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Democracy & Political participation

Democracy is a system of government in which power is vested in the people (the population) and exercised through representatives chosen in free and fair elections. But a democracy does not just mean that “the majority rules.” A democracy also includes and protects the human rights of minorities and respects multiple or “plural” views and opinions. In a democracy people have rights as citizens, but they also have responsibilities to participate in the governance system.

There are many versions of democracies around the world (e.g. electoral, consultative) and ongoing debates about the extent to which “one size fits all” with regard to democracy. The process a country goes through in attempting to become more democratic is referred to as democratization. In order for a country to be truly democratic, all of its citizens—men and women—must be empowered to participate fully in the governance process (as citizens, voters, advocates, civil servants, judges, elected officials, etc.).
The concept of “participatory politics” refers to the involvement of all citizens in politics and policymaking. This requires a relationship between the government and society in which the participation of citizens and a plurality of views are encouraged. This can be supported by strengthening political parties; encouraging the participation of marginalized groups, such as women and youth; and by strengthening civil society (described below).

The right to convene and articulate political views is a key principle of good governance and democratization. Political parties are one of the cornerstones of a democratic political system. Parties are critical because they provide a structure for political participation for people with similar beliefs and interests. 
By joining together, individuals, who would otherwise not be influential, can make their voices heard in the political process through their support of a political party. Political parties also provide leaders with a space in which to learn the skills needed for governing a society. 
A democracy must have more than one major, viable party so that a single group does not dominate the government and voters have a choice. This principle is called multiparty. Membership in political parties must be voluntary. It can be difficult for women to achieve leadership positions within political parties and to be selected as a candidate, that is why in some countries, political parties have adopted internal quotas for women’s participation to ensure that they always put forward a certain number of women’s candidates. An important advocacy strategy for women is to work with political parties to make sure that the party platform, the formal declaration of the principles and positions that the party supports, describes its positions on issues important to women.

Gender, Democracy & Political participation
Democratic elections have become a central element of peace-building in post-conflict societies. This emphasis on elections acknowledges that popularly supported, legitimate institutions can be a key to lasting solutions to conflicts. Only when institutions are democratic and representative of all groups in society—women as well as men, minorities as well as majorities, the dispossessed as well as the affluent—are stable peace and national prosperity likely to be achieved. 
Member States of the United Nations have recognized that achieving sustainable and durable peace requires the full involvement and equal participation of women in conflict resolution and subsequent peace-building. 

Women face added obstacles on the way of equal participation in post conflict settings

In regard to post-conflict peace-building, the Commission on the Status of Women calls on Governments, as well as all other relevant participants in these processes, to take following steps concerning elections:
 “a.      Ensure equal access of women in all stages of the electoral process including to consider the adoption of measures for increasing women’s participation in elections through, inter alia, individual voter registration, temporary gender-specific positive actions and access to information, representation in bodies administering elections and as election monitors and observers, as well as encouraging political parties to involve women fully and equally in all aspects of their operations;

 “b.      Ensure equal access for women to voter and civic education, provide women candidates with full support, training and financial resources, and eliminate discriminatory practices hampering women’s participation either as voters or [as] candidates.”

___________________________________________

   Source: Commission on the Status of Women, “Women’s equal participation in conflict prevention, management and conflict resolution and in post-conflict peace-building: agreed conclusions”, adopted at the Commission’s forty-eighth session, held in New York from 1 to 12 March 2004.
There are many remaining obstacles to women’s equal participation in elections, including gender stereotypes, psychological and traditional barriers, and inequalities in education, training and resources. Political parties, ethnic groups or clans may be dominated by a single, strong leader, usually a male, leaving little opportunity for women to enter the political process through established political groups. Other barriers may be built into political structures, including certain types of electoral systems or candidacy restrictions based on educational qualifications or other factors. Post-conflict societies often present additional obstacles to women’s equal participation in elections, including the following: 

 Entrenched military groups;
 Volatile security situations;
 Disproportionately large numbers of refugee and displaced women;
 Gender-based violence; 
 Inadequate institutions for the protection and enforcement of women’s political rights;
 The exclusion of women from the peace negotiations and consultations held to determine the type and details of the electoral process;
 A lack of international or domestic investment in bringing women together as political players around common agendas. 
On the positive side, post-conflict situations may provide a unique opportunity to introduce a more inclusive political framework and advance women’s participation in democratic elections and other aspects of peace-building. What is achievable is largely determined by the situation on the ground. If women’s groups can effectively organize themselves, they can play a major role in facilitating and sustaining increased political participation among women. In short, the tools for advancing women’s participation in post-conflict elections exist; their application, however, is a question of political will and adequate resources.
This realization lead to:
National, international, along with U N and regional organizations involved in post-conflict elections can play a pivotal role in ensuring that adequate attention is devoted to women’s rights and to the issue of equality between men and women. Because international assistance is most effective when provided in support of nationally driven goals, international organizations should seek to identify local actors that possess the necessary political will and expertise and can provide the resources necessary for capacity-building.

MDGs, the United Nations Security Council, in its resolution 1325 (2000) of 31 October 2000, stresses the importance of integrating a gender perspective in the formulation and application of agreements aimed at establishing the foundations for a stable peace. The Beijing Declaration and Platform for Action, adopted by the Fourth World Conference on Women in 1995, expresses the conviction that peace is inextricably linked with the equality of women and men.
It is clear, given the acknowledged importance of both democratic elections and the role of women in peace-building, that enhancing women’s participation in elections in post-conflict countries is essential to building peace and democracy and advancing the equality of women and men. Elections can provide the best possible opportunity to ensure women’s voices are heard, their concerns are addressed, and their potential contributions to peace and democracy are maximized.  
Background information about 1325:

United Nations Security Council resolution 1325 on Women, Peace and Security, which was the result of a tripartite partnership of global NGOs, United Nations organizations and supporting governments. Passed unanimously at the United Nations Security Council in October 2000, this historic resolution has critical implications for the protection of women in armed conflict and the participation of women and civil society in conflict prevention, resolution and reconstruction. 

The context of resolution 1325 is the increasing emergence of failed States, of civil/internal conflicts and of the overt targeting of civilians. The front lines of war are now communities, families and – all too often – women’s bodies. These factors affect the concept of “international peace and security” and the role of the United Nations. They also influence policy and practice in all sectors, including a widening range of actors – especially women - engaged in peace and security. The August 2000 report presented by Lakhadar Brahimi, Special Representative to the Secretary-General in Afghanistan, emphasizes conflict prevention, complex peace operations and peace building as core elements of United Nations peacekeeping operations. Resolution 1325 reflects this shift in focus towards peace building. It addresses the security needs of people and recognizes that peace building and the promotion of security, are not solely the domain of political and military leaders. 

Quotes from UNR 1325 addressing the issue of Democracy and Political Participation:
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;

8. Calls on all actors involved, when negotiating and implementing peace agreements, to adopt a gender perspective, including, inter alia:

(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;

© 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…..Geneva Conventions of 1949and 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.
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;

18. Decides to remain actively seized of the matter.

Who is addressed by 1325

The objective is to respond effectively to the needs of women forced to migrate because of conflict. Three categories of forced migrants among women were outlined: refugee women, who cross international borders; internally displaced women, who seek safety within their own countries; and internally and internationally trafficked women. At present, about 25 million IDPs in the world are not covered by the mandate of any specific United Nations organization. IDPs are often much more vulnerable than those who have crossed a border as they may still be in conflict or disaster zones and are difficult to reach. 
All women in post conflict areas and situations are addressed by 1325, special attention to be drawn to the following:
· IDPs
· Refugees

· Combatants

Characteristics of UNR 1325 

· A key aspect of the resolution is the participation of women in decision-making on conflict prevention, conflict resolution and peace processes. All actors and parties to armed conflict in peace processes are obliged to: support local women’s peace initiatives; involve women in the implementation of peace agreements; and adopt gender perspectives during repatriation, resettlement and post-conflict reconstruction.
· The resolution also requires the inclusion of gendered perspectives and training in peacekeeping. The United Nations Secretary-General is required to provide members with training on protection and the rights and needs of women and to ensure that women participate in peace missions. Member States are required to include gender and HIV/AIDS awareness in training for military and civilian personnel; to increase funding for gender training and to ensure the protection of women and girls; and to address the different needs of women and male ex-combatants in demilitarization, demobilization and reintegration (DDR) and to consider the potentially gendered impact of sanctions. Women and girls must be protected from sexual and gender-based violence in conflict. 
· Finally, the resolution deals with gender mainstreaming within the United Nations system and in reporting and program implementation. The United Nations Secretary-General must report on the impact of women in conflict, the role of women in peace building, the gender dimensions of peace processes and conflict resolution, and progress on gender mainstreaming in peace missions and related areas. All United Nations organizations have a responsibility to implement the resolution where it relates to or overlaps with their mandates, priorities and core business, although it is the primary responsibility of governments to implement the resolution.

· The resolution has implications in the context of women, displacement and violence. There are difficulties related to data collection on the nature and location of displaced populations; questions of access to populations related to issues of legal status, nature or location, which require community-based programming; the need to address HIV through reproductive health services and to recognize broader (non-sexual) forms of sexual and gender-based violence, which have implications for protection and prevention. There are also  implications for shelter and livelihoods.
· In addition, there are implications for work with security, political and judicial entities; with different United Nations organizations e.g UNFPA,  UNHCR and FAO; with national-level actors in government and civil society; and with donors. 
The core services and priorities related to resolution 1325 taken by most international organizations are as follows:

· Assisting in emergency/conflict/post-conflict situations; collecting census and other data (rapid health assessments); ensuring gender equality and women’s empowerment;

· Preventing sexual and gender-based violence; engaging in HIV/AIDS prevention; 

· Providing reproductive health care and services. 
These services and priorities are interlinked. It is vital to take a rights-based approach. 
Importance of women participation in all levels and phases (during conflict and post conflict):
The risk factors for women in shelters and settlements include their increased vulnerability to human rights abuses and gender-based violence; the impact of enforced social and economic transformation on their roles and responsibilities and the reinforcement of their pre-conflict subordination; and the fact that the physical and cultural space of camps is alien to their lifestyle and cultural norms. Gender-sensitive protection in emergencies must include the provision of safe places and spaces, which ensure physical security, social security and legal security. In terms of shelter, issues of privacy, safety and density, relating to access to services, must be addressed. 
Women must be given roles in construction, so that social stereotypes are transformed and appropriate technologies provided to them; this will contribute to increasing their autonomy and empowerment. 
The layout of camps, their infrastructure and site planning can all contribute to women’s security and well-being, including through instituting “neighborhoods”, providing ease of access to services and respecting cultural preferences in terms of privacy, dignity and safety. 
The selection and location of camps or shelters can improve women’s ability to carry out domestic activities, such as firewood or water collection, in safety and provide employment and livelihood strategies where shelter is located near markets with transport access. 
In the return and reconstruction phase, attention must be paid to community enablement and collective security and to gender-aware self-help strategies and practices.

Participation must be seen as both a process and a gateway to empowerment.

Participation, empowerment and governance should be mainstreamed throughout all of the above processes to address the double exclusion of women. 
Women’s participation in design, planning, decision-making and implementation must be enhanced through targeted action and ongoing support. Progress towards gender equality may be achieved through the use of cash transfers and food for work programs. 
Protection, privacy, security and empowerment are the primary areas of concern for displaced women, and shelter and settlement can potentially provide spaces and places to empower and transform gender Roles. 
The inter-relation of 1325 with other UN accords and Concepts:

The interconnection of development factors often causes further conflict escalation. For example, administrative chaos in under-financed governmental bodies often causes the transference of responsibilities from the central state to NGOs, local governments, and the private sector. The result is that such organizations assume duties that may go well beyond their capacities, which causes further conflict. For example, NGOs, local governments, and the private sector lack training in facilitation, mediation, and negotiation, as well as the theoretical knowledge of conflict resolution. So conflicts escalate, with no one knowing what to do about it.

There are three levels of development interventions:

The first is at the structural level, which includes broad programs of societal change. 
The second level deals with the government. 
The third level is at the grassroots, the community base.

All these dimensions intertwine. Thus, interventions at the structural level must take into account meso and micro issues. The same applies to those working at the micro level. Without a clear picture of the opportunities and constraints existing at higher levels, one cannot accomplish a successful intervention at the lower levels. 

The Millennium Development Goals and Conflict

Since "development" is a very broad topic, we define it here in terms of the Millennium Development Goals. These goals were established by the United Nations Development Program (UNDP) in 2000 in order to help developing countries promote change in eight core areas that would help reduce poverty and improve peoples' livelihoods. These goals are: 

1. Eradicate extreme poverty and hunger

2. Achieve universal primary education

3. Promote gender equality and empower women. What is astonishing is that the 2003 UNDP report on this goal has recognized that the issue of gender inequality is not taken into account in the other Millennium Development Goals. Only those goals that relate to women specifically, such as maternal heath and HIV/AIDS, consider gender issues. Until this dimension is factored into all issues, progress will be hampered.
4. Reduce child mortality

5. Improve maternal health

6. Combat HIV/AIDS, malaria and other diseases

7. Achieve environmental sustainability

8. Develop a global partnership for development

Criticism to the way 1325 being handled:
The content of United Nations Security Council resolution 1325 on Women, Peace and Security is comprehensive and pertinent. But this resolution, which was the result of a tripartite partnership: global NGOs, United Nations organizations, and supporting governments. 
The majority of the governments in the developing countries, where most of the conflict and post conflict situations exist are non democratic, thus they lack the representation and the participation of the stakeholders. 
Without any mentioning of the partnership with the people, rather than the governments, all the civil society organizations and non ruling political parties will not have the access to participate in implementing and materialization of the resolution.

Actually the mere fact that most of the activists in women issues in developing countries have vague knowledge about 1325 proves this serious gap of stakeholders in the partnership.

Another shortcoming is the lack of coordination among different national and international mechanisms that address similar concern e.g. CEDAW, MDGs, UNR 1325.. etc. This non coordinated approach scatters the effort and makes it more expensive to achieve their common objective.
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