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‘Gender equality must be at the
heart of governance’

Nyaradzayi Gumbonzvanda, UN assistant secretary-general and UN Women deputy executive director, speaks about child marriage,
sexual harassment, women'’s political participation, and the broader state of women'’s rights and gender equality in Bangladesh, in
an exclusive interview with Naziba Basher of The Daily Star. The conversation was also joined by Christine Arab, UN Women regional
director (Asia-Pacific), who set the regional context.

Christine Arab (CA): Last year marked the
30th anniversary of the Beijing Platform for
Action, which remains the seminal global
commitment to gender equality by member-
states. Across Asia and the Pacific, formal
discrimination has declined, particularly in
constitutions and legislation, while services
for gender-based violence and efforts to bring
more women into the labour market have
expanded.

However, women'’s labour force
participation and leadership in politics and
the private sector are still not progressing
fast enough, particularly in South Asia and
the Pacific. Southern Asia also continues to
record some of the world’s highest femicide-
related crime rates.

Women’s participation in disaster risk
reduction, climate mitigation and green
initiatives has significantly increased over the
last five years, with governments increasingly
secking UN Women’s support on these
issues. But gender-based violence remains
persistently high, with harmful practices
such as child marriage continuing to be a
major concern in South Asia.

Last week, for the first time in over a
decade, UN Women and Saarc convened
member-states on the care economy, now
one of the biggest areas where governments
across Asia and the Pacific seek UN Women'’s
support. Another major concern raised by
governments is cybersecurity, particularly
technology-facilitated  violence  against
women.

Welcome to Bangladesh. What are your
key takeaways from this visit, and where
do you see the greatest opportunities
Jor advancing gender equality in
Bangladesh?

Nyaradzayi Gumbonzvanda (NG): Thank you
so much. First, let me appreciate both of you
and also appreciate the media. One of the
12 critical areas of concern identified at the
1995 Beijing Conference was women and the
media, and the role of the media in advancing
gender equality, women’s empowerment, and
women’s rights.

We came to Bangladesh with the regional
director to support UN Women’s eflorts
alongside the government and civil society,
and what I experienced immediately was
that UN Women is deeply embedded in the
country’s wider ecosystem and engagement.

We met with the Ministry of Foreign Aflairs,
the Ministry of Women and Children Affairs,
and the Election Commission, which gave
us perspective on where the country stands
only months after the national election.

Bangladesh is widely recognised for signing
and ratifying key international conventions
advancing women’s rights, including CEDAW,
but it is also acknowledged that more work
remains.

The country has strong policies, but the
critical issue is implementation. Women’s
representation in decision-making also
remains unsatisfactory, particularly in
terms of the number of women directly
elected to the national parliament. Women’s
political participation must include not
only candidates, but also voters and election
administration.

We also engaged extensively with
women’s rights organisations, wider civil
society groups, young women, women with
disabilities, and women involved in the August
events. Implementation, access to services,
and shifting social norms remain critical if
we are (o reduce gender inequality, empower
women, and protect women’s rights.

The level of child marriage is also
unacceptable. I call it child rape.

We also went to Cox’s Bazar. After what we
saw there, we were crying with one eye, crying
heavily, but also smiling a little with the other
eye. The women want peace and they want to
go home. But they also want to live in safety
where they are now. They want skills and
education, not only for themselves but for
their children.

But why did I smile with the other eye? I was
seeing refugee women’s courage—standing
together to find solutions, building skills,
creating women’s groups, and supporting
one another.

And finally, I must mention the wonderful
food in this country. Every bowl of rice has
a woman’s hand on it. The woman farmer
provides the nourishment we enjoy every day.

You spoke about lack of implementation
and access. What other pressing gaps
and unresolved challenges require urgent
attention?

NG: It is important to address social norms
boldly. Negative social norms can limit
women and confine them to certain spaces.
But what is critical is the transformation of
those norms. Love is not oppressive; love is
liberating.

When we speak about transforming social
norms, we are not saying people should
abandon their religion or culture. But respect
for culture and religion must not be used
to undermine women or justily violations
against them. We must not rationalise the
rape of children by calling it marriage.

The second major issue is access to services

at the community level. It is one thing to
have an education policy guaranteeing
equal opportunity. It is another to ensure
schools are close enough that girls don’t
have to travel long distances where they may
face harassment or abuse. Services must be
accessible, affordable and of good quality.

A third critical issue is zero tolerance for
impunity. Where there is impunity, violations
continue.

CA: Another issue is care. Care is a public
good. In South Asia, people often think
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immediately of childcare, but care also
includes support for older persons, people
with disabilities, and people living with
mental health conditions.

Governments increasingly want stronger care
policies, and public-private partnerships are
essential. This is not about enormous new
budgets but better coordination of existing
systems and resources. Care spans multiple
government entities throughout a person’s
life cycle, while the private sector also has a
crucial role to play.

Embedded within this discussion is the
issue of domestic workers. Across South
Asia, many domestic workers are migrants,
either within the countries or across borders,
making it essential to ensure that domestic
work is safe, protected and formalised.

Which priority areas could most
cffectively  accelerate  Bangladesh’s
progress in gender equality and women’s
empowerment?

NG: First is the intentionality of the
government. Setting clear priorities and
allocating adequate resources is essential if
gender equality and women’s empowerment
are to be placed at the heart of governance.

Second is women’s economic
empowerment at the community level.
Women want to own land, gain practical
skills, and overcome barriers that prevent
them from earning effectively.

Third is  strengthening  women'’s
organisations and networks. Bangladesh
has a remarkable history of developing
community-based models that later became
globally  recognised. One particularly
inspiring model we saw in Cox’s Bazar was
the Integrated Multi-Purpose Women’s
Centres serving Rohingya refugee women.
Such integrated, one-stop centres could be
replicated throughout the country.

Finally, urbanisation does not
automatically create equal opportunity.
Bangladesh must ensure that all women
and girls have opportunities to live in safety,
participate politically, and realise their full
potential.

CA: I would also emphasise statistics.
Bangladesh has made notable progress in
strengthening gender-related data, which
helps us understand how women in different
regions and sectors are affected by economic
and social changes.

Another issue repeatedly raised in our
meetings was inheritance and land rights.
Women may work the land, cultivate it and
harvest it, but they often don’t own it.

Following the July uprising, there was a
Jeeling that women would once again be at
the forefront. But from what we have seen
in the recent election, their participation
in the movement did not translate into
parliamentary representation. What
enabling conditions and reforms are
needed to strengthen women’s political
leadership in Bangladesh?

NG: First, the political environment is shaped
by electoral laws, and those laws must actively
facilitate women’s participation.

Second, reform is needed within political
parties themselves. Campaign financing is
another critical issue. Running for office is
expensive; women therefore need targeted
support to compete on equal terms.

There is also an important national debate
around quotas and direct elections. From the

UN perspective, both are necessary.

Young women’s participation is especially
important, but technology-facilitated
violence disproportionately targets young
women. Achieving meaningful representation
requires multiple layers of intervention. Legal
reform alone is not enough.

CA: That is why the forthcoming local
elections present a significant opportunity.
Community-led, multi-party dialogues on
inclusion are crucial. We met many young
women leaders, and it is clear that they
deserve a far stronger voice.

How can Bangladesh strengthen
protections against sexual harassment
to ensure safer workplaces and public
spaces for women?

NG: Women have repeatedly shared their
experiences of harassment in public spaces.
Now the sexual harassment law must be
passed. It is long overdue. Such legislation
would also align with ILO Convention 190,
which addresses violence and harassment in
the world of work.

But legislation alone is not enough. The
private sector also has an important role
to play. This issue is fundamentally about
dignity. Dignity means being able to move
through public spaces safely and freely. When
women are harassed, their participation in
public life is constrained.

Bangladesh should urgently enact the
sexual harassment law and create the
conditions necessary for women to live, work
and participate without fear.

Many survivors of workplace harassment
are employed in the informal sector,
where the workplace may be someone’s
home, as in the case of domestic workers.
How can protections be extended to
women in these settings?

NG: Many women remain silent because they
fear losing their jobs. That is why awareness
campaigns are so important. Women must
also be protected from revictimisation and
provided with meaningful access to justice.

It is important to recognise that the
informal sector is not unstructured. It is
organised; it is simply not always formally
registered. Development efforts  must
therefore engage with market associations,
transport groups, residents’ associations,
and organisations working directly with
informal workers. I have every confidence
that sexual harassment and violence can be
prevented in the informal sector. The key lies
in adapting our approaches to those realities
while maintaining the same commitment to
accountability and justice.

T don’t want justice’: The deeper danger
behind one father’s words
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In Dhaka’s Pallabi, an eight-year-old was
raped and murdered inside a neighbouring
flat on May 19. Her body was dismembered in
an attempt to conceal the crime. The brutality
horrified the country, but what lingered more
painfully was her father’s response. Standing
before reporters, Abdul Hannan Molla said, “I
don’t want justice because you cannot deliver
it. You have no record of delivering justice.” He
predicted public outrage over his daughter’s
death would fade within 15 days at best.
These words no longer shock people the
way they should. Families of murder victims,
rape survivors, or parents of abused children
increasingly speak with disillusionment.
Many no longer believe police investigations,
courts, prosecutors or political leaders
can meaningfully protect them or punish
offenders. Some openly say they are leaving
justice to the Almighty because the state has
failed them. This erosion of trust may be one
of Bangladesh’s gravest institutional crises.
The statistics explain why. In the first
four months of this year alone, at least 1,142
murder cases were filed, up from 1,017 in 2025
and 1,006 in 2024. Murders rose from 250
in February to 317 in March belore slightly
declining to 288 in April. Rights organisation
Ain o Salish Kendra reports that at least 115
children were killed during the same period,
including 12 after alleged rape or attempted
rape, 59 following torture, and 20 who had

been missing.

Nevertheless, the country’s criminal justice
system remains buried under an enormous
backlog. More than45lakh caseswere pending
in June last year, later rising to over 47 lakh,
with lower courts alone carrying over 40 lakh.
Trials stretch for years. Witnesses disappear.
Victims exhaust their savings attending
hearings that are repeatedly postponed. In
rape and violence-related cases, conviction
rates remain shockingly low. Recent police
statistics indicate conviction rates of just 2.61
percent in cases involving violence against
women and 0.52 percent in children- related
cases in the first eight months of last year,
far below the overall criminal conviction rate
of around 28 percent. A joint study by the
Supreme Court and BRAC further found that
15 districts recorded zero convictions between
January and June last year.

So, thousands of rape and murder cases
are filed every year, yet only a fraction end
in punishment. Many accused secure bail
quickly, especially if they possess money,
and can leverage local influence or political
connections. Meanwhile, victims, their
families and witnesses face intimidation,
social pressure, and financial ruin. Some
abandon cases entirely because continuing
becomes impossible.

The problem runs through the entirejustice
chain. Bangladesh still lacks a comprehensive

victim and witness protection law. There
are no reliable safeguards for families who
fear retaliation. Poor people, particularly
day labourers or working-class families,
cannot afford repeated visits to court, missed
wages, or years of legal uncertainty. In some
cases, local power brokers discourage them
from pursuing justice altogether. Police
investigations often remain weak, under-
resourced, or vulnerable to outside influence.

Recent police statistics
indicate conviction rates

of just 2.61 percent in cases
involving violence against
women and 0.52 percent

in children-related cases

in the first eight months

of last year, far below the
overall criminal conviction
rate of around 28 percent. A
joint study by the Supreme
Court and BRAC further
found that 15 districts
recorded zero convictions
between January and June
last year. So, thousands of
rape and murder cases are
filed every year, yet only a
fraction end in punishment.

Forensic capacity is limited. Delays become
routine. Consequently, Bangladesh is ranked
125th out of 143 countries in the 2025 World
Justice Project Rule of Law Index.

But numbers alone cannot capture the
emotional damage. For many families, the
trauma deepens through the slow realisation
thatthestate maynever respond meaningfully.
Endless hearings consume money, energy,

and mental stability until some conclude
that pursuing justice only creates further
suffering. Communities absorb the lesson,
too. When influential suspects repeatedly
avoid consequences while ordinary victims
struggle for years, people begin seeing the
system as selective rather than dependable.

In such an environment, informal
alternatives replace formal justice. Village
arbitration, political mediation, personal
networks, and social pressure fill the vacuum
left by weak institutions. Sometimes, this
produces quiet settlements, sometimes
intimidation, sometimes public appetite
for extrajudicial punishment. Support for
“crossfire” and similar shortcuts emerged
partly from frustration with a judicial system
many view as slow, selective, and inaccessible.
If people stop believing that courts can deliver
justice, harsh alternatives appear attractive.
Once due process weakens, abuse becomes
easier, not harder.

The deeper crisis is what this does to the
relationship between citizens and the state.
A functioning state rests not only on laws
but on the belief that institutions will protect
the vulnerable, punish wrongdoing, and treat
citizens fairly, regardless of power or wealth.
When that belief collapses, cynicism fills
the space. People disengage. Public outrage
becomes a temporary spectacle rather than
a sustained demand for reform. Sensational
crimes dominate headlines for days before
fading into collective fatigue because few
expect meaningful closure.

Criminologists and legal scholars argue
that the country’s justice system still
carries the architecture of colonial control
rather than citizen-centred accountability.
Police, prosecution, and prisons have seen
piecemeal reform but little fundamental
transformation. Laws alone cannot solve the
crisis il institutions remain understalfed,
politicised, and disconnected from ordinary

citizens.

The consequences of continued failure
are ominous. A society where the poor
gradually abandon the justice system while
the powerful manipulate it cannot sustain
trust indefinitely. Perpetrators become
emboldened when punishment appears
uncertain. Victims become reluctant to
report crimes. Witnesses retreat. Fear grows
quietly, especially among women, children,
and marginalised communities. Over time,
impunity stops appearing exceptional and
starts feeling normal.

It will take far more than public outrage
to rebuild. Fast-track tribunals and reactive
promises cannot substitute for structural
reform. Bangladesh urgently needs a
functioning victim and witness protection
framework, stronger forensic capacity, faster
and more transparent investigations, and
meaningful accountability for negligence in
policing and prosecution. Judicial vacancies
must be filled. Case management systems
need modernisation. Public reporting on case
progress and conviction rates should become
routine. Equally important is political will.
When citizens believe outcomes depend on
influence rather than evidence, institutional
legitimacy erodes rapidly.

The eight-year-old victim’s father spoke
from grief and observation. His refusal to seek
justice was not simply emotional despair;
it was an indictment of a system too many
Bangladeshis no longer trust. That may be
the most alarming part of all. When citizens
stop expecting justice altogether, the damage
extends far beyond any single crime scene. It
reshapes the moral foundations of society.
If that distrust continues deepening, the
country risks drifting towards a dangerous
equilibrium where perpetrators grow bolder,
victims grow quieter, and faith in the rule of
law slowly gives way to resignation.



