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In adopting Resolution 1820 on women, peace and security in June, the Security Council has recognized that sexual violence as a tactic of war deserves its urgent attention.  The resolution is full of brilliant language, changing the way we think about sexual violence, and demanding that efforts to protect civilians address women’s security. It affirms that there can be no security without women’s security. 

We need to be clear that this resolution addresses sexual violence in conflict situations, not sexual violence in general.  The latter is a criminal justice problem, which needs to be addressed by each country’s police and judicial systems. But when sexual violence is widespread and used systematically against civilians for military or political gain, it is a matter for the Security Council. 


The two categories converge when sexual violence does not stop after a conflict ends: when rape is taken up by ordinary citizens and demobilized soldiers on a mass scale.  Failure to stop it seriously undermines efforts to re-establish the rule of law. Emerging governance institutions, such as the police and judiciary, lack credibility when one group of citizens—former combatants – enjoys impunity for serious crimes against other groups.  This too is a security issue, one which requires a security response.


To protect civilians, we need a targeted and gender-specific approach to security and post-conflict stabilization.  Because sexual violence is different from conventional means and methods of war. It happens in private spaces that are rarely patrolled by the military or police - at times – often deep in the night – when security actors are scarce. And it generally goes unreported, because the victims – not the attackers – are shamed and stigmatized.   

For this reason, UNIFEM, DPKO, UN Action Against Sexual Violence in Conflict, together with the Governments of Canada and the United Kingdom, organized a conference in Wilton Park last May to review the response of military peacekeepers.  We jointly prepared an Analytical Inventory of tactics that uniformed personnel have employed to prevent widespread and systematic sexual violence and to proactively protect women and children. Scheduled for publication in early 2009, this will provide a platform for assessing, improving and up-scaling good practice. 

Yet too many people shrug their shoulders and say: things are terrible but what can we do?  This response comes from the belief that sexual violence is an inevitable part of war, that boys will be boys, and that nothing can stop them.  It is precisely this myth of inevitability that stops people from acting. It has obscured the fact that rape is no longer an isolated and random element of conflict – it is organized, it is systematic, it is targeted against specific groups.  


We know this from the rape camps of Bosnia, the mass rapes in Rwanda, and now the brutal sexual attacks in Eastern Democratic Republic of Congo. Commanders order or incite troops to rape – to humiliate, terrorize and displace civilians – or else they turn a blind eye to what they know to be war crimes.  This is why Resolution 1820 urges all parties to armed conflict to ‘debunk the myths’ surrounding sexual violence – including the myth of its inevitability.  


The background note for this session, prepared by UN Action, outlines ways in which parliamentarians can address this issue.  I will highlight a few of these recommendations that treat the problem for what it is: a threat to national, regional and international peace and security; a threat to recovery, development and sustained peace.

First, parliamentarians from conflict and post-conflict countries can ensure their governments address this in 3 key ways: 
1. Reforming national laws to recognize sexual violence as a crime;  

2. Ensuring that transitional justice processes treat sexual violence in war as a serious crime not susceptible of amnesty;
3. Providing judicial and health-care services for survivors, including physical, psychological and social services and livelihood support.


Post-conflict justice and security sector reform processes must remove perpetrators from the military and police, recruit women, and take measures to investigate these crimes. A forensic lab to handle soft tissue evidence is essential to successful rape prosecution, yet there is not one in either DRC or Liberia, where rape is the number 1 reported crime.  

Second, parliamentarians from other countries can help by: 
1. Ensuring that military and police contingents sent to peace support operations are trained to prevent sexual violence, and include more women peacekeepers;
2. Improving the quality of data, trend analysis and evidence on the extent and intent of conflict-related rape, to build a more solid evidence-base for interventions;

3. Supporting efforts to apprehend and prosecute perpetrators of sexual violence. 

What we can all do together is stand in solidarity with the survivors. We can support the UN in ensuring that conflict mediation and peace-building initiatives respond to women’s needs for protection and services.  Right now, as you know, a mediation effort is underway to stop the fighting in DRC.  It is essential that this process engage women from day one.  Ceasefire monitoring teams must be trained to recognize and respond to sexual violence. No amnesty must be given for these crimes. And, as required by Security Council Resolution 1325, any peace-making negotiations must include women in all delegations, at all levels.  


None of us is doing enough. We can stop it, but we have to work harder, and work together. To this end, UN Action Against Sexual Violence in Conflict, which unites 12 UN entities to amplify and harmonize prevention and response, has posted a Senior Adviser and Coordinator on Sexual Violence to MONUC – the peace support operation in DRC. UN Action is also supporting a gender-based violence Programme Manager in Liberia to enhance joint programming. 

We all have a responsibility to protect and empower women and children affected by armed conflict.  As a coalition of Congolese women’s groups said in the lead-up to Resolution 1820: “the Security Council cannot keep silent while thousands of women suffer indescribable sexual violence”. 

We are here today in the knowledge that none of us can keep silent, because it is silence, stigma and shame that has made sexual violence a strategy of war. Against this backdrop, the promise of 1820 poses an urgent implementation challenge – a challenge we can and must rise to.
Thank you.
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