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Ladies and gentlemen, 
 
Thank you for the invitation to discuss the role of women in global security. Since I am the 
European Union Commissioner for Humanitarian Aid, I will elaborate on what we do in this 
area - namely, not only to protect, but also to include and empower women.  
 
Gender equality is a high priority for us in Europe because we firmly believe that no society 
can prosper without tapping into the energy of all its members and the entrepreneurial spirit of 
both its men and women. For us, gender equality is a matter of human rights, democracy, and 
freedom. You could see that we walk the walk and talk the talk. This is demonstrated in our 
statistics on education for women, the presence of women in politics and in business.  
 
Indeed, our average numbers are good. However, as my professor of statistics used to say, you 
can put your head in the refrigerator and your feet in the oven, and your temperature would be 
average, but you would be dead. I say this because, behind our averages there are countries 
that perform better, like the Nordic countries, and others that are second best in women’s 
participation in education, health, culture. We are particularly lagging behind in the number of 
women in defence and civil protection.  
 
We in Europe recognise that we have to do more. Yes, we have Mrs Ashton as our foreign 
and defence chief and this is great. But we must pursue more actions for inclusion and 
empowerment of women.  
 
To this end, just a couple of weeks ago, on September 21st, the EU adopted a Strategy for 
equality between men and women that follows a dual approach: gender mainstreaming and 
specific initiatives both at home, and in our work abroad, including what we do in 
development cooperation and especially what we do in support of Security Council 
Resolution 1325.  
 
As you may know, in 2008 the EU adopted a Comprehensive Approach on the 
implementation of Resolutions 1325 and 1820. Our strategy combines humanitarian, 
development, security and political actions. Moreover, it promotes the use of all key 
instruments, from development cooperation to critical engagement, from crisis management 
to long-term investment, so that we can build a sound foundation for our contribution to these 
resolutions. Denmark is one of the few states in the world that has prepared a national action 
plan for the implementation of these resolutions and I certainly hope that more countries will 
follow, including in the EU.  
 
In combination, this approach and our Strategy provide the basis on which we support and 
monitor the progress of specific programmes addressing the needs of women and girls in 
conflict-affected and post-conflict situations. These needs are wide-ranging - funding, medical 
care, activities for inclusion.  
 
We pay special attention to victims of sexual and gender-based violence. We have included 
gender advisors or gender focal points in all EU peace-keeping and security missions. We 
continuously promote women's empowerment through political dialogue, especially with 



regional organisations. For instance, we have made women empowerment a focus within our 
relations with the African Union.  
 
Finally, in development cooperation we use tangible benchmarks to measure the results of our 
efforts on mainstreaming gender issues. In this context, in July 2010 we adopted 17 
comprehensive indicators that allow us to measure our progress in protection, participation, 
relief and recovery, and prevention. Some of these indicators are quite specific - for instance, 
indicating how much money is spent to implement programmes or what we do to get more 
women in negotiations. I pledge here today that we will continue to take these indicators 
seriously, and that we will set an example by turning our promise into results. 
 
Regarding humanitarian assistance, we ensure that our programmes protect and empower 
women. Let me start with protection: we all know that women are especially vulnerable in 
disasters and in conflict situations and, therefore, their protection is a very serious issue. This 
is why in our European Consensus on Humanitarian Aid we have included protection 
strategies against sexual and gender-based violence. These strategies must be incorporated in 
all aspects of humanitarian assistance.  
 
This means three things.  
 
One, we strongly advocate the presence of humanitarian workers in environments where 
women are under threat. Their very presence makes a difference. I was not long ago in 
Kirgizstan, in Osh, where, very interestingly, the conflict victims did not ask me for money or 
for resources. They asked me for more people to be there among them in their communities, 
as protection against violence. This was particularly the message I got from women.  
 
Second, better protection in camps. Here is something I want to show you: 
 

 
 



This is a refugee camp in the Democratic Republic of Congo, where we have tried to organise 
our assistance in a way that paths and sanitation facilities are protected, that wells are in 
places where women can go safely. Even more importantly, we have created a safe place for 
women to come and receive non-food items and other assistance and to be allocated to safe 
places in the camp, where they and their households have access to help and are not 
marginalised.  
 

 
 
 
Third, our assistance programmes include protection objectives that ensure the provision of 
health services that are specifically dedicated to women, and where women feel safe to go - 
for instance, reproductive health services.  
 
After telling you what we do to protect women, let me move to the other, even more 
important aspect of our humanitarian assistance - empowering women. In our relief work, we 
put a lot of effort in giving women the instruments to preserve their dignity, to lift up their 
stance in community, to support their children and the sustenance of their communities. 
 
I will again illustrate the importance of this with a photo, this time from Niger.  
 



 
 
 
In the spring of this year, our collective efforts prevented famine in Sahel. We managed, this 
time, to avoid a hunger catastrophe. One of the things we did on the ground was to give 
women small amounts of money in the form of 13-EUR-cash vouchers. This is Mauri, 
holding her voucher. She is smiling because she has received money to feed her family. Mauri 
has four kids. One is in her arms and the others are sleeping at home. They are sleeping, 
because they are fed - they wouldn’t be sleeping if they were hungry.  
 
In Niger, in this situation, we only gave vouchers to women, not to men. When I visited 
Mauri's village, the women were on one side and the men on the other. The women were 
holding their vouchers very proudly, as their own symbol of empowerment. And the men? 
The men did not mind! Some people could claim that such a policy dis-empowers men, but in 
fact the men from the village said we were doing the right thing. Because a woman would use 
the voucher to buy food for her children and family, while a man would be more tempted to 
buy a bicycle or spend the money on something else.  
 
So, I am very proud that in the EU we have changed our food assistance policy to move away 
from in-kind provision of food to cash and vouchers, only using in-kind donations when there 
is no other way. Why? Because cash in the hands of people saves their dignity. Most 
importantly, in the hands of women this instrument is guaranteed to provide the longest 
possible value for every euro we give. Also, in this way we stimulate local markets; it would 
not be moral to feed the people and kill the farmers by bringing in food at the expense of the 
local economy. This confirms the lesson that we should always think how to make our 
instruments go the longest possible mile - or rather, the longest possible kilometre, as we are 
in Europe. I could finish here, because the smile of this woman tells more than I could add.  
 
Let me conclude on the following note. The Nobel Peace Prize was established because 
Alfred Nobel was inspired by the peace activities of one woman, Bertha von Suttner. Yet, 



how many women do you know that have earned the Nobel Prize for Peace? Out of 121 
winners, only 12 are women. Yes, we are very lucky today to have women like Margot 
Walstrom and Michelle Bachelet in the UN, Catherine Ashton in the EU and Hilary Clinton in 
the US. But we need more women in ministries of defence, around peace negotiation tables, 
in peace-keeping forces. We need to have more women winning the Noble Peace Prize - 
because unleashing women's huge desire for peace is the best thing we can all do.    


