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Position Paper Policy 
 

What is a Position Paper? 
A position paper is a brief overview of a country’s stance on the topics being discussed by a particular committee. 
Though there is no specific format the position paper must follow, it should include a description of your 
positions your country holds on the issues on the agenda, relevant actions that your country has taken, and 
potential solutions that your country would support. 

At Vancouver Model United Nations, delegates should write a position paper for each of the committee’s topics. 
Each position paper should not exceed one page, and should all be combined into a single document per delegate. 

For the Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development, position papers are not mandatory but 
highly recommended, and required for a delegate to be considered for an award. 

Formatting 
Position papers should: 
— Include the name of the delegate, his/her country, and the committee 
— Be in a standard font (e.g. Times New Roman) with a 12-point font size and 1-inch document 
margins 
— Not include illustrations, diagrams, decorations, national symbols, watermarks, or page borders 
— Include citations and a bibliography, in any format, giving due credit to the sources used in 
research (not included in the 1-page limit) 

Due Dates and Submission Procedure 
Position papers for this committee must be submitted by midnight on January 13, 2019. 

Once your position paper is complete, please save the file as your last name, your first name and send it as an 
attachment in an email, to your committee’s email address, with the subject heading as your last name, your first 
name — Position Paper. Please do not add any other attachments to the email or write anything else in the body. 

Both your position papers should be combined into a single PDF or Word document file; position papers 
submitted in another format will not be accepted. 

Each position paper will be manually reviewed and considered for the Best Position Paper award. 

The email address for this committee is oecd@vmun.com.  
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The Growth of Megacities 

Overview 
A megacity is defined as a city or metropolitan area with a population of 10 million people or more. (There has 
been debate over whether a city should be defined by the city proper or by the metropolitan area; for the purpose 
of this backgrounder, the latter definition will be used.) There are currently 31 megacities recorded by the United 
Nations, with the majority being scattered across countries in Asia. 1  Megacities around the world such as 
Shanghai, New York, and London serve as centres of economic growth, cultural exchange, and development. 
Already, many of these metropolitan areas are faced with socioeconomic, environmental, and urban challenges 
as their populations continue to grow. It will become increasingly important to invest in environmental, 
economic, and social sustainability as megacities continue to grow and emerge. 

Overpopulation causes many of the challenges that megacities around the world face today. According to a data 
booklet published by the UN, by the year 2030, "urban areas are projected to house 60 percent of people globally 
and one in every three people will live in cities with at least half a million inhabitants."2 In the near future, 
megacities will no longer be a cultural phenomenon, but rather common settlements for the world’s population. 
The economy is interconnected with urbanization: increased job opportunities and higher individual wealth are 
"pull factors" that contribute to the aforementioned population trends. In fact, most megacities are major 
contributors to a nation’s gross domestic product (GDP). Thus, it is critical for global leaders to advocate for 
rational urbanization strategies and to push an agenda that improves a city’s carrying capacity and general 
standard of living. 

Due to the ever-increasing number of people in city centres, metropolitan areas are often plagued with 
unemployment, income inequality, crime, and homelessness. Depending on each region, there are also various 
social, religious, and cultural factors to acknowledge. As such, the sprawling urban expanse of London contrasts 
sharply with that of Shanghai’s vibrant metropolis, meaning countries will have to deal with problems 
characterized by those different conditions. In addition, the growing demand for clean and reliable sources of 
energy is the root of many environmental issues—sustainability is always a crucial factor to consider when 
developing new infrastructure. Although urbanization is often associated with the destruction of natural 
environments, megacities such as Tokyo and New York have proven that sustainable development is possible in 
this context. Through megaprojects that are either in progress or slated for future commencement, innovation 
has proven to be a key part of adapting to one's surroundings and coexisting with the environment. 

It is important to recognize that the majority of existing megacities are located in regions of the Global South, 
such as China, India, and other Southeast Asian countries that are not members of the OECD. Part of the 
Organisation’s mandate, however, is to aid non-member countries; therefore, delegates should ensure that 
concerns related to megacities within these countries are addressed as well.  

                                                           
1 "The World’s Cities in 2016," United Nations, Department of Economic and Social Affairs, Population Division, 2016, 
http://www.un.org/en/development/desa/population/publications/pdf/urbanization/the_worlds_cities_in_2016_data_booklet.pdf.  
2 Ibid. 

http://www.un.org/en/development/desa/population/publications/pdf/urbanization/the_worlds_cities_in_2016_data_booklet.pdf
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Timeline 
1700s–1800s — The Industrial Revolution sweeps through England, resulting in rapid development in 
transportation, communication, and medicine. The overall standard of living improves dramatically and sets the 
foundation for present-day London. 

May 17, 1792 — Twenty-four stockbrokers sign the Buttonwood Agreement, an instrument establishing 
guidelines for trading and stock value, thereby creating the New York Stock Exchange (NYSE).3 

October 14, 1842 — The Croton Aqueduct is opened in New York and becomes the first modern water 
distribution system. This incredible infrastructural feat is key to containing and transporting clean water to 
residents and keeping the population healthy.4 

1930 — New York’s metropolitan population reaches 10 million, making it the world’s first megacity.5 

April 16, 1948 — The Organisation for European Economic Cooperation (OEEC) is established to help Europe 
recover from the social, economic, and infrastructural devastation of World War II. 

September 30, 1961 — The OECD Convention officially comes into effect and the OEEC becomes the OECD.6 

October 1, 1964 — Japan launches the first modern high-speed rail network, the New Tōkaidō Line, funded by 
a USD 80-million loan from the World Bank.  

2005 — The master plan for the Songdo International Business District—a unique "ubiquitous" city located in 
Korea—is completed and construction begins. 

October 24, 2007 — The International Thermonuclear Experimental Reactor (ITER) Organization is formed, a 
legal international entity responsible for the building and operation of the ITER megaproject. 

2008 — The 2008 financial crisis causes stock markets around the world to plummet and sets off recessions in 
many developed nations, including the major economic centres of Europe and Asia.7  

2010 — The Ministry of the Environment of Japan (MOEJ) and the United Nations University Institute for the 
Advanced Study of Sustainability (UNU-IAS) work together to establish the International Partnership for the 
Satoyama Initiative (IPSI), an initiative focusing on the sustainable management of natural resources in Japan. 

April 2010 — The Tokyo Cap-and-Trade Program is launched, an initiative incentivizing facilities to reduce 
their carbon emissions through an innovative trade system. 

2018 — Tokyo ranks as the largest megacity with a population of over 36 million.8 

                                                           
3 Olivia Waxman, "How a Financial Panic Helped Launch the New York Stock Exchange," Time Magazine, May 17, 2017, 
http://time.com/4777959/buttonwood-agreement-stock-exchange/. 
4 Sam Roberts, "How a Massive Public Works Project Saved a Parched New York," The New York Times, December 4, 2017, 
https://www.nytimes.com/2017/12/04/nyregion/croton-aqueduct-burr-hamilton.html.  
5 Wendell Cox, "The World’s Ten Largest Megacities," Oath Inc., December 6, 2017, https://www.huffingtonpost.com/wendell-
cox/the-worlds-ten-largest-me_b_6684694.html.  
6 OECD, "Budget," 2018, www.oecd.org/about/budget/.  
7 Joel Havemann, "The Financial Crisis of 2008," Encyclopædia Britannica, inc., February 2, 2009, 
https://www.britannica.com/topic/Financial-Crisis-of-2008-The-1484264.  
8 "Tokyo Population," World Population Review, October 17, 2017, http://worldpopulationreview.com/world-cities/tokyo-
population/. 

http://time.com/4777959/buttonwood-agreement-stock-exchange/
https://www.nytimes.com/2017/12/04/nyregion/croton-aqueduct-burr-hamilton.html
https://www.huffingtonpost.com/wendell-cox/the-worlds-ten-largest-me_b_6684694.html
https://www.huffingtonpost.com/wendell-cox/the-worlds-ten-largest-me_b_6684694.html
http://www.oecd.org/about/budget/
https://www.britannica.com/topic/Financial-Crisis-of-2008-The-1484264
http://worldpopulationreview.com/world-cities/tokyo-population/
http://worldpopulationreview.com/world-cities/tokyo-population/
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2030 — According to the UN, there are projected to be approximately 40 megacities, collectively home to 730 
million.9 

Historical Analysis 
Before modern times, the ancient city of Rome was considered to be a pinnacle of cultural exchange and was 
unparalleled by any other civilization at the time, with a population of approximately one million people. 
However, due to famine, disease, war, and various other catastrophes, the population could not be maintained 
and eventually declined. Many other large historical cities emerged after Rome, but none surpassed the scale 
achieved by the forbearer. For centuries, the human race was unable to thrive to the same degree, and as a result, 
the global population stagnated. People died as quickly as they were born, and expected life spans were often 
short due to the poor conditions that persisted. The majority of people lived in rural areas and struggled to 
survive. 

During the 1700s, the Industrial Revolution brought in many new changes that set the foundation for the modern 
world.10 Starting in England, the Revolution generated incredible improvements and innovations in the areas of 
mass production, transportation, communication, and medicine. Factories emerged everywhere, society became 
more connected, and the overall quality of life rose significantly. As division of labour and specialization made 
production cheap and efficient, more time was dedicated towards social progress. Lasting until about the 1800s, 
this movement spread to other European countries such as Belgium, France, and Germany, and eventually 
overseas to the United States.  

Moving into the 1900s, the world saw a dramatic increase in population due to the innovations of the previous 
century. Developed nations started to undergo a demographic transition, which refers to a model correlating 
birth and death rates with the total population of a country. 11 Through this model, expert analysts are able to 
predict population trends and patterns. The demographic transition model consists of five stages: 

1. Birth and death rates are high, resulting in little population growth. 

2. Birth rates remain high while death rates begin to fall, causing a sudden spike in the population. 

3. Birth and death rates are now both falling, and population growth slows down. 

4. Birth and death rates are low, causing the population to remain stable. 

5. Birth rates are slowly rising again, and the population is either stable or slowly increasing.12 

                                                           
9 "The World’s Cities in 2016," United Nations, Department of Economic and Social Affairs, Population Division, 2016, 
http://www.un.org/en/development/desa/population/publications/pdf/urbanization/the_worlds_cities_in_2016_data_booklet.pdf. 
10 "Industrial Revolution," A&E Television Networks, LLC., 2018, https://www.history.com/topics/industrial-revolution. 
11 Max Roser and Esteban Ortiz-Ospina, "World Population Growth," OurWorldinData.org, 2018, 
https://ourworldindata.org/world-population-growth#demographic-transition. 
12 Ibid. 

http://www.un.org/en/development/desa/population/publications/pdf/urbanization/the_worlds_cities_in_2016_data_booklet.pdf
https://www.history.com/topics/industrial-revolution
https://ourworldindata.org/world-population-growth#demographic-transition
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The five stages of the demographic transition.13 

All of these stages are initiated or concluded with socioeconomic change. A country is always going through this 
transition model, and depending on its unique economic situation, progress may vary. For example, before the 
Industrial Revolution, Europe was in the first stage of the transition. By the end of the revolution, most European 
countries had moved onto the second, third, or fourth stages. Other less developed nations started the transition 
later but went through the process much faster compared to their European counterparts.  

The 20th century gave rise to the most well-known megacity in the United States. Due to rapid urbanization, New 
York became the first city to reach a population of 10 million and take on the title of a megacity. The Big Apple’s 
success was largely attributed to a successful economy; businessmen such as Andrew Carnegie and John D. 
Rockefeller—responsible for the creation of major steel and oil corporations respectively—helped start the 
process.14 15 The stage had been set for the entrance of the New York Stock Exchange and expansion of the job 
market, and the city became known as the leading financial, cultural, and commercial centre of the world. Nobel 
laureate and American economist Milton Friedman was also a key figure in the development and 

                                                           
13 Ibid. 
14 Biography.com Editors, "Andrew Carnegie Biography," A&E Television Networks, LLC., November 22 2016, 
https://www.biography.com/people/andrew-carnegie-9238756.  
15 Biography.com Editors, "John D. Rockefeller Biography," A&E Television Networks, LLC., September 26 2016, 
https://www.biography.com/people/john-d-rockefeller-20710159.  

https://www.biography.com/people/andrew-carnegie-9238756
https://www.biography.com/people/john-d-rockefeller-20710159
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implementation of important economic theories and policies, bringing prosperity, wealth, and stability to the 
U.S. financial sector.16 

On the other side of the world, Asian countries such as China and India were still experiencing the effects of the 
second stage of the demographic transition, where population growth rates were markedly high. Initially, rural 
areas experienced the most population growth; over time, however, people began to flood into larger cities for 
new opportunities and improved living conditions. The mass movement of people to urban areas in the 20th 
century resulted in megacities such as Beijing, Shanghai, Delhi, and Mumbai. In contrast, countries like South 
Korea and Japan that had suffered significant losses from World War II focused more on rebuilding 
infrastructure and becoming more modern. Despite facing extreme setbacks and poor conditions, both countries 
have now evolved to become highly-advanced developed economies and homes of successful megacities. 

Past UN/International Involvement 

The OECD has been extensively involved in the research and analysis of development trends in different 
countries. In a collaboration with the China Development Research Foundation (CDRF), the Organisation 
released a publication called "Trends in Urbanization and Urban Policies in OECD Countries: What Lessons for 
China?," a report that "provides a synthesis of trends in urbanization and urban policies in OECD countries."17 
In this publication, China is used as a case study, and data gathered are used to advise OECD members on the 
following topics: 

• Economic performance of urban areas; 

• Strategies and trends in urban policies; 

• Land policy and strategic urban planning; 

• Building up competitive cities; 

• Problems of the social environment; 

• Climate change and environmental damage; 

• Innovated urban governance; and 

• Sustainable urban finance. 

Due to China’s vast geographical landscape, the report covers a variety of cities and urban areas, allowing its 
findings and suggestions to be applicable to other countries. With over 600 million urban citizens, China is the 
world’s largest urban nation. Many of its people have experienced China’s period of rapid industrialization and 
economic growth in the post-Mao era, and at some point in their lives made the transition from a rural area to a 
city. These citizens are also the key to China’s economic success; in 2004, approximately 65 percent of the 
country’s GDP was produced in its 53 metropolitan regions.18 However, the most important finding to take from 
this study is its analysis of China’s environmental crisis and its impact on cities’ functionality. Although the 

                                                           
16 Bruce Caldwell, "Milton Friedman," Encyclopædia Britannica, inc., July 27, 2018, 
https://www.britannica.com/biography/Milton-Friedman.  
17 "Trends in urbanization and Urban Policies in OECD Countries: What Lessons for China?," OECD, 2009, 
https://www.oecd.org/urban/roundtable/45159707.pdf.  
18 Ibid. 

https://www.britannica.com/biography/Milton-Friedman
https://www.oecd.org/urban/roundtable/45159707.pdf
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Chinese government has made efforts to focus on environmental preservation in recent years, massive damage 
has already been done, making the full potential of megacities such as Shanghai and Beijing unattainable. 
According to the report, "after a certain point, congestion and smog, land scarcity and sprawl, marginalised 
human capital and infrastructure deterioration due to lack of financial resources begin to contribute to an urban 
area’s dysfunction and decline."19 Essentially, environmental devastation can wear down a city and cause it to 
lose its economic appeal and influence. 

Another OECD report titled "The Metropolitan Century: Understanding urbanization and its Consequences"20 
focuses more on recent urbanization trends and predictions of future patterns. For example, in comparison to 
the gargantuan metropolises of Asia, European cities are generally smaller, necessitating integrated inter-city 
connectivity. Notably, this report calls for changes on national and local administrative levels; mainly 
modernizing and adapting existing structures to better suit the specific needs of metropolitan environments and 
ensuring that appropriate functions are carried out at the corresponding levels. City-level initiatives will not work 
if policies at the national level do not provide sufficient backing. A summary of this report is available in the 
Additional Resources section of this guide.  

Outside of the OECD, UN bodies have also played a role in key developmental projects. For instance, in 1961, 
the World Bank loaned USD 80 million to Japan for the construction of the first modern high-speed rail network, 
a project known as the New Tōkaidō Line.21 This railway system would carry the ubiquitous "bullet trains" that 
could reach speeds of over 200 kilometres per hour. Connecting the major cities of Tokyo, Yokohama, Nagoya, 
Kyoto, and Osaka, the New Tōkaidō Line is a landmark in the development of transportation infrastructure. 
Including the construction of the rail network, the World Bank loaned a further USD 863 million between 1953 
and 1966 to Japan for its projects.22 Today, the railway system serves as the link between Japan’s megacities and 
is a vital part of their functionality. It is evident that in order for any policies of the OECD to be implemented, 
the help of other UN bodies is essential. 

The Tokyo Cap-and-Trade Program is the world's first urban Cap-and-Trade Program23 and is an example of 
an initiative launched by the government to combat the problem of carbon emissions. Essentially, cap-and-trade 
is a system of economic policy that seeks to reduce carbon emissions by setting a hard cap on emissions that can 
be lifted by buying "shares." In the megacity of Tokyo, 40 percent of total energy consumption comes from office 
buildings and other commercial facilities. 24  In order to reduce emissions, the government established a 
mandatory cap-and-trade program for these facilities. This program allows facilities to purchase excess 
reductions from other facilities in order to reach their own reduction targets. Besides cutting down on CO2 

                                                           
19 Ibid. 
20 OECD, "The Metropolitan Century: Understanding urbanization and its Consequences," OECD Publishing, Paris, 2015, 
https://www.oecd.org/regional/regional-policy/The-Metropolitan-Century-Policy-Highlights%20.pdf.  
21 World Bank, "The Bank and Japan’s bullet trains (English)," World Bank Group, 2016, 
http://documents.worldbank.org/curated/en/120191468195565266/The-Bank-and-Japan-s-bullet-trains.  
22 World Bank, "World Bank's Loans to Japan," World Bank Group, October 4, 2005, 
http://www.worldbank.org/en/country/japan/brief/world-banks-loans-to-japan.  
23 United Nations, "Tokyo Cap-and-Trade Program," United Nations, 2018, 
https://sustainabledevelopment.un.org/partnership/?p=2243.  
24 "Tokyo Cap-and-Trade Program," Tokyo Metropolitan Government, 2016, 
http://www.metro.tokyo.jp/english/topics/2016/161116_01.html. 

https://www.oecd.org/regional/regional-policy/The-Metropolitan-Century-Policy-Highlights%20.pdf
http://documents.worldbank.org/curated/en/120191468195565266/The-Bank-and-Japan-s-bullet-trains
http://www.worldbank.org/en/country/japan/brief/world-banks-loans-to-japan
https://sustainabledevelopment.un.org/partnership/?p=2243
http://www.metro.tokyo.jp/english/topics/2016/161116_01.html
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emissions, in OECD member countries, renewable energy usage increased by more than double between 2010 
and 2017.25 However, non-renewable energy consumption still significantly outpaces that of renewable resources. 

Current Situation 
The majority of megacities across the world face similar problems of overpopulation, inadequate infrastructure, 
and sustainability. Although many leaders have already taken steps towards addressing these issues, it is 
projected that by the end of this century, approximately 85 percent of the world’s population will be living in 
cities, creating an urgent need to immediately identify and mitigate potential problems.26  

Overpopulation and the Demographic Transition 
Under the banner of overpopulation, there are many subtopics that must be investigated, including the 
demographic transition model. As mentioned before, most developed nations within the OECD are already on 
the fourth or fifth stage of the process, in which the population growth rate is either stable or slightly increasing. 
This is evident when looking at Western Europe’s population growth rates, which are currently close to zero.27 
However, this is not true for other developing nations; numerous African countries are still progressing through 
intermediate stages of the transition, meaning many of the world’s future megacities will be appearing there. In 
fact, Sub-Saharan Africa's annual population growth rates remain higher than three percent, among the highest 
in the world.28 However, many of these developing nations cannot keep up with the demands of their growing 
population and are struggling to even meet the current needs of existing megacities. Although these problems 
are not the OECD’s main concern, it is nonetheless important to keep these issues in mind. 

Despite developed nations being in the latter stages of the demographic transition, they still face an abundance 
of socioeconomic problems. The very factors that pull people towards cities—job opportunities and economic 
betterment—are also the factors that cause issues for them. Unemployment, income inequality, violent crime, 
and homelessness are distinct features of larger cities. Within just the OECD, a committee of developed nations, 
the overall unemployment rate averages out to be around six percent.29 Furthermore, the living costs of those 
residing in urban areas is slowly on the rise: for instance, the average cost for monthly rent and utilities in New 
York is about USD 3,000.30 Living in cities is entirely different from living in the countryside, bringing with it a 
host of entirely unique problems. These problems are what make urban life unsustainable, especially amid 
rampant growth. 

Urban Sprawl and Inadequate Transportation 
In conjunction with rising living costs, the second most pressing issue for urban citizens is inadequate 
infrastructure. It is no secret that metropolitan areas are grappling with major housing shortages: by 2025, an 

                                                           
25 "Primary energy consumption in OECD countries in 2010 to 2017, by fuel (in million metric tons of oil equivalent)," Statista, 
2018, https://www.statista.com/statistics/265620/primary-energy-consumption-in-oecd-in-million-tons-oil-equivalent/.  
26 OECD, "The Metropolitan Century: Understanding urbanization and its Consequences," OECD Publishing, Paris, 2015, 
https://www.oecd.org/regional/regional-policy/The-Metropolitan-Century-Policy-Highlights%20.pdf.  
27 Max Roser and Esteban Ortiz-Ospina, "World Population Growth," OurWorldinData.org, 2018, 
https://ourworldindata.org/world-population-growth#country-trends-over-the-last-centuries.  
28 Ibid. 
29 OECD, "Unemployment rate," OECD, 2018, https://data.oecd.org/unemp/unemployment-rate.htm.  
30 Tanza Loudenback, "Here's how much it would cost you to live in the 10 largest megacities around the world," Insider Inc., 
October 20, 2017, https://www.businessinsider.com/worlds-largest-cities-megacity-cost-of-living-2017-10#new-york-united-
states-19-million-people-1.  

https://www.statista.com/statistics/265620/primary-energy-consumption-in-oecd-in-million-tons-oil-equivalent/
https://www.oecd.org/regional/regional-policy/The-Metropolitan-Century-Policy-Highlights%20.pdf
https://ourworldindata.org/world-population-growth#country-trends-over-the-last-centuries
https://data.oecd.org/unemp/unemployment-rate.htm
https://www.businessinsider.com/worlds-largest-cities-megacity-cost-of-living-2017-10#new-york-united-states-19-million-people-1
https://www.businessinsider.com/worlds-largest-cities-megacity-cost-of-living-2017-10#new-york-united-states-19-million-people-1
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estimated 1.6 billion people may struggle to find affordable housing.31 To combat this issue, people will likely 
move from high-density areas of the city to lower-density areas: a phenomenon known as urban sprawl—the 
uncontrolled expansion of urban areas. Although some critics argue that urban sprawl can be beneficial because 
it supports local economic growth, there are also many issues with it. Workers living in suburbs will need to 
commute longer distances if they have jobs in the heart of the city, which is often the case. On top of this, urban 
sprawl claims valuable arable land at an alarming rate. Not only does this limit a community’s ability to grow 
food, but it also forces farmers out of business. In the long-term, this can have significant environmental and 
health impacts due to increased traffic and the displacement of wildlife.32 

In the United States, where travelling by car is common, roads, parking lots, and other infrastructure designed 
for automobile use can take up to 60 percent of the land. Existing public transportation systems are also limited 
in scale, unreliable, and lack sufficient geographical coverage. This is partly due to the design of urban areas and 
partly because of the U.S. government’s negative view on public transportation.33 On the other hand, Europe’s 
transport systems have a positive reputation for being streamlined and functional. Extensive networks of 
coordinated trains and buses have been developed over time to allow for high levels of efficiency and mobility.34 
Asian countries boast advanced railway systems as well; Japan’s world-class high-speed rail lines have carried 
over into China and Korea, and the nation’s public transport system is one of the most reliable in the world. 
Urban sprawl can cause undue transportation costs, emissions, and harm to inhabitants, but it is a necessary part 
of creating affordable housing. Unsuitable infrastructure can exacerbate this problem, making it even harder to 
resolve. 

Sustainability 
Maintaining a sustainable existence has been—and likely always will be—a challenge for the human race. Stated 
in an OECD report, "As consumers of a great majority of energy production 

worldwide—between 60 to 80 percent—cities are primary contributors to carbon dioxide (CO2) emissions."35 
Although Tokyo’s Cap-and-Trade program is an excellent model of how companies can be incentivized to 
become more sustainable, it is important to keep in mind that this model may not work in every case. Japan is 
well-known for having a environmentally friendly attitude that is shared among the government, companies, 
and citizens. In contrast, Western societies—the United States in particular—strongly prioritize economic 
growth, often at the expense of sustainable principles. Companies are notorious for using their widespread power 
and wealth to further personal agendas and escape legal consequences. For instance, in the United States, "the oil 
and gas industry is exempt from key provisions of seven major federal environmental laws."36 One of these laws 
is the Comprehensive Environmental Response, Compensation, and Liability Act (CERCLA), a provision that 
holds those who spill or release hazardous substances responsible for their actions. However, their definition of 
a hazardous substance does not include natural gases, natural gas liquids, and synthetic gas usable for fuel. Until 
                                                           
31 Ibid.  
32 "Causes and Effects of Urban Sprawl," Conserve Energy Future, December 25, 2016, https://www.conserve-energy-
future.com/causes-and-effects-of-urban-sprawl.php.  
33 Joseph Stromberg, "The real reason American public transportation is such a disaster," Vox Media, Inc., August 10 2015, 
https://www.vox.com/2015/8/10/9118199/public-transportation-subway-buses.  
34 "Statistics Brief Local Public Transport Trends in the European Union," International Association of Public Transport, June 
2014, http://www.uitp.org/sites/default/files/cck-focus-papers-files/Local_PT_in_the_EU_web%20%282%29.pdf.  
35 "Trends in urbanization and Urban Policies in OECD Countries: What Lessons for China?," OECD, 2009, 
https://www.oecd.org/urban/roundtable/45159707.pdf. 
36 Lauren Pagel and Lisa Sumi, "Loopholes for Polluters," Earthworks, May 16, 2011, 
https://earthworks.org/publications/loopholes_for_polluters/.   
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exemptions and loopholes for companies such as these are addressed, it will be extremely to make substantive 
progress in environmental sustainability with regards to megacities.  

Case Study: Songdo International Business District (South Korea) 
Sixty-five kilometres southwest of Seoul, on a 600-hectare piece of land, the Songdo International Business 
District is currently being built from the ground up. This futuristic Korean city will supposedly be the epitome 
of urban innovation and sustainability. Urban planners designed the city around two unique key concepts: 
"aerotropolis" and "ubiquitous city." 

"Aerotropolis" is the idea of a city that develops around an airport. The goal of this design is to ensure shorter 
trips to and from airports since air transportation will likely become increasingly common as the world 
progresses. The second concept, "ubiquitous city," is a uniquely-Korean concept in which all devices, 
components, and services are linked to a central informational network through wireless computing technology. 
This allows for an efficient and synchronized city that will be able to cater to citizens’ everyday activities. 

To promote sustainability and well-being, 40 percent of the city will be allocated to outdoor spaces. By doing so, 
Songdo is the only non-U.S. city to be eligible for a Leadership in Energy and Environmental Design (LEED) 
certification, an honour signifying the highest environmental standards for energy consumption and waste. At 
present, there are over 36,000 people residing in Songdo, and the city is looking to attract more residents by 
offering high-quality, university-level education.37 

Overall, the Songdo International Business District is a prime example of what could be possible with the 
implementation of careful urban planning, innovative infrastructure, and sustainable development. Although its 
success remains to be seen, many are optimistic of the city’s prospects. 

Possible Solutions and Controversies 
No two megacities are the same, and, thus, there is no single solution that will immediately solve all the problems 
outlined in this backgrounder. To address the issues of overpopulation and demographic transition, inadequate 
infrastructure, outdated transportation, and lack of sustainability, delegates will need to thoroughly debate 
different options, determine the outcomes of those solutions, and discuss how they can be applied to various 
megacities. 

Transportation Development 
Investing in public transport systems is both a short-term and long-term goal for megacities to consider. 
Developments should be made with the following three factors in mind: increasing rider capacity, frequency of 
routes, and reliability of the system in order to expand geographical range and accessibility and ensure 
environmental sustainability. The metro system in New York, for example, is currently undergoing a USD 17-
billion Second Avenue Subway line expansion.38 Alternatively, another route to consider is the use of high-speed 
railways. This option is especially appealing to countries in Asia where interconnected megacities will provide 

                                                           
37 "About," Gale International LLC, 2015. http://songdoibd.com/about/#growth  
38 amNY.com staff, "The Second Avenue subway explained," AM New York, March 19, 2018, https://www.amny.com/transit/the-
second-avenue-subway-explained-1.11244882.  
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great economic benefits. The maglev (magnetic levitation) train is an emerging technology that holds great 
promise for decreasing commute times and will be very well suited to the needs of future megacities.39 

Technology and Innovation 
There are many technologies and innovations that are capable of playing an important role in modern 
urbanization. One such example is cool pavement, a type of pavement that can maintain lower temperatures in 
the sun than traditional ones can. Although this innovation seems to have little significance or impact, there are 
several benefits, including energy savings, heat reduction, improved comfort and health, and increased driver 
safety.40 Another piece of technology that could be a revolutionary scientific development is the International 
Thermonuclear Experimental Reactor (ITER) megaproject.41 Led by developed nations, ITER could be the key 
to finally unlocking a clean, safe, and reliable source of renewable energy. Multiple powerhouse countries are 
involved in this project, indicating its significance and potential. Delegates should research and explore potential 
innovations that could be applied to future or current megacities, helping spur more sustainable or efficient 
development. 

Strategic Urban Planning 
Following the model set by the Songdo International Business District, strategic urban planning is essential to 
adapting to an ever-changing metropolis. Not only should cities be able to meet the demands of a growing 
population, but they should also be ready to confront other challenges that may arise. Urban planners have begun 
to investigate two approaches known as "smart growth" and "new urbanism," which promote diverse land-use, 
varied housing types, and integrated transport solutions.42 It is imperative to remember that frameworks set by 
national governments can have an effect on megacities as well. As an OECD report states, "national policies 
typically determine both what cities can do and what cities have an incentive to do."43 Looking to balance national 
policies and urban planning will help future and growing megacities develop in a smart, efficient way, mitigating 
future problems. 

The Satoyama Initiative 
The Satoyama Initiative is a joint effort to "[advance] socio-ecological production landscapes for the benefit of 
biodiversity and human well-being" created by the Ministry of the Environment of Japan (MOEJ) and the United 
Nations University Institute of Advanced Studies (UNU-IAS).44 To make this effort a reality, the International 
Partnership for the Satoyama Initiative (IPSI) was established, consisting of 184 member organizations. Using a 
"three-fold approach," this initiative emphasizes using and managing natural resources in a sustainable manner. 
According to Fumiko Nakao, a fellow of the UNU-IAS, "the principal aim of the Satoyama Initiative is to examine 
rural areas threatened with overuse or neglect and highlight new activities which can revitalize them."45 At the 
recent UN Convention on Biological Diversity (CBD) talks in Nagoya, Japan, the initiative was received with 
                                                           
39 "Japan maglev train sets world record," Cable News Network, October 19, 2016, https://www.cnn.com/2015/04/21/asia/japan-
maglev-train-world-record/index.html  
40 "Cool Pavements," Heat Island Group, 2018, https://heatisland.lbl.gov/coolscience/cool-pavements.  
41 "What is ITER?," ITER Organization, 2018, https://www.iter.org/proj/inafewlines.  
42 "Land-use Planning," Royal Roads University, 2018, https://www.crcresearch.org/sustainable-infrastructure/land-use-planning.  
43 OECD, "The Metropolitan Century: Understanding urbanization and its Consequences," OECD Publishing, Paris, 2015, 
https://www.oecd.org/regional/regional-policy/The-Metropolitan-Century-Policy-Highlights%20.pdf.  
44 "Satoyama Initiative," UNU-IAS, October 2010, https://satoyama-initiative.org/wp-
content/uploads/2011/09/satoyama_leaflet_web_en_final.pdf.  
45 Matthew Knight, "Japan spreads the satoyama message," Cable News Network, December 9, 2010, 
http://www.cnn.com/2010/WORLD/asiapcf/11/28/satoyama.initiative.japan.biodiversity/index.html.  
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praise and deemed a viable tool for urban development. Delegates should consider this framework when 
discussing possible solutions in their own jurisdictions. 

Promoting Connectivity 
The emergence of connectivity is perhaps one of the most promising pathways for megacities. For decades, 
politicians and decision-makers have abided by the boundaries of political geography and have thus limited the 
exchange of valuable ideas between successful metropolises. Instead, people are now starting to recognize the 
value of functional geography and how it can lead to more prosperity. Global strategist Parag Khanna predicts 
that through Intercity Learning Networks, megacities will eventually transcend country borders and form a 
global civilization.46 Although this is only a prediction that seems far off into the future, connectivity still stands 
as an important theme that should be embraced.  

Bloc Positions 

France 
This European country plays a crucial role in hosting the construction site of the ITER project. Along with China, 
the European Union, India, Japan, Korea, Russia, and the U.S., France will share the cost of project construction 
and experimental results.47 It is also home to the historic megacity of Paris and maintains one of the most 
extensive public transport systems. Working closely with the rest of the European bloc, France prioritizes urban 
and technological development. 

Japan 
The island nation of Japan is the driving force of the megacity movement. Home to some of the largest megacities 
in the world, the country is a global leader in innovation, technological advancement, and sustainability. 
However, one distinct problem is its aging population. While most countries are experiencing a stable population 
growth rate, Japan’s population is actually on the decline. This will prove to be problematic for younger 
generations when taking into account how the population pyramid will change. Compared to only 16 percent in 
Canada, approximately 25 percent of Japan’s population is over the age of 65, a figure expected only to grow.48 
Not only does this place a heavy burden on the already-shrinking workforce, but it may also be detrimental to 
the economy in the long-term. Despite this setback, Japan still has many solutions to offer and will be looking 
for opportunities to introduce its innovations to the Western bloc. 

Nordic States 
The Nordic countries of Denmark, Finland, Iceland, Norway, and Sweden are not idle in this topic. These nations 
may have little likelihood of hosting megacities, but they have strong advice and support to offer. Through an 
organization called Nordic Innovation, urban experts provide recommendations in the areas of "good 
governance, public-private partnerships, design tradition, environmental and social consciousness as well as 

                                                           
46 Parag Khanna, "The Growth of Inter-city Learning Networks," Parag Khanna, March 10, 2016, 
https://www.paragkhanna.com/home/2016/3/10/the-growth-of-inter-city-learning-networks.  
47 "ITER Members," ITER Organization, 2018, https://www.iter.org/proj/Countries.  
48 Iain Marlow, "Bold steps: Japan’s remedy for a rapidly aging society," The Globe and Mail Inc., November 12, 2017, 
https://www.theglobeandmail.com/globe-investor/retirement/retire-planning/how-japan-is-coping-with-a-rapidly-aging-
population/article27259703/.  
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robust technological solutions."49 This bloc will be aiming to influence the decisions of the other countries and 
pass on their ideas. 

South Korea 
As an influential country in Asia, South Korea experienced an extraordinary economic transformation to reach 
its current state. By combining growth with democracy and equity, the country went from being one of the 
poorest countries in the world to a nation with a GDP exceeding those of many European nations.50 South Korea 
has also made a name for itself in the cultural and technological industries. The country’s main priority will be 
to promote the avant-garde city of Songdo International Business District and maintain its successful economy.  

United Kingdom 
Contributing seven percent of OECD’s funds, the United Kingdom is one of the prominent leaders of the 
European bloc. It has also successfully dealt with issues of having a large population in the past during the 
Industrial Revolution. As the nation made its way through the demographic transition, much of its foundational 
infrastructure was laid down, paving the way for modern urbanization. London in particular, is regarded as a 
"global city" in the sense that it is a significant player in the global economic network.51 Compared to its Asian 
counterparts, London possesses a large multicultural population and a significant concentration of higher-
education institutions—factors that have been credited for the megacity’s strong influence. Alongside the rest of 
the European bloc, the UK is a strong advocate for smart urbanization and serves as an excellent example of how 
diversity and individual empowerment can increase progress. 

United States of America 
As a world superpower with an incredibly strong economy, the United States has a particularly unique and 
important role in this committee. Historically, the United States has experienced success with its megacities. In 
particular, infrastructural feats such as the Croton Aqueduct and the Brooklyn Bridge were integral parts of New 
York’s rise to power. Currently, the city is working towards completing the subway expansion project and is 
dealing with housing shortage issues caused by foreign investments in real estate. The other major megacity, Los 
Angeles, is also facing issues with public transport systems. Due to the government’s slightly-less-favourable 
views on public transport, there may be some clash between the U.S. and other blocs. For the most part, however, 
the U.S. will have similar goals in socioeconomic and sustainable development as other nations. 

Discussion Questions 
1. Is there a megacity located in your country? If so, what sort of problems does it face? 

2. What phase of the demographic transition is your country experiencing? Has your country encountered 
any issues with the transition? 

                                                           
49 "Nordic Sustainable Cities," Nordic Innovation, June 22, 2017, http://www.nordicinnovation.org/projects/nordic-sustainable-
cities/.  
50 "What do you do when you reach the top?," The Economist Group Limited, November 12, 2011, 
https://www.economist.com/briefing/2011/11/12/what-do-you-do-when-you-reach-the-top.  
51 Victor Kiprop, "What is a Global City?," worldatlas.com, October 5, 2017, https://www.worldatlas.com/articles/what-is-a-global-
city.html.  
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3. How do various cities within your country maintain sustainability and play a role in play in the overall 
country’s economy? 

4. How does the national government support or obstruct initiatives to help megacities? 

5. What specific social, cultural, religious, or geographical challenges do your cities face in regard to overall 
development? 

6. How might solutions be applied to megacities outside of member countries of the OECD? 

Additional Resources 

How megacities are changing the map of the world | Parag Khanna: 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=U7y4GlmwPLQ 

International Thermonuclear Experimental Reactor: 
https://www.iter.org/  

Overpopulation - The Human Explosion Explained: 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=QsBT5EQt348  

Songdo International Business District Official Website: 
http://songdoibd.com/  

South Korea’s Economy: What do you do when you reach the top?: 
https://www.economist.com/briefing/2011/11/12/what-do-you-do-when-you-reach-the-top  

The Metropolitan Century: Understanding urbanization and its Consequences: 
https://www.oecd.org/regional/regional-policy/The-Metropolitan-Century-Policy-Highlights%20.pdf  

The Organisation for Economic Cooperation and Development and the United Nations in a Nutshell: 
https://gss.civilservice.gov.uk/wp-content/uploads/2013/02/The-OECD-and-the-UN-in-a-nutshell.pdf  

TOKYO: Earth's Model MEGACITY: 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=-SL9KRvzVmo  

Trends in Urbanization and Urban Policies in OECD Countries: What Lessons for China?: 
https://www.oecd.org/urban/roundtable/45159707.pdf  

United Nations Department of Economic and Social Affairs: Population Division 

Data Booklets: 
http://www.un.org/en/development/desa/population/publications/databooklet/index.shtml 
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Female Representation in the Workplace 

Overview 
Global society is making steady progress towards overall gender equality. Governments and international bodies 
have combined their efforts to identify problems with gender inequality and craft corresponding policies 
regarding basic education, healthcare standards, economic opportunity, and political empowerment. However, 
in developed countries, where the most progress appears to have been made, another issue has emerged: the 
underrepresentation of women in male-dominated fields of work.  

Ensuring that the entirety of the population is participating in the country’s economy is essential for its success. 
Women must be allowed the same influence in the workplace as men to ensure that they are properly represented 
and can equally make positive contributions to society. An OECD report on the Nordic nations presents 
undeniable evidence that economic growth and gender equality go hand in hand. In fact, over the last few decades, 
increases in female employment were directly responsible for 10–20 percent of average annual GDP-per-capita 
growth in Denmark, Iceland, Norway, and Sweden.52 Unfortunately, in other OECD member countries, the 
reality is that women face various socioeconomic, practical, and cultural barriers. As a result, women tend to be 
underrepresented in fields of work traditionally dominated by males, especially in senior managerial positions. 

It is important to recognize that the problem of underrepresentation is caused by two distinct factors: women 
either choose not to participate in male-dominated careers, or they are unable to. In the former case, a woman’s 
choice of career may be influenced by preconceived notions and societal expectations, pushing them towards 
fields of work traditionally associated with females—healthcare, childcare, education, and cosmetology—and 
away from careers in science, technology, engineering, and mathematics (STEM), where there is a 
disproportionate ratio of men to women.53 In the latter case, women are barred from entering male-dominated 
fields because of perceived incompetence or unfair hiring procedures. Once in the workplace, common obstacles 
include a lack of support, unequal pay, and social segregation. Moreover, women are often prevented from 
moving into higher management positions and executive roles by a phenomenon known as the "glass ceiling." 
Especially in the corporate world, the percentage of women being promoted compared to their male counterparts 
decreases the higher up the corporate ladder they climb.54 

With the introduction of the digital world and the endless opportunities that come with it, there is now an 
additional gender gap that women are facing. The systematic underrepresentation of women in information and 
communication technology (ICT) jobs is a significant area of concern for developed countries looking to bridge 
the gender gap. Digitalization is storming the global stage, and a lack of representation for women and 
opportunities for young girls will only contribute to the problem. It is crucial for OECD members to address this 
facet of the gender gap in its early stages to avoid having to tackle a larger and more complex issue in the future. 
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If women are left behind while the rest of the digital community moves forward, it will inevitably create a 
devastating cycle of gender inequality and inhibit progress in overall development. 

Timeline 
June 21, 1946 — The United Nations Economic and Social Council (ECOSOC) establishes the Commission on 
the Status of Women (CSW), a global body "exclusively dedicated to the promotion of gender equality and the 
empowerment of women."55 

September 30, 1961 — The OECD Convention officially comes into effect and the OECD becomes an official 
UN body. 

March 8, 1975 — During the International Women’s Year, the UN celebrates the first International Women’s 
Day (IWD). 

1976–1985 — After the first World Conference on Women held in Mexico City, the UN Decade for Women is 
established and dedicated towards the "effective and sustained national, regional and international action to 
implement the World Plan of Action."56 

December 18, 1979 — Adopted by the UN General Assembly, the Convention on the Elimination of All Forms 
of Discrimination against Women (CEDAW) formally recognizes discrimination and prescribes national action 
to combat against it. 

September 1995 — The Beijing Declaration and Platform for Action of 1995  is established, marking a 
monumental step towards gender equality; defining women’s rights as human rights internationally.  

2008 — Germany’s federal government initiates the National Pact for Women in MINT Careers, aiming to 
reshape the image of MINT (Mathematics, Informatics, Natural Sciences and Technology) careers in society.57 

July 2, 2010 — Four separate world bodies focused on gender equality and the empowerment of women are 
consolidated into a single new entity known as UN Women.  

September 25, 2015 — The UN General Assembly adopts the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development, which 
includes 17 Sustainable Develop Goals (SDGs); Goal 5 is specifically dedicated to gender equality and female 
empowerment. 

2017 — In Mexico, an OECD initiative called NiñaSTEM combats gender stereotypes and provides 
opportunities for girls by having women in STEM professions act as mentors and speakers.58 
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Historical Analysis 
In many cultures around the world, women have traditionally held domestic roles that discouraged or prevented 
the pursuit of employment or higher education. Most notably, ancient Greek society reinforced the idea that 
women were under the authority of men and had nothing of intellectual significance to contribute to society.59 
From a very early age, education was determined by gender; while boys were allowed to attend formal institutions 
to pursue academia, girls stayed at home to learn about running the household. The type of education that an 
individual received determined their role in society, and in this case, education for boys was meant to shape them 
into productive members of the community while education for girls was meant to groom them into obedient 
wives. With a few exceptions—certain matriarchal North American indigenous groups, Chinese native societies, 
and acephalous societies in Africa—this form of discrimination was a recurring theme throughout history, 
regardless of the country or culture. 

The beginning of the 20th century marked the start of World War I, a chaotic period of conflict, but also a 
significant step forward for female recognition in society. Previously-established gender roles were challenged 
when the men went off to war and women were needed to step up and fill the empty posts in order to keep the 
country on its feet. For instance, in the United Kingdom at the time, women were called upon to become nurses, 
radio operators and managers, railway guards and ticket collectors, buses and tram conductors, postal workers, 
police, firefighters, and bank tellers.60 In addition, some women even worked heavy or precise machinery in 
engineering due to the high demand for weapons to support the war effort. As a result, munitions factories 
became the largest employer of women during 1918. Overall, the female employment rate in Britain increased 
from 23.6% of the working-age population in 1914 at the beginning of the war to between 37.7% and 46.7% in 
1918.61 Despite this step forward, women still faced many problems in the workplace, including unequal pay. 
The Women’s Committee of the National Workers’ Committee attempted to address this issue by proposing an 
appeal for "equal conditions and equal wages." In response, the War Cabinet Committee on Women in Industry 
ruled that equal pay would only be implemented if the equivalent amount of work had been completed. However, 
the committee believed that due to their "lesser strength and special health problems," the productivity of women 
did not measure up to that of men. As a result, although "equal pay for equal work" was publicly advocated by 
the committee, it was hardly enforced. 

During the interwar years, women continued to fight for change. Within both existing and new industries, jobs 
such as assembly work in the engineering, electrical, food and drink industries, as well as clerical work, typing, 
and counter-sales were labelled "women’s work." Female employees suffered long hours and low pay and were 
prevented from rising into management positions or roles that required a higher level of skill. Married women 
were subject to these conditions as well and faced great pressure from society to leave their job once they were 
betrothed—being expected to run the household. The practice of forcing women to leave their job posts once 
they were married became a policy known as the "marriage bar," and was adopted by many companies.62 In 
addition to enforcing the traditional, domestic female role, the marriage bar also widened the gender inequality 
gap and decreased women’s participation in the economy. For instance, the implementation of the marriage bar 
in Ireland during the late 1930s caused women’s presence in the workforce to fall approximately 5% to a low of 
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27% percent in 1971. Moreover, "although a third of the 702,000 workers in Ireland [at the time] were women, 
just 1% worked in the higher professions and just 6% were in managerial roles."63 

Between 1939 and 1945, the Second World War raged through Europe and women found themselves going 
through the same production that played out decades earlier. Once again, women were recruited by governments 
to serve as a temporary workforce while the men were fighting. This time, however, the war placed a significantly 
heavier economic strain on many nations, and the British government took action by conscripting single women 
aged 20–30 as auxiliaries to the Armed Forces, Civil Defence, or war industries. Statistics show that between 1939 
and 1943, women’s employment in Britain increased from approximately 5.1 million to just over 7.25 million.64 
With Britain leading the way, more nations in the Western bloc eventually began to admit women into their 
fighting forces. Additionally, efforts to bring back equal pay were rekindled thanks to the entry of women into 
occupations considered "highly skilled and male preserves."65 Instead of prioritizing the impact on men’s wages, 
the government shifted its focus to recruiting workers to service industries and the war effort—an initiative that 
would involve women. A minimal agreement was reached and the wage gap remained; however, World War II 
served as an important turning point in the recognition of women’s abilities and contributions to the workforce. 

In the Cold War period, men and women alike fought fiercely to bridge the wage gap and eliminate 
discrimination in the workplace. Throughout the 1960s, out of the women who were of working age (15–64), 51% 
participated in the labour force, of which 38% were married women.66 Female teachers and certain civil servants 
also won the right to equal pay in 1961 and 1962 respectively.67 However, workers in the public and private 
sectors where jobs were gender segregated were often overlooked, and it was common practice for women in 
STEM to be left uncredited for their work. Two notable examples were the cases of Rosalind Franklin, an English 
chemist responsible for profound scientific discoveries in DNA, and the employment of African-American 
women as "human computers" in NASA. In the first case, Rosalind Franklin worked together with American 
biologist James Watson and English physicist Francis Crick to further our understanding of the DNA molecular 
structure. Unfortunately, when Watson and Crick, along with their colleague Maurice Wilkins, were awarded 
the Nobel Prize for Physiology or Medicine in 1962, Franklin was neither listed as one of the recipients nor 
credited for her work due to her untimely death four years earlier.68 It was not until recently that Franklin’s 
discoveries came to light and received proper recognition. In the second case, Katherine Johnson, Dorothy 
Vaughan, and Mary Jackson—three African-American women who were part of NASA's team of "human 
computers"—faced blatant discrimination and segregation in the workplace despite their capabilities. Much like 
Franklin, their contributions to NASA’s space program were not recognized until much later.69  
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Past UN/International Involvement 
On June 21, 1946, the Economic and Social Council (ECOSOC) established the Commission on the Status of 
Women (CSW) through Council Resolution 11(II),70 defining it as a global body "exclusively dedicated to the 
promotion of gender equality and the empowerment of women." 71  Since then, the CSW has been actively 
involved in setting global standards for gender equality, gathering extensive data on the topic, and completing 
detailed analyses on the status of women in various countries. Their work has culminated with a "detailed, 
country-by-country overview of political and legal standings, which over time became a basis for drafting human 
rights instruments."72 

Throughout the latter half of the 20th century, the movement for women’s empowerment gained swift 
momentum in many developed countries with the CSW's help. The first World Conference on Women was held 
in Mexico City in 1975, during which the CSW designated an International Women’s Year to spread awareness 
about gender equality and female empowerment. The first International Women’s Day (IWD) was also officially 
recognized by the UN in that year and would henceforth be celebrated annually on March 8th. The UN Decade 
for Women (1976–1985) was established in the next ten years and dedicated towards spreading social awareness 
in the general public and enacting smarter strategies for eliminating gender inequalities. To this end, the 
Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of Discrimination against Women (CEDAW) was adopted by the UN 
General Assembly in 1979, formally recognizing discrimination and calling for national action to combat it.73 
Three more World Conferences on Women were held in Copenhagen (1980), Nairobi (1985), and Beijing 
(1995). 74  The fourth World Conference in particular marked a monumental step towards gender equality 
because it established the Beijing Declaration and Platform for Action, explicitly defining women’s rights as 
human rights—a long-overdue step. The document also directly addressed the issue of underrepresentation in 
clause 162; "In the private sector, including transnational and national enterprises, women are largely absent 
from management and policy levels, denoting discriminatory hiring and promotion policies and practices."75 

Another UN body that has been involved in the protection and empowerment of women in the workplace is the 
International Labour Organisation (ILO). In 1951, the ILO Convention concerning Equal Remuneration for Men 
and Women Workers for Work of Equal Value was ratified by 173 member states. The goal of this convention 
was to ensure equal pay for equal work through legislation, systematic wage determination, and collective 
bargaining agreements. Surprisingly, the United States is the only developed country that has not ratified this 
convention, among 14 others. 76  To follow up, the Convention concerning Discrimination in Respect of 
Employment and Occupation also entered into force in 1960, compelling member states to pass legislation 
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prohibiting discrimination and exclusion in employment.77 This time, both Japan and the United States did not 
ratify the convention. 

Most notably, the OECD’s work in implementing the 2013 Gender Recommendations takes into account recent 
trends in gender equality and the specific issue of female underrepresentation in male-dominated fields of work. 
In addition to promoting the usual agenda of empowering women, closing the wage gap, and ending 
discrimination in the workplace, the Organisation also advised "paying attention to the special needs of women 
from disadvantaged minority groups and migrant women."78 Released in 2017, the Report on the Implementation 
of the OECD Gender Recommendations outlines the impacts of these recommendations and provides a summary 
of areas in need of improvement. On top of this, the OECD has identified another area of concern through the 
2018 report Empowering Women in the Digital Age.79 As the name suggests, the emergence of the "digital age" 
presents both opportunities and challenges for women; this is a rather new phenomenon that has appeared with 
further technological advancements. 

Current Situation 

Participation in the Workforce 
Female underrepresentation is a multi-layered issue, and the first layer concerns their participation in the 
workforce. As previously mentioned, their participation is often determined by factors that either push them 
away from male-dominated careers or prevent them from entering into such fields of work. Gender roles and 
stereotypes in society have long been reinforced by history, and young children have all been exposed to them in 
some shape or form. According to the OECD Programme for International Student Assessment (PISA), although 
female students often outperform male students, the lack of female representation in STEM can be explained by 
negative attitudes and influences, social institutions, and the absence of frameworks that support girls in STEM 
fields. Moreover, the gender gap in STEM subjects increases with age; "15-year-old girls are two times less likely 
to aspire to a career as an engineer, a scientist or an architect and three times more likely than boys to expect to 
become health professionals."80 Therefore, it is no surprise that women are deterred from career paths that lead 
to a male-dominated workplace if a more favourable opportunity exists elsewhere. Furthermore, women are 
unable to enter or excel in predominantly-male fields of work because of perceived incompetence or unfairness 
in hiring. Although female employment rates at the entry level in the public sector are relatively even compared 
to male ones, the two figures eventually diverge further up the corporate or management ladder. Despite a steady 
increase in the percentage of women at each position level, there is still a discrepancy between male and female 
employees in higher management positions. Statistics across OECD countries from 2016 show that, on average, 
women held 43% of middle management positions and 33% of senior management positions.81 
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Glass Ceiling 
The glass ceiling is a term used to describe the barriers that prevent women from progressing into higher 
positions within their careers; the idea that no matter how hard a woman may work, there is a limit to how far 
she may advance. Serving as both a cause and effect of female underrepresentation in male-dominated fields of 
work, the glass ceiling creates an entrenched cycle of unfairness. When women are unable to excel in a career, 
this discourages other women from pursuing that path, and female presence thus remains limited. Through this, 
the minority continues to be overlooked and remains unable to establish the ideal environment that promotes 
equal opportunity for all. Note that the glass ceiling may even exist in institutions that have strict policies against 
discrimination and bias, often appearing as a subtle and implicit form of inequality. This invisible barrier is 
especially prevalent in corporations and politics. For instance, out of the top 500 companies in Canada, only 25 
are led by female CEOs, and over the last 15 years, the percentage of Canadian women in senior corporate 
positions has barely improved, rising from 14% to 18%.82 

Digital Gender Gap 
A new emergence in the area of gender inequality is the "digital gender gap"; with information and 
communication technologies (ICTs) beginning to dominate many industries, it is essential for women to engage 
with these new tools. Taking into consideration the role of technology in society today, the report "Empowering 
Women in the Digital Age: Where Do We Stand?" examines several key findings concerning the Digital Gender 
Gap: 

• Underrepresentation in ICT jobs, top management, and academic careers; 

• A gender gap in the STEM fields that grows with age; 

• Highly disproportionate male to female ratio in software development; 

• The higher labour market returns of digital skills; 

• The use of digital tools as part of the solution; and 

• Acceleration of progress in closing the digital gender gap. 

A study by the European Parliament’s Policy Department for Citizens’ Rights and Constitutional Affairs also 
provides an in-depth analysis of the underlying causes of this gender gap.83 There is no doubt that technology 
will play an increasingly important role in the rapidly evolving economies of OECD countries; therefore, it is in 
the best interests of all developed nations to encourage the participation of women in ICT careers and 
opportunities. Women currently stand on the edge of a dangerous cliff, on which failure to take advantage of the 
digitalization trend will lead to future harms and cyclical disadvantage. 

Women of Colour 
At more of a disadvantage than all other groups, women of colour and migrant women in particular are the most 
vulnerable to the gender gap. For instance, in 2014, employment rates were 57% for migrant women, 62% for 
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native-born women, and 73% for migrant men.84 While countries with large numbers of migrants such as New 
Zealand, Canada, Australia, and the United States have employment rates for migrant women higher than the 
OECD average, migrant women are still employed at a lower rate than those native-born. Although 
discrimination plays a partial role in perpetuating their mistreatment, a lower quality of education is also partially 
responsible. In their country of origin, women may receive an education that is insufficient or incompatible with 
the employment standards of the country they migrate to, resulting in lower rates of employment. For instance, 
in 2006, 59.5% of Canadian-born women were employed, compared to only 51.5% of immigrant women85 
Furthermore, poorer education may lead to migrant women taking on much-lower-paying posts than local 
women. Facing similar struggles are women of colour: black women especially have struggled throughout history 
for equality. With considerably less support than their other female peers, women of colour and migrant women 
are two significant groups of concern that must be taken into account. 

Media Representation 
In commonplace media such as entertainment, publishing, and advertising, women hold only 5 percent of 
leadership positions.86 Consequently, this leads to the negative or inaccurate portrayal of females, with the media 
often placing a woman's value in her youth, beauty, and sexuality—not in her capacity as a leader or a productive 
member of society. All too often, when a female leader is put in the spotlight, her choice of clothing and her 
physical appearance—rather than her accomplishments and abilities—draw the attention and criticism of 
reporters. Not only does this disempower women, but it dissuades young girls from pursuing critical positions 
of influence necessary for achieving equality. Even supposedly-trivial aspects of media, such as advertisements, 
can have a significant influence on how women are represented—television commercials are particularly guilty 
of casting women in subservient domestic roles.87 Marketing continues to target specific products to customers 
based on traditional gender roles, and women are frequently seen in advertisements for household products, 
reinforcing traditional norms. Regarding entertainment and the film industry specifically, there is also a lack of 
women playing leaders or characters with STEM careers, which in turn has an effect on widening the digital 
gender divide. According to a study by the Institute on Gender in Media, less than one sixth (16.3%) of family 
film personalities and slightly over one-fifth (21.1%) of STEM characters were women. The significance of these 
statistics lies in the fact that such subtle nuances in media can influence the careers that youth choose and the 
acceptance of women in real-world positions.88 

Possible Solutions and Controversies 
Being a multi-faceted issue, it follows logically there is no single solution that will address all the problems that 
female underrepresentation raises. OECD members must ensure that current trends, attitudes, and policies on 
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gender equality within their country are taken into account when crafting a resolution. Some possible solutions 
to consider include increasing government initiatives and programs, creating workplaces that provide equal 
opportunities, establishing policies that promote gender balance, and making use of digital platforms.  

STEM-Engagement Initiatives 
Countries that have taken measures to involve women in STEM include Australia, Korea, Japan, Mexico, 
Germany, United States, Canada, and Iceland. In Europe, Germany has set an example through the National 
Pact for Women in MINT (STEM) Careers to increase women's interest in scientific and technical studies by 
painting STEM-related professions in a positive light and promoting them as worthwhile pursuits regardless of 
gender.89 The initiative emphasizes the importance of such careers and the role they play in bringing together 
society and politics, business, science, and the media. Notably, the OECD initiative NiñaSTEM PUEDEN is 
another excellent example of a program initiated by a government in collaboration with the OECD to promote 
STEM in girls and other young people.90 Launched in early 2017, multiple workshops have been held that allowed 
girls to meet women working in the STEM field and receive mentoring from them. All these programs share the 
common objectives of empowering girls, improving accessibility, creating support networks, and deconstructing 
flawed societal attitudes. 

Workplace-Equality Measures 
Achieving increased female representation in the workplace will not be possible without the efforts of both men 
and women. Employees have become comfortable with believing that having a few women in leadership 
positions fulfils the requirement for adequate representation, and as a result are less committed to ensuring 
gender diversity. A study conducted by McKinsey & Company shows that women and men see the success of 
gender-diversity efforts differently. For example, 63% of men but only 49% of women agreed with the statement 
that their company is doing what it takes to improve gender diversity.91 To combat this, companies should adopt 
policies that uphold the objectives of promoting the importance of gender diversity, ensuring fairness in hiring 
and promotions, improving the flexibility of work arrangements, and focusing on accountability and results. 

Gender-Balancing Policies 
In the corporate setting, policies that promote gender balance on boards and in senior management have been 
instituted by the majority of OECD members. Most countries have either adopted a quota or mandated 
disclosure and set targets. The former approach, ensuring a minimum number of women are present on a board, 
is effective in the short term, and countries that implemented this measure experienced an immediate increase 
in the number of women on boards. Member states that chose to adopt a quota went about fulfilling it through 
one of two methods: "comply or explain" or simply "comply."92 The first method, "comply or explain," is a 
regulatory tactic used in corporate governance where a code is set out by the government for companies to follow. 
Should they fail to comply, they are required to publicly explain why. The second method, "comply," is similar 
to the previous one, except if companies fail to comply then they are met with legal repercussions. The United 
Kingdom chose the "comply or explain" route, which yielded a 14 percent increase in the representation of 
women on corporate boards in just the span of a year. As of 2016, nine countries have implemented mandatory 
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quotas for women's representation on boards: Austria, Belgium, France, Germany, Greece, Iceland, Italy, Israel, 
and Norway.93 However, while the use of a quota is effective on the executive levels of large public companies, 
its effects do not pervade the lower levels of the corporate pipeline. On the other hand, the latter approach, 
disclosure and targets, saw a more gradual increase over time. As part of their corporate governance code, states 
sometimes mandate the disclosure of gender composition in corporations to provide transparency and evaluate 
the level of diversity. In Canada, for instance, a 2018 report indicated that women now hold 16.4 percent of all 
board seats among Toronto Stock Exchange (TSX)-listed companies that disclosed their numbers of women 
directors.94 Alternatively, companies could commit to the development and implementation of measures to 
achieve voluntary targets for gender balance and diversity. 

Digital-Platform Leveraging 
Digital platforms provide many new opportunities for women to engage in the economy and overcome 
challenges that might be present in a physical workplace. Some of the benefits of using digital platforms include 
access to new markets and knowledge, flexibility in working time, and supplementing of household income. Etsy, 
Uber, Hyperwallet, and the Alibaba Group, to name a few, are e-commerce companies that have allowed women 
to increase their presence in business and propel their own financial empowerment. Through online courses and 
educational services, women are also able to receive further education that will allow them to pursue more career 
choices. Examples of these would include Khan Academy, Udemy, and Duolingo—with Codecademy, and 
Lynda.com being particular examples of services that offer lessons on developing software, creative, and business 
skills.95 Freelance work is another option that has allowed women to select work that interests and benefits them 
best, potentially leading to long-term success and serving as an alternative for those needing flexible hours. 
Indeed, digital platforms have only increased connectivity and the feasibility of freelancing for many people. 
However, a downside to this method of employment is the lack of financial stability and employer-provided 
benefits such as health insurance. 

Bloc Positions 

Western States 
In many Western nations, women face almost no restrictions in pursuing a postsecondary education, which has 
become a necessity for most of the skilled positions traditionally dominated by men. Affirmative action policies, 
first introduced in the decades following the Second World War, have even assisted women in enrolling in 
postsecondary institutions to the point where most universities in these countries have more female than male 
students.96 Beneath the surface, however, inequality still exists in these countries; while there are more women 
enrolled in universities, women often choose fields of study where seeking employment is much more difficult 
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than in male-dominated STEM fields.97 Furthermore, in companies or industries employing an equal number of 
men and women, it is still usually men who hold the executive positions and, as a result, receive higher salaries. 
Despite these issues, Western nations are set apart from developed Asian nations such as Japan and South Korea 
by their willingness to introduce policies addressing gender inequality. Without deep-rooted tradition holding 
them back, these nations are much more accepting and supportive towards the notion of gender equality in the 
workforce. 

Japan and South Korea 
In Japan and South Korea, where traditional family values wield significant influence over everyday life, not 
much progress has been made in removing the social barriers restricting women from achieving success in the 
workplace. Despite being two of the most economically developed countries in Asia and engaging in OECD 
recommendations to provide STEM opportunities for young girls, Japan and South Korea still lag far behind 
their European counterparts in advocating for important policies that advance women’s roles within the 
workforce.98 In many cases, these two nations not only fail to take action against the issue, but instead maintain 
policies that achieve the opposite. Recently, the Tokyo Medical University admitted to scaling the test scores of 
female applicants lower in an effort to admit more male students, citing how they felt women were more likely 
to quit the profession after having children.99 Compared with affirmative action programs which historically 
assist disadvantaged female applicants in enrolling in postsecondary institutions, the Tokyo Medical School’s 
systematic discrimination against female applicants seems to be pushing Japan further away from increasing 
female representation in the workforce.  

Developing States 
Outside of the OECD, developing nations are incentivized to promote female participation in the workforce by 
increased economic development. As seen in Nordic states, gender balance and diversity has created significant 
economic returns for both companies and the countries’ overall GDPs. Although developing nations are not part 
of the Organisation, the empowerment of all women, regardless of region, falls under the OECD’s mandate. 
Currently, a majority of the developing nations have industrialized beyond an agrarian society, evident by their 
low rates of female labour force participation. For these nations, the next phase of their economic development 
involves transitioning to a service-based economy where a worker’s skills are the determining factor of 
productivity. To increase economic development, it would be in these nations’ best interests to expand their 
labour force. Since women and men have equal abilities to learn skills, a way to do so is to increase female 
participation, achievable through the advancement of education for women.  

Discussion Questions 
1. What past actions has your country taken to increase female representation in predominantly-male 

careers? Were they effective? Why or why not? 
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2. What existing frameworks within your country enforce equal pay and prevent discrimination in the 
workplace? 

3. How far is your country from closing the gender wage gap? How has the process been aided or hindered? 

4. Should countries adopt quotas or targets to promote gender balance in management positions? 

5. What are other means through which the glass ceiling can be broken? Are there other hidden barriers 
or challenges that women face? 

6. How can companies provide support and eliminate obstacles for female minorities? 

Additional Resources 
Convention on the Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development: 
http://www.oecd.org/general/conventionontheorganisationforeconomicco-operationanddevelopment.htm  

The Organisation for Economic Cooperation and Development and the United Nations in a Nutshell 
https://gss.civilservice.gov.uk/wp-content/uploads/2013/02/The-OECD-and-the-UN-in-a-nutshell.pdf  

Empowering Women in the Digital Age: Where Do We Stand?: 
http://www.oecd.org/social/empowering-women-in-the-digital-age-brochure.pdf  

Women in the Workplace 2017: 
https://www.mckinsey.com/featured-insights/gender-equality/women-in-the-workplace-2017  

The Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of Discrimination against Women (CEDAW): 
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