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Woman’s  Rights and the Economics of War
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Organized by the NGO Committee on the Status of Women, Working Group on Peace 

For almost 20 years, women have come together at the United Nations in Geneva to mark March 8th, International Women’s Day, to discuss disarmament –related issues from a feminine perspective. Women’s Federation for World Peace, International together with two other members of the Working Group on Peace (Women’s International League for Peace and Freedom-WILPF and Femmes Africa Solidarite –FASNGO) have cooperated as part of a Special Task Force for the last two years to facilitate the program and draft the ensuing statement. Each year’s seminar is timed to begin at the opening plenary of the Conference on Disarmament (CD) at which time that statement from the seminar is read. 

This year’s focus, ‘Women’s Rights and the Economics of War’ dealt with the economic backround of conflicts and the humanitarian impact of disarmament- especially as it affects and is affected by women. The impact on human rights of failed disarmament will be further dealt with later this month at the Commission on Human Rights.

The opening plenary began with a speech by Dr. Patricia Lewis, Director of the United Nations Institute for Disarmament Research on ‘Working for Disarmament: Women, Politics and Processes’. Other speakers included Dr. Jan Oberg, who is the president of the Transnational Foundation for Peace and Future Research and co-founder with his wife of the Danish High School for Peace. Insisting that the problems that are causing the situation with Irak to precipitate will not go away with war, he cited persistent efforts at disarmament, education and dialogue as being the mechanisms to ensure success. Dr. Vanessa Farr, an independent consultant from South Africa who has worked in zones of combat for UNIFEM spoke on the topic of ‘Small arms and Women’s rights’. She noted the impact of war on women’s unpaid labor- as health care workers, as heads of households and bread winners​​- during and after the conflict. She identified various aspects of profit- based conflicts leading to trafficking in Women and young girls and sexual slavery and the psychological impact on women as the insecurity of weapons-hiding leads to more weapons. She also noted examples of women’s critical influence on their husbands and sons to trade in their weapons, which inevitably leads to de-escalation of violence. 

Finally closing the second day was Irene Martineau from Amnesty International-Germany who re-iterated the terrible plight of women (and men) in the face of the corruption and greed that has totally transformed the country of Chad after the discovery of oil reserves there.  Having lived and worked there, and with deep affection for the people, she spoke of the courageous efforts of human right activists, journalists and ordinary citizens who felt compelled to fight back.

The following day began with an impassioned speech by Alice Ukoko from Women of Nigeria International who spoke of the tragedies of the oil richness of the Delta region of Nigeria. She described the complicity between government and the oil industry in her country to rape the land and commit unimaginable crimes against the people to hide their guilt. She spoke of the rebelliousness of the youth there and the recent swell of desperation that has led the women to try to take the matter into their own hands- with sometimes tragic consequences. 

The next speaker was Soheila Mameli from France Liberte who addressed the issue of the violation of women’s rights in Irak, noting especially the situation of Kurd women. She detailed the reign of fear and terror of Saddam Hussein’s absolute dictatorship and presented a compelling case against his propaganda to reassure the global community that his continuation in power is risk-free. The last presenter was Suela Krifsa ,United Nations Development Programme: Crises Prevention and Recovery Sector who gave insight into their young but promising ‘weapons for development programme’. The project was initiated when the government of Albania requested assistance of the UN to help rid their population of the stockpiles of hidden arms after the war in Kosovo. The innovative effort to involve the local women and NGO’s to accomplish this through incentives of exchange of arms for development packages is being further expanded in Somalia and other regions. 

In the final session of the seminar, participants discussed conclusions and recommendations for Action on Conflict Prevention. Issues included the question ‘how can we really under stand the cause of conflict enough to prevent the escalation to violence’ and ‘what mechasnisms already exist and can be developed within the UN Constitution and other international instruments of the United Nations to support strategies of conflict prevention’? Proposals will be further developed and published. 

