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Madam President, honoured participants at this conference:

I am here, as Mrs. Handschin has said, to convey, the best wishes of the Swiss Foreign Minister, Mrs. Micheline Calmy-Rey, who would have been delighted to speak to you in person. On her behalf, let me convey to you some of the reflections that she has on the subject.

"The Realization of Peace in Women's Hands: Meeting the Challenge" is the title you have chosen for the conference which begins today. But what exactly is the meaning of the challenge: 

- to address women to the task of peace building, or

- to see that peace building is transferred into the hands of women?

There can be no doubting the fact that women contribute much to the cause of peace. In many violent conflicts it is women who ensure the survival of the family and ultimately of society. Whereas men participate directly in war-related activities, be it as combatants or as negotiators, women in their daily routines contribute to the cause of peace - not at the negotiating table but in the community, in the family, through women's groups, at schools or simply in the street - sometimes in spectacular ways, at other times, in ways that are scarcely perceptible, far from the media spotlight and outside the political arena. 

In eastern Sri Lanka women have for years negotiated with soldiers over the curfew hours, and in this way helped to bring a touch of normality to a life otherwise dominated by terror and anguish. In the Philippines, women organised so-called "village peace areas" and in this way managed to prevent the forceful recruitment of their children by either militia groups or the regular army. In Serbia, groups who became famous worldwide as the "women in black" demonstrated in front of government buildings for peace and against the Milosevic regime. This they did even though they were often stoned, beaten or arrested. Unperturbed they continued to stand in silence in front of government buildings, a beacon of civil disobedience. In this way they made an important contribution to Milosevic's fall from power.

Yet despite the genuine commitment of women and the countless peace initiatives they have undertaken, their voices are unheard in many peace processes. This is especially true when it comes to official negotiations, in which women continue to have no visibility. For example, there were no women involved in the Dayton peace negotiations despite the many years of commitment of various women's peace organisations both before and during the war. 

"The Realization of Peace" IS a challenge - for women as well as for men. The Foreign Minister is convinced that precisely because of their particular experiences and roles women can contribute a qualitatively DIFFERENT social and political outlook to peace processes. Without the DIFFERENT voices of women there can be no truly successful and sustainable peace policy. 

The strengths of women's contributions to peace processes lie in purposeful networking - which, dear participants, is one reason you are here today - as well as in the initiation of inter-ethnic and inter-religious dialogue processes. Politicians and representatives of women's organisations from Sierra Leone, Liberia and Guinea have for example created a peace network in an effort to work together to find a way out of the armed conflicts in their countries. This network has played a decisive role in bringing the warring parties to the negotiating table. 

Let me return now to the question I raised at the beginning. The real challenge is not the actual realization of peace by women. This they can of course accomplish and, I am convinced, many have already done so. The real challenge is to enable women to make use of their particular strengths as peace promoters at all levels. 

The inclusion of women in peace negotiations, peacekeeping operations, as well as reconstruction and reconciliation efforts in the aftermath of violent conflicts will help to ensure that women's priorities and needs are addressed. These include: ensuring a safe return to their homes; tracing missing relatives; meeting specific healthcare needs, such as treatment for sexually transmitted diseases including HIV/AIDS; restoring normality and providing education for their children; and obtaining justice and redress for atrocities committed against women during such conflicts. 

Madam President, honoured participants, 

It is one of the Swiss Foreign Minister's main concerns that women be encouraged to make use of their special strengths in the area of peace building. Switzerland's Department of Foreign Affairs has given support to several such initiatives, and will continue this commitment in the years ahead. A conference on the theme "Women defending Peace" is to be held between 22 and 24 November 2004 here in the Palais des Nations. It will be jointly chaired by Egypt's First Lady, Mrs. Suzanne Mubarak, who is President of the Suzanne Mubarak Women's International Peace Movement, and Mrs. Micheline Calmy-Rey. 

This conference will be a further contribution to the "networking" of those individuals and organisations throughout the world active in the context of "women and peace promotion". The Foreign Minister will take the opportunity to add her own personal commitment to this issue, to pay tribute to the special abilities of women and the many services they have rendered to peace processes - services that have benefited women, children and men alike, not just in the Middle East but in the whole world. 

On behalf of the Swiss Foreign Minister, and of my fellow Swiss citizens - women and men - , I would like to thank all participants at this 8th Women's Conference for your efforts, your determination, and your "staying power". I hope the days you spend at this Geneva conference will be both stimulating and rewarding.

