61th session of the Human Rights Council
Annual high-level panel discussion on human rights mainstreaming
Theme: Role of new and emerging digital technologies in 
preventing and eliminating female genital mutilation
Concept note (as of 20 February 2026)
	Date and venue:
	Monday, 23 February 2025, 4–6 p.m.
Assembly Hall, Palais des Nations, Geneva
(broadcast live and archived at https://webtv.un.org) 

	Objectives:
	The annual high-level panel discussion aims to gather high-level representatives of United Nations agencies and funds, Member and observer States and civil society to discuss the role of digital technologies in preventing and eliminating female genital mutilation. The panel discussion will provide a space to exchange on innovative ways to tackle this harmful practice and form of gender-based violence against girls and women. In particular, it will discuss how new and emerging digital technologies can offer unprecedented opportunities and be an enabler for gender equality and women’s equal enjoyment of human rights. It will explore how digital technology can be a tool in creating an inclusive and conducive environment for access to information that delinks female genital mutilation from culture and religion, that raises awareness on gender equality and on harmful social and gender norms at the root of the practice, all the while protecting the right to privacy of its users.

	Chair: 
	H.E. Mr. Sidharto Reza Suryodipuro, President of the Human Rights Council 

	Opening statements: 
	Mr. Volker Türk, United Nations High Commissioner for Human Rights
Ms. Mariya Taher, Director of Sahiyo (video message) 

	Panellists:
	· Ms. Catherine Russell, Executive Director of the United Nations Children’s Fund (video message)
· Ms. Diene Keita, Executive Director of the United Nations Population Fund 
(video message) and Ms. Pernille Fenger, Director of the UNFPA Representation Office in Geneva (concluding remarks)
· Dr. Pascale Allotey, Director of the Department of Sexual, Reproductive, Maternal, Child and Adolescent Health and Ageing, including the Special Programme in Human Reproduction at the World Health Organization 
· Ms. Irene Kaggwa, Giga Programme Manager at the International Telecommunications Union

	Outcome:
	A summary report on the discussion will be prepared by OHCHR for submission at the sixty-fourth session of the Council.

	Mandate: 
	In paragraph 42 of the annex to Human Rights Council resolution 16/21, the Human Rights Council decided to hold an annual panel discussion to interact with heads of governing bodies and secretariats of United Nations agencies and funds within their respective mandates on specific human rights themes with the objective of promoting the mainstreaming of human rights throughout the United Nations system.
In its resolution 59/16, the Human Rights Council decided to convene, during the high-level segment of its sixty-first session, a high-level panel discussion, accessible to persons with disabilities, on the role of new and emerging digital technologies in preventing and eliminating female genital mutilation, inviting States, civil society organizations, United Nations agencies, women and girls and other relevant stakeholders to share good practices and lessons learned for the continuous improvement of digital approaches to end female genital mutilation, including developing gender-sensitive digital technologies and implementing safeguards to protect the right to privacy and other human rights in the digital space of women and girls who are survivors or at risk of female genital mutilation. The Council invited the President of the Human Rights Council to propose that the above-mentioned panel discussion be the high-level panel discussion on human rights mainstreaming, to be held at the sixty-first session of the Council. 
At its organizational session held on 8 December 2025, the Human Rights Council decided that the theme of the 2026 mainstreaming panel discussion would indeed be “The role of new and emerging digital technologies in preventing and eliminating female genital mutilation”. As a result of this decision, the accessible panel discussion mandated in HRC resolution 59/16 is merged with the annual mainstreaming panel discussion into one accessible high-level panel discussion.

	Background:
	Despite advances in this area, around the world female genital mutilation continues to jeopardize the recognition, enjoyment and exercise of girls’ and women’s human rights and fundamental freedoms, while posing a serious threat to their dignity, health and well-being. Over 230 million girls and women have survived female genital mutilation and live with its consequences, including severe pain, bleeding, physical and psychological damage, infection, infertility and post-traumatic stress disorder. Moreover, around 4 million girls are subjected to the practice every year.
Female genital mutilation reflects deep-rooted inequality between men and women, it is carried out with the aim of controlling girls’ and women’s bodies and sexuality, it is a harmful practice and constitutes a form of gender-based violence against women and girls and. 
United Nations human rights treaty bodies have addressed this harmful practice and called for urgent action to eliminate it. The Committee on the Elimination of Discrimination against Women, the Human Rights Committee, the Committee on the Rights of the Child and the Committee on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights have identified female genital mutilation as a practice that directly affects the ability of women and girls to enjoy their human rights on an equal footing with men and boys, and which therefore violates their rights to non-discrimination and equality[footnoteRef:2]. In joint general recommendation No. 31 of the Committee on the Elimination of Discrimination against Women/general comment No. 18 of the Committee on the Rights of the Child (2019), it is outlined that States have a due diligence obligation to prevent, investigate and punish acts of violence against women, whether those acts are perpetrated by the State or by private individuals[footnoteRef:3]. [2:  Para. 29 of general comment No. 22 (2016) of the Committee on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights on the right to sexual and reproductive health; para. 11 of joint general recommendation No. 31 of the Committee on the Elimination of Discrimination against Women/general comment No. 18 of the Committee on the Rights of the Child (2019) on harmful practices.]  [3:  See para. 11.] 

New and emerging digital technology offers the world unprecedented opportunities and can be an enabler for gender equality and women’s equal enjoyment of human rights. Digital connectivity has delivered tremendous tools for greater information, education, expression and mobilization. Open, secure, affordable and high-quality Internet access has opened space for women and girls to engage in new channels for influencing public debate and decision-making where they have been denied in traditional ones. 
Digital technologies can support inclusive online civic space for women human rights defenders, including activists for the elimination of female genital mutilation, while protecting safety and security, including the right to privacy. Digital technologies could be used to carry out campaigns that delink female genital mutilation from religion, culture or traditions, and debunk social norms, harmful stereotypes and cultural beliefs that perpetuate the practice. Digital technologies and social media platforms could help create an enabling information space to access to and disseminate independent, fact-based, accessible, multilingual and science-based information to counter misinformation and disinformation on female genital mutilation. Digital technologies can also facilitate access to services to survivors of female genital mutilation.
At the same time, however, access to the Internet and digital technologies are unevenly distributed across the globe as almost a third of the global population has no reliable and affordable Internet connection. Women and girls, especially in developing countries and in rural areas, make most of this population and gender-based discrimination is a root cause of the gender digital divide.
Moreover, digital technologies, including artificial intelligence, have shown to reflect and amplify existing gender stereotypes and discrimination against women. The use of artificial intelligence systems in various sectors has led to discriminatory outcomes because of embedded biases in the datasets used and the often-exclusionary manners in which the artificial intelligence systems are designed, developed, deployed and used. It is the lack of women’s representation in innovation and development of technologies that has led to the lack of content that speaks to women’s diverse realities or to the censorship or restriction of gender-related content.
Furthermore, for many women and girls, the Internet, especially the social media, has increasingly become a hostile space where they are targeted in sexist, misogynistic and sexualized forms. For example, women human rights defenders, women politicians, especially those who speak out on feminist issues or who come from racial, ethnic, religious or minority groups, are targeted with much higher levels of disinformation than their male counterparts and with a specific kind of violence.  
Human rights norms and principles provide a solid ground for regulating new and emerging technologies to make them inclusive, gender-responsive, accessible to women and girls, bridging the digital divide, and a space for accurate information and a tool to promote gender-equality and counter social and gender norms that fuel harmful practices, as it is a widely recognized set of international rules on equality and non-discrimination, freedom of expression and the right to privacy.

	Format: 
	The panel discussion will be limited to two hours. The opening statement and initial presentations by the panellists will be followed by a two-part interactive discussion and by conclusions from the panellists. A maximum of one hour will be set aside for podium interventions, including the opening statements, panellists’ presentations, and their responses to questions and concluding remarks. The remaining hour will be reserved for two segments of interventions from the floor, with each segment consisting of interventions from 14 States or observers, 2 national human rights institutions and 4 non-governmental organizations. Each speaker will have 1.5 minutes to raise issues and to ask panellists questions. The panellists will respond to questions and comments during the remaining time available.
The list of speakers for the discussion will be established through the online inscription system and, as per practice, statements by high-level dignitaries and groups of States will be moved to the beginning of the list. Delegates who could not take the floor due to time constraints will be able to upload their statements on the online system to be posted on the HRC Extranet. Interpretation will be provided in the six United Nations official languages (Arabic, Chinese, English, French, Russian and Spanish).

	Accessibility:
	In an effort to render the Human Rights Council more accessible to persons with disabilities and to promote their full participation in the work of the Council on an equal basis with others, the panel discussion will be webcast and made accessible. International sign interpretation and real-time captioning in English will be provided and webcast. Participants can access live English captioning on the StreamText web page (https://www.streamtext.net/player?event=CFI-UNOG) during the event itself. Hearing loops are available for collection from the Secretariat desk. Oral statements may be embossed in Braille from any of the six official languages of the United Nations, upon request and following the procedure described in the Accessibility guide to the Human Rights Council for persons with disabilities (https://www.ohchr.org/en/hr-bodies/hrc/accessibility).

	Related documents:
	· Human Rights Council resolution 16/21 of 25 March 2011 on the review of the work and functioning of the Human Rights Council
· Human Rights Council resolution 59/16 of 7 July 2025 on the elimination of female genital mutilation
· Report of the Office of the United Nations High Commissioner for Human Rights on cross-border and transnational female genital mutilation (A/HRC/56/29), 17 April 2024
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