
is a challenge that requires women to fight
hard to gain even limited representation, and
often brings only modest success. Examples of
such parallel tracks include:

• Burundi: In 2000, women overcame the
resistance of the Burundian parties and
were included as informal observers in
peace talks held in Arusha, United Republic
of Tanzania.48

• Liberia: Even though the Liberian Women’s
Initiative was unable to become an official
participant in the regional peace talks 
of 1994, its leaders proved to be highly
influential consultants during the process.49

• Somalia: In May 2000, 92 women delegates
to the Somali National Peace Conference
presented themselves as a ‘sixth clan’ for
peace (Somalia has several major ethnic

violence when ex-combatants return to their
homes, getting landmines out of the ground
to allow women and girls to gather firewood
and water more safely, and ensuring post-
conflict accountability for human rights
abuses against children and women.”41 In
other words, the involvement of women
increases the likelihood of issues critical to

the rights and well-being of children, women
and families being included in negotiations.

This notion is borne out by experiences in sev-
eral countries across the world. Most famously,
representatives of over 200 women’s organiza-
tions met in 1996 to create the Northern
Ireland Women’s Coalition, the first female-
dominated political party. The movement,
which included members from both Protestant
and Catholic communities, worked as a cross-
community party to promote civil, human and
workers’ rights.42 The coalition was eventually
credited by George Mitchell, the US senator
who mediated the Northern Ireland peace
talks, with helping to achieve an agreement 
in those negotiations.43

Women’s participation in conflict

resolution processes

Across the world, women have become
increasingly involved in conflict resolution
processes. The Bonn talks on Afghanistan 
in late 2001 included 5 women out of approx-
imately 60 delegates and advisers. During the
negotiations, the women representatives
fought hard for women’s rights, and their
achievements included the creation of a
Ministry of Women’s Affairs.44 In Guatemala,
the participation of women in the formal
peace process of 1996 led to a national health
programme for women and girls and a pro-
gramme to reunite families and locate missing
or separated children and orphans.45 In the
Philippines, women have held influential posi-
tions in formal peace processes and have
pushed for cooperation across party and reli-
gious lines in the interests of peace.46 In Sierra
Leone, two women were involved in the Lome
peace process. Although they were not chief
negotiators, a key article of the final agree-
ment calls for special attention to be paid to
victimized women and girls in formulating and
implementing rehabilitation, reconstruction
and development programmes.47 More recent-
ly, women have made a critical contribution 
to the Darfur peace talks (see Panel at left).

These experiences notwithstanding, in most
conflicts women are either entirely excluded
from peace negotiations or relegated to a ‘par-
allel’ track. Even establishing this type of track

In 2005, a Gender Experts Support Team, composed of 20 women
members and backed by the governments of Canada, Norway
and Sweden and by the UN Development Fund for Women was
invited to participate in the seventh and decisive round of the
Darfur Peace Agreement negotiations. The team gathered women
from a variety of tribal and ethnic backgrounds in Darfur to create
a unified platform of women’s priorities and gender issues. The
outcome document, ‘Women’s Priorities in the Peace Process and
Reconstruction in Darfur’, contains a number of key provisions
related to women and children, including: 

• Specific protections for women and children in conflict 
situations.

• Priority treatment for women and children in assessments 
related to compensation/reparations for damages and 
destruction caused by the war.

• An appeal to the government to pay particular attention 
to the education of women and children as a means of 
ensuring security.

• Provision of secondary education in the camps for refugees 
and internally displaced persons.

• A call to the international community to focus on the education
needs of refugee girls.

• The creation of an institution to provide legal support, 
psychological counselling and other relevant services to 
women and children.

During the three short weeks that women were allowed to 
participate in the talks, they were able to negotiate for the 
inclusion of an impressive number of their priorities in the final
agreement. The accord includes language that is gender-sensitive
and, among other priorities, calls for the participation of women
in decision-making bodies and in peace-building.

See References, page 88.

Women and the Darfur Peace Agreement 

An increased presence of women
among peace negotiators and peace-
keeping forces, among other critical
actors, would greatly enhance
women’s contributions to conflict
resolution and post-conflict rehabili-
tation. As a District Officer from the
Ituri Province in the Democratic
Republic of the Congo explained 
in a report to the UN Department 
of Peacekeeping Operations (DPKO),
“Local women [and girls] have 
difficulty in talking freely to uni-
formed men, such as male military
observers, especially about sensitive
issues such as sexual violence and
abuse…. In many cases, especially
where there is endemic violence,
local women [and girls] prefer to
speak to a woman peacekeeper
because they fear further violence,
including from male peacekeepers.”

The UN is fully aware of this fact.
While the number of women among
the uniformed personnel (military
and police forces) deployed by DPKO
remains miniscule – at 4 per cent
and 1 per cent, respectively – active
steps taken by the department in
recent years have increased the
number of civilian positions held by
women. These steps reflect a grow-
ing recognition that the presence of
women among peacekeeping forces
is critical to the success of their mis-
sions, and can reduce the possibility

that peacekeepers engage in acts 
of sexual exploitation and abuse
against the very populations they 
are mandated to protect, especially
young girls. Among the key findings
of an investigation initiated by the
UN Secretary-General into such
cases was the recognition that “the
presence of more women in a mis-
sion, especially at senior levels, will
help to promote an environment 
that discourages sexual exploitation
and abuse, particularly of the local
population.”

At the behest of the UN General
Assembly, as well as the Special
Committee on Peacekeeping
Operations, in June 2006 the UN
Secretary-General issued a compre-
hensive strategy for assistance to
victims of sexual abuse by UN per-
sonnel. This policy, which UNICEF
helped formulate, proposes a com-
prehensive approach to victim 
support, including basic health, 
psychosocial, legal and administra-
tive assistance for all victims and, 
in exceptional cases, financial assis-
tance. Building on this policy,
UNICEF, DPKO, the UN Office for the
Coordination of Humanitarian Affairs
and the United Nations Development
Programme are organizing a high-
level meeting to further address 
sexual exploitation and abuse in a
comprehensive manner.

In addition to peacekeepers, media-
tors who represent the international
community can act as ‘tipping
points’ to help women secure repre-
sentation in peace processes and
post-conflict reconstruction. A recent
assessment of women’s participation
in peace processes as ‘track one’
mediators – those involved in official
negotiations through formal chan-
nels rather than unofficial contacts
(‘track two’ mediators) – found that
women remain largely excluded
from conflict mediation and resolu-
tion processes. At the United Nations,
women hold only 6.5 per cent of
senior peace-related positions, while
the European Union counts no
women at all among its current 
and former high-level mediators.
Similarly, despite Africa’s deserved
reputation of having strong female
role models, women are entirely
absent from the driving seat of the
Peace and Security Council of the
African Union. In conflicts where
pre-agreement peace processes are
ongoing, stalled or forthcoming, and
where the United Nations or the
European Union is not taking the
lead role, only Uganda stands out
for the presence of a lone female
mediator.

See References, page 88.
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