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he adoption of landmark Resolution
1325 by the UN Security Council
in 2000 represented a decisive
moment and celebrated years of
advocacy by women’s advocates
globally. It recognized, for the first
time in history, the role of gender
equality and women’s leadership
in international peace and
security. Since then, the Women,
Peace and Security Agenda
has gained further prominence.
Additional ~ Security ~ Council
resolutions have been adopted
that further elaborate on the
importance of promoting gender
equality and assuring women’s
protection and participation, as
well as their rights in mediation,
peacebuilding, transitional justice,
and reconstruction processes.!
After all, as women represent
half of the world’s population, it
should be self-evident that their

priorities and voices are included and
heard when decisions are made on
how to deal with a history of atrocities
and reconstruct society after years of
conflict or crisis.

Unfortunately, reality on the ground
paints a bleaker picture. Women
continue to be excluded from
formal discussions on transitional
processes, and are denied the right
to participate in decisions that will
shape their future lives and those of
their families and communities. The
percentage of women in peace talks
globally has continued to be low," with
national dialogues and decisions in
conflict-affected countries frequently
dominated by a small group of male
politicians. And this even though a
growing body of evidence suggests that
the involvement of women in peace,
security, and transition processes
makes it more likely that justice,
reconciliation, and accountability are
addressed — which therefore makes
peace deals more sustainable."

The Palestinian context is no different.
Women in Gaza have been largely
excluded from formal dialogue efforts
to end the Palestinian political division.
Their voices and concerns have
neither been heard nor included in the
various reconciliation talks held and
agreements reached since 2005. A
simple analysis of the number of men
and women representatives — which
does not necessarily equate meaningful
representation — shows that only a
few women participated in official
meetings held between the political
parties in Cairo in 2011. Not a single
woman participated in the talks leading
up to the signature of the reconciliation
agreement between Fatah and Hamas’
political leadership in October 2017.
As a result, no women are represented
in the technical committees that were
established afterwards in order to flesh
out the details of the reconciliation
arrangements that will directly impact
their lives and society.

Empowered lives.
Resilient nations.

Women constitute half

of society, yet they have
largely been excluded
from participation in the
official efforts at reaching
reconciliation in the State
of Palestine.

Reasons for the absence of women
in these processes are multiple. A
combination of political, geographical,
and social factors impedes the ability of
Palestinian womento engage in political
activism. Harmful gender stereotypes’
that prescribe the role of women in
society are a central feature in the State
of Palestine, thus limiting women’s
equal access to resources, decision-
making power, and knowledge. In
addition, the ongoing occupation
significantly ~ impacts ~ women’s
effective participation in transitional
justice and peace processes. Access
challenges due to the blockade of the
Gaza Strip have hampered the ability of
women activists from Gaza to develop



a unified voice with their colleagues
from the West Bank. Since June
2007, women activists in the Gaza
Strip and the West Bank have resorted
to various, often expensive, means
to maintain contact and organize
themselves, such as through video-
conferencing or via meetings held out
of the country — if they are granted
exit permits by Israel. Such logistical
challenges have debilitated activists’
ability to meaningfully participate
and represent Palestinian women
at the national level. Indeed, a 2015
study stated that 72.9 percent of
interviewees agreed that checkpoints
and the separation policies practiced
by the occupation have (significantly)
decreased interaction among the
feminist movement in the State of
Palestine."

This is by no means due to a lack of
capacity: within the extremely limited
space they have been granted by the
occupation and Palestinian political
patriarchy, Palestinian women are
well organized and have received
recognition as peace activists in
international fora, speaking strongly
and courageously on their political
insights and vision."" At home, women
have been actively engaged in various
informal efforts to end the division and
advance Palestinian unity. They have
claimed their space through initiatives
away from the spotlights of the press,
by organizing roundtable discussions,
presenting research papers, and
developing joint positions to advance
what was is missing in formal
agreements signed by politicians,
thus reflecting their priorities. A good
example of a women’s initiative in
Gaza was the joint peaceful strike that
was organized for two years (2012
—2014) on a weekly basis by the
General Union of Palestinian Women in
Gaza, women’s centers, and political
representatives with the aim to end
the divide. The gatherings — which
also saw the participation of men —

were held in front of the building of the
Palestinian Legislative Council (PLC).
The organization of these strikes was
far from easy, given that the de-facto
authorities in Gaza were opposed to
public gatherings. Some women were
detained due to their participation
in these activities. Activities were
concluded when in September 2014
Hamas and Fatah leaders signed a
reconciliation agreement in Cairo.

Recently, the member of the Fatah
Central Committee who is in charge of
the reconciliation file reaffirmed his full
support for women’s participation in
the reconciliation process, promising
to include women in all of the
reconciliation committees."i This is an
important and positive development
towards ensuring that women are
part of the formal decision-making
processes. However, no further
concrete actions have been taken as of
yet to make good on this promise.

The Sawasya Programme represents
the joint work of three members of the
UN family — UN Women, UNICEF and
UNDP — in support of strengthening
the rule of law in the State of Palestine.
Making sure that women and children
can fully access their rights and are
protected under the law are central
features of our programme. We work
with our partners in different ways
to accomplish this, making sure that
justice and security services respond
to the specific needs of women and
children, any barriers to access these
services are lifted, children and women
are fully aware of and claim their rights,
and policy and legislative frameworks
are in line with international human
rights standards. Key part of this
objective is to support efforts that
work towards a unified justice sector
and a legal framework in order to
provide equal justice to men, women,
and children across the Palestinian
state. In this context, questions related
to transitional justice will need to be
answered: What does reconciliation
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mean in the Palestinian context for
those that have been most affected?
How do we deal with the past period
of division and its consequences for
the population of Gaza? And how do
we move on from here, what reforms
must be implemented to ensure that
this does not happen again?

The signature of the reconciliation
agreement  between Fatah and
Hamas provides a critical window of
opportunity. It allows for the integration
of a gender perspective and for women
to have a say in what reconciliation
means to them, making them part of
both the design and the implementation
of transitional-justice measures. Such
involvement is crucial, because it is
impossible to develop protection and
accountability measures that respond
to women’s concerns and priorities
without their full participation at all
levels. Indeed, from recent discussions
held with women’s organizations
in Gaza, it has become apparent
that advocacy efforts by women’s
organizations have thus far centered
around two key demands: an end to
the political division and a space to
participate in the political decision-
making processes. Therefore, they

Between 2012 and
2014, the General Union
of Palestinian Women

in Gaza, together with
women’s centers and
political representatives,
organized weekly strikes
that demanded an end
to the political divide
between Gaza and the
West Bank.

call upon the Palestinian government
to put in place measures to guarantee
the representation of women and their
priorities in the various committees
created under the Cairo Agreement.
This should be matched by giving
increased support to efforts that aim
at increasing women’s participation
in decision-making bodies, and by
implementing legislative reform that
advances women’s  participation
in the political process. In addition,



harmful gender stereotypes that
impede political participation must
be continuously challenged through
legal and economic empowerment
efforts, advocacy, and the raising of
awareness. And finally, support must
be given to national representative
bodies, networks, and platforms that
ensure systematic dialogue between
civil society representatives in the West
Bank and the Gaza Strip. Including
young women in this process is
crucial, and can be accomplished by
working with schools and universities
in order to build a new generation of
political leadership.

To overcome a legacy of division and
political unrest, reconciliation will need
to be an inclusive process that restores
social cohesion. If seized, this presents
a critical opportunity to break with past
practices and open up new spaces
and possibilities for women’s political
participation. It requires determined
efforts by all segments of society,
the government, civil society, and the
international community, so we can
build a sustainable and peaceful future.
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conflict-related sexual violence, UNSCR 1889 (2009) on obstacles to women’s political participation, UNSCR
1960 (2010) on sexual violence in conflict, and UNSCR 2016 and 2122 (2013) on implementation of previous
resolutions.
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