Frameworks for response

by Noeleen Heyzer

The international community needs to ensure that the needs, perspectives and concerns of women in conflict and post-conflict situations are integrated into all normative, legal, institutional and funding frameworks.

In conflict and crisis situations, protection and support systems of all kinds collapse, as legal and judicial institutions break down and community support systems fracture. Militarisation and the presence of weapons legitimise new levels of brutality and even greater levels of impunity. Often this escalating violence becomes a normal part of life and continues into the post-crisis period.

No woman is exempt from this violence. During conflict women and girls are attacked because they are related to combatants, because they are leaders themselves or simply because they are women and happen to be around when soldiers arrive. Police and other officials often take advantage of their powerlessness, using rape or the threat of rape as a form of interrogation. Peacekeepers often make it worse, trading food or protection in return for sexual favours from those who are most vulnerable.

How does the international community respond in such situations? In conflict and crisis settings, emergency relief and survival needs are addressed mainly via the Consolidated  Appeals Process (CAP),1 in which agencies collect baskets of proposals and submit them collectively, and via the World Bank-led Multi-Donor Trust Funds (MDTFs). The CAP process usually results in the large agencies which can submit proposals quickly getting the lion’s share of funds. Unfortunately, these agencies tend not to prioritise protection or treatment of women subjected to sexual violence. MDTFs provide a secure and well-managed source of funds but are beset by the same problem. Evaluations by OCHA of responses to recent emergencies in Pakistan, Aceh and Sudan showed they were noticeably poor in responding to women’s needs. In order to ensure that such mechanisms and interventions do respond to women’s needs, we need strengthened advocacy, determined partnerships and a concerted effort. 

Early recovery period

Perhaps the most critical period is that of early recovery when the risk of slipping back into conflict and violence is greatest. The transition from war to peace presents unique opportunities to address the causes of conflict and to make institutions more inclusive. In Afghanistan, for example, UNIFEM has supported gender and rights training, women’s involvement in the drafting of a new constitution and laws and women’s participation in elections and governance. Support has also been provided to help women’s groups develop a collective voice, to advocate on issues of common concern and to become aware of their rights.

Countries emerging from conflict also offer a unique opportunity to put in place a gender justice agenda, embracing not only legal justice (by revising laws that discriminate against women) but also addressing the violation of human rights in wartime so that people can move beyond their trauma and begin to reconstruct their lives. Policies must address the structural and systematic inequalities that are frequently the underlying causes of conflict.  

UNIFEM has partnered with the International Legal Assistance Consortium (ILAC)2 to bring together women in key legal and judicial positions in conflict-affected countries, along with a broad range of international players, to hear what sort of gender justice is needed on the ground, whether the objectives of resolution 1325 are being met and how to ensure that international initiatives are underpinned by consultation with local women.  

The UN Trust Fund to Eliminate Violence Against Women – a UNIFEM-managed scheme established in 1997 – has supported innovative projects to address gender-based violence in a hundred countries.

Some of the changes that have been made to the administration of justice – the creation of specialised police stations, training for the police force as a whole and partnerships with women’s NGOs – can be replicated and scaled up. Coordinated community-level interventions must bring together men, local government, traditional leaders, medical and legal professionals and leaders of women’s organisations. 

It is important to keep asking whose issues are being addressed and whose interests are being reflected. In most countries, women are not adequately represented in decision-making bodies. Even when they are present, they may not wish to draw attention to this generally sensitive area unless they have been personally affected. And, finally, even if the issues do make it onto the development plan, the gap between rhetoric and implementation mechanisms and financial commitment is wide. 

It is thus critically important to monitor whether new aid modalities include adequate follow through from policy commitment to spending commitments to actual spending to address violence against women. Unless women have the capacity and support to do this kind of monitoring, the commitments will evaporate at each stage. 

It is often at the local level where accountability mechanisms, including gender impact analysis of national and local budget allocations, can be the most effective. In India, a gender analysis of the budget in Karnataka district found that, while allocations for security had increased in response to women’s demands for safer streets, the increases had in practice be spent on providing security for local and visiting VIPs rather than night policing on the streets. Gender equality advocates are now using these findings to hold officials accountable. 

The same kind of analysis can be done in communities recovering from conflict and crisis. What percentage of relief funds benefit women and girls as well as men and boys? How can this be measured? 

Women from conflict and crisis-torn societies across the globe are expecting us to deliver on the promises of Resolution 1325 in ways that can make real differences in their every day lives. We must work together to ensure their needs and perspectives and concerns are integrated into all of the frameworks – normative, legal, institutional – and all of the funding modalities we can draw upon. We cannot allow another decade to pass before this happens.               
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Joint Partnership

The Joint Partnership Against Sexual Violence in Conflict and Crisis Settings – launched in June 2006 – is an initiative by UN agencies and NGOs dedicated to stopping sexual violence in conflict and crisis and to bringing assistance to people affected by or at risk of such violence. It builds on and takes forward existing initiatives such as the Interagency Standing Committee Task Force on Gender and the UN Trust Fund for the Elimination of Violence, managed by UNIFEM. The four critical areas it seeks to address are: strengthening prevention through rule of law and access to justice; expanding services for survivors through greater access to health and psychosocial support and rebuilding livelihoods; enhancing global commitment and cooperation through effective programmes and accountable implementation arrangements; and providing a comprehensive evidence base for action and advocacy through systematic monitoring and tracking systems. For further information, email: vina.nadjibulla@unifem.org 

1 http://ochaonline.un.org/cap 

2 www.ilac.se 

