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Dear reader,
My name is Stefanie Babst and I would be grateful if I could have your attention for a few moments. For the past 10 and more years I have been working for NATO,  

primarily in the field of public diplomacy. I frankly admit that I am a strong believer in the transatlantic relationship. Europeans, Americans and Canadians share the same values and largely also the same interests. For more than 62 years now, NATO is proving ‘good value for money’: it continues to safeguard the security and democratic values of now 900 million people who live under NATO’s security umbrella. 

The topic that I would like to raise today is important to the NATO Allies, and it is very close to my heart, too. 

Eleven years ago the UN Security Council put the resolution on Women, Peace and Security into place. Resolution 1325 was the first to address the impact of conflict on women and the contribution women can make to solidifying peace. It recognizes that the major security, economic and governance challenges of our time cannot be solved without the protection and participation of women at all levels of our society. 

Reality makes this imperative. In particular, armed conflict and post-conflict lawlessness hit women and children hardest. They lose access to healthcare, education and economic opportunities.  They are the biggest proportion of refugees and internally displaced persons. And they are subject to sexual violence by combatants and armed elements, sometimes as a direct weapon of war.  On top of everything, every year thousands of women and girls become victims of sexual violence, particularly rape – a purposeful strategy of modern warfare which is often left without punishment.

Sadly women remain also chronically under-represented at all political levels. They represent half of the world’s population, yet they hold less than 1/5 of the positions in national governments. And far too often women are excluded from the negotiating table. Women have represented fewer than 8 percent of participants and fewer than 3 percent of signatories to any peace deals. No woman has ever been appointed Chief Mediator in UN-sponsored peace talks.
For all these reasons, UNSCR 1325 remains an important resolution. Some progress has already been achieved in the past years in improving the situation of women and girls in armed conflict. 

The UN has strengthened its institutional arrangements in support of gender equality and the empowerment of women. The creation of the UN Office for Women, led by the former Chilean President Michelle Bachelet, helps governments and other international organizations to better co-ordinate their efforts in implementing 1325, including the Alliance.

The NATO Allies have agreed a collective Action Plan to contribute to 1325, and many NATO and partner countries have developed individual National Actions, too. NATO works actively with many partner nations and other international organizations to share best practices and concrete proposals for how to integrate gender perspectives in NATO’s current and future work. 
So what concretely has the Alliance achieved so far? Our first step has been to look at NATO-led operations and missions. NATO has currently 150.000 women and men engaged in operations, from Afghanistan to Kosovo, Bosnia; but also in Africa, in support of the UN and the African Union. And more recently, it protected the Libyan people against the regime of Colonel Gadafi.

First, in 2009 we introduced a directive for implementing the resolution throughout our military structure. This directive is based on three principles: prevention, protection and participation. NATO wants to prevent armed conflict from having a disproportionate impact on women and children; its wants to protect women and children and to increase the participation of women in NATO operations and decision making at all levels. 

This approach has already had a significant impact on how we conduct our operations, particularly in Afghanistan. We now provide gender awareness training to the civilian and military teams before they deploy on operations. This provides them, for example, with an understanding why it matters to take a different approach when searching an Afghan woman or an Afghan man, or why male ISAF personnel should avoid looking an Afghan woman in the face. NATO’s training makes sure they understand.

Second, we have now gender experts working in ISAF Headquarters in Kabul and in several of our Provincial Reconstruction Teams spread throughout the country. These experts advise commanders of what women in local communities need when it comes to providing access to aid and basic services like health and education. Some NATO nations, like the US, the Netherlands, Sweden and the UK, now deploy with Female Engagement Teams. They provide many opportunities to open up dialogue with local women that previously would not have taken place. They, for example, conduct searches on Afghan women at checkpoints, without causing offence. 

Our operational experience in Afghanistan demonstrates the enormous value of well trained, female military personnel and gender specialists.  But at the moment, the Alliance does not have nearly enough of those key assets. The percentage of female military personnel in NATO’s nation’s armed forces varies between 3% and 18%. NATO simply needs more of them.
And third, we help to empower Afghan women. In Afghanistan, women’s rights are now enshrined in the constitution.  Thanks to ISAF, there are more and more girls in schools.  More and more women are setting up and running their businesses. More women have access to health care.  And all this shows, in very concrete terms, the progress in Afghanistan for women’s rights.

On the political level, however, it remains much harder for Afghan women to make their voice heard. With 68 women in the Afghan parliament they are doing better than many Western nations but still too many obstacles prevent women to take their rightful place across the Afghan society. As NATO and its ISAF partners continue to help Afghanistan to assume responsibility for its own security, to increase good governance and fight corruption, we will also continue to protect and empower the Afghan women. They have already made great strides in moving forward and in creating better conditions for themselves and for their country.  We will ensure they are able to keep on moving forward -- and that they are able to continue making their own, unique contribution to a peaceful and stable Afghanistan.  

There are many more things that need to be done to put resolution 1325 into practice. If we look at the Middle East, it is important to support the cause of women there, too. Egyptian, Tunisian and Libyan women, for example, have played a key role in the most recent transformation of their countries. They rightfully request to have seats at the political table – be it in yet to be elected Parliaments, political parties and constitutional assemblies. But their strive for political participation is not an easy one. The UN Office for Women and some individual countries have started to support them, and perhaps NATO can make a contribution, too.

Within NATO itself, we have also made some progress in increasing the female workforce. We have recruited many highly competent women, including from Greece, and have adopted a Gender Equality Policy. Yet, only 4 out of 21 women hold position at NATO’s senior level so there is room for improvement. 

Greece fully supports NATO’s collective policies and actions on the resolution 1325; yet it has not developed its own National Action Plan. I think the time is ripe to do so, and Greek women can help with this by raising awareness about this issue. They stand for excellence in all parts of Greek society and play key roles in business, politics, education, health and many other fields. 

I am sure they agree with me. Resolution 1325 matters – because the protection and empowerment of women worldwide is simply a democratic right.

Dr. Stefanie Babst is NATO’s Deputy Assistant Secretry General for Public Diplomacy. 
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