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Australia will assume the Presidency of 
the Security council for the month of 
September in 2013, for the first time 
since 1985. The Presidency carries with 
it great responsibility for managing 
the crisis management powers of the 
Security council bestowed under the 
un Charter. The September presidential 
term could see an escalation of current 
tensions on the Korean Peninsula, 
the open conflict in Syria or new 
developments in Iran, or new crises 
entirely. Further, the Presidency also 
offers the opportunity to frame an 
agenda which carries forward the 
thematic agendas of the Security 
council, agenda which have, since 
2000, included the Women, Peace and 
Security (WSP) agenda.

I argue that Australia should seek 
to advance the Women, Peace and 
Security agenda during both its two 
stints as President (one in September 
2013 and another in an as-yet-to-
be- scheduled month of 2014), as 
well as during its whole term on 
the Security council.  Advancement 
would be possible because of 
australia’s strong position to add 
value to the WPS agenda due to: (1) 
a strong domestic constituency; (2) 
internationally recognised academic 
expertise; and (3) relevant experience 
in international interventions such as 
Timor Leste, Solomon Islands, cyprus, 
and Afghanistan.  moreover, Australia 
has credibility through its development 
assistance and diplomatic stance on 
gender issues in the region, as displayed 
by the appointment of an Ambassador 
for Women and Girls eighteen months 
ago. Nonetheless, the September date 

for an australian federal election makes 
our first term more difficult as i have 
argued elsewhere.1

about the Wps agenda

A cluster of UN Security council 
resolutions (unSCr) comprises the 
WPS agenda. Those resolutions are 
UNScr 1325 (2000), UNScr 1820 
(2008), UNScr 1888 (2009), UNScr 
1889 (2009) and UNScr 1960 (2010).  
In essence, the 1325 agenda states 
that women and girls experience 
conflict differently from men and 
boys.  Women have an essential role 
in conflict prevention, peace building 
and post-conflict reconstruction, and 
States are required to ensure women 
are represented in all decision-making. 
The later resolutions focus on ending 
impunity for sexual violence in conflict, 
and increasing the participation of 
more women in the UN’s own ‘good 
offices’ roles in mediating conflict and 
negotiating peace.  

resolution 1325 was ground-
breaking and the agenda has led to 
the appointment of a new Special 
rapporteur on Sexual Violence in 
Conflict as well as annual reporting 
by the Secretary-General. one of the 
key actions is for states to design and 
implement national action Plans.  Thus 
far, only around 40 countries have 
implemented national action Plans, 
few are funded, and there is little 
or no baseline data for many of the 
actions.2 This has led to claims that 
the institutional commitment is more 
rhetorical than real. In the last two 

Australian 
leadership at the 
Security Council: 

Advancing the 
women, peace and 

security agenda

Susan Harris-Rimmer

“Women are powerful agents of change and we 
must harness this capacity through their far 
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international interventions (such as 
girls going to school in Afghanistan) 
and protect women’s full range of 
rights during military drawdowns 
and other transitional periods.  Such 
a debate would be relevant to the 
country contexts of Afghanistan, Timor 
Leste and the Solomon Islands, but 
also many others.  Australia could also 
host an informal side event (called 
an ‘arria Formula’ meeting after the 
ambassador who first held such a 
meeting) with experts and civil society 
representatives. i recommend that 
further, by use of videoconferencing 
and in-country consultations, australia 
should focus on bringing the voices of 
women’s organisations from the local 
communities affected by transition. The 

•	 consistency with nation-
branding claims in the 
campaign, and key speeches4

•	 current foreign policy 
objectives and australian 
comparative advantage; and

•	 choice of a cutting edge 
issue that addresses current 
blockages to the WPS agenda

I favour Australia exercising bravery 
and boldness, with a Presidential 
Statement focused on ‘Protection and 
Participation of Women in Transitions’. 
The open debate leading to the 
Statement could focus on strategies 
to hold on to gains for women during 

years, debates on the thematic agendas 
have been criticised as extending 
beyond the Security council’s mandate 
(such as the focus on sexual violence 
during election violence).3 But there 
is some evidence that WPS issues are 
being considered more routinely in 
debates. The core premise of the WPS 
agenda remains as compelling as ever 
to attending to the security needs of 
half the world’s population, and thereby 
building the legitimacy of the Security 
Council as a normative actor.

What australia can do?

Australia should choose how to 
progress the WPS agenda according to 
three criteria: 

Photo © Paula Bronstein. KABUL, AFGHANISTAN - Afghan women pray during Friday prayers at the madinatul-elm mosque. Afghan women 
have completely separate sections inside the mosque from men for prayer, however in many parts of the country where violence and the 
Taliban are a way of life, women only pray at home, 3 June 2011. www.paulaphoto.com
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strategy could be termed the ‘quinlan 
Formula’ after ambassador Gary 
Quinlan, our Permanent representative 
to the UN in New york.

There is significant domestic support 
for the WPS agenda generally, and 
at a broader level, for women’s 
rights in particular country contexts, 
especially Afghanistan.  There is also 
scope to build on this theme for the 
next Presidency.  We should build on 
other Australian strengths in the areas 
of conflict prevention, the security-
development nexus and protection of 
civilians.

ongoing initiatives australia could take

There are other blockages to the WPS 
agenda identified by the Secretary-
General and expert NGos that 
Australia could focus on, alone or 
in partnership with other Security 
council members such as rwanda and 
the United Kingdom, or with non-
Council members.  initiatives to reduce 
blockages include:

•	 Gender responsive transitional 
justice processes in post-
conflict countries—especially 
focused on reparations, or 
the danger of security sector 
reform failures leading to 
further conflict

•	 multidimensional 
peacekeeping, including 
gender advisers, observers 
and mediators, monitoring 
and reporting arrangements 
(mArA)

•	 Ways to finance women’s 
organisations under the 
participation pillar

•	 Protection of frontline women 
advocates and organisations 
(noting progress in the Human 
rights council)

•	 regional efforts to promote 
resolution 1325, such as the 
Pacific national action Plan

•	 developing and funding 
national action Plans – lessons 
learned, best practice

•	 Baseline data established for 
women in peace agreements, 
or reconstruction efforts, 
or violence in post-conflict 
contexts

Australia should also make strategic 
interventions by focusing on ‘Working 
methods’ during its term.  The latest 
Cross-Cutting report on Women Peace 
and Security by the leading NGo 
Security council report notes that the 
Security council does not always show 
consistency in the manner in which it 
implements the WPS agenda into its 
own country resolutions, mandates 
or sanctions regimes.5  For example, 
the Security council report found in 
a review of the resolutions in effect 
in 2012 that for the 12 peacekeeping 
operations and seven political and 
peace-building missions, only eight had 
mandates that included a reference 
to the zero-tolerance policy on 
sexual exploitation and abuse for un 
personnel. The report noted that ‘[in] 
practice, the Council has not been 
involved in the matter and the issue 
has been left to the discretion of the 
Secretariat and troop-contributing 
countries’.6  The ‘zero tolerance’ 
policy for sexual impropriety by UN 
peacekeepers should be routinely 
added to mission mandates.  

The same rigour should also be applied 
to peace agreement processes.  Since 
1990, of the many peace agreements 
signed worldwide only 16 per cent 
either had a woman at the negotiating 
table or mentioned women at all in 
the content of the agreement.7  The 
UN has never appointed a woman 
to be the chief mediator of a peace 
process.   However, on 18 march 2013, 
the Secretary-General Ban Ki-moon 
announced the appointment of former 
Irish president mary robinson as the 
new Special envoy for the Great Lakes 
region of Africa.  

Perhaps this marks the tide turning.  
australia should also be putting forward 
more female candidates for Security 
council teams of experts.

Australia has the opportunity and ability 
to bring the experience of women to 
the attention of the primary security 
institution in the globe, and it should 
do so.  
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