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“The Development Crisis, Governance and Conflict:

Implications for Women’s Transformative Leadership”

Paper by Marina Caparini
Executive Summary


This paper explores the need for gender-sensitive approaches in the reconstruction of conflict-affected countries, and the critical role of women leaders in integrating the needs of women in security and peace-building processes that create an enabling environment for development. 

For the past two years, the global financial crisis has captivated international attention. Among its various consequences, it has serious implications for development, having thrown into question whether the Millenium Development Goals can now be achieved. Overshadowed by the crisis have been the continuing struggles of countries affected by armed conflict to secure a stable peace, reconstruct their state infrastructure, and reconcile divided societies. In these countries, the interdependence of security and development is starkly evident: in addition to the direct cost in human lives, violent conflict has had devastating impact on human, and especially women’s, development, with long-lasting effects on social, economic and environmental conditions. Further, when basic rights are suspended in the interest of ‘national security’, as they are during periods of internal conflict, the processes and institutions of democratic governance are undermined. Due to their weak governments and state institutions, fragile economies and extreme levels of poverty, countries affected by armed conflict are among those least able to cope with the social effects of the financial crisis. It is these fragile states that are most vulnerable to the destabilising effects of the financial crisis, and in which progress towards meeting the MDGs is most at risk. 


This paper begins by examining women’s participation in conflict resolution and peace building processes and explores how this is intricately linked with weak representation and participation of women in public leadership. It then addresses how these issues impact on the setting of development priorities and how gender issues are marginal in the pursuit of sustainable development especially as outlined in the MDGs. The overall record is one in which there has been strikingly little progress, with very few women participating in peace processes despite SCR 1325’s commitment to gender mainstreaming in all phases of peacebuilding. Although women have been very active at the grassroots level in informally promoting peace, citizen empowerment, dialogue and reconciliation among groups, they have often been excluded from formal peace processes. The exclusion of women’s perspectives from these processes has had clear follow-on effects in reconstruction priorities and programs that systemically ignore or deprioritise the needs of girls and women. Their exclusion is of further concern given the widespread acknowledgement that women, and especially poor women, bear much of the economic and social hardship created by conflict and its aftermath, weak democratic structures and public service delivery systems. They also face heightened risks of sexual violence during post conflict periods that require special protective measures, which again are unlikely to be negotiated in the absence of women. 

Another critical area of governance in which women’s leadership and perspectives remain marginalised is security sector reform (SSR). SSR is the framework which has emerged for developing security and justice institutions that are effective and that operates in a manner that is consistent with democratic values and human rights, and are transparent and responsive to those they are mandated to serve. Despite frequent rhetorical support for the idea of a gender-sensitive security sector, women’s security needs and priorities are still largely missing from debates of SSR and its implementation in post-conflict environments.    

Nevertheless, there are grounds for guarded optimism. Over the past five years, partly as a result of skilful advocacy efforts by networks of women’s NGOs, we have witnessed a growing number of international instruments reaffirming the need for women’s inclusion in peace and reconstruction processes. These normative instruments have been supported by a growing array of practical guides and tools and mechanisms to involve more women and gender-sensitive approaches in peacebuilding. Making post-conflict reconstruction more responsive to women’s security and development needs requires significantly higher levels of women’s participation in critical high-level decision-making forums and structures, as well as women’s adequate representation at all levels as practitioners within security institutions. 

Integrating women’s experiences, perspectives and priorities into security policies and good governance frameworks/models also requires the development of women leaders’ capacities to engage effectively in the security sphere. To better ensure that women’s voices are heard in peace processes and security debates in the future, and that security institutions are inclusive and responsive to the needs of both women and men, it is critical that women leaders develop the specific knowledge and patterns of behaviour that can engender transformative change. Capacity-building involves nurturing the substantive expertise of women leaders in security matters, augmenting their abilities to advocate effectively on behalf of women and conduct gender audits and monitoring of security sector reform initiatives. And by forming strategic partnerships and common platforms with like-minded women and gender concerned organisations in government, security institutions, civil society and the media, women leaders can better inspire and serve their constituencies by magnifying their potential impact on mainstreaming gender into the governance of security and post-conflict reconstruction. 
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