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Addressing the laws and practices that criminalise women due to poverty and status worldwide
Side event at the seventieth session of the Commission on the Status of Women (CSW70) 

“We must collectively resolve to reform practices that criminalise women for their socio-economic status and vulnerabilities, and we must ensure that the voices and experiences of women with lived experience are brought to the forefront of high-level policy discussions, including the upcoming Beijing +30 consultations and other high-level forums on gender equality.”
 
Mary Robinson, former President of Ireland and former UN High Commissioner for Human Rights[footnoteRef:1]  [1:  Foreword from Mary Robinson in ‘From poverty to punishment: Examining laws and practices which criminalise women due to poverty or status worldwide’ (2025), co-published by Penal Reform International, Women Beyond Walls, and the Global Campaign to Decriminalise Poverty and Status.] 


Organisers: Penal Reform International, Women Beyond Walls, and Pathfinders for Peace, Just and Inclusive Societies
Co-sponsors: Colombia, Thailand (to be confirmed), the United Nations Department of Peace Operations (UNDPO), the Office of the United Nations High Commissioner for Human Rights (OHCHR), the United Nations Office on Drugs and Crime (UNODC), the Thailand Institute of Justice (TIJ), and the United Nations Latin American Institute for the Prevention of Crime and the Treatment of Offenders (ILANUD), and The Cyrus R. Vance Center for International Justice.
When: 9-13 March 2026 (to be confirmed)
Time: To be confirmed
Venue: United Nations Headquarters, New York – (room to be confirmed)
Livestream: UN Web TV
Context
Globally, over 740,000 women and girls are currently held in detention, representing approximately 7% of the world’s prison population. Notably, women’s imprisonment is increasing at a faster rate than men’s (60% versus 22% since 2000). Around 19,000 children live in prison with their mothers while 1.4 million are have a mother in prison. Recent research, co-published by Penal Reform International, Women Beyond Walls, and the Global Campaign to Decriminalise Poverty and Status, and launched at the 69th session of the Commission on the Status of Women, shows that most women are imprisoned for non-violent offences, often linked to poverty, inability to pay fines or bail, and punitive drug policies.
Women’s vulnerability in the criminal justice system is compounded by poverty, marginalisation, and discrimination, affecting both them and their families, as highlighted by the Justice for Women High-Level Group. Despite the Women, Peace and Security agenda recognising women’s key role in peacebuilding, implementation remains limited, requiring gender-sensitive justice reforms, stronger protection against gender-based violence, and greater participation in decision-making. The UN Security Council Resolution 1325 urges States to address violence against women in detention, yet their specific challenges remain underrepresented in high-level forums.
The priority theme for the forthcoming CSW70 is: Ensuring and strengthening access to justice for all women and girls, including by promoting inclusive and equitable legal systems, eliminating discriminatory laws, policies, and practices, and addressing structural barriers. CSW70 therefore offers a vital opportunity to address these issues, midway through the 2030 Sustainable Development Agenda, where progress on SDG 5 (Gender Equality) and SDG 16 (Peace, Justice and Strong Institutions) has been limited and efforts are still needed to advance the United Nations Rules for the Treatment of Women Prisoners and Non-custodial Measures for Women Offenders (Bangkok Rules). Recognising structural inequalities, discriminatory laws, and the feminisation of poverty is essential for inclusive justice systems. Women in detention face intersecting forms of discrimination that often intensify over their lives. Integrating their experiences into CSW70 outcomes will advance SDG 5 and SDG 16, supporting global commitments to gender equality, human rights, and people-centred justice.
Programme
Speakers from Member States, UN entities, civil society, and women with lived experience will discuss key recommendations for gender-transformative, rights-based justice reform. They will emphasise the need for robust, disaggregated data, participatory research methods centred on women’s expertise, and comprehensive legislative reforms, including the decriminalisation of offences disproportionately affecting women due to poverty, caregiving burdens, or social marginalisation. Reforms must align with international standards such as the UN Bangkok Rules and be reinforced by public awareness efforts to counter stigma, discrimination, and harmful gender norms.
The discussions will highlight the role of community-led solutions, with civil society organisations – particularly those led by women with lived experience – at the forefront of reform, research, and service delivery. Speakers will stress that women’s lived experiences must inform the design, implementation, and monitoring of justice and social protection measures. The discussions will also focus on expanding rights-based non-custodial measures and transitional interventions to mitigate harms while broader legal reforms are pursued, strengthening justice, gender equality, and the transformation of criminal justice systems in line with international commitments.
Agenda (60 minutes)
(To be determined)
Opening remarks: 
· Arlene B. Tickner, Ambassador at-Large for Gender Issues and Feminist Global Policy, Ministry of Foreign Affairs, Colombia
· Ambassador H.E. Mr. Cherdchai Chaivaivid, Ambassador and Permanent Representative of Thailand to the United Nations (tbc)
Speakers: 
· Fernando Marani, Program Director, Justice, Inclusion, and Equality, Pathfinders for Peaceful, Just and Inclusive Societies (tbc)
· Phiset Sa-ardyen, Executive Director, Thailand Institute of Justice (TIJ) (tbc)
· Sabrina Mahtani, Women Beyond Walls 
· Women with lived experience of imprisonment (tbc)
Closing remarks:
· Member State (tbc)
Moderator:
· Jerome Mangelinckx, Global Policy Manager, Penal Reform International
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