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Role of Women in Creating a Culture of Peace
Ms. Rama Enav, (Israeli, WIZO Permanent Representative to the UN, Geneva) 
Thank you Caroline,

I am honored to be here today and take part in this discussion on the role of women in the Realization of Peace.  I am happy to take the challenge and as a representative of an international women’s NGO which is also active in Israel, and as an Israeli, present to you my Ideas about the role women play in peace building in Israel.  

There are 18 women parliament members presently in Israel (the highest number ever) and three women ministers.  However, we are still heavily under-represented and women have only little influence in the political arena.  

At the end of the day, when it comes to major decision-making, women are excluded. 

This does not imply that women have no influence, but the way they do influence is through the civil societies. 

If only I had more time I would have been proud to show you first hand the work done by women’s organizations in Israel and specifically my own organization WIZO.  

From daycare centers for infants and toddlers - to educational institutions, with many programs specifically geared to girls and young women. 

A range of social welfare programs for young and old, for children at risk, new immigrants, populations with special needs, shelters for battered women, are only a few of the areas in which we are involved. 

Women in general believe in the restraint of aggression, and the fact that 95% of all crimes committed on this earth have been committed by men - is no coincidence.  

So, although, unfortunately, women, on the whole, have not been major players in peace negotiation in our region, I believe that ultimately it will be women who will mould that culture of peace. 


Thus, one of our most important tasks in the promotion of peace is to give women a voice, and if women do not have a voice, or cannot find their voice, or if a woman fears the consequences of voicing her own perspective, she remains quiet. 


Women’s organizations such as WIZO have been the catalysts, as well as the implements of empowerment programs for women, by means of actual courses, support systems and active encouragement of women to assume leadership positions, including running for public office. 

Moreover, women’s organizations have been an excellent training ground for women to try-out leadership roles, for example, the director of the Authority for the advancement of the Statues of women in Israel is a former executive of world WIZO, and she is only one of many.  

These women work to improve the status of women, and promote the well-being of society as a whole. And what, if not peace, is the ultimate well-being of society? 
Therefore, the empowerment of women needs to be the first and foremost step in giving women a voice, and empowering means education.   I can say that women’s organizations in Israel have consistently taken up this challenge.

My organization, Wizo, alone, run 4 regional leadership centers in Israel, aimed to empower women and train them to be active and effective players, whether in the political or public arena; the community; or a professional association.   To date, about 400 women have graduated our leadership centers.  In those center are studying not only Jewish women but also other minorities in Israel such as Druze, Beduime and Arab. 

Samira Azam, a 39 years old Druze women and mother of 4 from the Town of Daliat El Carmel is one of the leadership center graduates who longed to empower herself and the women around her in a restrictive, male-dominated society.  She said:  

“
A quotation”………………….. 
And WIZO is not the only organization to empower women.  The Authority for the advancement of the statues of women is constantly running training courses for women. 

Recently 50 women from the Arab sectore graduated a leadership course and are currently working as advisors to Arab municipal authorities in Israel.    

Some of those courses are teaching women business skills and how to initiate and develop business enterprises.  These businesses are in turn creating new working places for other women in their communities.  

For example, a group of single mothers from Hamra, an Arab Village, built together a green house in their village, where they employ even more women.   

In another village, women opened a weaving enterprise.



I should stress here that all those activities were opened also to women from the Palestinian territories before the set of the current violence.    

We also believe, in WIZO, that it is hard to hate a person you know and that recognition promotes reconciliation.   In few places in Israel where Arabs and Jewish live in proximity, Wizo is operating support groups and social clubs which integrate Arab and Jewish women who are sharing a common hardship.  It might be a violent spouse, economic privation, or as in the case of a family club in Jaffa, a single parenthood.   
Yursa, an Arab widow and member of the club says “Our political leaders should come to the club and see a real example of peace on the ground”.  
The family club for single parent families was established eight years ago by WIZO Israel. The club provides an answer to the social isolation felt by single parents (men or women).  Members meet once a week and plan a variety of activities.  
In the club it is impossible to tell who is Jewish and who is Arab, except of the Arab women with the traditional dress.  Politics are left outside the club.  

Ravit, a member of the club is telling: “one day there was a terrorist attack. An Arab woman in traditional dress sits there while I call my husband and cry and one of the fathers tries to call his daughter.  All of a sudden Yursa comes over and hugs me.  That was a meeting of human beings.  We always say, don’t talk about peace, just come to the club and experience it.”  

In the club birthdays are celebrated together and all the Jewish Muslim and Christian holidays are celebrated in the same fashion of sharing and love, with the willingness of all participants to learn more about each other culture.     

A unique program called “Seeds of Peace” is operated at the WIZO Nir Haemek Youth Village.  
This project was founded 10 years ago by an American Journalist John wollk.  The project brings together each year 150 youths from 4 different conflict zones to a summer camp in the USA.  Student from 22 countries are coming to this camp, among them India, Pakistan, the Balkans, Greece, Turkey, Cyprus, and the Middle East.
WIZO’s Nir Haemek Youth Village is today the centre of activity for the north of Israel.  Assemblies and seminars are conducted on regular interval and meetings between Palestinian and Israeli youths are arranged almost on a weekly basis.  

By now students in the area are also meeting independently.  They visit regularly at each other homes on their own initiative.
In light of the violent situation between our two people, it is unnecessary to emphasize the importance of such a project and its activities among these young people, which might one day lead their people to peace and coexistence.   

However I should point out again that before the set of the current intifadah there were many activities organized together with youth from the Palestinian town of Jeninn, which is only a short distance from Nir Haemek.   Unfortunately, since  October 2000, these activities are limited to Israeli Arabs and Jews only.  

In the context of the implementation of the Beijing platform of action a seminar was organized in 1999 by the Golda Meir International Training Centre together with The Centre for International Cooperation and the Soroptimist International of Israel.  
The seminar was to serve as a forum for Israeli and Palestinian women to interact and exchange views on topics of mutual concern, relating to women’s statues in society, and women’s mediation role in building a culture of peace in the family, at work and in the community.  

The participants included an equal number of Israelis Arabs and Jews and Arabs from the Palestinian territories, all of them professionals and influential in their respective environment. 

After each lecture small mixed group discussions were developed; giving the participants a chance to interact and exchange ideas.  

The participants of that seminar met again a year later in Beit Jala, in the PA, in a follow-up seminar.   However, a third meeting that was schedule for November 2000 was cancelled because of the set off of the El-Akza intefadah.  Since then any communication across the line of violence were impossible.   

The same organizers, namely The Golda Meir International Training Center together with The Centre for International Cooperation and the Soroptimist International of Israel,  have recently organized in November 2003 an INTERNATIONAL SYMPOSIUM on  WOMEN’S VOICE IN CONFLICT RESOLUTION AND PEACE BUILDING.  
The organizers  had in mind resolution 1325, which, as you probably all know,  is a unanimous resolution of the United Nations security counsel’s which accepted that women had to be part of peace building and conflict resolution.  
It accepted the fact that without women in peace building and conflict resolutions, there would be no sustainable peace.  
This Symposium brought together women leaders from all over the world, to analyze and redefine the role of women in conflict resolution and in peace building at all levels of society. Discussion and debate worked mainly towards fostering values, attitudes and behavior which would promote peace and non-violence. 

Participants included ministers, members of parliaments, judges, holders of high office in Non Governmental Organizations, veteran educators and journalists, spanning more then 40 countries from all five continents. 
Sadly although 8 Palestinian representatives were invited, among them Dr. Nadia Attar, the minister of culture in the Palestinian Authority, not one Palestinian participant have arrived.  And this is despite the fact that their travel and lodging were arranged and paid. 

The participants reviewed gender issues related to the interaction between development and conflict, discussed concepts of women’s rights and recommended strategies and options for shaping the future of their societies. 
They assessed the importance of this subject and the necessity to involve more women in education for peace through:

1. Equal representation of women in political decision making at all levels.

2. Political and economic empowerment of women.

3. Promotion of sustainable human development.

4. Education towards tolerance and respect.

Two of the guest speakers in this symposium were Father Emile Shofani and Ruth Bar-Shalev who are the founders of a grass root  association called  “Memory for Peace”, whose goal is the achievement of deep understanding between Arabs and Jews in Israel. 
One of the first activities of this new initiative was a visit to the concentration camp Auschwitz by a group of Israeli Jews and Arabs in 2003.  There were 300 participants in this program, from all sectors of the Palestinian and the Jewish population.  Except of being highly emotional, their presentation demonstrated how sharing the pain of others, leads to greater empathy and understanding of each other’s motives.

Another grass root organization that I would like to talk about is called the Middle East Children Association which is so appropriately abbreviated: MECA.  
This is a private initiative of 2 teachers, an Israeli and a Palestinian, who believed, like so many of us that the best way to achieve peace and understanding is by promoting education for peace.  
They developed teacher training program for teaching the values of peace and understanding in their classrooms.  

Also this program was successful only until October 2000 when the current wave of violence was set of.  
Today, despite the difficulties, the program continues to operate but on a much smaller scale.  

Women’s organizations cannot usually dictate macro-policies; however we are most certainly facilitating the micro-systems, the frameworks in which specific problems can be addressed and familiarity can be built.  
I believe that when people get to know each other it is much harder to incite them to hate.  And that recognition promotes reconciliation.    
These steps I have described might be only baby steps on the road to peace, but without them, there would be no further progress on any level.

