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Mr. President, Excellencies, civil society colleagues, ladies and gentlemen,
Thank you for the opportunity to deliver this statement on behalf of the NGO Working Group on Women, Peace
and Security. I am Caroline Atim, Founder and Executive Director of the South Sudan Women with Disabilities
Network, an organization that works directly with women with disabilities, including survivors of gender-based
violence (GBV). Today, I speak on behalf of these survivors, as well as women and girls with disabilities, as I am
a deaf woman. My sign language interpreter will be voicing my statement today.
Despite the peace deal, South Sudan remains engulfed by intercommunal, ethnic, political and armed conflicts,
where GBV is deliberately used as a tool of humiliation against women and girls. More than 65% of South
Sudanese women have experienced sexual or physical violence, a figure that is double the global average and
among the highest in the world. Women and girls with disabilities are at even greater risk of sexual violence
during conflict.
A lethal combination of impunity for perpetrators and deep-rooted inequality and discrimination means that GBV,
including sexual violence against women and girls, is not taken seriously as a crime, nor is its devastating impact
addressed. Even before the current conflict, rape in marriage was considered acceptable, and more than 50% of
girls married before they turned 18. Rates of child, early and forced marriage have only increased since the conflict
began, and have been further exacerbated by the COVID-19 pandemic. Survivors are often forced to marry their
rapists. Girls are sometimes raped to compensate for crimes of their relatives or as acts of revenge. Women have
been raped and forced to bear children to replace dead relatives. These inhuman and unjust practices must end.
Mr. President,
Globally, women and girls with disabilities are 2-3 times more likely to experience GBV, abuse and exploitation,
especially during conflict, as they face increasing isolation, lose access to support networks, may have limited
mobility or are left behind.
Let me share the example of a young girl whose heartbreaking story illustrates the plight of women and girls with
disabilities. In 2014, during the conflict in Bor, a deaf 14-year-old girl was raped several times after being
abandoned by family members who fled the fighting. She was unable to communicate her trauma to anyone or
seek necessary health and other services in the immediate aftermath. When I met her, and was able to
communicate with her in Sign Language, we were able to understand what happened to her and provide her with
immediate care — only to find out that she was HIV positive. Had she had access to an interpreter and timely
medical care, she could have been helped sooner. But these necessary services were not available to her, and she
had to suffer in silence. This is unacceptable.
This story illustrates some of the ways in which the suffering of women and girls with disabilities is compounded
by the discrimination they already face. They are easy prey for rapists, who know they can act with impunity
because women with disabilities, even more than others, may not be believed if they report this violence. They
often struggle to access limited or otherwise inadequate health facilities, safe shelters or even basic health and
legal information when they need them most. The COVID-19 pandemic has made these conditions even worse
due to lockdowns and interruption of services, which have kept women with disabilities isolated in their homes.

And yet, responses to GBV often neglect the specific needs of women and girls with disabilities and very limited
data is systematically collected about our experiences, including by the UN. Instead, there is a lack of
understanding of our rights, combined with stereotypes that we cannot make choices for ourselves and that our
perspectives do not matter. For example, the false assumption that women with disabilities are not capable of
having consensual relationships means many are never provided with information about their bodies or their
rights, in turn making them more vulnerable to abuse, unwanted pregnancies and sexually transmitted infections.
In situations where survivors of sexual violence bear children, both the children and the women who bear or raise
them can face devastating consequences due to deep-rooted gender inequality. They are both targets of extreme
stigma and discrimination. These women are often ostracized by their communities and abandoned, leaving them
with few resources, and can face long-lasting physical and psychological trauma. Some are forced out on the
streets while others, especially girls, are traded off for cattle. The only way to address the tragedy of these women
and girls and their children is to address prevailing inequalities and protect their fundamental rights in areas of
conflict.
The rights, experiences and voices of survivors must be at the center of any response to GBV. This includes
survivors with disabilities. Survivors have fundamental rights that entitle them to services according to their
specific needs — they must have access to comprehensive, accessible and non-discriminatory services, including
psychosocial support, sexual and reproductive health and rights, mental health care, access to legal services and
training to develop livelihood skills. This is what a robust survivor-centered approach looks like — and this is the
standard to which this Security Council committed itself in resolution 2467 (2019).
Currently, the widespread availability of firearms in our highly militarized society leaves women at risk of all
forms of GBV. The sale of illicit weapons must be stopped to ensure women’s safety. Those responsible for
crimes must be held accountable through the Hybrid Court for South Sudan, which should be established and
fully functional in accordance with Chapter 5 of the Revitalized Agreement on the Resolution of the Conflict in
South Sudan (R-ARCSS). All parties must prioritize the full, equal and meaningful participation and leadership
of women in all of their diversity, including those with disabilities, in all aspects of the current peace process, and
ensure that the 35% quota provided for in the R-ARCSS is met. South Sudan must respect its human rights
obligations under the Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of Discrimination Against Women (CEDAW),
and all relevant UN Security Council resolutions, including resolution 2475 (2019) on protection of people with
disabilities in armed conflicts, and all resolutions on Women, Peace and Security. Lastly, Mr. President, we urge
all actors to ensure that rights, inclusion and accessibility for women and girls with disabilities are at the heart of
all efforts to prevent and respond to GBV.
Mr. President,
For the sake of our humanity, our dignity, our future, we need an end to war and violence in South Sudan. The
lives of thousands of South Sudanese women and girls, in Juba, in Malakal, in Bentiu, in Wau and Jonglei, cannot
be traded away for a fleeting respite from fighting. If their suffering is forgotten, our wounds will never heal. This
risks future conflict. For sustainable peace, we need inclusivity, justice and reconciliation with the past.
In conclusion, I urge the Security Council to:
• Reinforce that a holistic survivor-centered approach is, by definition, one that is rights-based, accessible
and designed in partnership with diverse women, including women with disabilities, and urge all
governments to uphold their obligations to provide services for GBV, including sexual and reproductive
health services. In accordance with Resolution 2567 (2021), all parties to the conflict and other armed
actors must cease and prevent further sexual violence, and adopt a survivor-centered approach in their
response in South Sudan. Additionally, the UN Mission in South Sudan (UNMISS) must fulfill its
protection mandate to prevent, and respond to GBV wherever it is deployed, and strengthen the capacity
of the justice system to fully prosecute all forms of GBV and human rights violations.
•

Emphasize that justice and accountability efforts, including compensation and reparations processes, must
be rights-based, survivor-centered, inclusive and non-discriminatory, and above all, they must avoid
exacerbating the harm already done. Those responsible for crimes must be held accountable through the

Hybrid Court for South Sudan, which should be established and fully functional in accordance with
Chapter 5 of the R-ARCSS.
•

Urgently stem the flow of illicit weapons in order to establish an environment conducive to
implementation of the R-ARCSS.

•

Call on all actors to ensure that the rights and participation of, and accessibility for, women and girls with
disabilities are at the heart of efforts to prevent and respond to GBV. Prioritize implementation of
Resolution 2475 (2019) in order to ensure the rights and perspectives of women and girls with disabilities
are reflected across all country-specific agenda items, including by mandating peace operations to take
into account women and girls with disabilities in protection of civilians and human rights monitoring
activities, and to support their full, equal and meaningful participation in peace, political and humanitarian
processes.

•

Demand all parties prioritize the full, equal and meaningful participation and leadership of women in all
of their diversity, including those with disabilities, in all aspects of the current peace process. This includes
meeting the 35% quota provided for in the R-ARCSS for women’s participation at all levels.

•

Call on the international donor community to adequately resource civil society organizations led by
women and girls, particularly those with expertise in disability rights, so they can take on leadership roles
throughout the humanitarian-development-peace continuum.

The Security Council can and must fulfill its obligations to the people of South Sudan, and to the many women
and girls in conflicts around the world to whom it committed to ending, once and for all, all forms of GBV.
Thank you.
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