5 fund, aiming to make tangible impact on
lives and movement building. They also work to uphold international agreements through
diplomacy, including within the EU. “We will and should not be complacent and commit to
forming a strong front for the SDG5 agenda.”
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Defending civic space and women human rights defenders
OHCHR committed to taking concrete steps to advance meaningful participation of feminist
movements and women human rights defenders in all their diversity both online and offline, to
strengthen protection networks and the protection of online civic space, including within the UN
system. OHCHR further commits to increasing awareness, engagement and access for feminist
movements, activists and organizations to independent human rights mechanisms and bodies at
all levels. 



Strengthening women’s political leadership
Women Political Leaders made commitments to transform the political context, that is currently
unwelcoming to women in many ways, whilst increasing the number of women involved in
politics at three levels: participation, leadership and decision-making capacities. They create
advocacy and communication tools that cater to women, break intergenerational gaps and
activate and strengthen networks and leadership. They also work to transform perceptions of
leadership, breaking down stereotypes to make sure women are seen as capable leaders, and
advocate for more inclusion. 

Young feminists upholding collective leadership
FemAgora Central Asia aims to advance resourcing and leadership of feminist movements and
stands out by the commitments they made to review their internal structure and feminist
principles. They created a programme to involve more transgender and non-binary experts into
the organization, overcoming challenges (many are undocumented or have limited resources) to
make sure they are participating as equal experts. FemAgora is also committed to get more
organizations from Central Asia on board in this process.

Rebuilding lesbian movements for visibility and recognition
The Euro Central Asia Lesbian Community (EL*C) is an inclusive community of lesbians,
feminists, bi, trans, queer and all those who feel connected to lesbian activism. They are working
hard to rebuild the movement, as they see that their needs will otherwise not be addressed.
They are committed to co-leading the work of this AC to contribute to building diverse, inclusive
movements and share the experiences of lesbians, that are facing counterattacks whilst being
severely underfunded and under-capacitated. 

Participatory (gender) budgeting as a key step to inclusive local governance
Supporting women to take leadership in budgeting, from the household to the community and
municipality, is key to making sure their needs are addressed. The Albanian NGO Today for the
Future supported 2500 women in 20 municipalities, 35% of whom were young girls and many
participated in budgeting for the first time in their life.  
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4. What are gaps and opportunities to make AC 6 a success

Access to sustainable financing: The voice of participants is loud and clear. Getting more and better
money to feminist organizing and movement building is urgent. This should be the number one
priority for this Action Coalition, which is currently underfunded (see for example this analysis by
AWID). Core, flexible and accessible financing is key to strengthening movements. It is important
that funding goes directly to (grassroots) women’s rights and feminist organizations, especially
those currently least funded and informal groups, including youth and adolescents, that are doing
amazing work but cannot comply with complicated procedures. 

Building inclusive and diverse feminist movements: An important focus is the networking and
regional cooperation between feminist organisations. Strengthening the bonds between groups is
also key for resiliency. We need to create the spaces, building capacities and cooperation. UN
Women and regional bodies can help women to cooperate more across borders. This also requires
visibility and recognition and of diverse, inclusive movements and addressing obstacles (resources,
capacities, safety risks and wellbeing) to engage, for example for lesbian movements.

“The GEF is an important opportunity for us to build alliances and collaboration,
but there are also challenges for the lesbian movements to engage: the process is
intense, complex and it is sometimes difficult for us to engage. The differences in
resource and capacity of those leading cannot be overlooked. We need a system
to equip us with the resources to take this role.” (Ilaria Todde, EL*C)

Youth co-leadership: Upholding this important principle and practice of the ACs in the process and
commitments moving forward requires action. It is important not to let the momentum go and ensure
young people’s continued engagement. Reach out to them to ask if they need support, and make
sure participation is meaningful and equal, co-designing and co-leading. Whilst young people have
been more visible than ever, their speaking time is cut short more often than that of governments
and they are facing obstacles in time and resources - with many at risk of burn-out or precarious
work - that need addressing.

“Promote intergenerational co-leadership and actively recognise and support
young feminist movements. Match us, because we are already leading this work.”
(Nino Ugrekhelidzeh, youth activist)

Transparency, inclusion and accountability: More clarity is needed on what commitments are and
how accountability is organized. In early 2022 an overview will be published, which can provide a
basis for jointly monitoring actions. There is an opportunity to feed back to the open consultation on
indicators for the accountability framework. Access to platforms, of people with disabilities, from
different regions or language skills needs to be improved to make sure it is truly inclusive.
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5. Looking Forward: Advancing joint action for further solutions and commitments

Get the money to where the action is: It is agreed funding is a priority and the needs are clear:
increase funding and access to funding for feminist movements, especially those least funded, facing
intersecting discriminations and obstacles - e.g. lesbians, sex workers and informally organized
groups. UN programmes on protecting women and human rights defenders must support the
LGBTQI+ community at all times and to make sure that all countries in the region have lesbian civil
society organizations by providing funding (donors), knowledge and networking (NGOs). It is
important not to ‘projectize’ the work, and to ensure long term sustainable financing that includes
core funding and is flexible. It is suggested to build on the existing recommendations to call on
donors - including the UN - to change funding modalities and adopt a no-competition policy. There is
interest in jointly calling on others to fund and organising meetings and fundraising events with
donors.

Create safe spaces for participation and movement building: There is a strong call for, and
commitment to, strengthening intersectional and intergenerational movements, networking and
alliance building in the region. There is interest in a feminist conference like the Latin-American
region has. For the GEF it is important to ensure participation is meaningful and inclusive, supporting
youth, adolescents, Women Human Rights Defender and LGBTQI to co-design and co-lead; but also
to bring in older women and getting ‘champions’ for inclusion of these groups. National gender youth
activists are an important existing mechanism. There is appreciation for the spaces created, but also a
concern that access for civil society to international forums is in decline and that some governments
are not open to concerns from all women. There is a need for supporting safe spaces that are self-
organized and self-selected, for feminist organizations to strategize and be able to have independent
voice and power. There is an existing proposal for developing a global independent structure that will
be taken forward. 

“We need an independent global structure to respond to the issues. Current
structures are important but are all elected by governments. There are
women’s ministries in many countries, but they are not responding to all
women.”  (Selma Acuner, Women’s Coalition, Turkey)

“We need a safe space for feminist organizations in their
intersectionality to strategise and be able to have independent voice

and power. A space that is open and inclusive, where civil society
groups can develop proposals on how to build momentum and not

have it weakened. Before entering into a space with governments, have
a self-organized civil society and youth space to work together and

from there to jointly engage with other, more powerful, stakeholders.” 
(Sascha Gabizon, member civil society advisory group UN Women)
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There is an urgent need for more awareness, understanding and support for AC 6. A joint effort to
spread the word on why AC is so important, explain what it is about, getting more organizations
involved and mobilizing more resources. There is a commitment to reach out to other actors and ACs
(and compact WPS-HA), bridging gaps both within the feminist movement and beyond.
Constructive feminist dialogues are needed between those holding different positions on sex work,
co-led with sex workers and survivors of sex trafficking, to combat human trafficking in the region.
More is needed to bring others to the conversation, whilst keeping safe space. Getting more
commitment makers from government, academia, private sector; and engaging all levels of
leadership and - ultimately - all layers of society in this effort is key.

Broaden and strengthen the Action Coalition

Start now, build on what is there
There is work to do. We know much of what works, e.g. parity laws and gender budgeting, that can be
built upon. There is an urgent need to protect women human rights defenders and civic space, supporting
and reaching out to those doing the work to address their needs, including young people. Internal good
practice includes promoting collective leadership and upholding feminist principles within our
organizations, at all levels. There are particular opportunities to build upon, such as the uprising of women
from across the region in defending the Istanbul Convention of CoE. This golden standard in combating
gender based violence and domestic violence is under strong attacks in our region. To defend and protect
this milestone human rights document, coming together as feminist and youth organizations in our region,
and building a network can be an important joint action. United for Istanbul Convention Platform can be
the basis. There are also opportunities for joint engagement and collaboration with national, regional and
international human rights mechanisms to address the shrinking space for feminist activists and leaders.
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