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The event 

In the context of the 20-year anniversary of Security Council Resolution 1325 on Women Peace and 

Security, the webinar discussed the promotion of the rights of women and girls in conflict settings, 

from the first-hand perspectives of women in leadership roles in territories governed by various armed 

and political movements. 

The aim of this webinar was to promote women’s agency in conflict-affected societies and give a voice 

to protagonists on the ground by hearing directly from women leaders from armed and political 

movements. The panellists reflected upon the progress achieved so far, and remaining challenges, as 

well as what can be done within the next 20 years – and beyond – to implement SCR 1325, and more 

broadly to promote the rights of women and girls in their territories. 

Panelists  

• Naw Wah Khu Shee, central standing committee member, Karen Women’s Organization-

KWO/Karen National Union-KNU (Myanmar) 

• Zeyneb Muhemed, Member of Coordination Committe of Kongra Star (North-East Syria) 

• Dr Najwa Fadhl, President advisor for women issues of the Southern Transitional Council 

(Yemen) 

• Olga Lucia Marín, former combatant, Common Revolutionary Alternative Force – FARC 

(Colombia) 

Moderation: Anki Sjoeberg, Co-Director and Founder, Fight for Humanity  

This report conveys the discussions, according to the perspectives of the participants, as expressed in 

their interventions. As such, it is not an expression of the opinion of Fight for Humanity. 

http://undocs.org/en/S/RES/1325(2000)
http://undocs.org/en/S/RES/1325(2000)
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If you missed the event, or would like to listen to the speakers again, you can watch the recording by 

clicking here. (original version) 

 

Highlights from the discussion 

When war and insecurity take hold, women bear a heavy burden of violence, poverty and inequality: 

“during conflict lots of women experience sexual abuse, murder, displacement”, and it “can not be 

ignored” recalled Naw Wah Khu Shee. Traditionally in many cultures, “men are in leadership positions” 

and the “problem we are facing is a mentality which is 5’000 years old, the patriarchy” said Zeyneb 

Muhemed. “[Women are] confronting their husband, facing domestic violence, being kept home. 

Change need to start from their houses.” 

There is therefore a need for women to be better represented in the society so that they can promote 

and defend their own rights, as well as those of other women and girls. The four panelists 

acknowledged that this representation has been enhanced over the past few years: “Women have 

become more involved in the structure of the STC. Each governorate has a department mandated to 

protect the rights of women and empowering them in society” explained Dr Najwa Fadhl.  

This progress is not enough: even if “there was a focus on gender in the Colombian Peace Agreement” 

the implementation of this agreement has not permitted to reach a greater gender equality yet. “The 

issue is not to note it on a piece of paper but to make it happen” stressed Olga Marín. 

The second part of the webinar looked at possible solutions to achieve greater gender equality in areas 

affected by armed conflict. For Naw Wah Khu Shee “Education plays a very important role [in 

achieving] gender equality […] and as KWO we focus on child development and nursery schools so that 

the mother can have free time and work”. For Olga Marín women “need to organize political parties 

or women committees” while Zeyneb Muhemed also stressed the need “to establish relations with 

other women’s organizations” for exchanges, including at the international level.  

Indeed, this change requires the support from the international community “We hope that the 

international society will support women especially in countries plagued by conflicts, by supporting 

their participation and ensuring they are adequately represented” raised Dr Najwa Fadhl.  

Participants also underlined the importance of awareness-raising towards reaching a broader 

consensus within society and to include men in the struggle. As Olga Marín said it, “We need to keep 

struggling for our rights. Even if it doesn’t produce immediate effect it does produce a change of 

consciousness in people.”  

Fight for Humanity stressed its wish to continue working with like-minded organizations to ensure that 

the voices and efforts of those promoting the rights of women and girls in areas affected by armed 

conflict and/or controlled by non-state armed actors are heard and made visible. 

 

 

 

 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=pf48-vFXtZ4
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Detailed discussion 

 

Part 1 - Challenges and progress in promoting and protecting rights of women and girls 
The Myanmar experience – Naw Wah Khu Shee 

Question: There has been a conflict between Karen armed actors and the Government of Myanmar 

since 1949, with a dramatic impact on Karen communities, including women and girls. A peace process 

was initiated in 2016, but there is still a lot to be achieved to protect and promote the rights of women 

and girls. Naw Wah, what progress can be observed in relation to the rights of women and girls in 

Karen areas, during the conflict and since the peace process started?  What do you see as the main 

hinders for Karen women and girls to enjoy their rights, whether it is in government-controlled areas, 

in areas controlled by Karen actors or in refugee camps in Thailand?  

Ms Khu Shee said her intervention would focus more on the areas where the KNU is active. In terms 

of progress, during the conflict lots of women experienced sexual abuse, murder, and displacement – 

the survivors still suffer until now and this can’t be ignored this. Regarding the culture of the Karen, 

traditionally, culturally, men are in leadership positions. During the conflict though, more women have 

assumed leadership roles because during that time, the Burmese military was very harsh to the male 

militia and, therefore, men were afraid to be the leaders. But some women were also harassed, raped, 

and killed, for example due to their position as village leaders. Not much support has been provided 

to them. Women stood up, because if there is no one to protect the village, most of the village will be 

destroyed. In this situation, more women could find their way into the standing committee of the 

KNU. In KNU administrative areas, 4 out of 55 members in the standing committee are women and 1 

out of 11 members in the executive committee. Now women representatives are invited to meetings 

and workshops, but sometimes on short notice. The KNU has also signed the Deeds of Commitment 

with Geneva Call on the elimination of gender discrimination and for the protection of children from 

the effects of armed conflict. The decision to sign was taken when a woman was  Secretary- General. 

After that, not much work was done. The justice department is also working with the KNU to improve 

the laws for women. More work still has to be done. This progress is not so much the result of the 

peace process but mostly due to the KNU Women’s Organizations and international support.  

The Syria experience – Zeyneb Muhemed 

Question: The Kongra Star was founded in 2005 and gathers several women’s organizations in North 

East Syria. It has been instrumental in the significant advances made in gender relations in the region. 

The Syrian armed conflict since 2013 has made the work you are doing even more important. 

Zeyneb, what has been the progress that you have seen on the rights of women and girls in North East 

Syria? What kind of decisions (and steps) have been taken by your movement and the local 

authorities to improve the rights of women and girls? What are the challenges that you are facing for 

implementing these decisions?    

Ms Muhemed started her intervention by explaining the moment around the foundation of Kongra 

Star in 2005. It was the time that the Syrian regime was present in the region. Very difficult to conduct 

activities, yet they managed to organize themselves and embrace many ethnicities in the work. The 

organization works towards a peaceful, just, and fair life, which requires to have balance not only 

within different genders but ALSO AMONG WOMEN themselves. This is a long struggle; this does not 

happen overnight, but many steps have been taken since the beginning of the revolution in Rojava. 
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The principle of revolution in Syria was that women was going to participate in all aspects of the 

revolution, so there would be participation in every level. Social, economic, self-defence, would all be 

areas where women took their places. This is also an important decision, that the women can defend 

themselves. These are their principles: that women will establish a society in which everyone can live 

equally and in which there will be justice and where women can defend themselves. This is necessary, 

because there is an ongoing conflict in Syria. In Rojava, North East Syria, women are affected because 

of the war. Therefore, Kongra Star wanted to help and support women in different areas, politically 

but also in terms of security and socially. Kongra Star is fighting for the establishment of a new society, 

but this society will be based on knowledge. As a result of this struggle, they are trying to educate 

women, not only physically but also mentally and intellectually. In this sense, women are organizing 

themselves and there is a system working in the field, through which women are educating 

themselves, as they are facing difficulties in their homes as well – they have to confront their husbands 

as well. Many women have been exposed to domestic violence or they are being kept home. This is 

why the CHANGE OF WOMEN STARTS IN THE HOUSE – thus education also has to start at home. 

Everywhere, where women face difficulties and challenges, there must be justice for them so they can 

solve the problems they face. Finally, she stressed in North East Syria there is a committee of women 

and there are several laws for the protection of women and girls, such as to favour their protection 

and prohibiting child marriage. 

The Yemen experience – Dr. Najwa Fadhl 

Question: The STC controls the city of Aden in Yemen and other large parts of the South of the country 

with millions of women living in areas severely affected by armed conflict. Najwa, what has been the 

progress that you have seen on the rights of women and girls in your territories? What kind of steps 

or decisions have been your movement taken for the progression of the rights of women and girls? To 

your mind, what are the main hinders for women and girls to enjoy their rights in Yemen?  

Dr Fadhl started her intervention by clarifying that the STC is a partner in the Arabic Alliance, and that 

its forces are protecting the southern borders with Saudi Arabia. The STC is thus supporting the 

security of these areas, as a partner in the alliance. In this context, women continue to suffer a lot 

because of the conflict in Yemen, which has been going on for decades. The people most impacted by 

the conflict are women, and their rights are not sufficiently protected. For example, in May 1999 there 

was a law to protect the family, including women and young girls, and to improve their status in 

society, but unfortunately this law was marginalized and ignored. The STC on its side, has made efforts 

to involve women in its various committees. In this way, women have become more involved in the 

structures of the STC. Each government has a department mandated with protecting the rights of 

women and empowering them in society, especially since now there is still a conflict situation. The 

STC has involved women in the governments in developmental process in order to create jobs for 

women. The STC strives to create job opportunities for them, especially in the future. Many women 

and girls have access to health through the STC, which is very important given the situation the country 

is going through. There are now people, including women, who are working on activating and 

enforcing the family law which was ignored in 1994 and this law would be used to protect the rights 

of women in general. In all this work the STC would be open to partnerships with international 

community. 

The Colombia experience – Olga Lucia Marin 
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Question: After over 30 years in the armed struggle, you participated in the peace process between 

the Colombian government and your movement, where you were part of the efforts to support 

women’s rights at the negotiation table. The peace agreement that was reached in 2016 has been 

used internationally as an example of how gender and the rights of women and girls can be 

comprehensively integrated into a peace agreement. Olga, what kind of initiatives has your 

movement – and especially the women’s movement – taken to promote the rights of women and 

girls since the peace agreement, particularly in the rural or/and underprivileged areas? What are the 

challenges that you are seeing and facing in this work?  

Ms Marin initiated her intervention by explaining that when the FARC was still a guerrilla movement, 

women had their own space, we they found ways to express themselves, as political subjects. Now, in 

the FARC political party they keep on working, but this new situation makes inequalities harder. The 

FARC have two senators who are women and women have also been candidates for congress and in 

the local areas. They continue working on the implementation of the peace agreement, pushing for it 

to be implemented. The gender perspective was controversial for some, with the clear objective of 

equality for women and LGBTQ people. The peace agreement is not being implemented the way it 

was expected. She stressed that the government should not forget that the agreement was signed by 

the state, not the government, so its validity does not change depending on who is in power.  

Currently female ex-guerrilla members have been organizing themselves and are working on 

productive projects, some agricultural projects, and different economic alternatives, e.g. making 

shoes. They have not done all they things that they had planned, because it’s hard to get funds. The 

reincorporation had to happen in specific zones that were supposed to have funding from 

governments. They continue to try to make the implementation happen, even without support. This 

concerns all former fighters, but in the case of women, the condition of being women makes them the 

caregivers of the family, so then they work even harder. They are trying to INFORM people about the 

agreement so people can ask for its implementation. Many points in the agreement revolve around 

women’s rights. The issue is not to note it on a piece of paper but to make it happen. This is something 

that is real, the gender perspective must be real, women’s rights, their access to land, etc.  It relates 

to an actual reality of women that are poor, that are alone, that don’t have access to land; this is a 

real issue. Since the peace agreement, and during the implementation process, more than 200 FARC 

members have been assassinated. There has also been a systematic policy of assassination against 

social leaders, thus women fighting for their rights also get murdered for that.  

Q&A Session 1 

Question for Dr Fadhl: Can you talk about the STC’s efforts to include women in the peace efforts? 

Najwa responded that the STC has involved women in various authorities, and in very high positions 

within the STC that contribute to the decision making. 

Question for Ms Muhemed: You mentioned that you are trying to provide women with tools. Are 

men involved in the social work of changing the mindset and gender roles? 

The problem faced on the ground is a mentality that is 5000 years old, the patriarchy, stated Zeyneb. 

It can be the father, the brother or the husband that are restricting women and this mindset needs to 

be fought. Therefore, one of the goals of Kongra Star is also educating the men, by also recognizing 

the realities and seeing the system in place. Without educating men, society can’t change, and women 
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can’t be liberated. Gender equality is needed for all men and women in the region, not just in Syria, 

and new mentalities need to be created.  

Question for Ms Marin: Do you think that the demonstrations in Colombia in 2019 – 2020 opened 

up the possibilities for change in the FARC women movement? 

Olga, quoting Rosa Luxemburg, emphasized that “those who do not move, do not notice their chains”. 

In the same way the struggle for equality raises awareness, but it doesn’t have an immediate effect. 

Women in Colombia every day are more conscious and raise awareness among themselves and within 

the society. This is a struggle that the women of the FARC are part off, but a lot has been gained. 

Question for Ms Khu Shee: How do you work in order to change the mindset and practices of male 

leaders in the Karen areas? 

The KWO has structures in 7 districts. The KWO is under the structure of the KNU, and the two 

structures work together. Yet, even though KWO is part of KNU, decisions are made independently, 

and the KWO can criticize the KNU on occasions. The KNU provides women’s rights’ training, 

awareness-raising, and work at school. Many activities are done in areas under the administration of 

the KNU. In terms of how to increase women’s participation, there is a gender policy. The rule is that, 

if women are called to participate in cooking, in the kitchen, then women representatives also have 

to be in the room, at the meeting.  

 

Part 2 - Looking ahead: What could be done to further promote the rights of women and girls? 
The Myanmar experience – Naw Wah Khu Shee 

Question: The KWO has been working with schools: what have you been doing in terms of the work in 

the schools, with boys and girls? What kind of efforts could be made to improve the rights of women 

& girls in Karen areas? How do you see that those efforts could be strengthened, maybe by support 

from others?   

Ms Khu Shee stressed the important role that education plays in gender equality. The KWO puts a lot 

of focus on child development and nursery schools, through which they raise awareness in little kids 

about women rights and provide childcare so the mother can work. There is also the Young Women 

Leadership School, which is run by the KWO, where young women learn about women’s rights, 

international relations, and the KNU structures and constitution. This work helps to strengthen the 

skills to work with communities and it plays a role in favor of equality. It’s a remaining problem that 

women living in the camps are being denied access to higher education. A lot of funding has been cut 

to activities. Hence, in order to promote gender equality and women rights, more efforts are required 

to support the basic needs of women in refugee camps, but also their education, and more direct 

support to women and their organizations is necessary. 

The Syria experience – Zeyneb Muhemed 

Question: Zeyneb, in order to promote the further protection of women and girls in North East Syria 

and beyond, Kongra Star and other actors in North East Syria are working locally, but are also reaching 

out to other organizations internationally – could you tell us some more about those efforts and how 

you see that developing in the future?   

Ms Muhemed explained that the organization’s relationship with other women’s organizations, has 

still not been so successful, as they are having problems reaching them. Yet, it remains a goal to work 
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with other organizations to promote a change in mindset in the region. Exchanges such as this webinar 

are opportunities to build bridges between organizations and exchange experiences, because violence 

against women and struggling against the patriarchy mentality requires cooperation.  

The Yemen experience  – Dr. Najwa Fadhl 

Anki: Najwa, in a conflict setting with tremendous impact on women and girls, how do you see that 

we can reach concrete progress for the rights of women and girls, also considering eventual 

advances in the peace talk? What could – and should – be the role of Yemeni women and girls in 

defining the future of Yemen and how can international actors support that?  

Dr Fadhl outlined that it is known that in the Yemeni society, if women were allowed or given the 

opportunity to participate, they will prove to be very effective, and very capable in contributing to 

reinforcing security and participate actively in putting an end to the conflict. These are conflicts which 

were created by men, but that women can play a role in ending. Women also need economic and 

political empowerment. This could be very important, if women were allowed to hold decision-making 

positions, this would promote the rights of women and girls. We hope that the international society 

will support women, especially in countries plagued by conflicts and war, by supporting their 

participation and involvement and ensuring they are adequately represented. Countries in the Arab 

Spring have been burdened by conflicts and suffering; international actors and organizations can 

provide mental and psychosocial support for abused women and girls. Women in Yemen suffer from 

violence and oppression and therefore if there were centers for psychosocial support this would help 

women.  

The Colombia experience – Olga Lucia Marin 

Anki: Olga, now the FARC is a political party, but the armed conflict and violence is far from being over 

in the country. In this context, what can be done in the coming years to further promote the rights of 

women and girls, for the next 20 years in Colombia, in particular in areas affected by armed conflict 

and violence? What would be your expectations from international community in order to strengthen 

such efforts?  

Ms Marin highlighted the need to stay organized and work to be included in the politics. Efforts are 

needed to  make sure that former combatants can participate actively, to make sure that women that 

are ex-combatants can be taken into account as leaders. It’s not that only a problem against former 

fighters: it’s the problem in the patriarchal society. Another issue is how to integrate women, socially, 

politically, more globally. This is a political debate that they are putting on the table and that they are 

discussing with other women organizations: ‘insurgent feminism’, making sure that female ex-

combatants are also present and accounted for in the discussions. 

Q&A Session 2 

Question for Najwa: Where do you find training material in order to promote human rights and do 

your work? 

Dr Fadhl answered that the STC gets support from its partners, but also has its own capacity through 

the human rights department, which has branches in all the southern governorates. It receives support 

for women, especially for abused women and women who have lost their providers as a result of the 

conflict and war.  
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Question for all: Are there any lessons learned in the specific countries of origin that can work at the 

international level to foster collaboration on women’s rights?  

Dr Fadhl stressed that the STC would be happy to cooperate further with international organizations, 

which are interested in human rights and women rights. The STC is already cooperating with several 

organizations and hopes to see real support for women in areas that have suffered for decades. 

Ms Khu Shee added that the KWO is also working with other women’s’ organizations. 

 

Concluding remarks: new challenges and new opportunities 

This discussion exposed a number of challenges – patriarchal structures, violence as hinders to 

women’s development, the various obstacles to the implementation of laws and agreements 

promoting women’s and girls’ rights. Conflicts in the concerned areas have exposed women and girls 

to increased risks of violence, and has reduced their access to education and to provide for their basic 

needs.  

But progress was also identified, where women are becoming more visible and present in decision 

making spaces, and take up leadership roles, in spite of dangers and threat, i.e. the conflict dynamics 

also provided for opportunities for transformation of traditional roles, which is frequently recognized 

by the respective organizations at least to some extent. A number of great experiences and ideas of 

how armed and political movements that are trying to practice and promote equality were shared by 

the women leaders.  

Based on the discussion, some preliminary recommendations can be formulated on how to further 

the protection of women and girls in areas in territories governed by various armed and political 

movements:  

1. Education: including education starting at home, human rights education, self-defense 

education, leadership education for young women, education for men as well, were identified 

as key. The importance of awareness-raising, and of “taking men along with us” in the work 

for women’s rights and equality was also stressed. 

2. Cooperation and bridge-building: The importance of cooperating with other women’s 

organization in other countries, as well as at the international level was raised. The need for 

alliances with women of other marginalized groups, including in the own context, was also 

stressed. Exchanges are opportunities to build bridges between organizations and share 

experiences, and could as such be further explored and promoted. 

3. Support: Women’s organizations in areas under the control or influence of armed and political 

movements often lack resources, and so do the women and girls who are living in these areas. 

Efforts to help them defend and protect their rights and the rights of other women and girls 

should be supported.   

4. Push the debate at the international level: International women’s organizations and human 

rights NGOs and activities should continue to promote this issues, to make concrete proposals, 

and to push for debates in agendas: international actors can have an important role in 

supporting local initiatives promoting women and girls’ rights. 
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Fight for Humanity will continue to work for the rights of women and girls in conflict areas – promoting 

the women, peace and security agenda, without forgetting about the rights not directly related to the 

conflict, but that may or may not be affected by the existence of the conflict: domestic violence, early 

marriage, access to school for girls as well as boys, etc. 

 


