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International and local interventions to reduce gender-based 
violence against women in post-conflict situations 
 

Chris Corrin 

Introduction: 

In the past two decades the impact of feminist analysis on international relations has been 

immeasurable. Key works by Elshtain (1981, 1997) Enloe (1983) Tickner (2001) Sylvester 

(2002)1 and others have worked to generate a feminist International Relations. Key within 

such analysis is the interdisciplinary work, arising from the unity of theory and practice in 

action, which shapes feminist agendas. Overlapping concerns of IR/IPE come together in 

considerations of human rights abuses, through new 'markets in women'. International 

concerns regarding the traffic of women into prostitution act as a prism that crystallises 

various academic and policy analyses. In this vein, the background to this article lies in the 

relation between women's activism and feminist analysis on issues of violence against 

women, as women2. Recognising gendered impacts of violence against women in conflict 

situations along a continuum of violence, has remained a more recent subject for detailed 

international critical analysis3. "Violence against women in conflict is one of history's great 

silences" 4. The new international regime mandating gender mainstreaming became 

legally binding with the Security Council's Resolution 1325 Women, Peace and Security 

which not only underlined the vital role of women in conflict solution but mandated "a 

review of the impact of armed conflict on women and girls"5. An Inter-agency Task Force 

was established and the Secretary General's study published in October 2002 6. UN 

Gender experts recognised the need for an independent report highlighting women's 

experience of war and conflict7. Trafficking in women has been seen to increase with 
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militarisation and the influx of international personnel8. The power of UN structures is now 

behind attempts to recognise and reduce gender-based persecution, discrimination and 

oppression in developing policy on gender mainstreaming that is gradually and unevenly 

turning into established international norms9. 'Peacekeeping' has evolved into areas of 

humanitarian relief, refugee return, de-mining, civilian policing, demobilisation, human 

rights monitoring, elections and nation building. These new activities directly affect women 

and women's opportunities for participation in international operations with some women 

directing aspects of these new peacekeeping operations more in accordance with gender 

mainstreaming policies. Nevertheless, translating international resolutions into legislation 

and training to challenge and change the realities of gender-based violence remains an 

enormous task. Resources for women's needs and interests remain negligently low. I 

reflect on the international gendered frames of analysis concerning women's experience of 

violence during war and consider a case study of some realities of traffic in women for 

prostitution. Alongside this is the experience of women in resistance to heightened 

violence against them from the perspectives of NGO involvement. This leads to 

assessments of how civic groups in both Kosova and Afghanistan are dealing with the 

opportunities and the impositions of an international security presence10.   

 

Gendered analytical frame 

Providing new empirical evidence is important in studying the complexity of gender-based 

violence during and following armed conflict and consequent reconstruction in order to 

support local women's work in these areas and to identify solid proposals on relevant 

issues for those designing policy or programme-level interventions. Whether such 
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intervention takes place at the international realm of UN recommended legislation on 

soldiers' buying sex or at local levels of traffic and rape counselling - intersections between 

unequal power relations and profit are apparent. Changing, gendered power relations 

remain crucial to understanding developments following war and during reconstruction 

processes. There are various difficulties in implementing international norms in specific 

circumstances and there have been many failures, such as the impunity for crimes relating 

to sexualised violence11. In political thinking, issues of power have long been central. 

Viewing the 'political' using a feminist lens of gender analysis considerably broadens the 

field of politics. Power can be viewed as coercion, protection and as capacity12. Feminist 

writers have shown that 'malestream' accounts within political theory are themselves 

political.13 Feminist analyses shift the focus to politics as concern with working out 

relations of power throughout society. Standard accounts of war tend to focus on military 

might, battles, bombing, damage and 'success'. Assessing the politics of war inclusive of 

gender analysis and human rights standards, involves considering aspects of the 

militarisation of societies through ideas concerning masculinity and femininity, issues of 

family, ethnicity and disability, plus issues of responsibility and gender justice. 

 

In unequal power situations some women become exploited and women's interests and 

needs become marginalised. A feminist view of gender, as an issue of power, is needed to 

focus on post-war situations to understand the mechanisms of this gendered exploitation 

and marginalisation. The continuum of such post-conflict exploitation runs from the non-

election or selection of women politicians, to under-resourcing women's needs, the lack of 

listening/hearing about women's interests, to women forcibly removed into prostitution. 
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Cynthia Cockburn has shown how the importance of gender differentiation, and local 

constructions of masculinities and femininities, is rooted in issues of agency and 

diversity14. Relative positions of women and men act as ordering principles in systems of 

power relations. Azza Karam outlines the changes reshaping many women's lives 

following conflict. These include: sudden accession to head of household with limited 

resources; increased medical and social vulnerability; increased sexualised violence 

including in domestic space; negotiated family disruptions; disadvantaged refugees and 

war-structured sexual work15. Shifts in the ways identities are presented and the gendered 

features of various situations are key analytical cores. In providing a conceptual rational for 

a gendered framework intended to ensure that violence-reduction initiatives incorporate a 

gender perspective, Moser identifies the gendered continuum of conflict and violence 

categorised in political, economic and social terms. In each category the type of power is 

identified that uses violence to gain or maintain power. In applying this framework to some 

examples of violence against women through trafficking I aim to tease out some of the 

interconnected levels of violence and reasons for intervention, bearing in mind the 

competing conceptual and consequential policy approaches. Such analysis allows a basis 

for an integrated approach, both conceptual and operational, showing the connections 

among dynamics of different types of violence and their gender-related repercussions16 

and the different practical needs and strategic interests of women and men during 

peacemaking and reconstruction. Intervention to stop war violence can increase other 

types of violence against women. In arguing for the incorporation of agency and identity, 

Moser requires policymakers and planners to recognise the central components of 

effective violence reduction demonstrating the importance of including gender analysis. 
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Key aspects of such a framework involve: introducing a gendered continuum of conflict 

and violence; identifying the gendered causal factors; examining gendered costs and 

consequences; and developing an integral policy approach17.    

Violence against women continuum 

In working with women and women's groups in Central and Southeastern Europe over 20 

years one subject that recurs in many discussions and debates is violence against women. 

Linkages are made between women suffering violence in their own home and women 

being raped in war18. The nature of violence and care can alter following war, with guns 

used to pistol whip women rather than fists, and men's war traumas actively given state 

support in some healthcare systems while women's voluntary groups are often expected 

to 'look after' women's needs19. These issues highlight both women's secondary 

positioning within their societies and the lack of 'bargaining power' of many local groups. 

The extreme violence that women endure during conflict is not exclusively from war 

conditions but is directly related to the violence existing in women's everyday lives20. 

However, in conflict situations arguments arise concerning militarisation of society and 

psychological brutalisation. With mass killings and mass graves, life can become 

brutalised by death with some lives viewed as 'cheaper' than others. The trade in women's 

bodies can become routinised with markets, such as the Arizona market in Bosnia, openly 

operating21. It is sobering to learn that in 2001 the majority of prostitutes in London's Soho 

area are either from Albania or Kosova22. It assessing why women from these particular 

countries are being trafficking into prostitution in such large numbers, militarisation of the 

region, coupled with various factors easing criminal intent, link to the extreme poverty 
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being faced particularly by women. A significant type of response to this type of violence, 

and to the suffering it produces, is to downgrade and deny it.  

 

In many cultures, men showing violence with regard to women (fighting with other men 

'over' women or 'chastising' their women) is viewed as legitimate. In Afghanistan and 

Kosova, where various aspects of male violence against women is only relatively recently 

being made illegal, certain types of violence go unrecognised or remain culturally 

accepted23. Varying aspects of violence are perceived differently across cultures, yet sex 

and violence often come together in the public imaginations with imagery showing women 

used for sex, and their bodies sold for sex24. International involvement, particularly in 

Kosova where the UN Mission in Kosovo (UNMIK) remains the governing authority, has 

highlighted the increasing vulnerability of migrant women in situations of conflict and post-

conflict25. Sexual and gender-based violence against women is itself an abuse of human 

rights. Some military personnel or police26 using prostituted women assume their 'right' to 

such sexual services without enquiry as to the women's countries of origin. This raises 

debates about women from some countries being viewed of less value than 'our' women 

and links to the shaming of families within their communities. Ideas of 'difference' have 

loomed large with Western Security forces' considerations of 'traditional Muslim' 

societies27. Two years after the ending of the Taleban regime, the international community 

and the Afghanistan Transitional Administration (ATA) had proved unable to significantly 

reduce the violence against women and girls. Amnesty International remains gravely 

concerned by the extent of violence faced by women in Afghanistan with the increased risk 

of rape and sexual violence by members of the armed forces and former combatants. It is 
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apparent in each situation that the initial market demand created by the presence of large 

numbers of relatively wealthy international men has had the effect of generating demand 

among some local males28. Planning political strategies for entails grassroots groups and 

international networks having to differentiate between apparent 'gains and losses' in 

struggles to express women's solidarity and feminist concerns. The struggle for women to 

have their concerns seriously considered is played out in very many different ways across 

the world but for countries under military/peacekeeping occupations the undervaluing of 

local expertise is such that local women's know-how can become a contradiction in terms 

for some male 'mission' leaders. Here the changing international security situation in both 

Kosova and Afghanistan is such that local experiences in these regions are encompassed 

in a whirlwind of global change.        

Peacekeeping interventions:  

In both Kosova and Afghanistan political justifications of military intervention have been 

questioned29. That the situation in Afghanistan was governed by the new security agendas 

following the September 11th bombing in USA clearly differentiated some of the 

justifications required for intervention. However, the US/UK interventions have not been 

dissimilar in their longer-term impact on local populations. Devastation, destruction and 

only limited democratisation and local empowerment are apparent in each case. The 

effects on many women of Western-led international contingents controlling political 

agendas of civic governance have similarities, particularly in the increasing violence 

experienced30. Women's peace activism lies at the intersection between conflict 

transformation and feminist approaches to violence, embodying the contradictions of both. 

As war affects everyday life, with less distinction between military and civilian casualties, 
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whole societies undergo tremendous upheaval and gender roles are often affected in 

profound ways. Using gender analyses does more than identify and minimise 

discriminatory practices, it begins to 'change minds' in assessing the core of what 

motivates - in war and towards sustainable peace31. The nature of 'power politics' is 

challenged, with ideas of 'global responsibility' becoming embedded in the realities of 

international feminist collaboration, grounded in restructured power relations. Many 

analysts have argued the 'rights and wrongs' of NATO intervention in Kosova and of the 

bombing in Afghanistan. From a peace activist perspective, there are always other routes 

than violence and many believe that the political negotiations had not been exhausted in 

the Kosova situation, nor were the objectives clearly defined, argued or supported in 

Afghanistan. Writings on non-violent methods of intervention list many and varied 

alternatives to military warfare and in terms of relative 'success' these compare 

favourably32.  

Peacekeeping and peacebuilding encompass many types of societal intervention over 

time. My focus here is on peacebuilding, which in the short-term includes disarmament, 

weapons destruction, refugee repatriation, security force training, elections monitoring and 

institutional reform and is associated with short-term involvement of the international 

community. This involvement centres on political measures and actions largely by external 

agents. Longer-term peacebuilding is undertaken mainly by local people promoting 

political and economic development and sustainable conflict resolution. This requires 

linkage across political, economic, humanitarian and social spheres, relying on diverse 

actors and the emergence of local NGOs across (civil) society. Reconstruction processes 

are those that introduce measures to 'operationalise' the new institutional context of 
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broader peacebuilding goals. This is where post-conflict work should dovetail most closely 

with developmental goals of protecting citizens' rights, developing human resources and 

underpinning social integration with economic security33. The human rights abuses 

involved in trafficking women into prostitution cut across these goals. A gendered analysis 

of peacebuilding which addresses the nature of power relations between women and men, 

is essential to preventing and mitigating new forms of violent abuse. Since the early 1990s 

peacekeeping has evolved into work across areas of humanitarian relief, human rights 

monitoring and democratisation issues. Questions of policy and principles have been 

raised considering the merging of humanitarian, political and military roles and goals. 

Some analysts argue this linkage in inevitable, others see humanitarian objectives and 

principles compromised while still others approach civil-military linkages on individual 

bases34. In theory, having the power of UN structures behind them might mean that future 

actions promoting women, as shapers of peace and key agents in re/construction 

processes, will be more strongly supported. Yet, the power of the UN has been 

undermined by some developments since the US/UK intervention in Iraq. In this new 

security context I now consider the links arising from traffic in women by military and 

criminal organisations and the effectiveness of violence reduction strategies that are being 

developed at international levels. 

Traffic in Women: 

Emerging from war, new means of violence are visited on women. Rape and abuse of 

‘enemy’ women in war seems to have history as long as war itself but was only recently 

recognised within international policy agendas as a crime against women35. During the 

conflict in Kosova, with systematic rape part of the war strategy, thousands of women and 
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girls in Kosova were assaulted36. In Afghanistan there has been a consistent failure to 

investigate crimes of violence against women, within the family, in rape and in forcible 

marriages. Difficulties for women approaching the courts and confusion about applicable 

laws plus lack of adequate training and capacity for police compound these problems. In 

both situations mafia and warlords are still selling arms, as are Western governments, yet 

the profit in women is now outstripping that of weapons. It has also been long recognised 

by feminist analysts that militarisation develops profit via prostitution37. Experiencing and 

assessing these processes involves considerations that redefine masculinity and 

femininity in specific ways38. Evidence from military bases shows that soldiers expect 

women to be brought in for them and that if local women are not easily 'available' then 

transporting women from further afield will do very well39. Barbara Bedont attributes this 

exploitation to a convergence of factors including state collapse, non-functioning justice 

systems with rampant crime - foreign troops stationed as part of peacekeeping missions 

feed a demand for prostitution. "As a result, rape, trafficking in women and children, sexual 

enslavement, and child abuse often co-exist alongside peacekeeping missions."40   

 

The situations arising from this convergence of factors demonstrate that what is happening 

in Kosova and Afghanistan is not exceptional, but typical, as the UNIFEM study confirms41. 

Following the influx of internationals the routes for trafficking have become developed and 

internal markets have been created. The ease of transport of women from Kosova (legally, 

physically and via well established routes) makes the movement of women to profitable 

western centres more apparent than from Afghanistan. The weakening of controls through 

war have made Southeast Europe, in particular, a 'traffickers dream'. Border points 
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between Kosova and Albania such as that at Qafa i Prushit have become people and 

drugs trafficking 'hot spots' with girls being moved in both directions. Trade flourishes in 

the chaos of weakened border controls and ruptured and impoverished communities once 

bound by strict moral codes. Checkpoints remain badly policed, often by corrupt officials 

used to taking bribes as guns and drugs moved through the region during the wars. With 

forged or stolen passports easily available and lax visa regulations, the wars have also 

created new markets in women and girls. Certainly in Kosova the influx of cash from the 

international community policing the peace has swelled the trade in prostitution42. 

However, it is equally apparent that in parts of Afghanistan women have stated that the 

insecurity and risk of sexual assault they face make their lives worse than during the 

Taleban era. In addition about one third of country remains outside the authority of the 

Karzai government so changing legislation only goes so far. Much fear for women's 

security focuses on the behaviour of illegally and heavily armed groups43. 

 

On reasons for the rise in trafficking, the UN Special Rapporteur on Violence Against 

Women proposes: “The enormous profitability of exploiting women as prostitutes; the 

feminisation of poverty in the victims home countries; official policies of international 

development banks and lending organisations encouraging the development of tourist 

sector services; lack of an effective international regime for collecting data, providing 

information and penalising organised international traffic networks”44. The risks for 

traffickers remain low with few successful convictions. In his report on Women, Peace and 

Security the UN Secretary-General notes that prostitution, often combined with trafficking, 

increases in the context of international interventions. Codes of conduct establish 
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expected standards of behaviour from UN staff 45 yet further measures are needed. Rehn 

and Sirleaf note that, “Although codes of conduct can be useful tools for deterring 

peacekeeping violations, this code is a skeletal outline of basic human rights principles 

and trivializes violations against women, referring to 'immoral acts of sexual, physical or 

psychological abuse' or 'exploitation' of the local population especially women and 

children”46. Significant for women will be the effects at national levels, with states setting in 

motion processes of national law reform. To implement such measures successfully, 

gender representation, if not gender balance of women and men in top policy-making 

positions, is required. One key means of developing these processes is to encourage 

greater representation of women in political bodies. Much work has been done on this and 

on issues of gender justice by women and women's groups in Kosova, Afghanistan and 

internationally. However, hard fought agendas for gender mainstreaming can become 

side-tracked into 'training exercises' that sometimes do not recognise the political issues of 

changing power relations between men's and women's social, economic and political 

positioning in societies and within international structures and agendas. As the enhanced 

role for civil society is a key aspect in promoting human security generally, of which gender 

mainstreaming forms a part, the (under) resourcing of the women's NGO sector is 

significant.  

Under-resourcing equality 

In theory, post-war creation (rather than reconstruction) of new institutional and societal 

formations is an excellent situation from which to address existing gender inequalities and 

to extend gender awareness in policy making. This requires planning and resources to 

support women's involvement in re/construction, from bilateral and multilateral donors. It 



Page 13 31/05/2004 

 
 13

involves questions about the volume of aid, means of distribution, timing and its intended 

purpose, plus any attached conditions. Much media attention and international reporting 

focuses on the need to support women in transitions from war to peace. Pictures of 

women and children refugees from Kosova and women's suffering under the Afghan 

regime were widely displayed in the media. Yet, the 2002 Needs Assessment for 

Afghanistan, prepared by the World Bank, did not include any specific sector for women or 

gender issues. Rehn and Sirleaf show that only .07 per cent of funds were requested for 

women's specific projects in the $1.7 billion UN-sponsored Immediate and Transitional 

Assistance program for 2002. “The World Bank Group Transitional Support Strategy for 

Kosovo does not mention gender or women at all. Nor did the UNMIK Consolidated 

Budget for 2002, except for a gender-training project costing $31,000 or approximately 

.006 per cent of the total budget of $467 million.”47  

These figures speak volumes about rhetoric and reality in terms of the human interest in 

supporting women's needs. Media interest in "women's problems" is high, yet it is often 

only the smaller feminist donors that actually give direct support to women's projects within 

a gender-sensitive context.  

In Kosova the lack of funds, in a gender-aware framework of planning, highlighted the 

reasons why implementation of the $US10 million Kosovo Women's Initiative (KWI) 

needed careful organisation to maximise gender equity and to support women and girls 

over time. The KWI funding followed similar initiatives in Bosnia (BWI$US 5m) and 

Rwanda (RWI$US 7m) and expectations among civic groups, particularly women's 

groups, were high for both the implementation and monitoring change. Yet there was 

frustration and disappointment with its administration without the necessary gender 
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sensitisation and longer-term planning.48 Learning lessons on gender-based approaches, 

sections of the UNHCR in Kosova drew on the Bosnian experience very directly, 

especially in implementing KWI funds. Relevant comparisons included the need to 

mainstream analyses made from women's experience of working on GBV, but the 

situation in Kosova was that Kosovar Albanian women had been developing their own 

groups, actively involved in their own assistance and protection programmes, throughout 

the 1990s. The KWN website gives a chronology of some such activities49.  Their 

experience in Kosovar Albanian human rights groups, NGOs and working internationally 

(with Helsinki Citizens Assembly 1991, UN Beijing Conference 1995) meant that, although 

small in number, some Kosovar Albanian women were very well trained and organised in 

community work with women. Local criticism of implementing KWI programmes also 

focused on funding processes that lacked transparency, with funding channelled through 

international umbrella groups that seemed to operate ad hoc decisions on speedy 

expenditure rather than develop strategic longer-term plans within gender-sensitive 

frameworks (e.g. educational fund for girls). The UNHCR is a service largely based on 

emergency aid, not on long-term development practice. Without care, much funding could 

be squandered on non-sustainable projects, with local groups developing only in response 

to perceived international needs and dependent on international short-term funding. Such 

instances, coupled with the militarisation of aid into the 21st century, raise large questions 

regarding the gendered agendas of resourcing equality. 

Human rights/human security  

By its nature traffic in women entails situations of violence, social control with complex 

interrelations between migration, human trafficking and smuggling50. Issues of women’s 
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agency, security, victimisation and resistance are central. Ways to conceptualise human 

security form an international debate. One Norwegian government report explains 

human security in gendered terms of economic, civic and reproductive51. Many women 

need to earn their livelihoods, often as single household heads and paid employment is 

a vital issue. Some women are constrained to agree to inhumane working conditions, 

which can degenerate into 'slavery-like' conditions of prostitution, as their only source of 

income. Traffic in women in militarised conditions synthesises the use of force and social 

control of women into prostitution in particular ways. Conditions of militarisation spread 

beyond immediate conflict zones and make it easier for women to be forced into 

prostitution in western countries. Criminal and human rights legislation often operate 

uneasily alongside military actions, UN sanctions and ministerial directives, in reinforcing 

or attempting to combat such human rights abuses. Changes to legislation, with regard to 

human rights and migration, are considered by some feminist analysts to generate 

workable conditions to combat some basic aspects of how women are trafficked into 

prostitution. While the trade in human beings is illegal almost everywhere, the multi-million 

profits pursued by criminal organisations fuels growth with trafficking in women and girls 

for the purpose of sexual exploitation: "a shadow market valued at US $7 billion 

annually"52. This growth has brought trafficking onto numerous political and human 

rights agendas and has led to new definitions of the issues and discourses, as well as 

innovative policy solutions to the many-layered problems. The ways in which 

considerations of prostitution and migration are politically framed can decide and formulate 

adopted policy strategies. How human trafficking is viewed radically affects policy 

proposals. Helga Konrad proposes that trafficking in human beings must not be seen 
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primarily or exclusively from the perspectives of national security; of national protective 

interests; or as a fight against organised crime and illegal migration. Human trafficking is 

first and foremost a violation of human rights53.  

Considering a women's human rights perspective on war and conflict, Sunila Abeyesekera 

explains that the focus from women activists has shown the ways in which the use of 

violence as a dispute-resolving mechanism - in both public and private arenas - breeds 

intolerance and prejudice at all levels of society. Linking issues of peace and issues of 

militarisation, women activists have shown that: "This involves not only looking at the 

'normalization' of war and of military life styles and ideals in society in terms of its impact 

on women, but also questioning the economic aspects of war and links to the growing-

military industrial complex worldwide in terms of its impact on all marginalized 

communities"54. In situations of conflict, or impoverishment after conflict, women are often 

forced to maintain their own and their families' livelihoods by working in the informal sector, 

unprotected and outside traditional community life. Many women separated by force from 

their families during war were abducted and compelled to stay as prostitutes. Innumerable  

women and girls are raped repeatedly, many see parents and siblings killed by armed 

groups and will remain scarred for the rest of their lives. While trafficking affects everyone 

it is clear that women and girls are disproportionately affected: "The gender-dimension 

of the crime and human rights violation named 'trafficking in human beings' is, to a great 

extent, facilitated by the feminization of poverty and other violations of the economic 

and social rights of women and girls. Marcoux notes that of 1,300 million persons 

worldwide estimated to be poor, 70 per cent are women55. This percentage is especially 

high in countries of transition and post-conflict areas".56 Although women constitute the 
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largest group of those who are poor throughout the world, with poverty and marginalisation 

root causes of trafficking, poverty alone does not explain the increases in trafficking. 

Several studies support the evidence that women from some poor countries, and certain 

ethnic groups such as Roma, are more likely to be trafficked to the West than women from 

other poor countries57. Here it is important to recognise the only frame for understanding 

these issues is that of human rights as neither narrow criminal agendas regarding mafia 

profits nor those concerned with clandestine migration encapsulate the overall issues. 

Freedom from poverty and well-being is the right of everyone. Gender-based violence 

includes life-threatening deprivation of resources such as malnutrition and inadequate 

health care. One ghastly effect of such violence against women is the increased 

vulnerability to the scourge of HIV/AIDS, leaving many women with short lives and 

households and communities with unimaginable burdens. In the negotiations, counselling 

and therapeutic work with women survivors, local women's NGOs excel, with evidence 

from this case-work helping to build the justification for changing legislation58.   

International policy approaches: 

The multinational aspect to trafficking, involving people from several countries, includes 

opportunities to move operations at short notice. Much national legislation just 'displaces' 

the problem, with changing immigration laws moving activities further 'underground' or 

through implementing restrictions that result in a shift of activities to another country. 

Criminal elements establish links between profits for mafia groups, privileges for soldiers 

and ab/use of power by police and enforcement agencies. Since the early 1990s many 

states have been committed to eliminating all forms of traffic in women including by 

ensuring adequate legal prohibitions against such acts and other appropriate measures59. 
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Yet the problems continue to expand and flourish. Immigration laws and policies that 

consider trafficked women as clandestine migrants, and therefore immediately deportable, 

discourage women from coming forward. Relatively few government programmes have 

been introduced to assist women ensnared into trafficking to make realistic choices - to 

remain in the country of destination, prepare for their voluntary return home or assist them 

when they return60. The surge in activity at governmental levels since 2000 has seen the 

establishment of the Trafficking Task Force under the Stability Pact for SEE61. In its work 

the OSCE confirms that trafficking cuts across all dimensions: the human dimension by 

stripping victims of their rights; the politico-military dimension of security with transnational 

organised criminal groups thriving on the proceeds of trafficking; the economic dimension 

as trafficking exists largely because of economic and social inequalities between, and 

within, countries62. The OSCE Office for Democratic Institutions and Human Rights 

(ODIHR) has launched a number of anti-trafficking initiatives that cover a wide range of 

thematic issues and also a wide geographic area. A regional plan of action was developed 

as a model for national plans of action for the countries of the region. According to the 

model, major areas of concern are research and assessment, raising awareness and 

prevention. Issues of prevention address social and economic causes, victim assistance 

and support, return and reintegration assistance, law reform, law enforcement, 

international law enforcement, co-operation and co-ordination63. While co-ordination 

across national and international contexts remains a key aim, the development and 

implementation of legislation and codes of practice has been uneven with, often 

contradictory, impacts on the human rights of migrants. 
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In the 21st century, the new UN Protocol to Prevent, Suppress and Punish Trafficking in 

Persons, Especially Women and Children (Trafficking Protocol), developed as part of the 

Convention Against Transnational Organised Crime, extends the evolution of international 

legislation. Barbara Sullivan highlights the significance for feminist analysts of the 

Trafficking Protocol as it works to conceptualise a 'new' international problem, establishes 

the first definition of trafficking in international law and posits a (gendered) relationship 

between traffickers, prostitutes and sexual exploitation. As such: "The Protocol is, then, a 

document actively involved in the construction of meaning and possibility in the global 

domain and may have an important impact on the global status of women"64. Sullivan 

presents the strengths (new rights for trafficking victims and state prevention 

requirements) and also the major weaknesses she finds in the Trafficking Protocol. Old 

debates about whether women are helped by 'special measures' or by policies concerned 

with 'equality for all' are apparent and the Protocol clearly takes the first approach. Finding 

an agreed definition of trafficking remains problematic. The definition I use follows that 

contained in the UN Protocol to Prevent, Suppress and Punish Trafficking in Persons, 

especially Women and Children, which supplements the UN Convention on 

Transnational Organised Crime adopted by the UN General Assembly in November 

200065. Distinction is made between trafficked persons and smuggled migrants, with the 

smuggling of persons constituting an illegal border crossing (violation against the state) 

with trafficking in human beings a violation of the rights of the individual victims. 

Obviously, in people's experiences there are considerable areas of overlap between 

these as is shown in data collected from sources varying from NGOs to governmental66. 

Clearly there is no general understanding or acceptance of trafficking amongst those 
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working in the field. Sometimes all migration of young women is classed as trafficking 

yet situations of internal trafficking, with no bordered crossed, are often ignored and the 

rights of IDPs are considerably marginalised67. Practices used to force women into 

prostitution can be similar whether women are forcibly moved across borders or to 

different parts of a city.  

Different approaches to trafficking imply differing strategies68. Moral perspectives, 

regarding trafficking and prostitution as evil, aim at control and punishment and can lead to 

stigmatisation of victims. Criminal approaches share similar risks of finding women guilty of 

prostitution or illegal migration. Migration approaches argue for stricter border controls and 

reflect state interests that can penalise individuals. Human rights perspectives offer two 

analyses: prostitution as a human rights violation is to be abolished, or, the conditions in 

which women in prostitution live (facing deceit, abuse, violence, debt-bondage, blackmail, 

deprivation of freedom of movement and so on) need to be tackled. Whether or not 

prostitution is viewed as legal work, and it is not legal in Afghanistan or Kosova, raises 

arguments regarding labour opportunities and working rights, including state benefits for 

women in prostitution. Protection extended to prostituted women as workers links with 

debates on issues of forced labour69. It is clear that viewing trafficking primarily as an issue 

of migration or national security, and not as a human rights violation, has consequences of 

criminalising victims of trafficking. Feminist human rights activists, as noted, support 

decriminalisation with a human rights approach, either viewing abolition of prostitution, or 

eliminating the awful conditions of women living in prostitution endure. Incorporating 

international human rights standards, feminist international solutions propose the 

successful enforcement and monitoring of women's human rights as the most productive 
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way to gender debate and gauge positive changes. Decriminalisation of prostitution and 

related acts, and the application of existing human rights and labour rights for sex workers 

are central debates70. There are no easy answers or direct paths to alleviating women's 

exploitation in prostitution. Certainly the work of local women's groups and that of 

international feminist analysts go a long way towards setting an agenda for the inclusion of 

women into the framework of inclusive policy- and decision-making that is the key to 

generating lasting change mindful of gendered power imbalances. 

In the changing international legal climate, it is apparent that grassroots groups and NGOs 

have different, and often contradictory approaches, to those of states. NGOs work to assist 

and protect women victims of trafficking whereas states focus on restricting illegal 

migration and organised crime. New international protocols raise issues of legal 

interpretations and protection while grassroots networking points to innovative ways of 

working and generating new knowledge bases to further educate and inform on the 

complex interrelations between migration, trafficking and prostitution. The arena of 

international intervention to protect survivors of trafficking is one area that brings closer the 

work of grassroots groups and international agencies such as the International 

Organisation for Migration. Often police see themselves limited by lack of detention space, 

and by the extreme slowness of the criminal procedures71. In Afghanistan the poor 

functioning of the legal system coupled with the lack of legal aid, access for women in 

approaching courts, inadequate provision for shelters and lack of guidelines for police all 

combine to make women's lives unsafe and their recourse to resist abuse limited. The 

multinational nature of traffic increases these difficulties as there are no linguistic, religious 

or cultural barriers in these sophisticated criminal networks. 
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Social capital - community organisation: 

As power relations shift and change during and following war, recognising the role of 

community activism by women is crucial. Druing the post-conflict reconstruction process: 

'the rebuilding of "social infrastructure", the "social capital" in local communities, is as 

important as interventions to improve economic and political infrastructure'72. Social capital 

is viewed as a significant component in struggles for peace, justice and reconciliation. 

Many women's community groups recognise feminist analyses of violence as forming a 

continuum through economic, political and social interactions, necessitating gender 

analysis to see the varying implications for women/girls and for men/boys. Often 

discussions with women regarding violence come from an experiential base which regards 

as 'common sense' that men/boys are given second values in society73. Cockburn has 

highlighted women's relations and responsibilities in developing societal cohesion during 

conflict situations through women-dominated organisations74. In the context of gender and 

social capital in war Moser and McIlwaine emphasise the high levels of trust placed in 

women-run organisations which play a central role in the formulation and implementation 

of violence reduction strategies, particularly those aims at rebuilding social capital. 

Recognising the limitations of female-dominated organisations means the avoidance of 

exaggerating their importance and their study emphasises the importance of a gender 

analysis that emphasises  'female and male members both in formal organisations, as well 

as in more informal networks of trust reciprocity'75. Community activism by women in 

changing circumstances is recognised as playing a central role in varying ways throughout 

conflict situations (women remaining in charge of households, farms, community health 

needs and women involved as combatants and in resistance movements). Women's 
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activism for peaceful reconstruction and community building range from counselling and 

supporting women survivors of violence, to local political interventions, generating co-

operation with international institutions (such as NATO, OSCE) and generating feminist 

analyses in administering peace and gaining justice.  

Analyses that consider key aspects with regard to women's activism and changing gender 

relations across the various stages of conflict and the continuum of violence contribute to 

deeper understanding of the roles played by community organisations run and managed 

by women. These show their pivotal role in conflict situations in providing basic needs, 

occupying 'advocacy space' and fostering trust essential in reconciliation processes. The 

dramatic ruptures inflicted by war and conflict generally destroy or undermine trust and 

cohesion within communities76. Moving from victims to actors in peacebuilding, Cordero 

analyses the role of social organisations, particularly the rural women's popular movement 

in Peru, in continuing process of building a sustainable peace. Outlining how 'social capital 

plays a strategic role in building sustainable peace'77. A democratic and participative 

model, Cordero proposes, offers favourable conditions for integrating women into the 

peace process. Often the hurdles that women have to overcome to enter the political 

arena include the response of other local groups to 'public politics'. Certainly one difficult 

linkage historically has been between grassroots activists and political candidates at 

municipal and regional or even UN levels. Recently much work has been undertaken by 

women to secure such links recognising gender specific needs in these political arenas78. 

In Kosova women choosing to stand in the first municipal elections in 2000 had to work 

hard to overcome the mistrust of some grassroots women's groups who were wary of 

involvement with UNMIK-led political developments. In building their Women's Electoral 
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Coalition various groups collaborated in ways to overcome these tensions and misgivings 

in working towards the first step in women winning electoral seats79. In Afghanistan the 

barriers have proved more difficult to overcome not least in terms of women and public 

space and locating overall authority across the country. 

One key measure to achieve justice is the increased participation of women in politics. 

Lessons learnt regarding the absence of women in governance as an obstacle to 

democratisation, meant that grassroots groups in Kosova and Afghanistan took some 

steps, in line with international opportunities, to widen access and integrate women into 

governance structures. Often this meant overcoming traditional barriers (material and 

psychological) to grassroots and governmental working. A recent example of women's 

protest was from Kosovar Women's Network when women meeting with the Security 

Council were given only 10 minutes at the end of the day and very few women were 

actually included in the mission80. Much ongoing work to achieve gender-based violence 

reduction/elimination recognises that many women survivors are unlikely to see justice yet 

some are involved in the creation of international legal frameworks to address grievances 

at all levels. As victims of trafficking into prostitution many women remain in need of 

support, and the lack of a rule of law easily encourages the rule of the physically powerful 

especially for high profits. With rapid change ongoing throughout formerly tightly-knit 

societies, such as those in Afghanistan and Kosova, there are possibilities for women to 

overcome some of the trauma experienced only if they have access to services and 

educational opportunities provided in a local context, within a supportive framework. 

Sustained direct support for longstanding local women’s groups who can network widely 

would alleviate some of the problems of how to adequately support trafficked women who 
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remain or return. Making links across different ethnicities following conflict is something 

that some women's groups have been working for in their communities for many years. In 

the violence of immediate post-conflict, groups such as Motrat Qiriazi working in Mitrovica, 

Kosova were continuing their work with Serb and Roma women81. The increasing traffic of 

Roma women and girls into prostitution across SEE is causing grave concern. Anecdotal 

experience needs to be translated into reliable data in order to enact monitoring and 

protective measures82.   

Feminist activist research highlights the need for changes in the current national and 

international conventions and legislation. As has been shown the most commonly cited 

remedies such as increasing legalisation, and increasing border controls, do not 

necessarily help in solving the problems. Clamping down on immigration can increase 

demand for the use of illegal channels as ways to enter a country to find work. This makes 

women more vulnerable to being tricked into sexual slavery situations. In trying to assist 

trafficked women at grassroots level, acting locally while thinking globally, can be very 

dangerous for grassroots groups even working closely with the police. In most instances, 

mafia connections, military connections or multinational criminal business links are such 

that the money to be made across any borders is so vast that official complicity is often 

involved. Complaining to local officials is sometimes not a direct option. Rather than 

focusing on the victims of traffic, Long proposes three specific interventions that would 

address some underlying conditions. Western European countries could provide legal 

migration regimes to allow for short-term, circular labour migration from Eastern to 

Western Europe in critical economic sectors (nursing, construction); structural adjustment 

programmes to include the development of social safety nets targeted for the most 
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vulnerable groups; law enforcement efforts should be targeted to attacking high-level, 

organised corruption of public officials83. These interventions go to the root of some issues 

associated with the feminisation of poverty. 

NGOs monitoring UN behaviour: 

In reviewing records of peacekeeping missions in East Timor and Kosova Carey 

emphasises the crucial role of NGOs:  'NGOs carry a particular responsibility' to monitor 

states and UN bodies involved in peace missions and 'to promote these revolutionary 

changes in state and UN behaviour'84. As women often form the core of community NGOs 

associated with conflict resolution and peace-building, a gendered analysis of peace 

missions is crucial for monitoring progressive change. Having Kosovar women activists in 

camps with refugees enabled them to help Kosovar Albanian rape victims at earlier stages 

than was the case in Bosnia. Clearly in tightly-knit communities where kinship ties are 

strengthened by codes of honour for women's chastity and men's role in protection, the 

raping of women is designed to pull apart families, clans and communities. NGOs in 

Kosova and Afghanistan, have been important in continually attempting to steer the 

international agendas of UNMIK into gender-balanced and locally-based courses that have 

been proven to be the most fruitful and empowering avenues for change.  

Building peace implies something that has to be constructed and which will remain in 

place for some time. Conventional peace-building methods do not capture the full range of 

areas across which women work towards regenerating their communities. As noted, 

women often work at grassroots levels doing very practical work such as trauma therapy, 

counselling, legal and business advice, this creates and sustains dialogue between groups 

that are in conflict. One tool used by women's groups to reduce polarisation is to organise 
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around political interests shared by women. This group work is ongoing across many post-

conflict societies. Another tool is group process, which helps to ensure all voices are 

heard, given equal weight and decision-making is fully shared. Talking face-to-face 

contradicts the destructive 'othering' processes, allowing alternatives to develop. By 

sharing routinely, practical tasks, grassroots groups working together become conscious 

of group process and of what is achievable85. This is a completely different way of working 

than hierarchical, top-down initiatives employed by military or governmental structures. 

The ways that higher levels of trust are gained in women-dominated organisations has 

relevance for the possibility of groups rebuilding social capital as part of conflict resolution 

work.  

 Conclusions: 

The intersection of IR/IPE considerations regarding the phenomenal international market 

in women is apparent across many fields of analysis. In the political realm, that potential 

contributions from women in Kosova and Afghanistan have been marginalised and 

undermined in various ways was apparent in the lack of regard for mainstreaming gender 

issues within the political and policy-making processes. Few Kosovar or Afghan women 

were appointed to key decision-making positions and women's work in the emergent 

politics was not acknowledged. In restructuring the political scenes some UN decision-

makers chose to work in a top-down manner, consulting only with those they considered to 

be the male power brokers. This effectively denied community leaders, local NGOs and 

wider sections of the community their voice in the newly established systems. Lack of local 

“ownership” of the processes leads to lack of trust. These processes need to be two-way 

and transparent. In addressing issues of gender, power and agency with power seen as a 
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male monopoly Mulholland emphasises the important of women's agency in promoting the 

need to transform power and change decision-making processes. Inclusion of those on the 

margins, enabling them to enter decision-making process on equal terms, is vital86. It could 

be argued that rather than meeting with emancipation movements such as those for 

women's rights, the UN administrations initially “smothered” such activities, being unable to 

see their true value in context.  

There is evidence of success between the actions of women's community groups on the 

ground and international recognition of such work, particularly from feminist international 

human rights groups and bodies such as UNIFEM. Gaining international institutional 

recognition of the crimes of violence against women, particularly in the arena of trafficking 

in women, has been one area of action and analysis which has finally registered on elite 

political agendas. The rhetoric of violence reduction, with provision and protection for 

women victims, is being translated into legislative gains and international action with 

feminist human rights activism and analyses have intervened to make strategic inroads 

into developing 'new' policy agendas. The UN General Assembly’s resolution on Traffic in 

Women and Girls87 is being followed, particularly in strengthening national programmes. 

There is now some willingness to acknowledge women's long-term, significant work using 

gender analyses as integral with “social capital” central to struggles for peace, justice and 

reconciliation88. That many groups and organisations are struggling on several fronts at 

once is apparent. The recognition of women's agency and survival are fundamental to 

enabling these simultaneous struggles against women's secondary positioning, poverty, 

restrictive immigration controls and violence against women at all levels.  
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