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Introduction

WomenSport International (WSI) is an advocacy-based organization using validated data to fight for and promote the rights of girls and women to participate in sport at all levels and in a safe, equitable and fair environment. Our members consist of researchers and practitioners who use their expertise to educate, advice and recommend changes in policy, supportive procedures, and systems to build a more equity sport ecosystem. WSI has been active enabling change for the past 30 years with emphasis on reducing barriers to girls and women participation. Our member’s research results have demonstrated the inequities and abuse of women’s rights in sport specific to lack of leadership opportunities, financial resources, the ratio of media coverage for women’s sport versus male sport coverage, discriminatory and inappropriate media coverage, unequitable access to facilities and financial support. This is completed by an on-going effort related to interpersonal violence against girls and women in sport. We have been effective in demonstrating the need for a rights-based systems approach to managing sport for girls and women particularly in dealing with breaches of conduct and violence on a local, national, regional, and global level.  These efforts continue to include advising national governments (Ministry of Sport), UNESCO, UNICEF, the International Olympic Committee, other national and international sport governing bodies as well as educating sport participants on their rights in sport.

We strongly believe that sport has the power to transform lives. We aim to ensure that all women and girls have the right to participate free from abuse and discrimination of any kind.
The following submission is to contribute input to the examination on the Right to Participate in Sporting Life on behalf of the Special Rapporteur in the Field of Cultural Rights.
General

Access to and participation in cultural activities can be a vector of cohesion and integration and promote active and engaged citizens.  Sport is a part of culture and identified as a Right in a number of different UN Conventions.  It plays an important role in promoting human rights through generating shared interests and values and teaching social skills that are necessary for democratic citizenship. Sports contributes to overcoming differences and encourages dialogue. It is a useful tool in breaking down prejudice, stereotypes, cultural differences, ignorance, intolerance, and discrimination. 

For the individual and the general overall health of a community, sport contributes to the general health and wellbeing of its citizens. According to the World Health Organization (WHO), ‘regular physical activity aids in the prevention and treatment of non-communicable diseases such as heart disease, stroke, diabetes, breast, and colon cancer. It also helps to prevent hypertension, obesity and can improve mental health.’ But participation in physical activity and sport is often aligned with economics, as countries develop, activity levels decrease. In some countries the decrease in activity levels can be as high as 70%, due to changing transport patterns, increased use of technology, cultural values, and urbanization. WHO’s goal for 2030 is to increase activity levels by 15% globally. To increase participation, it is critical that the sport ecosystem becomes more equitable, friendly, and safe for all women, girls, and other marginalized groups such as persons with a disability, senior citizens, and inclusive of all differences. 

The sport ecosystem is dominated by men, particularly in positions of leadership. Studies in Southern Africa identified that only 10-21% of women are in leadership positions within the sport sector, for example of six countries sampled the national football associations had less than 10% women in leadership positions and of the total participants in the sport only 10% were girls and women. Globally over 250 million people are participating in organized football only 13 million are girls.  With a transformation of policy through advocacy and planned actions, the Ministries of Sport in Southern Africa Region went from 21% women in decision making positions to 41% over a 10-year period. But sport associations itself did not change over the same time frame.

Violence against girls and women, coupled with neglect, discrimination based on gender, age, ethnic background, gender identity, physical disability, coupled with unequal access and economic support are all barriers to women’s participation.  

Research shows that violence against girls and women in sport is experienced at all levels of sport from recreational, competitive, and high-performance. Although much of the available research on the prevalence of violence in sport is focused on athletes as the victims, there is evidence that violence is experienced by all ages and types of participants in all areas of the sport eco-system. UN Women and UNESCO’s Tool Kit: “Tackling Violence Against Women and girls in Sport Violence against Girls and Women in Sport”, reports globally, 21% of females experienced one form of sexual abuse at least once as a child in sport. Although sexual violence is the most studied area of violence impacting girls and women, there are several different forms of violence in sport, often with higher percentages of female victims than male victims. Most criminal cases studied are between a female athlete and their coach, whereas few cases get reported or go to the courts.  Violence in sport is much broader than criminal acts of violence. It directly contradicts the Convention on the Rights of the Child – for example and in particular, Article 2, Article 19, Article 24, Article 31.  As well as the Convention of Universal Human Rights, and The Rights of the Child, violence directly contravenes The Rights of Persons with Disabilities and the Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of Discrimination Against Women (CEDAW). 

Human rights of women and girls regardless of ability/disability in sports are violated. To ensure the right to participate in a sporting life, the systemic acts of discrimination, and violence must be reduced, and or eliminated. This is a long way off without strong interventions and acceptance of the need to change.

Governance

Many countries do not have policies to manage inequalities in sport let alone violence in sport. Although in recent years, the International Olympic Committee (IOC) requires all National Olympic Committee Board of Directors to have a minimum of 30% female participation rate and all trainings including administers, and coaches supported by the IOC to have 30% female ratio.  The Paris Summer Olympic Games in August 2024 will be the first Olympics to have a 50/50 ratio of male and female participants. Some governments for example Norway, require all sport association Boards to have a 40/60 gender ratio to receive government funding, this has been a policy existing for more than 20 years. 

Generally, most governments do not have systems in place to deal with the inequalities, corruption (match manipulation) discrimination and violence of sport. There is a silo approach to governance and resulting in a lack of alignment between ministries such as Ministries of Sport being aligned with the action plans of the Minister of Gender, or Health. Sport is often left out of the different action frameworks, although it could be an effective tool and vice versa. There is a lack of systems and support to report, monitor and require accountability and a lack of recognition or acceptance of the pervasive nature of violence in sport. 

Some countries for example Canada, Germany, the Netherlands, Norway, Australia have developed policies to encourage participation that deal with reducing and managing some of the barriers to participation.  For example, Canada has a universal sport code of conduct that all sport associations are to adhere to and is constantly working on improving systems to support victims of violence. Another example is Zimbabwe whereby the Ministry of Sport recently passed a Bill on Sport Integrity. There are some good examples on a country-by-country basis, but progress is slow and participation rates are continuing to fall back.

There are few institutions or mechanisms for person who’s right to participate in sports are violated to make a claim and obtain an effective remedy. Over the last 10 years there has been an outcry from victims and advocates demonstrating the inequities and violence prevelant in sport.  As a result, there is an effort by some institutions to change the culture of sport. The IOC has been a champion in this area in promoting best practices, providing training and tools for policy development on the integrity of sport (anti-doping, corruption, athlete trafficking) and violence in sport. UNESCO has initiated a program ‘Fit for Life’ whereby reducing violence and other barriers to participation are given priority. As a UN agency UNESCO is trying to influence change with governments.  Several national governments around the world are becoming more accepting of the fact that these are major issues to be dealt with, but at this time, few have the capacity and willing funding allocations to effectively manage these needs.

A more recent and serious situation is the issue of ‘sexual orientation and gender identity’ in sports.  Persons identifying as LGBQT+ particularly Trans women are experiencing high levels of discrimination and negative actions limiting access to sports. This is impacting all girls and women.  Related to this is that sport is largely a binary place. Athletes who do not conform to this binary based on sexual orientation and gender identity, challenge beliefs and often face discrimination and violence in sport.  Again, this violence is higher for female than males especially with the sport practice of sex testing. 

The fear or excuse of fairness in sport is becoming an argument that is discriminatory and impacting the rights to a safe environment for women and girls.  The claims of those pursuing Trans bans are exaggerated, inconsistent and, often, fallacious. The work put forward to support the flaunted motto “the science is clear” features these terminal flaws:
· Absence of research based on actual intersex or Trans women study participants.
· No “control/experimental group” features.
· Little to nothing about the study is “blind” to participants.
· Literature reviews are outdated.
· Consistent overclaims of importance.
· Involvement of researchers with vested interest in outcome.
Of particular concern is the obfuscation of research on children. Individuals and organizations insisting on Trans bans claim to be ’non-transphobic”. However, in virtually every opportunity they have taken to speak out or testify in legislative types of hearings, they have favored bans that extend through public school (K-12), and other schools who compete against public schools. This is a fear approach strongly witnessed in the United States. Indirectly impacting the lives of all girls and women.

It is the responsibility of the State to uphold its commitment to the UN Conventions that they have signed on to. Violence in sport is systemic and requires education, legislation, and systems to manage reporting, punitive actions, and support for survivors of violence.  Without these systems, girls and women will continue to lack the benefits particularly physical and mental health benefits provided by participation.

It is important that States:
· Implement laws to hold perpetrators accountable and support survivors of violence against girls and women.
· Develop independent systems from the sport sector, for reporting incidents of discrimination, and abuse in sport.
· A national legal system outlawing abuse and sex testing and ensuring sport specific statues are present. 
· Provide or advocate for financial resource ensuring support and services are available for victims of violence in sports.
· Providing equitable financial budgeting for both male and female sports.
· Contribute to the development of a rights-based governance culture in sport through education and policy.
· Support on-going research and evaluation to measure change.

The sport sector needs to:
· Understand the variables associated with discrimination and violence against girls and women.
· Encourage participation in research and incorporation of findings into policy.
· Develop safeguarding policies in collaboration with athletes and other sport stakeholders.
· Develop reporting systems and mechanisms of recourse that are independent of the sport sector – working collectively with other expert sectors on the issues at hand.
· Develop preventive programs targeting elite and recreational athletes.
· Ensure security and support for victims and encourage trauma informed care/practice training of entourage and coaches.
· Identify sport specific risks of violence and mitigation practices.
· Encourage trauma informed care/practice training of entourage and coaches.
· Eliminate sex testing from any policy or protocals.
· Encourage translation of knowledge and practice to members.

In summary the sport sector needs to accept the barriers to participation that are systemic within the sport eco-system, take action to change the behaviors and environment and ensure participation for all is safe and allows them to benefit from participating. 
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