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THE EVOLVING ROLE OF WOMEN IN PEACEKEEPING AND

PEACEBUILDING: The Case of UNMEE

1 INTRODUCTION

In May 1948, the United Nations Security Council decided to

establish a field operation to supervise a fragile truce in

the first Arab-Israeli war. Two weeks later an initial group

of 36 unarmed military observers arrived in the Middle East as

the first UN peacekeepers. More than half a century later,

hundreds of thousands of individuals, the vast majority of

them soldiers, have served in 56 UN peacekeeping operations.

More than 1,790 military and civilian peacekeepers have died

while serving in UN operations. As of 30 April 2003, there

were about 37,000 military and civilian police personnel from

89 countries and more than 3,300 international civilian staff

and some 6,800 locally recruited personnel serving in 14

current peacekeeping operations.

Peacekeeping is a technique pioneered and developed by the UN

that defies simple definition. It is based on the principle

that an impartial presence by the UN on the ground can ease

tensions and allow negotiated solutions in a conflict

situation. UN peacekeepers have patrolled buffer zones between

hostile parties, monitored cease-fires and helped to diffuse

local conflicts, allowing the search for durable political

settlements to continue.

Military personnel and structure remain the backbone of most

operations. Increasingly, however, the many faces of

peacekeeping include political affairs officers, child

protection officers, civilian police officers, humanitarian

officers, electoral experts and observers, deminers, human

rights monitors, specialists in civil affairs and governance,

and experts in communications and public information. Their

responsibilities range from protecting and delivering

humanitarian assistance to helping former opponents carry out

complicated agreements; from training civilian police to

monitoring respect for human rights and investigating alleged

violations; and from coordinating the transition of a

territory to autonomous status to setting up the transitional

administration of a territory as it moves towards

independence.

Peacekeeping Missions are perhaps the UN's most visible, but

not the only presence in conflict zones. Field staff of UN

agencies and offices, among them the United Nations High

Commission for Refugees, the World Food programme, the United

Nations Children's Fund and the Office of the United Nations

High Commissioner for Human Rights often work closely with

peacekeepers. Together they help alleviate suffering, deal

with the problems of refugees and displaced persons, and

contribute to reconciliation and reconstruction. Peacekeepers



have been called upon to support the activities of these UN

partners as well as the efforts of non-governmental and other

organisations engaged in humanitarian assistance to people

affected by conflict and its aftermath. In many mission areas,

a Special Representative of the Secretary-General or other

senior UN official is appointed to maintain momentum towards

peace, to direct the work of the peacekeeping operation and to

provide overall coordination for the UN bodies working in the

field.

2 PEACEKEEPING: AN EVOLVING MECHANISM FOR CONFLICT MANAGEMENT

Peacekeeping operations have traditionally involved the

deployment of primarily military personnel from a number of

countries, under UN command, to help control and resolve

conflict between hostile parties. From the first deployment of

military observers in the United Nations Truce Supervision

Organisation in 1948, UN peacekeeping has evolved to meet the

unique demands of sharply different conflicts in a changing

political landscape. Recent years have seen major changes in

the number and nature of conflicts brought before the UN. The

post-cold war period has been characterised by a proliferation

of civil wars and other armed conflicts within States which

threaten international peace and security and cause massive

human suffering. Peacekeeping, which was initially developed

as a means to dealing with inter-State conflict, has been

increasingly applied to intra-State conflicts and wars.

Today's conflicts frequently take place between multiple armed

factions with different political objectives and fractured

lines of command. The evolution of UN peacekeeping in response

to these changing needs has meant that a growing number of

peacekeeping missions now fit into a new category

characterised by complex operations composed of military,

civilian police and civilian personnel. With a mandate to help

create political institutions and broaden their base, the UN

works alongside governments, and non-governmental

organisations, to provide relief, demobilise former fighters

and reintegrate them into society, clear landmines, organise

and conduct elections and promote sustainable development

practices. Of the current 16 peacekeeping missions, 9 are in

Africa, including the United Nations Missions in Ethiopia and

Eritrea (UNMEE). This large number indeed speaks for itself

and is indicative of the urgent need for inclusiveness of all

relevant stakeholders, including women, in addressing conflict

on the African continent. It is on UNMEE that this

presentation will focus.

3 UNMEE: A BRIEF BACKGROUND

UNMEE was established in 2000 by the UN Security Council

Resolution 1312 of 13 June 2000, with a mandate to monitor the

ceasefire and border delineation between Ethiopia and Eritrea.

UNMEE would be composed of Military, Political, Human Rights,

Public Information, Mine Action, Administrative components,

and mechanisms for coordination of its activities with those

of the humanitarian community.



Of note is that UNMEE was established post-conflict, hence the

Mission's mandate focussed not on events that took place

before or during the conflict such as negotiations, but on

addressing post-conflict issues.

4 WOMEN'S PARTICIPATION IN UNMEE

Women in UNMEE account for approximately 32 percent of the

whole Mission, with a very small percent at senior management

and decision-making level. Although the mission continues to

strive for more women in senior positions, the vacancy rate

for professional posts in UNMEE is less than 10 percent

consequently, making it difficult to increase the number of

women in a short time span. In addition, UNMEE, like other

peacekeeping missions, relies on Troop Contributing Countries

for the recruitment of women to the Force. In an effort to

address this disparity, in 2 003, UNMEE decided to appoint a

Focal Point for Women and Alternate, whose main task would be

to assist with the achievement of gender equality by promoting

awareness of gender issues and devising means to achieve

gender equality, and further to promote the mainstrearning of

gender in UNMEE's operations. This decision was made in

accordance with UN Security Council Resolution 1325, adopted

on 31 October 2 000. This historic event itself being a result

of the hard work of women all over the world and the United

Nations - and indeed the Beijing Conference - which has

produced many documents, treaties and consensus agreements

that expand on the effects of war on women and the need for

their involvement in conflict prevention, peace building and

post-conflict reconstruction. To facilitate the implementation

of this UN Resolution, early this year UNMEE drew up its first

ever Gender Action Plan.

5 ISSUES PROPOSED IN THE ACTION PLAN ARE AS FOLLOWS:

a) Increase the participation of women at decision-making

level in conflict resolution and peace processes such as

through appointment of more women as special representatives

and envoys.

b) Expand the role and contribution of women in UN field-based

operations, especially among Military Observers, Civilian

Police, Political Affairs, Human Rights and Humanitarian

personnel.

c) Incorporate a gender perspective into peacekeeping

operations and, where appropriate, include a gender component.

d) Provide training guidelines and materials on the

protection, rights and particular needs of women and

incorporate these elements as well as HIV/AIDS awareness

training into training programmes for military, police and

civilian personnel in preparation for deployment.

e) Where appropriate, the Secretary-General to include in his

reporting to the Security Council, progress made on gender



balance and mainstreaming throughout peacekeeping missions and

all other aspects relating to women and girls.

UNMEE is cognisant of the fact that the above objectives

cannot be realised without support from the UN Headquarters,

the Mission itself, and effort from the women themselves. To

this effect, UNMEE, through the Gender Implementation Plan,

has indicated that there is need not only for gender

sensitisation, and Mission-wide awareness on gender issues,

but an urgent need to build the capacity of women if they

are to assume some of the challenging responsibilities at

both technical and decision-making levels. UNMEE is also

cognisant of the fact that there are many cases where women

possess relevant skills and believes therefore that lobbying

is an effective tool that ought to be used to get women into

relevant vacant posts. UNMEE further takes note of the

critical importance of mainstreaming gender issues in its

field-based operations, such as regards human rights.

6 WOMEN'S ROLES IN UNMEE: Current Status

a)Decision-making level:

One of UNMEE's Deputy Special Representatives until May 2 004

was a woman. The post currently remains vacant and it is hoped

that it will be filled by a woman.

The post of Director of the Office of the Special

Representative of the Secretary-General was held by a woman

until June 2004. The post is currently vacant and it is our

hope that it will be filled by another woman.

b) Expansion of the Role and Contribution of women in field

operations, especially among Military Observers, Civilian

Police, human rights and humanitarian personnel:

The Mission's Focal Point for Women serves as an ex-officio

member of panels on relevant personnel-related issues. Among

other things, she attends the International Grade Review

meetings and advocates gender balance and gender mainstreaming

issues.

c)Training:

Town hall meetings for staff have been organised by the Focal

Point for Women and Alternate to discuss women's concerns with

regard to their employment in the mission.

A gender module has been introduced in the mission's training

unit. This has been incorporated in the induction and various

other training conducted for both civilians and military

components.

The mission conducts regular HIV/AIDS awareness training for

staff and local groups in both Ethiopia and Eritrea, with 33

percent of participants as women.



d) Gender Mainstreaming:

Thirty percent of the Quick Impact Projects have benefited

women. Women are involved in both the identification and

implementation of the projects.

e) Human Rights:

The UNMEE human rights component has done relatively well in

terms of gender balancing among the staff members. Women

account for more than 43 percent of the total human rights

staff in the whole mission area. This is no small achievement

in a unit whose main focus is field operations, where gender

considerations and mainstreaming are critical to the success

of the work of the mission.

The human rights component has included in its mandate a

gender perspective, especially within its monitoring,

promotional and training activities of women and children in

post-conflict situations. In this regard, the human rights

office has designated a gender focal point to deal with gender

issues within the overall human rights context and to ensure

that activities and programmes in general incorporate a gender

perspective, as well as a mechanism for monitoring the respect

for women's rights and cases of violence against women, such

as sexual exploitation and trafficking.

Similarly, Peer Leadership Training Programme for military

contingents on human rights and international humanitarian

law, has a component on the protection of women and children,

with a view to sensitise peacekeepers on the needs of these

vulnerable groups and problems that usually arise during

conflict and post conflict situations. The programme

emphasises the critical need for the protection of these

vulnerable groups within the peacekeeping mission.

Further, contingents are made aware of the UN guidelines on

the Prevention of Sexual Exploitation and are provided with

HIV/AIDS awareness training. HIV/AIDS awareness training is

also made available to local groups, and the National Union of

Eritrean Women is among those that have so far benefited from

this training. UNMEE believes that training on "Understanding

gender" in the context of HIV/AIDS is vital in the fight

against the pandemic.

During field visits, Human Rights Officers have always paid

attention to the specific needs of women such as refugees,

internally displaced persons (IDPs), returnees, minorities,

and those under trial. Further, receiving authorities at the

"border" have been sensitised with regard to the special needs

of female IDPs and refugees crossing into their country and

urged to keep this category of women in safe and secure

environment.

With regard to capacity building, the Human Rights Office is

providing training and technical assistance to women's groups

with the aim of enhancing their knowledge and skills in the

area of human rights and gender. The Human Rights Office has

in this regard also been targeting women law-enforcement



officials and has conducted training on human rights and law

with special focus on "violence against women in Ethiopia".

The Human Rights Office continues to review and monitor

conditions of women in accordance with international Human

Rights standards and to bring any concerns to the attention of

relevant authorities. During a recent visit to a prison in

UNMEE's area of operation, for example, Human Rights expressed

concerns with regard to the conditions under which female

detainees under trial were being kept and accordingly made

recommendations to the relevant Police authorities. Similarly,

in another recent case, UNMEE's Human Rights Office, in
collaboration with UNHCR succeeded in persuading the

authorities at one of the immigration crossing points, to
provide female crossovers with separate facilities from their

male counterparts, and to further take into consideration

their special needs.

With regard to the protection of women and girls against

gender-based violence, the Human Rights Office does not have

activities that provide redress for survivors of such

violence. However, the Human Rights Office is diligent in its

investigations of cases of alleged rape or sexual molestation

in relation to the Ethio-Eritrean war and among UNMEE staff.

The Human Rights Office has also been closely monitoring and

reporting on the gender dimensions of women, peace and

security. To this effect, the Human Rights Office continues to

monitor the situation of specific groups such as refugee and

Internally Displaced women in UNMEE's area of operation. In
this respect, the human rights component has been monitoring

the living conditions of displaced women and advocating for
the need to empower these women economically through income

generating projects. Within this context, for example, UNMEE

has, along with the ICRC, identified a group of twenty (2 0)

women, comprising mostly of war widows to undertake such a

project. The project is running successfully and currently

employs a total of 130 women.

7 CHALLENGES TO WOMEN IN PEACEKEEPING AND PEACEBUILDING

a) Recruitment and retention of women is currently very low.

There is need to devise effective ways of ensuring an increase

in the recruitment of women and their retention in the

Missions.

b) There is need for both formal and informal training

c) Mission work keeps staff away from families for long

periods, a factor which discourages many women to prolong

their stay in peacekeeping missions. There is need, therefore,

to consider special leave for staff in all missions.

d) The most challenging aspect with regards to the

mainstreaming of gender into the Human Rights mandate remains

to ensure the enhanced cooperation and support of both

governments and their agencies in organizing gender promotion

activities.

e) The need for budgetary support to facilitate effective

implementation of activities such as advocacy, training and



securing logistics, cannot be over emphasised and yet this has

been lacking.

f) Finally, but not the least, the religious beliefs and

cultural constraints that place women at the bottom of the

social ladder, is one of the major factors that constrain the

full participation of women in peace related initiatives.






