Afghanistan: Lack of female peace brokers raises concern for future of women's rights
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In September 2009, the 192 member states of the UN General Assembly voted unanimously to adopt a resolution calling for the creation of a strong new international agency for women. This was intended to be a strong reaffirmation of U.N. Security Resolution 1325 of October 2000 calling for women to be included every stage of security planning and peace negotiations. So where are all these women when it comes to Afghanistan peace negotiations? 

U.S. Secretary of State Hillary Clinton is involved, of course. However, according to Shazia Z. Rafi, an expert on parliamentary diplomacy, women have been conspicuously absent in "back-channel" Afghanistan negotiations. It seems an unlikely coincidence, then, that President Obama's speech announcing the planned troop surge in Afghanistan included no commitments to Afghan women's rights and security . 

Equality Now's Yasmeen Hassan made this point in a letter to the New York Times. "Conspicuously missing from President Obama’s West Point speech about Afghanistan was the security of the lives of Afghan women and girls, one of the justifications for waging war in the first place."

"None of the draft agendas, lists of experts, or participants include any women," wrote Rafi. "More disturbing is that no U.S. official has yet clearly expressed that one of the non-negotiable conditions for peace with the Taliban would be their acceptance of women’s rights as laid out in the United Nations Charter and its subsequent conventions, protocols and resolutions." Rafi is secretary-general of Parliamentarians for Global Action, a group of more than 1,350 legislators from 131 parliaments worldwide, that works to promote peace, democracy, justice, and sustainable development. 

The creation of the international agency by the U.N. was seen as a positive move by human rights advocates. While women's rights are already a subset of the larger mandate of the UN charter of advancing human rights, women-specific issues and gender equality were previously divided among four separate, small, poorly funded groups within the UN. 

"The General Assembly has at last taken decisive action to create a new gender equality entity on the eve of the 15th anniversary of the Beijing women's conference in 2010," said Charlotte Burch, founding director of the Center for Women's Clobal Leadership based at Rutgers University. "It is a great victory for women's rights as well as for the coalition of women's and other civil society organizations. Now we must ensure that it is a robust and transformational body, capable of advancing the realization of women’s rights on the ground, urgently and effectively."

Unfortunately, this is not happening fast enough for Afghan women. "Several Afghan women holding positions of public office have struggled to make their mark and have been marginalized, silenced and killed as a result," wrote Hassan. One of the first items on the U.N. women's group agenda should be reminding the U.N. member countries of their binding promise to involve women at every stage of peace negotiations. And they should begin with Afghanistan.
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