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I-   Women, War and Peace in the Middle East: 

   Throughout the years, the Middle East has been always an area of conflict, war and turmoil. The Arab-Israeli conflict fueled the region with continuous violence and had devastating consequences on the lives of many people. The civil war in Lebanon, Sudan and Yemen destroyed the lives of women and children in the region. The Iraqi Iranian war, the occupation of Kuwait and lately the invasion of Iraq had a negative impact on the stability of the region, slowdown social development plans and weakened the aspirations of women in the region for advancement and progress.

   One can question how the issues of women’s advancement, empowerment and political participation can put on the agenda of a country that struggling to survive. 

   All global UN conferences, particularly the Fourth World Conference on Women held in Beijing in 1995 and the twenty-third special session of the General Assembly entitled ‘Women 2000: Gender Equality, Development and Peace for the Twenty-first Century,’ underlined the importance of women’s empowerment in the decision-making for a as crucial to the achievement of the gender equality goal and substantial human development goal. Women’s equal representation in the political arena and partnership with men will further gender equality goals as well as women’s specific needs and concerns in national policies. 

   The Beijing Platform of Action calls for ‘increase the participation of women in conflict resolution at decision making levels and protect women living in situations of armed and other conflicts, and under foreign occupation.’
The Security Council resolution 1325 has great implications on:

1. Protection of women in conflict zones. 

2. Participation of women and civil society in peace process.

It also calls for: 

A. Participation of women in decision-making and peace process.

B. Inclusion of gendered perspectives and training in peacekeeping. 

C. Protection of women and girls in conflict zones and refugees camps.

D. Gender mainstreaming within UN system- reporting and programmatic implementation. 

   The Millennium Declaration agreed on MDG three on the importance of achieving gender equality and empowerment of women and that women should engage, on an equal basis with men, in the political, economic, social and civil development of their respective countries and continents. Women’s participation is therefore critical, especially during the areas of democracy, good governance and human rights. 

II-   The Role of Women in Conflict Resolution and Peacekeeping: 

   As we confront the challenges of peace and security in global trends and in particular in the Middle East, we acknowledge the need to remain vigilant concerning the impact of armed conflict on women and girls. There is, the leadership role women could play in situations of conflict prevention, resolution and post-conflict peace-building efforts. 

   It is recognized that the full involvement of women in conflict prevention is essential to the maintenance and promotion of peace and security. Preventive diplomacy aims to prevent disputes from arising. Limits the escalation of existing disputes minimize the spread of conflict. Early waning is important to take all the precautions and preparations to face the crises when it happens. 

   Women should play a role at all levels of early warning including information collections analysis and the formulation of response options. 

   Individually and in groups women have to advocate internationally for disarmament including the total elimination of weapons of mass destruction, and for reducing military expenditures in order to be transferred to peace and development. 

   Women can join form organized groups in their communities and use their influence as intermediaries to the warning factions to keep a dialogue going across the conflict lines as women are frequently active in reconciliation efforts and have important role in mobilizing civilians. 

   As women work at the community and grassroots levels, discussions with them convey more details about how conflicts affected people and what are the main concerns of those women.

   The process of peace building in order to be effective and realize its goals must include social transformation and re-establishment of trust through the participation of the national authorities as well as the local population including women. The process must meet the specific needs of the country or region and address the immediate security as a humanitarian need and as the roots of actual crises. Networks that include women and women’s organizations can facilitate this process as they are effective in mediation efforts, reconciliation and dialogue and they have great knowledge of issues concerning their communities and their families. 

    The role of women is important with regard to post conflict situation. A great number of women in different countries join civil societies including NGOs. These organizations can exert considerable influence on public policy and encourage respect of law particularly the human rights laws. Many programs can be implemented by these organizations in the field of rehabilitation of conflict including injured and displaced victims, or health care or food supplies or rebuilding schools and houses and other protecting programs. 

   Therefore, it is clear that women’s experience not only can contribute to the formulation of more effective policies, but also that women can play a critical role in the implementation and success of those policies in the region affected.

   However, in the Middle East, women’s role in situation of conflict prevention, resolution and post conflict peace building efforts remain under-utilized, despite commitments made at Beijing, Beijing Plus Five and in the outcomes of major conferences and summits.

   In Beijing Conference 1995, only two countries- Lebanon and Palestine- identified peace and security as a national priority. With the increasing tension in the region, calls fro a more active role for women in conflict resolution have been raised. 

III-  Regional Initiatives for Women, Peace and Security: 

1- Susan Mubarak Women’s International Peace Movement (SMWIPM):

   As a result of the increasing instability within the region, an Egyptian initiative has been surfaced, namely Ms. Susan Mubarak Women’s International Peace Movement. It considered as a first stepping-stone on women for peace, the Sharm El Sheik conference September 2002 focused on starting a dialogue on women’s role in peace making process to create a secured environment. 

Background of the Movement

- SMWIPM is the Middle East’s first Women’s Peace Initiative to empower women in the region to participate in efforts leading to peace and security.

- This movement was initiated in September 2002 meeting in Sharm El-Sheikh. The National Council for women in Egypt and the United Nations sponsored it.

- This meeting was a gathering of first ladies and high-ranking female officials from different parts of the world as well as public figures, parliamentarians, intellectuals and leaders of other Peace movements.

The meeting was centered around the following themes: 

● Women for Peace: Achievements and Aspirations.

● From Intention to Implementation: the role of women in Fostering Peace.

● The impact of Armed Conflict on Development: A women’s Perspective.

● Women tell their stories: Lessons Learned from Success Stories in Mediation and Reconciliation. 

● The Way Forward: Women for Peace Movement. 

The main points raised in the meeting were as follows: 

1. Women must be recognized as key actors in conflict resolution and must be invoked in all efforts for peace making, peacekeeping, peace building and reconstruction.

2. Women bring to the cause of peace new perspectives and experiences.

3. Since the obstacles to peace are a result of human decisions and not destiny there is a dire need for a more positive role for women in promoting peace.

4. Women suffer disproportionately in armed conflicts, and the Palestinian, Irish, African and Lebanese women are case in point.

5. Women, as leaders, have proven their valuable contribution to the peace process.

6. Women must be empowered to lead in the peace process for they can make difference.

7. Women must build coalition and forge networks, and mobilize as a critical mass in order to work collectively for peace and security.

8. Voices of women are from the sidelines, not from mainstreams.

9. Women have the art of listening to others, to find compromises and accommodate differences. We must start at the grass-roots level.

10. The link between peace and democracy should be emphasized.

11. The importance of social justice to prevent divergence, conflict and war. Even-handedness is very important for peace building….Might should not always be right.

12. The importance of the home(family) in fostering a ‘culture of peace’ was highlighted. 

13. The importance of involving youth in the peace process and at the sme time benefiting from the wisdom of older persons, including women, was addressed. 

The Sharm El Sheik Conference was ended by launching the Women for Peace Movement.

Objectives of the Movement:

- SMWIPM aims at promoting and establishing culture of peace.

- Implementing the UN Security Council Resolution 1235 about the role and the rights of women in relation to peace and development. This resolution was adopted in October 2000, to encourage the increasing participation of women at decision-making level in conflict resolution and peace process.

- Ensuring that women and girls are not forced to put up with the horrors of war, and are not denied the right to full participation in efforts undertaken to bring about peace. 

Horrifying figures stated that 90% of all those killed in armed conflicts are civilians, 80% of the people who were uprooted around the world are women and children, 2 million children were killed in the armed conflict and 6 million were seriously injured or permanently disabled. 

- Projecting a paper image of women and spreading the culture of peace by cooperating with media, parliamentarians, and executive bodies. 

- Spreading the notion ‘Peace is not just the absence of war’ but it is about freedom from want and fear. 

Future steps and strategy:

The movement lobbies for: 

- The inclusion of women in the Peace-building process. 

- Ensuring that all issue that affect woman and their families especially insecurity and violence in their communities will be given a great attention and consideration in policymaking process. 

- Planning to host a regional conference in 2004 to access the movement next steps and strategy.

- Transforming relevant commitments and instruments made by the UN and other international, regional and national organizations into credible accomplishments. 

    2- Building Arab Women Peace Forum:

   In addition to Ms. Suzan Mubarak Women’s International Peace Movement, the Arab Women Organization planned for several forums in the Arab States to promote a culture of peace that will pave the way for a better understanding of peace as a way of life. The first Forum was held in Lebanon few months ago. These was a common understanding that if women’s role in peace to be addressed in an effective way then a dialogue on mutual understanding, tolerance, respect of others, solidarity has to be constructed to promote women’s ideas and visions of how peace can be an integral part of our region and our lives. It is the time to invest in opening a window of peace and women to be the sparks for peace and tolerance.

   UNIFEM is also contributing in building Arab Women Capacity for partaking in peace, negotiation and conflict resolution, by building a liable network of women that are able to exchange their esperiences and vision of peace. The programme will prepare the grounds to set up forums on national levels and a forum for Arab women and peace that will serve as a assemblies to voice ideas, thoughts, concerns, actions on the role that they have to play. These forums will work towards building an effective regional network to establish an Interaction with other movement/organizations sharing similar goals; and will draw on the wealth of experience from women’s groups throughout the world. 

IV- The role of the Parliamentarians in Peace and Conflict Resolution: 

   As members of the legislature, women and men parliamentarians who are advocates for gender equality play a key role in the creation of an enabling national environment for gender equality in all domains including peace and conflict resolution. 

   MPs are keenly aware of the centrality of women as peacemakers and facilitators in political processes and peace-building initiative. The 160 women MPs from the 122 countries attending the Meeting of Women Parliamentarians in Mexico city in April 2004 called for the full participation of women in countries in conflict and post-conflict situations, as well as for greater presentation of women in government and in all decision-making spheres, including parliament, using quotas or other measures.

   Moreover, the IPU called for the establishment of a task force to monitor the implementation of the Security Council Resolution 1325 and to guarantee gender mainstreaming in all peace keeping missions and post conflict reconstruction and reconciliation. 

   The women of my region know our destiny is inseparable- that our citizens are bound together by geography, history, heritage, and often conflict. In roles of leadership or as caregivers, women wish to be partners in the peace-process and in building secure futures for generations to come. They, however, cannot do it alone without the realization of the principles contained in the operational paragraphs of Security Council Resolution 1325. 

   As a member of MPs, I perceive the empowerment of women for peace making, peacekeeping and peace negotiations as an integral part of the process of empowering women in general. This process includes issuing progressive legislations that guarantee equality and between men and women.

   Recently, the Egyptian government decided to left a discrimination against Egyptian women and to allow them to pass their nationality to their children. A demand that was lobbied for by the National Council for Women, Civil Society Organizations and several women MPs. 

   The Egyptian Parliament has also passed ‘the Family Court Law’ to create special courts to deal with family problems and it is expected that female judges will be employed in such courts. 

   The Social Insurance Laws had been amended to cover everyone working in the country including those without regular jobs. Women have the same rights as men and they are subjects to the same obligations. Each retired, unemployed or widowed women has the right to pensions. The girls are entitled to her father’s pension till she marries or have her own income. Working wives can continue to receive their own as well as their husband’s pensions. On the other hand, children can continue receive their fathers and mother’s pensions. Mothers have the right to pensions from their sons and sisters from their brothers. These social insurance rights contribute to the economic empowerment of women and promote peace and security in the family and the community. 

   To me, peace and security move beyond the absence of war and conflict to encompass human security. Enough to eat, a home, health, education, freedom from violence, safety during natural and man-made disasters, democracy, good governance and respect for human rights are all basic elements of human security. The evolving concept of human security also includes: 

● Shifting the emphasis from security of states to security of people. 

● Re-emphasize the obligations of states to ensure the security of their citizens. 

● Recognizing the ways in which problems cross boarders and boundaries. 

● Recognizing the importance of non-state actors. 

● Requiring accountability for violations of human rights and humanitarian law.

● Acknowledging the need for multi-faceted responses to human security issues in times of peace and conflict, including conflict prevention and post-conflict reconstruction. 

   In Egypt, a National Council for Human Rights was recently established to ensure the implementation of the basic human rights and to monitor any violation of these rights. 

   The National Council for Women is working on the empowerment of women in social, economic and political domain. Steps have been taken to ensure gender inequalities in power and decision-making. 

   To conclude, I would like to emphasize that while threats to women’s human security during times of war represent grave dangers, even in times of peace, millions of women and girls daily confront threats to their security in both the public and private spheres. United Nations organs and bodies concerned with peace and conflict resolution should be encouraged to take a broader view of human security to include gender equality. 
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