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Summary

Over the past 20 years, the Women Peace and Security Agenda has gained a steady foothold in African 
states. There have been notable milestones of progress, for instance through the development of 
National Action Plans aligned with United Nations Security Council resolution 1325. Yet true change in 
achieving women’s empowerment remains slow, and the effects of the COVID-19 pandemic have been 
a stark reminder in this context. This policy brief considers lessons learnt from the past two decades to 
offer recommendations for speeding up progress.

Key findings 

• The lack of African women in peace processes is not due to qualifications or persistence but rather 
patriarchal structures that exclude women.

• Sexual and Gender-based Violence (SGBV) has become a shadow pandemic across Africa. Many 
African governments declared SGBV national emergencies.

• African women’s justice needs are not homogenous; reparations and resettlement will require a 
gender analysis of the various experiences of women and redress needed.

• Judiciary systems in Africa are used as an avenue for redress by women throughout the continent. 
Although the process is lengthy, it is one of the few avenues for women to achieve redress and 
reparations for the violence committed against them.
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Recommendations

Member states of the African Union should consider the following: 

• Incorporate gender into accountability practices, such as monitoring and evaluation. 

• Governments that have not already done so should revise or develop national legislation 
that empowers women, protects against sexual and gender-based violence, and ensures 
gender equality. 

• African government should conduct a gender analysis of needs and resources within 
countries to inform appropriate gender-responsive budgets. 

• Courts, whether national or regional, play a crucial role in ending impunity for violence. 
Judges and judiciary services need to be trained on women’s rights and various legal 
instruments that promote gender equality.

Introduction

Attaining full human rights for women in Africa 
remains a challenge, even though gender 
equality and women’s empowerment have seen 
improvement in recent years. The political will 
to address the disadvantages experienced by 
women in Africa is significant, yet there is a lack 
of expertise on how to realise this. 

The Women, Peace and Security (WPS) Agenda 
has been developed as a global response to 
the differing effects of conflict and violence on 
men, women, boys and girls. United Nations 
Security Council resolution (UNSCR) 1325 
explicitly recognises women’s rights in peace 
and security processes.1 The resolution was 
instrumental in bringing about a mind shift 
whereby women are not just viewed as victims 
of conflict and insecurity, but also as positive 
agents of peace processes. 

Since the adoption of UNSCR 1325, nine 
related resolutions have been adopted (1820, 
1888, 1889, 1960, 2106, 2122, 2242, 2467 
and 2493). Together, they create the UN WPS 
Framework; the basis for advocacy, education, 
reform and capacity building on gender equality 
and women’s rights – particularly as they 
relate to peace and security. While all of these 
resolutions form part of the WPS Framework, 
some focus more on women’s leadership in 
peace-making and conflict prevention, while 
others highlight prevention of and responses to 
sexual violence in conflict.

The global WPS agenda emphasises women’s 
participation and involvement in conflict and 
post-conflict situations in the African context. 
Yet women’s insecurity is inherently linked 
to a broader continuum of violence that 
encompasses much more than strict definitions 
of conflict and post-conflict.2 
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Structural gender inequalities 
prevail across the continent, 
driven by patriarchal ideologies, 
which are still dominant in  
many contexts. 

The principles of UNSCR 1325 have been embedded in 
various continental and regional instruments in Africa.3 
As of October 2021, 30 African countries have developed 
National Action Plans (NAPs) to implement UNSCR 1325.4 
The continent’s regional economic communities (RECs) 
have also developed action plans for the implementation of 
UNSCR 1325. 

The evolution of the WPS Agenda has broadly unfolded 
in a series of efforts that range from political processes 
to robust civil society engagement. The implementation 
of the agenda has occurred through broad approaches, 
which offer new opportunities to understand women’s 
engagement on the continent. Yet, structural gender 
inequalities prevail across the continent, driven by 
patriarchal ideologies, which are still dominant in many 
contexts. These challenges are also mirrored in political 
structures, including some of those tasked with driving the 
implementation of UNSCR 1325.5  

The COVID-19 has also highlighted why the WPS Agenda, 
and gender issues more broadly, still require significant 
attention. In many contexts, COVID-19 has reduced the 
livelihoods of women. This is particularly relevant to women 
who work in the informal sector. Furthermore, lockdown 
measures and constrained livelihoods prospects have also 
compelled many women to stay at home. For many victims 
of domestic violence, home is one the most dangerous 
places they can find themselves. 

Four pillars underpin the WPS agenda. First is the role of 
women in the prevention and resolution of conflicts. This 
includes the importance of women’s equal participation 
and involvement in maintaining peace and security, and the 
need to promote women’s role in decision-making. Second 
are the measures that should be undertaken to ensure the 
protection of, and respect for, women and girls’ human 
rights. Third is the need to prevent against gender-based 
violence (GBV), especially rape and other forms of sexual 
abuse. The fourth and final pillar is addressing the needs of 
women in repatriation and resettlement, along with post-
conflict reconstruction and recovery.6   
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This policy brief draws on the four pillars to 
highlight key WPS trends in Africa over the last 
20 years. These trends will form a basis for the 
recommendation to ensure that African Union 
(AU), RECS and Members States have more 
effective and systematic implementation of the 
WPS agenda. 

Participation  

African women have been formally mobilising 
under a pan-African banner to eradicate 
gender inequality since 1962, a year before 
the founding of the Organization of African 
Unity. The Pan-African Women’s Organization 
(PAWO) highlighted women’s concerns in 
Africa’s liberation struggle. Yet, African women’s 
voices are largely absent from the rich history 
of the continent’s independence, and their 
representation in peace processes and politics, 
59 years later, is still meagre.7  

The Convention on the Elimination of All Forms 
of Discrimination Against Women (CEDAW) 
highlights women’s right to full and equal 
representation and participation in decision-
making processes. Historically, the push for 
women to be included in processes due to 
a perception of ‘added value’ has, at times, 
undermined gender equality and even served to 
reinforce stereotypes.8 This policy brief posits 
that women’s presence in processes is in itself 
sufficient. The example below demonstrates that 
women are instrumental in building peaceful 
African societies. 

In the peacemaking landscape, it must be 
recognised that women’s participation in peace 
processes requires more than representation 
for reaching gender quotas. Meaningful 

participation means that women should form 
part of, and actively engage in, defence and 
security management meetings, as well as the 
regional meetings that precede formal peace 
negotiations. Women should be present when 
negotiations occur, and women’s interests and 
lived experiences should be fully reflected in 
daily security planning and peace processes.

Contrary to this imperative, UN Women reports 
that the number of women participating in 
peace negotiations in official roles — as 
negotiators, mediators, signatories or witnesses 
— remains low globally. Data from a study 
undertaken in 2008, which scanned 33 peace 
negotiations, found that only 11 out of 280 
(4%) of participants were women.9 By 2019, 
these numbers had not changed: a comparative 
study found that only 13% of negotiators, 6% 
of mediators and 6% of signatories in major 
peace processes were women.10 This cannot be 
ascribed to a lack of qualified African women 
working in conflict prevention and mediation 
networks, nor to a lack of persistence. 

The AU’s Network of African Women in Conflict 
Prevention and Mediation (FemWise-Africa) 
is the largest continental network to date.11 
The body works to broad access and space 
for African women’s participation in mediation 
efforts. The capacity-building initiative of 
FemWise-Africa helps elevate the work of 
women mediators, and provides a space for 
mediators to share and learn. However, most 
women like Stella Sabiiti, led peace processes 
without belonging to a network.12   

Peace-making processes provide a unique 
opportunity for addressing issues of social 
justice and cohesion, along with equal access to 
power and resources.13 Research suggests that 
inclusive peace-making processes lead to more 
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sustainable peace.14 However, the most significant effect of 
women’s engagement in peace processes is the resulting 
shift in dynamics, especially with regard to addressing the 
root causes of the conflict.15  

Evidence worldwide and across different cultural contexts 
shows that integrating women and gender considerations 
into peacebuilding processes helps to promote democratic 
governance and long-term stability. As stated by gender 
expert O’Reilly: ‘If the goal of a peace process is only to 
end violence, then women – who are rarely belligerents – 
are unlikely to be considered. If the goal is to build peace, 
however it makes sense to gain more diverse inputs from 
the rest of society.’16  

Research has shown that when women are able to strongly 
influence negotiation processes, it is closely correlated  
with greater implementation of these processes. At the 
same time, the more inclusive the teams tasked with 
driving implementation are, the more effective they have 
been in practice.17   

Beyond peace-making processes, the role of women in 
governance structures is also critical for sustaining peace. 
Women’s representation in formal politics in Africa is key 
to achieving gender equality – whether included in peace 
agreements, mandated through political party quotas, or 
realised through women’s rights advocacy work. 

It is noteworthy that there has been an overall increase in 
the number of women involved in formal political bodies in 
Africa, including legislative and local government bodies. 
There has also been an increase in the number of women 
holding ministerial positions and leadership positions 
in national human rights institutions. Yet, women’s 
participation in political and decision-making processes 
in Africa is still low. The African Barometer’s report on 
women’s political involvement shows glaringly slow 
progress. Women only make up 7% of executive political 
positions (this refers to presidents, vice presidents, prime 
ministers and deputy prime ministers).18  

The role of women in 
governance structures is  
critical for sustaining peace.
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There are notable instances where women 
in Africa are meaningfully engaging in formal 
peacebuilding processes. In these cases, women 
have mobilised and developed so-called ‘peace 
huts’ or peace talks across ethnic lines to build 
peace within their communities. Following the 
July 2021 social-political unrest in South Africa, 
for instance, women and youth association, 
networks, community leaders, academics, 
politicians and peacebuilders mobilised as 
frontline respondents to the crisis.20   

Solidarity among women’s movements is key to 
ensuring that women are represented; as can be 
observed in the African context. It is noteworthy 

that women organisations in Africa tend to put 
their differences aside when it comes to uniting 
for a peaceful settlement to end violent conflict.

Protection   
Most African countries have either amended or 
introduced legislation to enhance gender equality 
and protect women and girls from sexual and 
gender-based violence (SGBV). In the majority 
of countries, national legislation is in line with 
international standards on protecting and 
enhancing women’s rights – or comes close to 
aligning with these standards. 

Area of participation Horn of  
Africa

East
Africa

Southern
Africa

Central
Africa

North
Africa

Women in lower houses of Parliament 33% 33% 28% 19% 25%

Women in upper house of Parliament 30% 29% 29% 20% 20%

Women in Parliament overall 33% 32% 28% 19% 24%

Women in local government N/A 35% 20% 27% 21%

Women in political party leadership 17% 15% 14% 7% 12%

Women in election monitoring bodies 21% 45% 40% 20% 28%

Women speakers 0% 33% 35% 18% 21%

Women mayors of capital cities 20% 0% 19% 43% 19%

Women in top executive positions 10% 12% 9% 7% 7%

Women in cabinet 23% 32% 26% 20% 22%

Source: Africa Barometer 202119
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While the dominant focus for WPS work to date 
has been in situations characterised by armed 
conflict. Yet it is essential to note that in the 
African context, as well as globally, the absence 
of armed conflict does not mean the presence of 
peace. The Global Peace Index for 2021 records 
that sub-Saharan Africa is less peaceful than the 
global average in terms of safety and security.21  
This worrying trend has a particular implication 
for women. 

The prevalence of SGBV is a common and 
consistent thread seen both in overt conflicts 
and ‘ordinary’ societal violence. SGBV is a global 
problem that cuts across race, class, religion, age 
and culture. High rates of SGBV are evidenced 
across countries, irrespective of peace, security 
and political contexts. Wherever this scourge 
occurs, it remains largely invisible and its victims 
silent, hampering efforts to respond effectively. 

In 2019, Sierra Leone declared a national 
emergency due to widespread incidences of rape 
and sexual assault across the country.22 Declaring 
national emergencies on SGBV became a trend 
across Africa during the COVID-19 pandemic, as 
seen in countries like South Africa, Kenya, Ghana 
Nigeria and Cameroon. Against this backdrop, 
SGBV became known as the shadow pandemic, 
with reports showing that violence against women 
has intensified dramatically.23   

Large numbers of women and children’s refugees, 
as well as internally displaced people (IDPs) in 
conflict and post-conflict contexts, face particular 
threats and are especially vulnerable to SGBV. On 
top of this, globally, the highest number of women 
to have been forcibly displaced is recorded in sub-
Saharan Africa (52%).24

Access to justice for victims of SGBV is 
hampered by substandard and under-resourced 
police investigations, over-burdened and 
ill-functioning criminal justice systems, and 
corruption. Laws for protecting women from 

violence are not implemented adequately due 
to the challenges of seeking justice through the 
courts and security institutions. 

While civic space violations are themselves 
gendered,25 there is also a shrinking of civic 
spaces for women defenders of human rights in 
Africa. In many cases, this is due to regulations 
that limit the work of the human rights 
defenders. For example, in Equatorial Guinea, 
non-governmental organisations (NGOs) are 
prohibited from promoting or engaging in human 
rights activities.26  

In other contexts, governments try to control 
the funds allocated to NGOs. While states may 
find it politically incorrect to contest norms such 
as gender equality, some still undermine these 
very norms through actions like the withdrawal 
of funds. In Eritrea for example, the government 
require that donor funds flow through 
government departments, and NGOs are only 
allowed to receive funds if there is insufficient 
capacity in the national department.27 

Violence against women who contest elections, 
such as the continued violence against Kenyan 
women during electoral contest is another 
emerging trend that is being observed across 
the continent.28 In the longer term, this will also 
mean that fewer women will run for political 
offices A joint study by UN Women and the 
United Nations Development Programme 
identified a growing trend, especially in online 
spaces, of attempts to humiliate and bully 
women running for political office. The report 
notes that this trend manifests ‘… in the 
escalation of harassment and aggression in 
various media, the intimidation and sexual and 
physical violence against women in public life, 
in forcing political women to resign, and in the 
public scrutiny of women candidates where 
commentary examines their appearance, rather 
than their experience and policies’.29 
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Relief and recovery   

The relief and recovery pillar is the arguably both 
the most ambiguous and most under-researched 
of the four WPS pillars.30 This pillar intends to 
ensure that women and girls’ special needs are 
met during repatriation and resettlement.31 The 
pillar also calls for women’s active participation in 
relief and recovery activities, and equal access to 
livelihoods in particular. 

When analysing the political economy of post-
conflict contexts, it becomes evident that 
women’s justice needs are not homogenous. 
For example, in Côte D’Ivoire, individual women 
were mentioned for reparations, whereas 
psycho-social counselling was emphasised 
in the Central African Republic.32 In most 
African countries, NAPs also address relief and 
recovery. The Kenyan NAP, adopted in 2016, 
made specific provisions to promote a gender 
perspective and ensure women’s inclusion in 
early recovery, peacebuilding programmes and 
disaster-risk management.33 

Awareness has been raised at the political level 
of the need for gender-responsive budgeting 
(GRB), and there is growing political support for 
developing GRB at national levels. For instance, 
after Uganda adopted its national gender policy 
in 2007, the Ministry of Finance issued a budget 
call circular that includes a paragraph on GRB 
and guidelines on how to mainstream gender in 
budget-related decision-making.34 

While such gestures are to be commended, it 
is critical to achieve real-life implementation 
and impact. In the case of the Ugandan health 
ministry, progress was made in mainstreaming 
gender, but human and financial resources to 
address identified GRB concerns remained 
insufficient.35 

In Rwanda, the Ministry of Finance identified 
constructive approaches for gender-oriented 
goals through government budget. This was 
achieved through pilots across social and 
economic sectors. Notable results were seen in 
education enrolment, the maternal mortality ratio 
and infrastructure issues.36 

Benin’s GRB process was initiated in 2013, 
and was monitored by a technical team 
within the Ministry of Economy, Finance and 
Denationalisation Programmes. Gendered 
budgeting approaches included sectors like 
agriculture, energy, water, infrastructure, health 
and education. In Nigeria, on the other hand, it 
was shown that targeted intervention also works. 
Here, women conduct 70% of agricultural work, 
yet had less access to agricultural inputs. In 
response, the Nigerian Ministry of Agriculture 
decided to train 30 000 women on different 
farming methods to ensure that they could 
access finance.37 

Resources allocated to WPS or the 
implementation of NAPs are not always 
readily available or appropriately channelled. 
A mechanism to approach gender-sensitive 
budgeting by means of social accountability 
would be a valuable alternative to help 
overcome this problem.38 Achieving social 
accountability will require community members 
and local authorities to work together to assess 
the intervention, identify issues and jointly 
design solutions.39  

A gender analysis at various stages of a 
budgeting process will help ensure that 
development priorities received sufficient 
attention and are effectively implemented. 
However, due to the lack of gender analysis, the 
focus is on performance – which often equates 
to ‘going through the motions’ instead of crafting 
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well-considered approaches that address the needs of both 
men and women.40 

Prevention  
The prevention pillar of the WPS agenda focuses on 
preventing violence through promoting women’s rights 
and gender equality. Most African countries provide for 
legal and institutional non-discrimination measures based 
on sex in their constitutions, such as the right of women’s 
involvement in public spaces. However, wording that 
ensures gender equality is just the beginning of achieving 
substantive change. Without strategic direction or political 
will – for example, through a comprehensive gender policy 
or women’s empowerment strategy – legislative change can 
only contribute minimally to gender equality.41 

South Africa has one the most substantive commitments 
to equality, comprehensively abolishing as grounds for 
discrimination factors like pregnancy, sex, gender and sexual 
orientation. Morocco made deliberate use of pronouns 
(she, he, woman and man) to demonstrate that the laws are 
applicable to all people. Tunisia mentions explicitly that the 
constitution should reorder and reconfigure society.42  

In Africa, civil society plays an important role in ensuring 
that constitutional commitments become a reality on the 
ground. African women are increasingly going to court to 
achieve redress and reparations for violations committed 
against them. For example, in Botswana, the Mmusi 
ruling of 2013 repealed the Ngwaketse customary law 
as unconstitutional. Ngwaketse traditional practices had 
previously made it impossible for women to claim equal 
rights to inheriting property.43  

Another example can be seen in Kenya, where the Coalition 
on Violence Against Women; the Independent Medico-Legal 
Unit; the Kenyan Section of the International Commission 
of Jurists and Physicians for Human Rights took the 
government to court for failing to effectively investigate 
and prosecute SGBV crimes committed during the 2007 
post-election violence. The High Court of Kenya ruled that 
the government had failed to protect women or effectively 
investigate the SGBV cases reported.44  

The WPS agenda focuses on 
preventing violence through 
promoting women’s rights. 
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In Burundi, the National Women’s Forum is 
responsible for promoting the interests of girls 
and women in national processes. This was 
especially useful during the 2015 crisis, which 
prevented an escalation of a full-blown conflict.

Another instance is that of Nigerian actress 
Dorothy Njemanze and three others who, in 
2015, took the government to the Economic 
Community of West African States (ECOWAS) 
Court of Justice for harassment and 
discrimination against security personnel. The 
court found in favour of Njemanze that their 
arrest violated ‘… the right to freedom, and by 
labelling the women as prostitutes constituted 
verbal abuse, which violated the right of these 
women to dignity’.45 

Constitutions and other legislative frameworks 
seek to protect gender equality; but they cannot 
address the structural causes associated with 
violence. Such violence should be prevented from 
occurring in the first place. This calls for a focus 
on a population as a whole, to identify how gender 
relations and violent behaviour are shaped.46 
 
Prevention could be achieved through social 
structures, such as school curricula that include 
protection against discriminatory practices.  
The Forum for African Women Educationalists, 
in partnership with the AU, developed the 
Gender Equality Strategy for Continental 
Education Strategy for Africa. The tool offers 
a strong continental normative framework 
that articulates gender equality commitments 
alongside Agenda 2063.47    

As demonstrated above, the WPS prevention 
pillar implementation should move beyond a 
heavy focus on SGBV, to include the infringed 
rights of women more broadly. Special emphasis 
is needed to address the under-representation of 
women in national security organisations. 

Conclusion   
African women’s contribution to peacebuilding 
has proved indispensable to creating sustained 
gains. The four pillars of the WPS agenda 
demonstrates that when given the opportunity, 
African women play a crucial role in maintaining 
and promoting peace and security on the 
continent. Progress made in implementing the 
WPS agenda demonstrates that political will of 
states and active engagement of civil society are 
critical to achieving demonstratable changes. 

However, the full, equal and meaningful 
engagement of women across all pillars the 
WPS agenda remains lacking. Greater effort 
should be made to address the structural 
barriers that marginalise African women and add 
to their insecurity. In Africa, a greater number of 
countries have displayed an understanding of 
the importance of women empowerment, and 
there is evidence of substantial political will. 
The key challenge, therefore, does not pertain 
to the creation of additional policies, but rather 
rests with the technical knowledge and political 
know-how required to implement commitments 
already made. 

Recommendations  
The following recommendations are made to AU 
members states. 

Participation

Women’s meaningful participation must be 
planned for and built into processes. AU 
member states should incorporate gender into 
accountability practices, such as monitoring and 
evaluation. Total political commitment to the 
long-standing call for greater female participation 
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in decision-making could provide impetus for a leap forward, 
especially at a local government level. Without gender 
mainstreaming, women’s meaningful participation is at risk, 
but there may also be neglect of logistical elements that 
permit or facilitate the inclusion of women in various sectors. 
Civil society, judicial and security sectors must also be 
responsive to and informed by women’s demands. 

Protection

Governments that have not already done so need to be 
continually encouraged to revise or develop national 
legislation that empowers women, protects them from SGBV, 
and ensures gender equality. The COVID-19 pandemic 
demonstrated that governments need to collaborate with 
civil society to design and implement legal empowerment 
initiatives. These should be aimed at building women’s 
confidence in and access to legal systems, and enabling 
women to be active participants in navigating legal processes. 

Early relief and recovery

To ensure effective GRB takes place, African governments 
should conduct a gender analysis of needs and resources 
within countries. Targeted interventions that address the 
needs of women have been shown to work well. It is 
advisable that governments commence with one sector to 
test how GRB should be implemented, and then expand this 
to other industries. This approach will improve planning.

Prevention

Preventing future violations of women’s rights is essential, 
and courts – whether national or regional – play a crucial 
role in ending impunity for violence. Judges and judiciary 
services need to be trained on women’s rights and legal 
instruments related to gender equality. In the ambit of 
prevention, there is a disproportionate focus on SGBV. 
However, issues like property and health rights are often 
excluded in preventative approaches. To remedy this, 
preventive strategies should be holistic and take into 
account structural drivers of inequality.

The COVID-19 pandemic 
demonstrated that governments 
need to collaborate with civil 
society to design and implement 
legal empowerment initiatives.
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