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ACFID welcomes the International Gender Equality Strategy (IGES) and steps taken by the
Australian Government to promote and protect gender equality from increasing threat.
ACFID calls upon Australia to ensure that the IGES implementation is both inclusive and
practical - grounded in rights-based frameworks and evidence, and responsive to diverse
needs. While the IGES outlines ambitious goals, its success will depend on how well it
embeds gender equality into program design, delivery, and evaluation. ACFID also
welcomes the central role Gender Equality, Disability and Social Inclusion (GEDSI)
considerations have played in shaping the Development Partnership Plans (DPPs), which
are key to translating these ambitions into practice. By grounding development initiatives
in gender-transformative approaches, investing in learning and accountability, and
engaging all members of society, Australia can deliver lasting and inclusive progress on
gender equality.
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Recommendations

1.Re-establish the best practice of
setting targets for gender equality
across the development cooperation
programs by committing 15 per cent
of Official Development Assistance
(ODA) to initiatives with gender
equality as the principal objective.

.Design and deliveran initial $300
million gender-responsive climate
adaptation andresilience funding
window to ensure Australia’s climate
finance is accessible to NGOs and
local civil society organisations
(CSOs) working at the intersection of
gender equality and climate justice.

.Increase the Indo-Pacific Gender
Equality Fund by $35 million per
annum to $100 million per annum to
bolster investments in programs that
advance gender equality and
women’s empowerment in the
region.

4.Sustain long-term investment in
Pacific Women Lead by allocating
$250 million over five years from
2026-27, and setting a target for
bilateral spending allocation on
gender equality, to ensure gains over
the past 15 years can be maintained,
and Australia's flagship gender
program in the Pacific can continue.

.Increase Australia’s LGBTQIA+
funding by $11.5 million annually,
including by increasing the Inclusion
and Equality Fund.
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6.Publish the LGBTQIA+ Human Rights

Engagement Strategy.

7.Use all diplomatic tools available to

work with like-minded governments
to:

a) address anti-rights movements
and their use of online spaces to
spread extremism, disinformation
and misinformation across the
globe; and

b) increase support for women'’s
rights organisations to attend
discussions in multilateral spaces,
including funding for tracking
backlash, coordination, and
mobilising joint responses.

8.Provide reliable funding and support

countries to strengthen their ability to
collect and report reliable, inclusive
and intersectional data to inform
policies, programming and resource
allocation. This data:

a) should build on Australia's
leading initiatives with local
communities to collect data that
protect peoples' rights, by
revealing their circumstances while
protecting them from persecution
and sensitively addressing their
needs;

b) could include, but is not limited
to, data on diverse sexual
orientations, gender identities,
race/ethnicity, and disability status.



Global Context

Importance of gender equality for development

Rising anti-rights movements
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Global aid trends

Progress towards gender equality is being further undermined by aid cuts by several of
the world's largest donors; including the United States, which had been the world's
largest aid donor in nominal terms, and the Netherlands, which was the largest donor to
women's rights organisations [see figure 1 below]. *

Figure 1: Projected ODA Contribution by OEDC donor cutters
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Source:DevPolicyBlog, Robin Davies, "Burden-shedding: the unravelling_of the OECD aid consensus"
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https://devpolicy.org/burden-shedding-the-unravelling-of-the-oecd-aid-consensus-20250307/

Global aid trends

Women-led and women's rights organisations have been devastated by the funding cuts,
with UN Women reporting almost half of 411 surveyed organisations across 44
humanitarian and crisis settings expected to shut down within six months if current
funding levels persist.”

Meanwhile, Gender-related development finance is facing several challenges. ODA for
gender initiatives has stagnated, new priorities have emerged, and anti-gender finance
has grown.® At the same time, USAID cuts by sector have had significant impacts for
women and LGBTQIA+ people, particularly affecting health programming [see figure 2
below].”

Figure 2: Proposed USAID cut by sector
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Source: Charles Kenny and Justin Sandefur, Center for Global Development

Note: Dollar values are based on total obligations in FY24-25 under specified contracts from
foreignassistance.gov.
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https://www.cgdev.org/blog/usaid-cuts-new-estimates-country-level
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Building on Australia’s
Strategy

Australia’s International Gender Equality Strategy®, released in February 2025, provides a
strong foundation for Australia’s leadership on gender equality. This policy brief provides
recommendations on the implementation of the IGES, focused on supporting and
catalysing best practice approaches to gender equality and LGBTQIA+ programming.

Source: Transform Aid International 2023
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Priority one: Ending sexual and gender-based

violence and advancing sexual and

reproductive health rights

The world's largest nominal aid donor has

cut programs globally, and global
pressure to restrict SRHR and SGBV
funding is rising in settings where
democratic institutions are already under

strain. Commitments to SRHR - life-saving

healthcare that underpins human rights
and sustains public health systems - are

declining, even among former champions

and investors, including Sweden’ and the
Netherlands.'® The IGES arrives in a
context where Australia has a strategic
opportunity to reaffirm its global
leadership on SRHR and SGBV and take a
strong and proactive stance to protect
and advance gender equality. ACFID
proposes the following avenues for
delivering on priority one of the IGES.

a) Resourcing and health infrastructure

Health infrastructure remains
underfunded and fragmented, with
critical shortages in skilled workers, such
as midwives, nurses, and health
educators;'" particularly in Asia and the
Pacific.'” Many health systems lack the
capacity to offer integrated care that
addresses both SRHR and SGBV,
particularly in rural and remote areas.
Without strong referral pathways, cross-
sector coordination, and trained
personnel, survivors of violence face

significant delays, retraumatisation, and in

some cases, complete denial of care.
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A lack of accurate, age-appropriate,
and culturally relevant information
prevents young people from making
informed decisions about their bodies,
relationships, and futures. This increases
vulnerability to early pregnancy, child
marriage, HIV, and sexual abuse.
Scaling up investment in gender-
responsive initiatives within broader
health systems can help address
persistent funding gaps in areas such as
SGBYV, SRHR, and maternal healthcare.
By committing 15 per cent of ODA to
initiatives with gender equality as the
principal objective (see
recommendation 1) the Australian
Government can help strengthen health
systems to deliver integrated, gender-
responsive services.
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b) Invest in individual-level, gender-
sensitive data

In countries such as the United States,
data related to contraception, abortion,
maternal mortality, fertility, and SGBV is
being withdrawn or politically
suppressed.” This undermines the ability
of governments and donors to
understand population trends, plan
services, and respond to unmet needs.
The erosion of data not only weakens
health systems, but jeopardises
intergenerational planning, economic
forecasting, and national development.
Individual-level data that covers a range
of factors, including those that are
important to women - such as access to
contraception and menstrual hygiene
management - is critical to ensuring that
Australia’s support to gender equality
creates progress across health
programming. The Australian
Government has been a leader in
investing in individual-level, gender-
sensitive and multidimensional
approaches to measurement at scale
since 2008, including support to gender
data program Equality Insights.
Maintaining this leading role in gender
data innovation is vital, and there remains
ample scope to increase resourcing to
grow the accessibility of this disability-
inclusive and gender-sensitive data across
the region to drive action, and improve
programming and resource allocation.
Robust data and research are pivotal for
the development of evidence-based
interventions and strengthening health
services (see recommendation 8).

POLICY BRIEF: Advancing Gender Equality

c) Champion inclusive, rights-based
approaches and protection

The IGES presents Australia with a
strategic opportunity to reaffirm its global
leadership on SRHR and SGBV. Meeting
this opportunity, however, requires high-
level ministerial engagement at
international forums where Australia can
champion inclusive, rights-based
approaches, such as the UN Commission
on the Status of Women and the
Commission on Population and
Development.

Australia must take a strong and proactive
stance to protect and advance gender
equality by investing in strategic,
coordinated, and cross-sectoral
monitoring of anti-rights actions and
discourse. It must also recognise the
growing threat that anti-rights agendas
pose to democratic processes and
regional security, and use its diplomatic
and political influence to advocate for the
greater protection of SRHR, as well as the
rights of women and LGBTQIA+
communities (see recommendation 7).

Progress depends on sustained
commitment. By investing in long-term
responsive, inclusive, and survivor-
centred systems, Australia can help build
a future where reproductive autonomy is
protected, young people have access to
accurate information, and health systems
deliver integrated services informed by
data.



9

Priority two: Pursue gender-responsive peace

and security efforts

Amid rising global conflict, gender-
responsive approaches to peace and
security have never been more urgent. At
the end of 2024, over 120 million people
worldwide were forced to flee conflict,
violence, human rights violations and
persecution.'

Internal and protracted conflicts in places
including Myanmar, the Democratic
Republic of Congo, and Sudan and the
escalating gender apartheid in
Afghanistan have highlighted how
women's rights are often targeted and
undermined in times of crisis. In addition,
Israel’s invasion of Gaza and Russia’s
invasion of Ukraine have displaced
millions of people, raised very real threats
to global peace and stability, and again
highlighted the continued use of rape and
sexual violence as weapons of war."

Women and LGBTIQA+ people suffer
most under conflict, yet are integral to
building peace - and this context
demonstrates the urgent need for
coordinated and sustained action on the
Women, Peace and Security agenda.
Australia’s second National Action Plan on
Women, Peace and Security (the NAP)"™
provides a framework for coordinated
engagement on the WPS agenda.
ACFID proposes the following avenues
for delivering on priority two of the IGES.

a) Strengthen policy coherence

Improved coordination is needed to
better align the implementation of the
NAP at the domestic and international
level. This should include the integration
of First Nations women into Australia’s
WPS agenda, by taking action to address
the legacy of colonial violence against
First Nations peoples, and embedding a
commitment to justice and ongoing
peacebuilding within Australian borders,
which is critical for the holistic and
effective implementation of the WPS
agenda.

b) Strengthen knowledge on under-
prioritised and multifaceted WPS issues

While the WPS Agenda at the UN Security
Council recognises that gender is central
to conflict prevention and response, and
is a useful entry point for addressing
violence against LGBTQIA+ individuals in
armed conflict, these factors are largely
still ignored at the multilateral level.
LGBTIQA+ -led organisations must be
included in national WPS processes, in
recognition of anti-LGBTIQA+ violence as
a form of gender-based violence."’ (see
recommendation 7).

Case Study: Women under threat keep their communities safe

In Rohingya refugee camps in Bangladesh, women leaders, with the support of Act for Peace, are providing
educational and livelihood training, raising awareness about domestic violence and trafficking, while promoting
women'’s empowerment and participation in decision-making processes. Despite their vital contributions, these
leaders often face threats of violence and criticism from community members suspicious of women'’s leadership,
underscoring the ongoing risks faced by women working on the front lines of peacebuilding and protection.'
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Priority three: Deliver gender-equitable

climate action and humanitarian assistance

Climate change exacerbates existing
gender inequalities and
disproportionately impacts women and
other marginalised groups. The UN'’s
2023 Gender Snapshot found that under
a worst-case climate scenario, more
women than men will be pushed into
poverty by a worst-case climate scenario,
with nearly 160 million women and girls
affected.”

Women's widespread marginalisation
from decision-making results in their
needs being overlooked in national plans
to respond to climate and disaster risk.
Women's rights organisations also face
exclusion from climate change funding:
only 2.9 per cent of global climate finance
identified gender equality as a principal
focus.”®

Australia has demonstrated a strong
commitment to respond to the gendered
impacts of climate change. The Australian
Government can step up through the
IGES as a champion for gender-
transformative climate action by
prioritising the following areas.

a) Design and deliveran initial $300
million gender-responsive climate
adaptation andresilience funding
window

Women and girls currently experience
widespread exclusion from climate
change decision-making.
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This results in climate responses across all
sectors that overlook their needs, and
creates barriers to accessing climate
funding.

The Government should design and
deliver a $300 million gender-responsive
climate adaptation and resilience fund
over four years to ensure Australia’s
climate finance is accessible to NGOs and
local CSOs working at the intersection of
gender equality and climate justice. The
fund would drive gender and climate
principal programming that enables
diverse women and girl leaders to
engage in climate decision-making and
drive gender-transformative climate
change programming and advocacy at all
levels (see recommendation 2).

b) Catalysing women'’s climate change
leadership

Women's leadership in climate decision-
making at all levels is critical in ensuring
that climate change policy is designed to
meet the needs of diverse women and
other marginalised groups. Research into
climate change policies across Asia and
the Pacific shows that gender
considerations continue to be widely
overlooked,?" while women remain vastly
underrepresented in global climate
change negotiations. Australia can
catalyse transformative action on gender
and climate policy and practice by
fostering leadership in climate change
decision-making across our region and
globally.



11

c) Driving integrated gender and climate
change programming

Australia has a key opportunity to lead
gender-transformative climate solutions that
advance both gender equality and climate
goals. ActionAid’s Gender Responsive
Alternatives to Climate Change framework'®
provides a methodology for integrating
gender equality and climate action.

This includes the valuing of women'’s
Indigenous and experiential knowledge,
alongside scientific and technical knowledge;
support for diverse women's representation
at all levels of climate decision-making and
implementation; resourcing for women'’s
networks, collectives and organisations to
respond to climate impacts; and placing a
targeted focus on shifting harmful gender
norms and reforming the underlying systems
that are driving gender inequality and
climate change.
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Priority four: Promote women’s economic

equality and inclusive trade

Women's economic empowerment is
essential to achieving gender equity,
unlocking inclusive economic growth, and
achieving the SDGs. Yet more than 10 per
cent of women globally are trapped in a
cycle of extreme poverty with
discrimination and systemic barriers
limiting women's participation in
education, employment, and restricting
their access to resources, credit and
financial assets. '’

Employment is a critical pathway out of
poverty and a cornerstone of economic
empowerment. Despite its importance,
many women remain locked in precarious
jobs, with limited access to decent work
due to entrenched structural and social
barriers. Currently, only 60 per cent of
working age women are in the labour
force, compared with almost 91 per cent
of men. Nearly 60 per cent of women
worldwide work in the informal economy,
rising to almost 90 per cent in low-income
countries."
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Women worldwide also undertake a
disproportionate share of unpaid care
and domestic work, further limiting their
economic opportunities.? It is important
to note that LGBTIQA+ people also face
significant barriers to economic
participation; however, due to limited
data, it is difficult to accurately assess the
scale of their economic exclusion.

ACFID proposes the following avenues
for delivering on priority four of the IGES.

a) Locally led economic empowerment
design

Further priority should be given to
investment in social protection systems
and expanding women's access to social
welfare programs such as healthcare and
pensions systems that recognise unpaid
care work. Community-based solutions
that support and strengthen collective
power for wider social transformation will
additionally be essential. These
approaches help challenge structural
barriers and enable women’s participation
in local economies.



b) Gender-responsiveness of trade
policy

On the global stage, women are similarly
excluded from economic participation:
current trade agreements reinforce and
deepen discriminatory economic
structures. Women are particularly
disadvantaged where trade rules stifle
workers' rights, disadvantage small-scale
farmers, facilitate the privatisation of
public services and reduce access to
affordable medicines. These rules are
exacerbating gender inequities within the
economy, limiting women’s access to
dignified work, increasing the burden of
unpaid care work, and deepening poverty
among women.

Australia has taken important steps to
improve the gender-responsiveness of its
trade policy, including transitioning
towards the inclusion of gender chapters
in trade agreements, as well as the
decision to join the Global Trade and
Gender Arrangement. ACFID
understands that DFAT is considering
conducting gender impact assessments
for all trade agreements.
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ACFID welcomes these steps and urges
the Australian Government to ensure that
gender chapters are fully enforceable
under dispute resolution processes.
Gender impact assessments must be
independent and conducted alongside
wider human rights, labour rights and
environmental impact assessments.
Provisions that harm women must be
eliminated, and the Government must
embed gender analysis into the design of
trade rules, to reorient trade agreements
towards inclusive economic alternatives.



to women's leadership

Women are powerful leaders - in their
communities, organisations, and
governments. However, due to historical,
cultural and structural factors, as well as
overt discrimination, women are often
prevented from equally exercising
leadership or influencing decisions on the
issues that affect their lives. Discriminatory
social norms widen this inequality: for
example, women's representation in
political leadership in the Pacific stands at
just 8.2 per cent.”* Advancing women's
leadership requires locally led
approaches that address the culturally
specific barriers to women's participation
in leadership.

Women's participation matters for
equality and fairness, and because
women's leadership is shown to improve
solutions to persistent problems and
positively influence policy and
legislation.®

Locally led development recognises,
respects and strengthens the leadership
and decision-making of local actors who
are best-placed to understand and
respond to the needs of their
communities.

There are concrete ways that the
Australian Government can support
women's leadership and access to
decision-making. ACFID proposes the
following avenues for delivering on
priority five of the IGES.
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Priority five: Support locally led approaches

a) Increasing core, flexible, and long-
term funding

The IGES commits to “increasing support
for women'’s rights organisations,
institutions and movements, including in
humanitarian contexts"® yet further core,
flexible, and long-term funding is needed
for these organisations. In 2023-24, these
groups received just $49.5 million per
year, representing one per cent of ODA.*

DFAT's commitment that all programs
over $3 million must have a gender
equality objective has been a significant
lever for strengthening Australia’s efforts
on gender equality across the aid
program. However, the bulk of the
improvement has been in increasing the
proportion of investments with gender
equality as a significant objective (from 29
per centin 2020-21 to 44 per centin
2023-24), with the proportion of funding
to investments with gender as the
principal objective dropping from six per
cent to four per cent of bilateral allocable
ODA over that period.”” ACFID
acknowledges that the figures presented
are drawn from different data sets, which
may affect comparability across reporting
periods. DFAT data was not available for
2020-2021; however, we anticipate
incorporating the forthcoming 2025-2026
data once it becomes available.



Introducing a target that requires 15 per
cent of ODA to be allocated to investments
with gender equality as the principal
objective (see recommendation 1) would
strengthen performance in line with
commitments made by other leading
donors to gender equality. Increasing
DFAT's Indo-Pacific Gender Equality Fund
by $35 million per year would be an
important first step to increasing the pool
of funding available for principally focused
gender programming (see
recommendation 2).

b) Continued support for women's
political leadership

Progress towards this target could be
further enabled by funding the next phase
of Pacific Women Lead (see
recommendation 4). The Australian
Government has provided significant
support for women'’s political leadership
in the Pacific over many years. To build on
the achievements of past work, the next
phase of Pacific Women Lead should
allocate $250 million over five years from
2026-2031, increasing investment on the
previous phase by $16 million per year
(32 per cent). This increase should include
a bilateral allocation target in addition to
the regional program, to ensure that
DFAT Posts continue to prioritise funding
to gender equality programs and
women’s rights organisations. The new
allocation to Pacific Women Lead should
also specifically include expansion of the
Pacific Girl program to $25 million over
five years.
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c) Increase support for women'’s rights
organisations

The IGES notes Australia’s commitment to
“amplifying the voices of women'’s rights
organisations in regional and global
forums, including the UN"8This
commitment is particularly importantin a
global context where increasingly
influential anti-rights actors target any and
all references to gender in multilateral
forums as part of a coordinated effort to
undermine gender equality and weaken
human rights.?® Australia must step up its
leadership and support for gender
equality, including in collaboration with
like-minded governments, to defend
established norms and rights (see
recommendation 7). Australia should also
increase support for WROs to join
multilateral spaces, including funding for
tracking backlash, greater coordination,
and mobilising joint responses.



Conclusion

The IGES is a welcome step to promote
and protect gender equality from
increasing threat. Its ambition must be
matched by inclusive, practical, rights-
based and evidence-grounded
implementation.

Australia must embed robust
mechanisms for learning, transparency
and accountability in gender equality.
This includes investing in robust gender-
and disability- disaggregated data
collection, participatory monitoring,
evaluation and applied research to
inform policy and programming.
Evaluations should go beyond measuring
outputs to assess how programs shift
power dynamics, challenge harmful
norms, and contribute to gender-
transformative change. There is a need
for structured learning exchanges and
listening to the voices of people with
lived experience; particularly those
facing intersecting forms of
discrimination. This evidence will help
shape responsive and locally led
interventions.
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Evidence shows that gender equality
benefits all members of society, including
men - through improved wellbeing,
healthier relationships, and more
inclusive economies.”” Programs that
promote positive masculinities can be
embedded within existing health,
education, community development and
security initiatives.

Finally, gender equality efforts should be
embedded across all sectors, not just in
targeted gender programs. This includes
integrating gender-transformative
principles® into work to end sexual and
gender-based violence, protect women's
sexual and reproductive health and
rights; and in climate action,
humanitarian assistance, economic
development, and peacebuilding efforts.
By embedding a gender-transformative
approach into development initiatives,
investing in learning and accountability,
and engaging all members of society,
Australia can deliver lasting and inclusive
progress on gender equality.
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Caption: A farmer planting seedlings in the
Mentawai Islands. SurfAid has helped
establish a series of seed nurseries that
provide a source for seeding local
horticultural crops, so farmers no longer need

to depend on purchasing packaged seeds.

Inside back cover photo credit: AVI /Matthew
Willman

Caption: Classic Wallabies Exchange
Volunteers in Hoedspruit, South Africa.
Working with Makwetse Primary School in
building food gardens and improving
classrooms with art murals. In partnership
with Eco Children and AVI.
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