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Summary

Women are often recognised as victims of war, but in the peace and 
reconstruction process their specific needs and their role, contribution and 
rights are usually overlooked. That is why UN Security Council Resolution 1325 
of 31 October 2000 is so important. It provides a general policy framework and 
global strategy for peacebuilding, gender equality and sustainable 
development. The challenge is now to integrate and implement this resolution 
in the security sector. Like other countries, the Netherlands has an important 
responsibility in this regard.   

Where security and stability are concerned, a first requirement is for reforms in 
the security sector to take account of the differences between men and women. 
Men and women’s security is paramount, and every opportunity to improve the 
position of women should be exploited. Women’s rights are still being system-
atically violated in too many countries. Violence against women both during and 
after conflict has reached almost epidemic proportions. In Rwanda, between 
250,000 and 500,000 women – approximately 20% of the female population – 
were raped during the genocide. In the Uvira area of the DRC, 40 women are 
raped every day. Prostitution is sometimes the only means of survival, of putting 
food on the table. Trafficking in women is commonplace in countries in conflict. 
War has different consequences for women than men; according to UNHCR, 
80% of refugees are women and children.

There is no such thing as a blueprint for mainstreaming a gender perspective 
into processes and initiatives for security sector reform. The development of 
the security sector occurs within a specific context, in which local and 
national support ultimately determines its success. This paper gives 
examples and practical suggestions relating to the police service, the armed 
forces, the intelligence and security services, paramilitary groups, the legal 
and justice system, the prison system and probation service, the border 
control and customs services, and finally the oversight agencies. The most 
important recommendation is to make use of gender perspectives, expertise 
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and instruments  in everything associated with security, and learn from the 
examples that are available1.   

 

  
 
 

	

1 DPKO, OECD, DAC, OCHA, UN-INSTRAW and DCAF/ODIHR/INSTRAW. 

6



1	 Introduction

The Netherlands recognises the importance of paying attention to the rights and 
opportunities of men and women in security sector development. Security and 
development are inextricably linked. What is more, reforms can make a 
substantial contribution to national gender equality processes and create better 
economic, cultural and social conditions for equal opportunities, rights, 
freedoms and responsibilities.

This paper briefly examines the current situation with regard to gender 2 and 
security sector reform and underscores the importance of devoting attention to 
equal rights and opportunities for both men and women within the security 
sector. The second chapter offers examples and some practical 
recommendations.

This paper was drafted further to the Dutch policy framework for security sector 
reform (SSR).3 It examines the following three questions:
1) Why is it important to apply a gender perspective in SSR?
2) What commitments has the Netherlands made?
3) What opportunities for reform are presented by our partnerships with the 

various actors that make up the security sector?

This paper also provides a practical link between the Dutch approach to SSR and 
the international instruments currently under development, which will be 
disseminated by DCAF/UN-INSTRAW/ODIHR in 2008. Given the importance it 
attaches to equal rights issues within the security sector, the Netherlands has 
pre-empted the finalisation of these instruments with the publication of this 
paper. Gender equality is important not only because of its impact on the rights 

2  In the past, a sharp distinction was made between  the words 'sex' and 'gender'. ‘Sex' was used to refer to 
the biological differences between men and women, and ‘gender' to (acquired) socio-cultural differences. 
Studies of, for example, identity and transsexuality show that the dividing line between biological and 
acquired differences is not as sharp as was once assumed. Biological factors influence socio-cultural and 
psychological factors and vice versa. 

3 Security Sector Reform: naar een Nederlandse benadering (Security Sector Reform: towards a Dutch approach). 
Ministries of Foreign Affairs and Defence, SVW 2006 - 0038d. 
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and wellbeing of women. Girls and women who grow up in a secure environment 
and who are able to go to school safely and make independent decisions are 
more likely to provide a useful contribution to the development of their country.4   
The reverse is also true. Discrimination, exclusion and oppression of women 
come at a price to society. Studies of the economic consequences of abuse, for 
example, show that abused women earn less than other women and require 
more healthcare services. What is more, the children of abused women perform 
less well at school. A people-oriented combination of partnership and aid is an 
essential condition for both gender mainstreaming in the security sector5 and 
providing targeted support for the rights and opportunities of both men and 
women.

This paper is intended primarily for staff working at the ministry and the 
missions, and for people working at other ministries, including policymakers 
and those responsible for implementing SSR policy.

4  Studies suggest that societies that discriminate against women are less capable of either sustainable devel-
opment or poverty reduction: see, for example, Engendering Development (World Bank, 2001, publications by 
Amartya Sen and Women in an Insecure World (DCAF 2005). 

5 An empowerment strategy, gender mainstreaming has been defined by the Council of Europe as ‘the (re)
organisation, improvement, development and evaluation of policy processes, so that a gender equality per-
spective is incorporated in all policies at all levels and at all stages, by the actors normally involved in policy-
making.’ The strategy of empowerment, or emancipation, means breaking through existing power relations 
by strengthening women’s power base – their voice and their right to self-determination.  
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2	 The	situation

The relationship between security and development 
Security is a basic human requirement. Poverty reduction and attempts to 
achieve the Millennium Development Goals are doomed to failure without 
security and stability. This means personal safety, state security, access to social 
services and the political processes needed for economic and social 
development. This means protecting human rights. Since governments bear the 
main responsibility for all these matters, the Netherlands contributes primarily 
to capacity building in the security sector. Incorporating the principle of gender 
equality and non-discrimination into reforms to all agencies responsible for 
security supports the development of a society and helps implement the concept 
of human security which focuses on people, communities and human rights.6  

The significance of the security sector
The security sector encompasses the police service, the armed forces, 
intelligence and security services, paramilitary groups, the legal and justice 
system (the Public Prosecution Service, the legal profession and the judiciary), 
the prison system and the probation service, the border control and customs 
services, and also oversight agencies such as parliament, parliamentary 
committees, the ombudsman and the court of audit. In other words, the security 
sector includes all organisations responsible for protecting the state and its 
citizens, and which are authorised to use force, order it to be used, or threaten to 
use it, and the civil structures responsible for governance and oversight of these 
organisations.

A gender perspective and the security sector
It is important to include gender-related social differences and gender-specific 
factors relating to behaviour and identity in any discussions, analyses, plans and 
policies that have a bearing on the security sector. In 2002, the Council of 
Europe announced that violence was the main cause of death and disability 
among women between the ages of 16 and 44, claiming more lives than either 

6  See Why human security? (Amartya Sen 2000) and the White Paper Resisting insecurity and unfreedom. 
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cancer or road accidents. Men are frequently over-represented in the security 
sector and issues that mainly affect women are often overlooked in programmes 
supporting the sector. According to the International Organisation for Migration 
(IOM), between 500,000 and 700,000 women and children fall into the hands of 
criminal networks every year. Thorough analysis and the mainstreaming of a 
gender perspective in programmes and processes can support efforts to 
safeguard the right of women, men, boys and girls to security, thus creating a 
just, democratic and, above all, effective security sector.

Security sector reform has a positive impact on families, and on men, women 
and children. A gender perspective fosters:
• the emergence of a safe society in which social development is possible;
• a just, democratic and effective security sector;
• the transformation of violent cultures and militarisation;
• the protection of vulnerable groups, preventing, for example, violence 

against women;
• the equal participation of men and women in decision-making processes in 

agencies responsible for security;
• efforts to prevent representatives of security agencies from discriminating 

and using violence against women with impunity and
• the implementation of the various international agreements7 on gender 

equality to which the Netherlands has committed itself as a signatory and/
or through ratification. 

In other words, the changing roles, positions and identities of men and women 
in conflict situations should be given special attention and support wherever 
this can offer more equal opportunities. 

Both women and men may play many different roles in a conflict environment. 
They may be victims, fighters, peace activists, peace negotiators, survivors, 
heads of family and employees. Boys run a greater risk than girls of being 
recruited as child soldiers, and they serve armed militias in different ways. When 
men’s lives are at risk, and they are unable to leave their homes, women must go 
out in search of firewood. Women become the heads of household when 
circumstances – the conflict in Darfur, for example – force them into becoming 
the chief breadwinners. Women are also combatants, and are often active in 
conflicts for the same reason as men – as commanders in South Sudan, for 
instance, or air force pilots in Sri Lanka. Women and girls need special attention, 

7  For example, CEDAW (1979), Beijing Platform (1995), the Windhoek Declaration and Namibia Plan of Action 
(2000), UN resolution 1325 (2000) etc.. 
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particularly where rape is systematic, as is the case in Sudan and the DRC. Here, 
rape is used specifically to humiliate the enemy and undermine the social 
structure of communities.  In post-conflict situations, it can also lead to 
spiralling violence against women, with the culprits going unpunished. Men 
often face serious psycho-social problems when the women and girls in their 
family have been raped.

Despite all the problems they experience during armed conflict, some women 
manage to improve their position. Conflict can have an empowering effect. If it 
enables women to play a different, more independent role and learn new skills, 
it can provide a springboard to more equality in the post-conflict situation. The 
position women occupy in their communities also depends on their 
socioeconomic status. 

The OECD/DAC Handbook on Security System Reform underscores the 
importance of a gender perspective in analyses and when developing 
programmes, with numerous questions and observations.  What are women’s 
specific security needs? Are they different from those of men? Are women the 
victims of sexual exploitation such as trafficking? Can the victims of sexual 
violence go to the police for help? What roles do men and women play within 
agencies responsible for security?

A joint donor evaluation by the UN Mission in the DRC (MONUC) (2006) 
contains the following comment:

Costs and risks to efforts of Disarmament, Demobilisation and Reintegration 
and Security Sector Reform are high if a gender perspective is not applied. To 
date, DDR and SSR (military, police, justice and customs) in DRC have not 
benefited from a gender-based approach.

SSR stands out as vital to establishing security and accelerating development. 
The domestic legal system is weak, disrupted and poorly funded. A significant 
cause of the continued rape is the fact that very few individuals have to date 
been arrested and prosecuted for them.  
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In areas where armed conflict has occurred, women and girls need the most 
help, yet remain the most neglected members of the community. Women’s poor 
security situation and the important role that they could play in developing the 
security sector are generally overlooked. Efforts to focus on the rights and 
opportunities of women and men are often dismissed as ‘too complicated’, 
‘contrary to local culture and local customs’, ‘a side issue’ or ‘too expensive’.  
Amidst all the suffering, and urgent problems that need immediate solutions, it 
might seem irrelevant to call for a specific focus on gender. But nothing could be 
further from the truth. Experience shows that a better understanding of men and 
women’s roles and relationships within communities plays a crucial role in 
implementing effective programmes.

Culture, mentality, tradition and religion are major reasons for the lack of 
opportunities for men or women, and the violation of their rights. That means 
that an understanding of the social realities within communities should inform 
analyses of security situations, but should not be used as an excuse to condone 
human rights violations. The most fundamental feature of human rights is that 
they are universal and inalienable, and thus applicable to women world-wide.

Members of the international community sometimes cite respect for other 
cultures as a reason for not tackling discrimination or violence against women. 
This is a strongly cultural relativist argument. What is more, the people (men) in 
power who are afraid that their position of power is under threat are usually the 
first to argue that the time is not yet ripe to increase women’s rights (Amartya 
Sen). However, this argument was never used in relation to apartheid or slavery, 
whose victims were both men and women. In Kosovo, this led to an absurd 
situation in which international personnel, instead of helping women, 
undermined their position by referring to customary law dating from the 
fifteenth century and to self-sufficiency.8

There is no blueprint for applying a gender perspective to processes and 
initiatives aimed at security sector development. Reform takes place within a 
specific context in which success is determined by the degree of local and 
national support. Before starting SSR activities, it is essential to analyse the 
extent to which women and men can participate in, and benefit from, reforms to 
the security sector. Chapter 3 provides some guidance.

8 Leke Dukagjini on family law etc.. 
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2.1.	 	 The	international	context	

On 31 October 2000, the UN Security Council unanimously adopted resolution 
1325 on women, peace and security. It is regarded as a milestone in recognising 
the role of women in conflict management resolution, and peacekeeping. 
Resolution 1325 has been praised for its comprehensiveness and depth, since it 
calls for attention to the role of women at each stage of conflict, and its 
implementation will require radical changes to the customs and procedures and 
mentality of all those involved. However, its implementation is the main 
problem. The general terms used in the resolution need to be translated into 
workable recommendations for member states and their governments. 
Otherwise it risks becoming a dead letter. Practical guidelines are also needed, 
showing how 1325’s provisions can be implemented in policy and in the field.

Resolution 1325 deals with three main themes:
1) the active involvement of women in the field of peace and security at both 

the conflict prevention and conflict resolution stages and in implementing 
interventions in post-conflict situations;

2) the importance of a gender perspective in actions aimed at conflict 
prevention, conflict resolution or peacebuilding, with a focus on training 
for the troops/personnel involved;

3) the protection of women and girls during armed conflict.

Apart from in the Netherlands, Resolution 1325 has also received more attention 
in the international forums within the UN system, the Organisation for 
Economic Cooperation and Development (OECD), the European Commission, 
the Council of Europe and the Organisation for Security and Cooperation in 
Europe (OSCE).

Since tangible and visible results are the best incentive for devoting attention to 
gender policy, the OECD/DAC Network on Conflict, Peace and Development 
Cooperation should be mentioned here.9 This forum brings together conflict 
prevention and peacebuilding experts from OECD member governments, the 
European Commission, the UN, the World Bank and the IMF. THE OECD 
Handbook on Security System Reform (2007) also provides guidance for 
applying a gender perspective within the security sector.

9 www.oecd.org/dac/conflict. 

13



INSTRAW (UN International Research and Training Institute for the 
Advancement of Women), ODIHR (OSCE Office for Democratic Institutions and 
Human Rights) and DCAF (Geneva Centre for the Democratic Control of the 
Armed Forces) have now set up a working group to develop initiatives, 
instruments, studies and tools for applying the gender perspective in security 
sector development. In the course of 2007 and 2008, this working group will 
develop twelve instruments to encourage the application of a gender perspective 
to security sector reform. They will include analyses of the security situation and 
national security plans. Various guidelines and other documents – policy-related 
and otherwise – are already in use.10 

2.2			 The	Dutch	context

Like other bilateral and multilateral donors, the Netherlands has for many years 
devoted considerable attention to the question of equal opportunities. It has 
done so in various ways, on the basis of international agreements to which 
governments of both donor and recipient countries have committed themselves. 
Many countries have adopted the 1979 Convention on the Elimination of 
Discrimination Against Women (CEDAW), but the Beijing Platform (1995) is also 
important. In addition, the Netherlands has also committed itself to acting on 
both the Windhoek Declaration and Namibia Plan of Action (2000) alongside 
resolution 1325 on women, peace and security (2000). It has also made 
agreements on matters such as use of the OECD/DAC’s Handbook and 
guidelines on SSR, and on follow-up activities to the final document of the UN 
Task Force on Women, Peace and Security.

Resolution 1325 touches on several components of foreign policy, ranging from 
security policy to humanitarian aid and reconstruction. Its implementation is 
included in the Explanatory Memorandum to the Ministry of Foreign Affairs 
Budget 2007, under both policy article 2, operational objective 5: ‘Regional 
stability through effective conflict prevention, conflict management, conflict 
resolution and post-conflict reconstruction’; and policy article 5, operational 
objective 3: ‘Greater equality between men and women.’ The Netherlands is 
working towards participation of women in negotiations, involving women and 
children in demobilisation processes, and a focus on gender relations in 

10 ICCPR (1966), DPKO gender resources package (2004), CDS  guidelines A-104 on gender in operations 
(2005), Final report of the task force on women, security and conflict (2007), gender and DDR (Ministry of 
Foreign Affairs, 2006), crash course on resolution 1325 (2006), a guide to policy and planning on UN SCR 
1324 (UN INSTRAW, 2006), checklists to implement gendermainstreaming and SCR 1325 in the execution of 
security- and defencepolicy etc.. 
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providing humanitarian aid, security sector reform and reconstruction 
processes. It devotes specific attention to both equal opportunities and fragile 
states.

Despite all the policy intentions and aspirations, little of our existing knowledge 
on equal opportunities is being applied consciously or strategically when it 
comes to the subject of peace and security. Policy frameworks, analyses, funds 
and interventions seldom refer to the subject. Opportunities to support the 
re-entry of Afghan women into the world of work, or to take account of the 
position of women in Disarmament, Demobilisation and Reintegration (DDR) 
programmes in the DRC, for example, have quite simply been missed.11 Security 
sector development is closely linked to the reform and reconstruction of the 
police service. But if the police service is to function properly, it is crucial that 
women enjoy protection from violence, and are able to participate in the reform 
process. This is equally important for achieving a credible, sustainable 
reconstruction process, one which contributes to the establishment of good 
governance and the rule of law. This in turn will benefit the political component 
of the peace process (de-escalation and confidence-building measures).

Task Force 1325
Until 2006, an independent task force was responsible for working out UN 
Security Council Resolution 1325 in more detail. It held a working conference in 
October 2006 on reconstruction in war zones, and on promoting the integration 
of gender-related factors into peace and security issues. The Ministry of Foreign 
Affairs has since taken charge, and has taken DDR as a model area in which to 
start implementing 1325. The Ministry of Defence has drawn up CDS (Chief of 
the Development Staff ) instructions and the Netherlands’ SCR 1325 partners 
have all adopted the Task Force’s final report.  The Netherlands will soon publish 
an action plan on implementation of Resolution 1325, involving various 
ministries and civil society.

11  MONUC final report, 1325 joint donor review DPKO, 2006, Ter Laak, Henie and Verwijk. 
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3	 Reforms	within	the	security		 	
	 sector			

The sections below give brief descriptions – with examples – of the methods that 
can be applied to benefit both men and women, and involve them in reforms 
within the security sector. They deal in turn with the police service, the armed 
forces, the intelligence and security services, paramilitary groups, the legal and 
justice system, the prison system and probation service, the border control and 
customs services, and the oversight agencies.  Each section lists five questions, 
the answers to which form a practical guide in applying a gender perspective to 
reforms within the security sector.

3.1	 	 The	police	service

Reforms aimed at supporting a professional police service should factor in the 
specific security needs of both men and women. Police officers should set an 
example to the community, and should not misuse their position by, for 
example, committing sex offences. Rape victims, ashamed and afraid of 
stigmatisation and abuse, will generally put more trust in a policewoman than a 
policeman. Targeted interventions, for example choosing consciously to assign 
either a policewoman or policeman to investigate a sex offence, or employing 
women to serve as role models, support the development of an effective police 
service.

In Congolese society, women occupy a subordinate position. Sexual violence is 
widespread, and is often deliberately used as a weapon to disrupt communities, 
oppress and terrorise population groups, and to exercise authority over a certain 
area. It is difficult to report cases of sexual violence to the police, especially in 
the east of the country. The leaders of operation EUFOR RD Congo have drafted 
guidelines on how personnel should deal with human rights in general and 
violations of women’s rights and sexual violence against women in particular.

17



In the Afghan province of Uruzgan, policemen have no idea what to do when, for 
instance, women report that they are being forced to marry their brother-in-law 
because their husband is dead. These policemen need female colleagues who 
can provide adequate support when women want to report such matters to the 
police.

The ratio of men to women officers is an issue in police services all over the 
world, and an important factor in formulating and implementing policy to 
prevent violence against women. In Sierra Leone, some 13% of police officers are 
women. With the assistance of UN CivPol recruitment and training programmes, 
efforts are being made to increase that figure to 30%. In post-conflict areas such 
as East Timor and Kosovo, where the UN has started developing a police service, 
some 20% of police officers are women.12 In Nicaragua, this figure is already 
26%. The recruitment of more policewomen has not only led to success in 
tackling violence against women, but has also improved the police’s image and 
generated more confidence in the service.

Below, the reader will find five questions, the answers to which will help in 
applying a gender perspective to the development of the police service. 
1) What is the ratio of men to women within the police service, and what ranks 

do men and women hold?
2) What obstacles prevent men and women from working in the police service, 

and how can they be removed?
3) Is there any focus on specific procedures for investigating sex-related 

offences and dealing with victims of stigmatising offences like rape? Is 
training in these methods available?

4) Is there any focus on training in norms and values, and in treating both 
men and women with respect?

5) Is there any focus on international agreements and national legislation 
protecting the social and political rights of women and men? 

3.2	 	 The	armed	forces

Women have fought in wars, whether in regular armies or militias, in, for 
example, Algeria, Eritrea, Israel, Palestine, Liberia, Sierra Leone and Sri Lanka.  
They have served as combatants, either voluntarily or under duress; in 
supporting roles, as cooks, medical personnel, ‘wives’, concubines and 

12  See UNIFEM/UNDP policy briefing paper on gender-sensitive police reform in post-conflict societies (2007) 
for comparisons of men/women ratios in police services world-wide. 
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prostitutes and as victims of kidnappings. In Sri Lanka, women accounted for a 
third of the armed forces. Since women are seldom seen as a security risk, due to 
preconceived notions about their role and behaviour, and do not always have a 
weapon to surrender, they are often excluded from, for example, demobilisation 
and re-integration programmes. Fear of stigmatisation or social exclusion also 
plays a role because women do not wish their communities to associate them 
with death, sexual violence and rape.

Social acceptance of the new roles and skills women acquire during conflicts 
cannot be taken for granted. In Sierra Leone, the ‘wives’ of RUF rebel leaders 
were made responsible for units that had young boys as commanders. In the 
Lord’s Resistance Army in northern Uganda, 72% of the girls received military 
training and were given weapons.13 According to Swisspeace, 30% of the LRA 
child soldiers were girls. At the end of a conflict, however, girls and women are 
usually forced to return to their old, usually subordinate role in society. This 
leads to psychosocial problems.

The participation of well-trained men and women is crucial for the development 
of effective national armed forces, and for the fulfilment of international tasks.14  
In a country like Afghanistan, for instance, it is inconceivable that a male soldier 
would body-search an Afghan woman. What is more, women soldiers can act as 
role models for equal and respectful relations between men and women.

Below, the reader will find five questions, the answers to which will help in 
applying a gender perspective to reforms within the armed forces:
1) What is the ratio of men to women within the armed forces, and what ranks 

do men and women hold?
2) What obstacles prevent men and women from working in the army, and 

how can they be removed?
3) What measures are being taken to involve women in DDR processes and, for 

instance, to recruit them for the regular armed forces?
4) Is there any focus on processes that support the social acceptance of women 

who have left the army/militias and wish to return to their communities?

13 Source: UNIFEM. 
14 The proportion of women in the armed forces is 17.6% in Hungary (2006), 13.3% in France (2006), and 9% 

in the Netherlands (2006), while, to date, international peace missions have included no more than 3% 
(UNIFIL, 2007). See office on women in the NATO forces, http://nato.int/issues/women nato/perc fem sol-
diers 2007.html.
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5) To what extent do education programmes build on the experience women 
have gained in the army, and how can the position of women and men in 
the community be strengthened as part of developing the armed forces? 

3.3.		 The	intelligence	and	security	services

In the interests of security and justice, it is important that national security 
policy should not take a one-size-fits-all approach to population groups, but 
should be mindful of varying needs, behaviour and characteristics. A security 
sector that is fair and democratic takes equal account of the security needs of 
both men and women. In countries like Sierra Leone and the DRC, it is 
important that gender-related sexual violence be treated as both a human rights 
and a security problem, since it fuels violence within the community and 
disrupts the transition to a peaceful society. 

It is essential to consult with and gather intelligence from women when shaping 
national security policy. During conflicts, women are not only invaluable sources 
of information, they can often give greater insight into social dynamics and the 
balance of power within the community. When hostilities cease, women often 
know or can provide information regarding the whereabouts of weapons; during 
the conflict, they are often made to smuggle arms, because they arouse fewer 
suspicions than men. During the Iraqi invasion of Kuwait, for example, women 
concealed weapons beneath their clothes. Given their role during the war, 
women in the Central African Republic played an important role in 
demobilisation programmes by collecting weapons. In return they were offered 
vocational training.

It is important that members of intelligence and security services do not abuse 
their position. Since in many countries it is easier for women to gather 
information from other women, consciously recruiting women can increase the 
effectiveness of intelligence and security services. Women’s organisations and 
other NGOs involved in protecting women’s rights may also form an important 
link between those living in a poor security situation and policymakers at 
national and international level.

Below, the reader will find five questions, the answers to which will help in 
applying a gender perspective to reforms within the armed forces:
1) What is the ratio of men to women within the intelligence and security 

services, and what positions do men and women occupy?
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2) What obstacles prevent men and women from working in the intelligence 
and security services, and how can they be removed?

3) How are local men’s and women’s knowledge of and information regarding 
the security situation used?

4) Do training courses take account of the effects on men and women of 
contact with the intelligence and security services? Do members of the 
intelligence and security services ever abuse their position?

5) Is account taken of both men and women as potential security risks?
 
3.4.		 Paramilitary	groups			

The report entitled ‘Girls in militaries, paramilitaries and armed opposition 
groups’ showed that girls serve in government armies, militias and rebel groups 
in 39 countries, and that the majority were forced to do so.15 State control over 
such armed groups is usually so minimal that the commanders are practically 
leading private armies and operating outside the law. Within paramilitary 
groups, women are aggressors as well as victims. The Tamil Tigers in Sri Lanka 
are known for having many women among their number. And a growing number 
of Muslim women are joining the jihad in places such as Pakistan.

Colombia has been torn by internal conflict for many years. Paramilitaries, 
guerrillas, drug barons and the army all accuse civilians of supporting one or 
other of the parties. Violence is funded by the trade in drugs and tropical 
hardwood. The indigenous Indian population and black Colombians are the 
primary victims of this trade. Barrancabermeja, an area that used to be 
controlled by the guerrillas, is now controlled by paramilitary forces. Yolanda 
Bercera coordinates the women’s movement, OFP. Protected by members of the 
Peace Brigades International, she regularly reports offences committed by 
members of the paramilitary to the police and the army.  Although the 
government has also offered her protection, she has little faith in it. Every 
month, another human rights activist is murdered; most are now moving out of 
rural areas to Bogotá, and then fleeing abroad. 

Many parts of Afghanistan are still controlled by warlords and their private 
armies. The government has called on some of them to guarantee security in 
their areas, but others operate independently and exercise total control over 
their territory. The heavily armed militias can thus commit offences with 

15 Source: Government of Canada, 2000.
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impunity, including crimes against women. Human Rights Watch has reported 
gang rape, kidnapping of and violence against women and children, forced 
marriages etc..

Below, the reader will find five questions, the answers to which will help in 
applying a gender perspective to reforms relating to paramilitary groups:
1)  What is the ratio of men to women within paramilitary groups, and what 

positions do men and women occupy?
2) What are the experiences of men and women with and in paramilitary 

groups?
3) What measures are being taken to involve female as well as male members 

of paramilitary groups in DDR and SSR processes?
4) Is there any focus on processes that support the social acceptance of women 

who have left paramilitary groups and wish to return to their communities?
5) What scope and resources are there to ensure that offences committed by 

paramilitary groups, whether against men or women, are documented, and 
the culprits brought to justice?

3.5			 The	legal	and	justice	system

The establishment and enforcement of equal rights is largely the responsibility 
of the legal and justice system. Though post-conflict countries face may 
challenges in relation to peacekeeping, the new situation also presents 
opportunities – to restore law and order, for example, and to promote gender 
equality within the justice sector. This concerns not social equality, but equality 
before the law, and promoting full equality in public administration. After all, 
the system on which women’s rights are founded contains a whole arsenal of 
sources of law and legal instruments.

Reforms are often first geared to accession to and ratification of international 
agreements. The two most complete instruments for improving the position of 
women are the UN Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of Discrimination 
against Women (CEDAW), which was drafted by the Commission on the Status 
of Women in 1979, and the Declaration issued by the Fourth World Conference 
on Women in Beijing in 1995. By the end of 2006, 185 UN member states (90%) 
had ratified the Convention and 189 had signed up to the Beijing Platform for 
Action. Women’s rights are human rights, and human rights apply to all people, 
regardless of gender. If human rights are subordinated to cultural traditions, 
there is no longer an objective standard by which to judge a state.
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The next step is to bring the constitution and national legislation (including 
customary law) into line with the obligations imposed by the agreements and 
with international human rights instruments. Policy areas such as family law 
and criminal law measures to tackle violence against women often warrant 
special attention. In the DRC, for example, women’s organisations, with the 
support of the international community, have been lobbying to ensure equality 
is enshrined in the constitution. It is important that men and women know the 
legal instruments on which their rights are founded, the agencies through which 
their rights are legally enforceable and where they can find the basic texts.

In post-conflict situations, the legal system has often collapsed, and lawlessness 
reigns. It is impossible for either men or women to obtain justice. In their work, 
tribunals should make special provision for the victims and witnesses of sexual 
or other violence against women.  In supporting truth and reconciliation 
committees too, whether by means of restitution payments or other forms of 
compensation, attention can be paid to the specific needs of these women.  

Below, the reader will find five questions, the answers to which will help in 
applying a gender perspective to reforms within the legal and justice system:
1)  What is the ratio of men to women within the legal system, and what 

positions do men and women occupy?
2) What are the experiences of men and women with the legal and justice 

system?
3) What are men’s and women’s formal rights and duties, what international 

agreements have been ratified, and what does the constitution say about 
the position of men and women?

4) Has national legislation been brought into line with new instruments, 
including the constitution and international agreements?

5) Is there any focus on the specific needs of men and women in the event of 
restitution payments, or in family law and criminal law measures relating to 
violence against women?
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3.6.		 The	prison	system	and	probation	service

Reforms to the prison system and probation service are complicated and seldom 
take priority when there are other more urgent matters, such as restoring 
democracy and reconstructing infrastructure. At 2%-9%, the percentage of 
women prisoners worldwide is very low.16 It is important to understand the 
current situation in prisons. Sometimes, they have a poor reputation, and are 
associated with rape, torture and executions. Violence against women in 
detention is widespread in countries where legal protection is poor, and 
exceptionally frequent in countries where women’s status is low.

In countries where conflict has given rise to extreme violence or genocide, it will 
take time to establish a workable, lasting prison system. To start with, priority 
will be given to detaining those who committed serious offences during the 
conflict.  From the outset, however, it is important to focus on the use of rape as 
a weapon. Similarly, the recruitment of staff, including women wardens, 
warrants close attention, as does the treatment of prisoners, for instance women 
prisoners with small children. Women prisoners often have a different profile 
than their male counterparts, and so probation services for men and women will 
also differ.

The state of the prisons in Afghanistan or the DRC, for example, is uncommonly 
poor. Prisoners depend on their families for food and medicines. There are 
around 34 prisons in Afghanistan, few of which have a separate building for 
women prisoners. In one prison, for instance, 12 women, 15 children and 236 
men are being held in a building that used to belong to the traffic police.

Below, the reader will find five questions, the answers to which will help in 
applying a gender perspective to reforms to the prison system and probation 
service:
1)  Is there a functioning prison system that complies with the law, and that 

devotes attention to women’s rights?
2) What is the ratio of men to women among the prisoners, and what are the 

reasons men and women are serving prison sentences? What is the ratio of 
men to women among the prison staff?

3) Does the law make any provision for treating men and women prisoners 
differently, and women with babies in particular?

16 World Female Imprisonment List. Roy Walmsley London International Centre for Prison Studies, 2006.
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4) What are the experiences of men and women with the prison system?
5) Is attention given to women’s specific medical needs, especially in the event 

of gender-based sexual violence? What are the rehabilitation opportunities 
for men and women?

3.7	 	 The	border	control	and	customs	services

In post-conflict situations effective security requires close border surveillance. 
Economic activity may be concentrated in border areas. Sometimes, however, 
such areas may be abandoned and may attract criminal activity, including 
human trafficking. Borders at which people are beaten, robbed or raped 
demonstrate a general failure to promote security and wellbeing. People will 
lose all confidence in a border control service whose personnel commit theft or 
rape. An increase in prostitution, HIV/AIDS and human trafficking is also 
conceivable.

Both men and women can fall victim to human traffickers, though the majority 
are women and girls, who are forced to work in the sex industry, or as nannies or 
maids. Border control and customs services are the first lines of defence against 
trafficking in women, and should also be able to provide victim support. 
Cooperation with local communities and women’s organisations can prevent, as 
well as resolve, problems. Some women’s organisations are working to enhance 
knowledge of the dangers of human trafficking and to provide shelter for the 
victims, draw media attention to human rights violations, and improve the 
security situation.

 No statistics are available on the number of women working in border control in 
post-conflict or developing countries, but we can assume that it is probably 
negligible. In developing border control and customs services it is important to 
be mindful of a) opportunities to train demobilised women as border control 
officers b) the need in some cultures to recruit women through a male border 
control officer who can act as their patron and c) the need to focus training on 
problems such as trafficking in women and violence against women.

Below, the reader will find five questions, the answers to which will help in 
applying a gender perspective to reforms within the border control and customs 
services:
 1) What are the experiences of men, women, boys and girls with the border 

control and customs services?
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2)  What is the ratio of men to women within the border control and customs 
services? Is there any focus on recruiting women? What obstacles prevent 
women from working in these services, and how can they be removed?

3) Are there local communities, NGOs and women’s organisations with which 
the border control and customs services can work together to improve 
security and fight crime in the area?

4) Do training courses for border control and customs officers deal with 
human rights, HIV/AIDS and violence against women?

5) Do training courses deal with norms and values and appropriate forms of 
behaviour towards men and women?

3.8			 Oversight	agencies

Both parliament and civil society – women’s organisations in particular – play 
an important role in supporting and monitoring security sector reform. 
Oversight agencies are a source of advice and expertise, and also promote 
participation and the acceptance of responsibility. In representing the people, 
parliament plays a pivotal role. It approves budgets, and should monitor the 
executive agencies, including the security sector. In its role as watchdog, 
parliament is for example responsible for ensuring that women’s rights are 
treated as a human rights issue.

In security sector development, women’s organisations are often overlooked. Yet 
they are frequently able to establish contact with women whose freedom of 
movement is limited due to culture and tradition – in countries like Afghanistan, 
for example. In conflict situations – in Darfur, for example – women may also 
have more freedom of movement than men, so that they know more about the 
security situation and security needs. Since November 2003, women in Iraq have 
been the victims of the escalating violence, and especially professional women 
working in the public sector have seen their most basic human rights violated. 
Iraqi women from a variety of religious and ethnic backgrounds have indicated 
on several occasions that if they had been able to play a bigger role in 
governance, the situation might have turned out differently.

In East Timor, the gender affairs unit of UNTAET (the UN Transitional 
Administration in East Timor) achieved a significant increase in the number of 
women in governance, from local to national level. Women now account for a 
third of the country’s members of parliament, and there are two female 
members of the government. Fifty per cent of village councils are made up of 
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women, and 30% of the police are women. These examples underscore how 
important oversight agencies can be for security sector development.

Below, the reader will find five questions, the answers to which will help in 
applying a gender perspective to reforms within oversight agencies: 
1) What opportunities are there for working together with oversight agencies, 

in particular women’s organisations, and what activities are they 
undertaking in relation to the security sector?

2) Are there any links between security sector organisations and, for example, 
women’s organisations? Do women’s organisations play a role in the field 
of legal advice?

3) Which organisations have access to men in the community and which to 
women? What is the best way of reaching both men and women? What kind 
of reach do the media have?

4) What is the ratio of men to women in parliament, and how do male and 
female members of parliament view security sector development?

5) How do members of parliament and civil society view the need to challenge 
impunity and tackle violence against women? 
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4	 Conclusions	and	
	 recommendations

It is essential to devote attention to equal rights and opportunities for both men 
and women within the security sector. Gender equality is important not only 
from the moral and legal human rights perspective, or for women’s welfare, but 
also for practical reasons: girls and women can make a valuable contribution to 
the development of their country and they can act as powerful agents of change 
and progress.

On the basis of this conclusion, the recommendations are as follows:
• Always apply a gender perspective, gender expertise and gender 

instruments17 to everything related to security, and learn from the examples 
that are available;  

• Apply a gender perspective to assessments, and in studies and evaluations, 
and then adapt SSR programmes and their implementation accordingly. 
Consider the specific needs of both women (protection against violence and 
impunity) and men (psychosocial) in the field of SSR;

• Identify obstacles arising from social, economic and cultural 
discrimination, such as 1) the weak position of women in Afghanistan and 
2) violence against women working in the security sector in the DRC, and 
seek context-specific solutions in close consultation with gender/conflict 
experts. Avoid stereotyping;

• Do not generalise, but base knowledge and activities on the specific 
cultural, economic, political and social context. Like men, women have 
certain norms and values, and may expect men to take risks that they would 
prefer not to take themselves. Collect and apply data classified by gender;

• Train men and women working in the security sector to deal with gender 
issues, including violence against women;

• Encourage women to work in the security sector, given that they are 
currently underrepresented;

17  DPKO, OECD, DAC, OCHA, UN-INSTRAW and DCAF/ODIHR/INSTRAW. 
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• Use a human-rights-based approach. The rights of girls and women should 
be non-negotiable. Refer to the obligations of countries under international 
agreements18 and national laws in which gender equality is enshrined.19  
Girls and women, as well as vulnerable men and boys, run a greater risk of 
sexual harassment, rape, abuse and exploitation by, for example, human 
traffickers;

• Involve oversight agencies – and women’s organisations in particular – in 
formulating and implementing policy on SSR, including SSR and gender.

• Identify and work together with respected local organisations and agents of 
change;

• Make use of expertise in the field of conflict and gender and set up a 
databank of experts in the field of gender and the security sector. Take 
account of the special need for certain specialised experts, such as female 
self-defence teachers;

• Be aware that in some cultures, the acceptance of gender inequality as 
something that cannot be changed contributes to the isolation of women. 
This means they are doubly repressed: by their own culture and by the 
international community. Isolation is a security risk for women, especially 
women activists;

• Make conscious choices in using men or women to enhance the 
effectiveness of SSR programmes, and to act as role models for equal, 
respectful relations between the sexes;  

• Women can often offer solutions to their own security problems and those 
of their communities. Use their knowledge;

• Encourage better national and international cooperation to support 
implementation of UN Resolution 1325.

Through its foreign and development policies, the Netherlands has considerable 
potential to contribute to a gender-inclusive approach to security sector reform 
and thus to implementing UN Security Council Resolution 1325 on women, 
peace and security.
 

18 Convention on the Elimination of Discrimination against Women, International Covenant on Civil and 
Political Rights etc..

19  E.g. the constitution. 
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Annexe	1		 UN	Security	Council		 	
	 		 	 Resolution	1325
	 Women	
	 Peace	
	 Security

UN	Security	Council	Resolution	1325	(2000)

“Women, who know the price of conflict so well, are also often better equipped than men to 

prevent or resolve it. For generations, women have served as peace educators, both in their 

families and in their societies. They have proved instrumental in building bridges rather than 

walls. They have been crucial in preserving social order when communities have collapsed.” 

“This Council, in its statement on International Women’s Day this year, acknowledged that 

women and girls are particularly affected by the consequences of armed conflict. You 

recognised that peace is inextricably linked to equality between women and men. And you 

declared that maintaining and promoting peace and security requires women’s equal 

participation in decision-making. I am here today to ask you to do everything in your power 

to translate that statement into action: To help ensure that women and girls in conflict 

situations are protected; that perpetrators of violence against women in conflict are brought 

to justice; and that women are able to take their rightful and equal place at the decision-

making table in questions of peace and security.”

Kofi Annan,
United Nations Secretary-General
Statement to the Security Council
24 October 2000

The Security Council addressed the issue of women, peace and security for the 
first time in New York on 24 and 25 October 2000. This was a historic event. The 
Council discussed the needs of women in UN peace operations, and also 
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considered the wider question of the role women play in consolidating and 
maintaining peace. Many speakers underscored the fact that women need to be 
involved in peace initiatives, and called in particular for their closer involvement 
in decision-making.

On 31 October 2000, the Security Council unanimously adopted resolution 1325 
(2000) on women, peace and security, calling on everyone responsible for 
conducting peace talks and for monitoring compliance with peace agreements 
to take serious account of gender equality and the special needs of women and 
girls when reintegrating or returning to and settling in former areas of conflict, 
and during reconstruction. The adoption of this historic resolution marks an 
important step towards recognising the role of women in conflict management, 
peacekeeping and in consolidating peace after conflicts. Below you will find the 
full text of the resolution.

Resolution	1325	(2000)
Adopted by the Security Council at its 4213th meeting, on 31 October 2000
The Security Council,

Recalling its resolutions 1261 (1999) of 25 August 1999, 1265 (1999) of 17
September 1999, 1296 (2000) of 19 April 2000 and 1314 (2000) of 11 August 2000,
as well as relevant statements of its President, and recalling also the statement of 
its President to the press on the occasion of the United Nations Day for Women’s
Rights and International Peace (International Women’s Day) of 8 March 2000
(SC/6816),

Recalling also the commitments of the Beijing Declaration and Platform for
Action (A/52/231) as well as those contained in the outcome document of the
twenty-third Special Session of the United Nations General Assembly entitled
“Women 2000: Gender Equality, Development and Peace for the Twenty-First
Century” (A/S-23/10/Rev.1), in particular those concerning women and armed
conflict,

Bearing in mind the purposes and principles of the Charter of the United
Nations and the primary responsibility of the Security Council under the Charter 
for the maintenance of international peace and security,

Expressing concern that civilians, particularly women and children, account
for the vast majority of those adversely affected by armed conflict, including as
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refugees and internally displaced persons, and increasingly are targeted by
combatants and armed elements, and recognizing the consequent impact this has 
on durable peace and reconciliation,

Reaffirming the important role of women in the prevention and resolution of
conflicts and in peace-building, and stressing the importance of their equal
participation and full involvement in all efforts for the maintenance and 
promotion of peace and security, and the need to increase their role in decision-
making with regard to conflict prevention and resolution,

Reaffirming also the need to implement fully international humanitarian and
human rights law that protects the rights of women and girls during and after
conflicts,

Emphasizing the need for all parties to ensure that mine clearance and mine
awareness programmes take into account the special needs of women and girls,

Recognizing the urgent need to mainstream a gender perspective into
peacekeeping operations, and in this regard noting the Windhoek Declaration 
and the Namibia Plan of Action on Mainstreaming a Gender Perspective in
Multidimensional Peace Support Operations (S/2000/693),

Recognizing also the importance of the recommendation contained in the
statement of its President to the press of 8 March 2000 for specialized training 
for all peacekeeping personnel on the protection, special needs and human 
rights of women and children in conflict situations,

Recognizing that an understanding of the impact of armed conflict on women
and girls, effective institutional arrangements to guarantee their protection and 
full participation in the peace process can significantly contribute to the 
maintenance and promotion of international peace and security,

Noting the need to consolidate data on the impact of armed conflict on women
and girls,

1)  Urges Member States to ensure increased representation of women at all
 decision-making levels in national, regional and international institutions 

and mechanisms for the prevention, management, and resolution of 
conflict;
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2) Encourages the Secretary-General to implement his strategic plan of
 action (A/49/587) calling for an increase in the participation of women at 

decision-making levels in conflict resolution and peace processes;

3)  Urges the Secretary-General to appoint more women as special
 representatives and envoys to pursue good offices on his behalf, and in this 

regard calls on Member States to provide candidates to the Secretary-
General, for inclusion in a regularly updated centralized roster;

4.  Further urges the Secretary-General to seek to expand the role and
 contribution of women in United Nations field-based operations, and 

especially among military observers, civilian police, human rights and 
humanitarian personnel;

5) Expresses its willingness to incorporate a gender perspective into
 peacekeeping operations, and urges the Secretary-General to ensure that, 

where appropriate, field operations include a gender component;

6.  Requests the Secretary-General to provide to Member States training
 guidelines and materials on the protection, rights and the particular needs 

of women, as well as on the importance of involving women in all 
peacekeeping and peacebuilding measures, invites Member States to 
incorporate these elements as well as HIV/AIDS awareness training into 
their national training programmes for military and civilian police 
personnel in preparation for deployment, and further requests the

  Secretary-General to ensure that civilian personnel of peacekeeping 
operations receive similar training;

7) Urges Member States to increase their voluntary financial, technical and
 logistical support for gender-sensitive training efforts, including those 

undertaken by relevant funds and programmes, inter alia, the United 
Nations Fund for Women and United Nations Children’s Fund, and by the 
Office of the United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees and other 
relevant bodies;

8) Calls on all actors involved, when negotiating and implementing peace
 agreements, to adopt a gender perspective, including, inter alia:
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a)  The special needs of women and girls during repatriation and
 resettlement and for rehabilitation, reintegration and post-conflict 

reconstruction;

b) Measures that support local women’s peace initiatives and indigenous
 processes for conflict resolution, and that involve women in all of the
 implementation mechanisms of the peace agreements;

c) Measures that ensure the protection of and respect for human rights of
 women and girls, particularly as they relate to the constitution, the 

electoral system, the police and the judiciary;

9) Calls upon all parties to armed conflict to respect fully international law
 applicable to the rights and protection of women and girls, especially as 

civilians, in particular the obligations applicable to them under the Geneva 
Conventions of 1949 and the Additional Protocols thereto of 1977, the 
Refugee Convention of 1951 and the Protocol thereto of 1967, the 
Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of Discrimination against 
Women of 1979 and the Optional Protocol thereto of 1999 and the United 
Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child of 1989 and the two Optional 
Protocols thereto of 25 May 2000, and to bear in mind the relevant provisi-
ons of the Rome Statute of the International Criminal Court;

10)  Calls on all parties to armed conflict to take special measures to protect
 women and girls from gender-based violence, particularly rape and other 

forms of sexual abuse, and all other forms of violence in situations of armed 
conflict;

11) Emphasizes the responsibility of all States to put an end to impunity and
 to prosecute those responsible for genocide, crimes against humanity, and 

war crimes including those relating to sexual and other violence against 
women and girls, and in this regard stresses the need to exclude these 
crimes, where feasible from amnesty provisions;

12)  Calls upon all parties to armed conflict to respect the civilian and
 humanitarian character of refugee camps and settlements, and to take into 

account the particular needs of women and girls, including in their design, 
and recalls its resolutions 1208 (1998) of 19 November 1998 and 1296 (2000) 
of 19 April 2000;
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13) Encourages all those involved in the planning for disarmament,
 demobilization and reintegration to consider the different needs of female 

and male ex-combatants and to take into account the needs of their 
dependants;

14) Reaffirms its readiness, whenever measures are adopted under Article 41
 of the Charter of the United Nations, to give consideration to their potential 

impact on the civilian population, bearing in mind the special needs of 
women and girls, in order to consider appropriate humanitarian 
exemptions;

15) Expresses its willingness to ensure that Security Council missions take
 into account gender considerations and the rights of women, including 

through consultation with local and international women’s groups;

16) Invites the Secretary-General to carry out a study on the impact of armed
 conflict on women and girls, the role of women in peace-building and the 

gender dimensions of peace processes and conflict resolution, and further 

invites him to submit a report to the Security Council on the results of this 
study and to make this available to all Member States of the United 
Nations;

17)  Requests the Secretary-General, where appropriate, to include in his
 reporting to the Security Council progress on gender mainstreaming 

throughout peacekeeping missions and all other aspects relating to women 
and girls;

18)  Decides to remain actively seized of the matter.
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Annexe	II:	 Sources

Policy	documents,	manuals	and checklists

• CDS instructions A-104 on gender in operations (2005).
• Gender and Conflict checklist (2004).
• DPKO Gender Resource Package (2004).
• Final report of the Task Force  on Women, Security and Conflict (2006).
• Cheklists to implement gendermainstreaming and SCR 1325 in the 

execution of security- and defencepolicy (Juli 2006).
• Conclusions of the Security Council about “genderequality and 

gendermainstreaming in crisismanagement” (November 2006).
• JDT memo, Security Sector Strategy, Juba (11 October 2006).
• JDT memo, SSR and DDR strategy outline, Juba (July 2006).
• Ministries of Foreign Affairs, Economic Affairs and Defence, Memorandum 

on post-conflict reconstruction, The Hague (September 2005).
• OECD DAC Handbook on Security Sector Reform; supporting security and 

justice (2007).
• Security Sector Reform: naar een Nederlandse aanpak (SSR: towards a 

Dutch approach), Ministries of Foreign Affairs and Defence (2006).
• 1325 crash course, information on Security Council Resolution 1325 on 

Women, Security and Conflict (2006) .
• UN INSTRAW Guide to policy and planning UNSC Res 1325 (2006).
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Annexe	III:	Abbreviations

 
DCAF  Geneva Centre for the Democratic Control of Armed Forces
DDR  Disarmament, Demobilisation and Reintegration
DMV  Human Rights and Peacebuilding Department
DSI  Social and Institutional Development Department
DVB  Security Policy Department
DRC  Democratic Republic of the Congo
IDP  Internally Displaced Person
INSTRAW United Nations International Research and Training Institute   
  for the  Advancement of Women
NGO   Non-Governmental Organisation
ODIHR   Office for Democratic Institutions and Human Rights
OSCE   Organisation for Security and Co-operation in Europe 
SEA   Sexual Exploitation and Abuse
SGBV   Sexual and Gender Based Violence
SSR   Security Sector Reform
UN   United Nations
UNDP   UN Development Program
UNHCR   UN High Commissioner for Refugees
UNICEF   United Nations Children's Fund
WB  World Bank
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