New Zealand Committed to Women's Rights

In a week when the issue of domestic violence has been at the forefront of the nations thinking Women's Affairs Minister Lianne Dalziel has told the UN New Zealand is committed to women's rights.

On Wednesday the government launched a plan nationwide to question all women admitted to hospital about their domestic situation. The move requires nurses to ask all women who visit a hospital if they have been hurt, threatened, criticised, or have been asked to do something sexual they didn't want to do.

Recent law changes have also enabled New Zealand to become a full signatory of the UN's Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of Discrimination Against Women (CEDAW).

In May a bill was passed so women in New Zealand's armed forces can receive the same rights as men in combat roles.

Parliament unanimously passed a law that stops military bosses from excluding women from combat roles, which had remained in law even though it is no longer applied in practice.

Speaking to the CEDAW committee on Thursday Dalziel said the law change shows New Zealand dearly values equality for women.

"We firmly believe to achieve a successful, thriving economy and vibrant society, women must be able to participate fully, freely and actively in social, political, economic and cultural life. Anything we do to improve the circumstances of New Zealand women benefits all New Zealanders," she said.

A report into women's rights in New Zealand was presented to the committee.

The report includes updates on women's representation on government boards, employment opportunities, pay equity, prostitution, violence against women and the needs of disabled women, Maori women, refugee and migrant women.

While labour rates for women - in particular Maori women - are improving, the gender pay gap has plateaued at around 12%.

And as this week's new initiative has shown violence against women is still of major concern.

Dalziel told the committee the level of violence against women and girls in the home is of profound concern to the New Zealand government and the New Zealand public.

"New Zealand has taken major and innovative steps since our fifth report to CEDAW to eliminate family violence, in particular the establishment of the Taskforce for Action on Violence Within Families. Our vision is that all families and whanau have healthy, respectful, stable relationships, free from violence," she said.

