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a Women’s Coordinated Strategy to Prevent War:
A Tool Kit for Planning & Convening Women’s Peace Tables

Universal human rights can only be fully actualized in a context of peace and security, and sustainable peace and security can only be fully realized by the establishment of a just society which, by definition, protects individual human rights. Gender equality, as a fundamental human right, is a core prerequisite for a just and peaceful society. 

Background: Preventing war rests on the twin cornerstones of protecting women’s human rights and maximizing women’s political power. Women’s political empowerment, in the context of accountability to a participatory women’s movement, will ultimately protect the full range of women’s human rights by preventing future wars. 
Comparative studies have shown that transformative change through women’s political empowerment can be hastened by a robust and inclusive woman’s agenda, autonomous of existing political parties. Autonomy from partisan politics means this agenda can serve as a resource for politicians within every party, while simultaneously staking a claim for goals and objectives that might remain beyond any single party’s platform. 

U.S. women developed such an agenda through 10 regional prep-cons organized by the Women’s Bureau of the U.S. Department of Labor and the President’s Interagency Council on Women leading up to the UN Fourth World Conference on Women in Beijing in 1995. The Beijing Conference—thematically focused on “Equality, Development, Peace”—resulted in the Beijing Platform for Action (BPfA), a comprehensive plan of action to enhance the social, economic, and political empowerment of women. The platform was unanimously adopted at the conference by representatives from 189 countries, including the United States.
BPfA explicitly links the realization of women’s human rights as fundamental to sustainable development and secure peace. Leveraging the power of BPfA, women’s rights advocates successfully lobbied for the establishment of UN Security Resolution 1325, unanimously adopted by the Security Council in October of 2000. SR 1325 is the first UN resolution to specifically highlight the impact of war and conflict on women and to stress the central role of gender equality in the maintenance of peace, the prevention of conflict, and the sustainability of reconciliation. Although little known in the U.S., SR 1325 carries the weight of international law and has proved to be a powerful tool for women’s organizations around the world to hold governments accountable for prioritizing women’s empowerment as a means of preventing conflict and securing peace. In the U.S., in particular, SR 1325 in conjunction with BPfA could be put to much greater use for guidance in the role of women in the wake of armed conflict (as has been only minimally done in Afghanistan and Iraq) and as a resource for preventing future wars via women’s empowerment domestically and internationally.  
Since the dismantling of the U.S. President’s Interagency Council on Women in 2001 and the downsizing of the Women’s Bureau of the U.S. Department of Labor, there has been no official means of convening women from across political, ethnic, racial and religious lines at the national level. As a result, U.S. women have lost the necessary infrastructure to create a coordinated, inclusive women’s agenda, and they have lost a central mechanism to preserve and disseminate the use and understanding of such important tools as the Beijing prep-con process, the Beijing Platform for Action, and UN Security Resolution 1325. 
Statement of Purpose & Objectives: Hundreds of women’s organizations and community groups that participated in the regional prep-cons and post-Beijing conferences are still active, but they are no longer connected in any consistent, mobilized way. State, county, and city Women’s Commissions continue to exist, but in far fewer numbers and with much less capacity. National women’s organizations struggle to maintain strong reciprocal communication with their memberships in the face of budgetary constraints. U.S. women have been left too dependent on the two major parties for representation in decision-making at all levels. Such accommodations have failed to deliver the decisions, policies, and programs needed to meaningfully link women’s empowerment and the prevention of war.
This activity aims to create a coordinated strategy to prevent war by engaging U.S. women in their own localities to articulate key problems and best practices for preventing war by protecting women’s human rights. A harmonized agenda has the promise to be a tool and touchstone for elected officials, government appointees, and career public servants, regardless of party affiliation, to meet the call for gender equality from U.S. women’s grassroots organizations.  In light of the present U.S. occupation in Afghanistan and Iraq, such a coordinated strategy, in calling for the full realization of women’s human rights at home, also has the potential to mandate the protection of women’s human rights in countries under U.S. occupation. 

Women excited by the power of this vision are invited to take responsibility for convening peace tables at women’s meetings across the country and virtually through online spaces such as those maintained by Circle Connections, PeacexPeace, and U.S. Women Connect. Already, peace tables have been conducted at the U.S. Social Forum in Atlanta and as an ancillary event to the Bioneers conference in Detroit. Word and enthusiasm has spread to the membership of the Feminist Peace Network, the National Council of Women’s Organizations, the National Women’s Studies Association, the American Association of University Women, and the National Organization of Women.  Women’s Action for New Directions (WAND) will host partner roundtables in its branches in the coming months. 

Objectives of women’s peace tables include:

· Promoting the political rationale for bringing women together as a constituency and movement autonomous from party affiliation;

· Modeling an inclusive, transparent process whereby interest and identity group issues can be harmonized into a coordinated, synergistic women’s agenda;
· Creating capacity to steward a harmonized women’s agenda and invest in its implementation with widespread grassroots buy-in;
· Preserving institutional and community understanding of the Beijing prep-con process, the Beijing Platform for Action, and UN Security Resolution 1325;
· Linking the importance of protecting women’s human rights with the prevention of armed conflict.

Activity
Time Needed: 4 hours 
Materials Needed: White Board/Newsprint for breakout circles; markers; colored stickers coordinated to correspond to colored signs for breakout circles. All other materials—video, flyers, agenda, etc.—are included in the toolkit.
People Resources Needed:  Facilitator for the large group discussion; facilitators for smaller breakout circles. Scribes (can be a self-selected participant) for the large group discussion and each smaller breakout circle.  See the guide for facilitators included in the toolkit for help in selecting facilitators.
Suggested Outreach & Partnership organizations: Look to local chapters of women’s organizations for support in planning and convening a peace circle in your community. For the most inclusive event possible, remember to invite women from local churches, schools, government and local agencies to attend. Local colleges and universities are a good outreach resource for students and academics. Inviting a high-profile leader in your community to attend and serve as honorary host on the invitation to the peace table is often a great way to attract others and ensure good attendance. A list of sample women’s organizations is included in the resource sheet of this tool kit to get you started in your outreach. A sample flyer is included in the tool kit to help you advertise the time, place, and purpose of your event.

Structure of Activity: As participants enter the room, provide each with a colored sticker to correspond with a colored sign for breakout circles. Circles should have a generally evenly distributed number of participants. Each circle is assigned a facilitator and scribe.

A sketch agenda follows below, and included in the toolkit is a detailed agenda, a guide for facilitators, and a resource sheet for discussions. Also included in the toolkit are videos from which you can select to open the activity.

I. Welcome & Video: Women’s roles in peace building 


II. Large Group Discussion



Exploring the Situation: Where Are We Now?


III. First Breakout Circle


Creating Aspirations: Where Do We Want to Be?


IV. Second Breakout Circle


Creating Strategies: What Do We Do to Get There?


V. Large Group Discussion


Determining the Action Plan: How Do We Make This Happen?

Feeding Local Agendas into the Harmonizing Process
Once peace circles are completed at the local level, organizers are asked to submit their outcome documents to:
