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Thank you [Ms. Handschin]

Madam Chairperson, distinguished colleagues, dear participants, 

It is a great pleasure, and an honor, for me to join so many other distinguished speakers at the opening of this important event. As many of you know, the contribution of women to the prevention and resolution of conflict is an issue that has been increasingly attracting attention in the United Nations system, and one to which my Office has given particular importance in recent years. I am sure the new High Commissioner, Ms. Louise Arbour, will continue to provide strong support to initiatives like yours, and to all efforts to bring about peaceful resolution of conflict in this crucial region, at the same time as we promote and celebrate the right of women to play an equal role in decision-making. 

I would like to thank the Women’s Federation for World Peace International for organizing this important event. I was in Egypt when Ms. Mubarak organized a gathering to launch an initiative to involve women in the search for peace in the region, and I know how important a step it was and how closely involved she has been in efforts such as yours. I would also like to applaud the initiative of Ms Calmy-Rey to gather women ministers to adopt a declaration decrying violence against women at the beginning of the recent session of the Commission on Human Rights. During the High Level segment of the Commission there was a dramatic increase in the number of dignitaries who spoke about women’s rights: forty percent of men and ninety percent of women addressing the Commission during that first week referred to violence against women. 
I would also like to emphasize that non-governmental organizations, including women’s organizations, are crucial partners, both for Governments and for the United Nations system. We have seen the crucial role they play in helping to promote and protect the rights of women, and we are increasingly seeing what an important role they can also play in the search for peaceful solutions to conflict, and that however complex or painful a conflict may be. My appreciation goes to the Swiss Government and the many others who continue their efforts to promote peace in the Middle East, and to the many groups and individuals who refuse to be discouraged and continue to look for solutions that respect the human rights of all. 

I am glad to be joined at this panel by the chairperson of the Committee on Elimination of Discrimination Against Women, the most important of all UN human rights mechanisms in the effort to improve the protection of women’s rights. The Committee has too often had to express its concern about the ways in which women’s human rights are violated in times of conflict, and the obstacles that conflict creates to the elimination of discrimination. Article 7 of the Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of Discrimination Against Women commits States parties to eliminating discrimination against women in political and public life. The Convention makes it clear that women must enjoy the right to equal participation in non-governmental and international activities, as well as with regard to public office and functions at all levels of government. Yet, as we all know, women are still far from playing an equal role in political decision-making, and their voice can be even more limited when a region suffers from a long struggle for peace. 

Three years ago, the Security Council adopted its resolution 1325, recognizing the important role that women can play in the resolution of conflict. That decision was partly inspired by the important work that women’s organizations have carried out in the Middle East, looking for ways to promote a fair and peaceful solution to the conflict there. The time has come for us to look for every contribution, and build on every effort, that can contribute to bring about genuine and long-lasting peace to the Middle East, a region that has suffered more than most. 

Like in every conflict, women in the Middle East have suffered, and suffered for many decades now. Women have been affected as combatants, serving as soldiers and getting involved in acts of violence. Women have also been directly affected, whether as targets for terror or because they become “collateral damage”, whenever innocent civilians are the ones actually injured or killed. Women suffer, with every civilian, when conflict does not respect basic rules of humanitarian law and results in targeting of non-combatants, or in denial and deprivation of the right to adequate health, housing or even food. A number of women have had to give birth at checkpoints or at home because they had no access to health services. Women suffer when men are injured or detained and they are left to care alone for the needs of children and the elderly.  
But women can also suffer indirectly from the impact of conflict within their own communities, as lack of work, loss of hope and the escalation of violence put everyone under greater stress and too often seem to lead to increased domestic violence. Let me be clear about this: we must still increase our efforts, women and men – all of us – working together, to protect women against the violence that is caused by conflict, directly and indirectly. However, – important as it is to improve the protection of women from violence and to address the impunity that too often protects perpetrators, particularly in times of conflict – we must also give increased attention to a different effort, the one to ensure that women enjoy their right to participate equally in all efforts to prevent and resolve conflicts. 
As we discuss the contribution that women can make to the cause of peace, we often think of women as being more likely than men to opt for peace, stability and reconciliation. While there are, of course, examples of women’s involvement in conflict and violence, it is very often true that women are more likely than men to advocate for peace within a given society. History has shown us that women can be involved in violence, but also that they are more often involved in peace-making. We have witnessed the important role that women can play in advocating for peaceful solutions to conflict, and not only in the Middle East. We have seen women and women’s organizations play a crucial role in the pursuit of peace in every region, from Timor-Leste to the former Yugoslavia and from West Africa to Latin America. 
Of course, increasing the prospect for peaceful solutions to conflict is a valid reason to promote women’s involvement in peace processes, even if gender discrimination may be an important factor in making women more likely than men to look for an end to conflict. In addition, involving women in peace processes and in all decisions regarding post-conflict resolution can also have other positive consequences. Only if women are fully and equally involved will all decisions address appropriately the different concerns and circumstances affecting women and men. If humanitarian and development activities in conflict or post conflict situations are to meet their objectives and be sustainable, then women must be involved in designing them, as must all those who are expected to benefit from them. 
But from a human rights perspective there is a third and crucial reason to insist that women must be given an equal chance to have a say in the resolution of conflict. Women must be involved in peace-making simply because they have the same right as men to be involved in determining the future of their societies. Would peace be more easily reached in the Middle East if there were more women among the ministers and generals, and among the negotiators looking for solutions? Would peace be more likely if more women were elected, or served as police officers? We do not know the answer. Having more women in positions of power may make little difference if they are only able to reach them if they support the continuation of violence. What we do know is that women have the same right to serve and be elected as men, and that their right is not equally enjoyed in the Middle East – as it is not anywhere in the world. What we do know, is that there are many women actively involved in looking for ways to bring about peace, and that we must recognize and support their efforts. 
It is not easy to bring about change. It is not easy for parties that have become used to conflict to come to terms with the sacrifices involved in reaching out for peace. It is also not easy to find ways to give women an equal voice. Given the discrimination women continue to face in every part of the world, and not only in the Middle East, it would be impossible for women, working alone, to bring an end to the conflict there. But we must make sure that those who are trying receive our support, and that we take advantage of every opportunity to help them participate in the search for solutions. We must fight for women’s rights and in doing so, improve the ability of women to fight for peace. 
I would like to play tribute to the efforts that many of you today have been making in that direction. I urge you not to lose hope. You have a valuable role to play, and we must be behind you in your efforts. The conflict that still rages in the Middle East, and our commitment to women’s rights, require us to do so. 
Thank you. 
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