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Introduction

As global tensions escalate and conflicts multiply, the Women, Peace and Security 
(WPS) agenda stands at a critical juncture. While more than 100 countries have 
adopted national action plans, many have struggled to convert pledges into 
meaningful and lasting progress. Women continue to bear the brunt of conflict but 
remain largely excluded from decision-making. 

Recent attacks on WPS – from dismantled programmes to dismissals as “woke” – 
reflect a broader authoritarian pushback against gender-inclusive security. Yet this 
is not just a women’s issue. Evidence shows that peace processes involving women 
are more effective and inclusive, with women peacebuilders bringing community-
driven solutions often missing from male-dominated talks. 

Friends of Europe’s hybrid working group meeting invited global experts to join 
online for an interactive debate with Friends of Europe’s European Young Leaders 
(EYL40) in the framework of this year’s annual European Young Leaders Seminar, 
taking place in Bucharest. The meeting embodied the collaborative spirit needed 
to address complex security challenges, offering a critical examination of where 
the WPS agenda stands and how it can be reinvigorated for the complex conflicts 
of the 21st century.  

The following challenges and opportunities were highlighted during the discussion.

Challenges 

•	 Authoritarian and populist governments reject gender-inclusive policies as 
ideological or irrelevant. 

•	 Few countries have shown real leadership to implement WPS commitments. 

•	 Women are often excluded from high-level negotiations and security talks. 

•	 There are limited ways to track progress or hold governments accountable. 

•	 Peace processes focus on elites and short-term deals, sidelining women’s voices 
and community needs. 

•	 Double standards exist in applying WPS. 

•	 The WPS agenda is increasingly bureaucratic and disconnected from conflict 
realities. 

•	 Women are often given symbolic roles while their expertise is ignored in peace 
talks. 

•	 Military solutions too often receive greater emphasis than peacebuilding. 
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•	 Lack of accountability and sustainability in institutional leadership, with progress 
often lost when individual champions leave. 

•	 Existing monitoring frameworks that fail to capture the full scope and depth of 
women’s contributions to peace and security. 

Opportunities 

•	 The WPS agenda grew from women’s lived experience of conflict, keeping it 
grounded in real needs. 

•	 Evidence shows peace lasts longer when women are involved, strengthening 
the case for their full inclusion. 

•	 With some governments updating WPS plans, there’s a chance to push for better 
funding and real impact. 

•	 Tying WPS to climate and intersectional issues helps tackle overlapping 
challenges more effectively. 

•	 New security strategies are a timely opening to embed WPS from the start—not 
as an add-on. 

•	 International frameworks offer tools to hold governments accountable and turn 
promises into action. 

•	 The growing pool of good practices offers a chance to scale up what works and 
embed it more widely across policies and programmes. 

Key points 

A global framework under strain 

A quarter of a century after its introduction, the WPS agenda is under growing 
pressure. The global political climate has become more hostile to gender-related 
issues, with some governments rolling back support, dismissing WPS as ideological 
or irrelevant. Others continue to profess commitment, yet fail to follow through. 
The gap between rhetoric and reality is widening. 

Fractures within the WPS movement are also deepening. A key source of tension is 
the perceived inconsistency in applying WPS principles across different conflicts. 
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The failure of leading WPS advocates to speak out on certain crises, notably the war 
in Gaza, despite clear evidence that women and children are among the primary 
victims, has weakened trust and cohesion within the global WPS community. 

Disagreement persists over the portrayal of the WPS agenda as a Western concept, 
as the agenda was actually shaped by women with direct experience of conflict 
worldwide. This global perspective was brought together through the international 
campaign “Women Building Peace: From the Village Council to the Negotiating Table”, 
launched in May 1999, which united voices from conflict zones across the globe. 
Paradoxically, it is in fact some Western groups, particularly Christian nationalist 
movements in the United States, that are now promoting anti-rights and anti-gender 
agendas in low- and middle-income countries. 

It is also important to recognise that WPS was never simply about increasing female 
representation at peace negotiations. From the outset, the agenda aimed to make 
peace processes more inclusive, just and lasting for all. Without meaningful action, 
there is a growing concern that the agenda risks becoming little more than a symbolic 
gesture. 

Rather than creating new initiatives, there is a clear call to protect existing 
achievements, adapt to present challenges and prioritise effective implementation. 
Closing the gap between commitments and real outcomes, while resisting political 
opposition, is essential to preserving the purpose and integrity of the WPS agenda.  

“This was not just about women. It was about peace for all. This is not a traditional 
gender equality agenda. It’s fundamentally a peace and security agenda.”  

There is a growing tendency to reduce the WPS agenda to UN Resolution 1325 
alone, particularly in multilateral contexts and especially during its anniversary 
year. This narrow focus risks overlooking the broader, more comprehensive nature 
of the WPS agenda, which includes multiple resolutions that require action from all 
actors, not just the EU. To preserve the integrity of the agenda, it is vital to recognise 
its full scope and the need for widespread, coordinated efforts. 

Closing the gap between promises and action

Across conflict zones, a familiar story unfolds: women are the backbone of community 
resilience, yet remain shut out of formal power structures. Although many countries 
have adopted national WPS plans, few have followed through. Some have not even 
taken that first step. The gap between commitment and delivery remains wide. 

This was not just about women. It was about peace 
for all. This is not a traditional gender equality 
agenda. It’s fundamentally a peace and security 
agenda. 
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Efforts to promote inclusion through quotas, training and gender-sensitive budgeting 
often fall short. Many such initiatives are poorly funded or limited in reach. In practice, 
women are frequently pushed into support roles such as logistics, administration 
and healthcare, while decision-making and combat positions remain out of reach. 
Institutional and cultural barriers continue to block progress and existing mechanisms 
rarely challenge them in a meaningful way. 

One of the key issues is that there are almost no consequences for inaction. Lessons 
are quickly forgotten; good practices are not carried forward and too much depends 
on individual champions rather than institutional memory. A lack of urgency among 
leaders, combined with an absence of professional accountability, makes it easy 
for commitments to be ignored. 

This lack of follow-through is one of the most serious threats to the credibility and 
future of the WPS agenda. 

For instance, discussions during the working group highlighted how the WPS agenda 
is facing growing challenges in Israel. Rising religious fundamentalism and political 
radicalisation are shrinking the space for women in both politics and civil society. 
Women who were once visible and active in decision-making are increasingly being 
pushed to the margins. This trend not only threatens progress on gender equality, 
but also weakens the democratic structures needed for long-term peace. Even so, 
some women-led groups continue to create inclusive spaces and bring together 
communities that are otherwise divided.

Funding peace, not just war  

Peacebuilding is a core pillar of the WPS agenda, yet it is increasingly sidelined in 
favour of military-focused approaches. As defence budgets continue to rise, funding 
for peacebuilding is being steadily eroded. Many women-led organisations doing 
vital work on the ground are under threat, struggling to survive as resources are 
pulled away. In post-conflict recovery, large sums are invested in infrastructure and 
state-led processes, but little goes towards gender equality or locally defined needs. 

While the strategic benefits of WPS within military contexts are increasingly 
recognised – enhancing operational effectiveness, strengthening adaptability and 
improving outcomes in conflict zones – it is equally vital to focus on the peacebuilding 
dimension of the agenda.  

While peacebuilding requires far less funding than defence, it is rarely prioritised 
for investment. The conversation must shift. Resources must be directed not just 
to military hardware but to what was described as the “human architecture for 
peace” – the networks, knowledge and civic leadership that create the conditions 
for lasting stability. 

If you’re not held accountable, nothing happens. 
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During the discussion, a strong case was made for making gender analysis and 
inclusive peacebuilding part of core mandates. These cannot remain side projects 
or optional extras. Without proper funding, systems and oversight, the WPS agenda 
risks being confined to commitment on paper alone. What is needed is clear: rigorous 
monitoring, firm accountability and long-term investment in peace infrastructure. 

Only then can the WPS agenda move from vision to reality and deliver the meaningful 
change it was designed to achieve. 

What works: proof of concept, lack of commitment 

There is no doubt that the WPS agenda works when it is properly implemented. 
Where women have been genuinely included in peace processes, the outcomes 
have often been transformative.  

In Northern Ireland, for example, the Women’s Coalition succeeded in securing 
recognition for victims’ rights within the peace agreement. Their involvement also 
ensured that wider issues impacting everyday life during protracted conflict – such 
as domestic violence, sexual abuse and economic imbalances – were acknowledged 
and addressed. However, while their contribution was significant, the long-term 
follow-up has fallen short. Decades later, many women in the same areas that bore 
the brunt of the conflict remain locked in cycles of poverty and limited opportunity. 
The promise of inclusion was not fully carried through into the implementation phase. 

Libya stands as another case where WPS principles were visible but inconsistently 
applied. In the UN-led dialogue process, women’s involvement led to appointments in 
key ministries, with their priorities reflected in Security Council resolutions addressing 
sexual violence and the specific vulnerabilities of migrants, displaced people and 
refugees. These resolutions were notable for their strong gender language. However, 
implementation has been weak. Women have been largely excluded from critical 
decisions, especially around ceasefire agreements, security reform and economic 
planning. 

In post-war Bosnia, women played a key role in breaking long-standing silences 
around the conflict’s darker chapters. They spoke out about sexual violence, 
campaigned for survivors, and brought attention to children born of rape – issues 
that had often been ignored or denied. Their work helped push for legal recognition 
and sparked wider public discussion about the legacy of the war. By opening up space 
for these difficult conversations, they helped communities begin to confront the 
past and move towards healing. This example shows that meaningful peacebuilding 
also depends on acknowledging trauma and creating room for truth-telling, even 
outside formal processes. 

We need to invest in human architecture for peace, 
not just military spending.
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The problem is not a lack of knowledge or success stories. Good practice exists, but 
it is not being embedded. These rare gains have been achieved thanks to individual 
champions rather than consistent, systemic commitment. Without institutional 
follow-through, strong leadership and enforcement mechanisms, WPS remains a 
proven solution that is still treated as optional.

Rethinking WPS in a changing world 

Looking ahead, it is important to place the Women, Peace and Security agenda 
within a broader reconsideration of how peace and security are defined. In many 
contexts, WPS is seen as an external imposition, which limits its impact and weakens 
local ownership. At the same time, the current diplomatic model remains deeply 
flawed. Peace negotiations frequently become platforms for gathering elites and 
spoilers to divide power and privilege, rather than opportunities to build lasting, 
inclusive solutions. The perspectives of women, grounded in lived and grassroots 
experience, are too often dismissed as peripheral instead of being recognised as 
central to peacebuilding. 

Side events and symbolic platforms risk becoming performative. They offer the 
appearance of inclusion without substance, serving more as window dressing than 
meaningful engagement. Warnings and analysis from women are regularly shared, 
but not always heard or acted upon. 

The challenge is not only to ensure representation, but to guarantee meaningful 
participation. Real power means having influence before, during and after 
negotiations. It means shaping decisions, controlling resources and setting the 
long-term foundations for peace. 

There is a clear need for models that prioritise inclusion over short-term outcomes. 
It is essential to move beyond the narrow view of peace as something decided only 
by elites behind closed doors. What is needed is an approach that reflects the full 
picture and responds to the realities on the ground.

Women who are building peace under fire deserve 
more than words. They deserve power, protection 
and a place at the table to shape the policies and to 
make a difference.
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Ukraine and the WPS agenda: 
a case study in resilience and 
reform 

Ukraine offers a sharp example of how the WPS agenda functions during active 
conflict. While women are disproportionately affected by the war, they are also 
central to the country’s defence, humanitarian response and recovery. 

Ukraine revised its National Action Plan (NAP) on UNSCR 1325 in 2022 and is now 
preparing the next. Uniquely, this process includes strong local input, with regional 
and community-level action plans playing a key role. Women are not only engaged 
at the grassroots – they are also in uniform. Around 50,000 women serve in the 
armed forces, with at least 6,000 on the front line. Around 50,000 women serve 
in the armed forces, with at least 6,000 on the front line. That is roughly 22% of 
Ukraine’s military – significantly above the 2022 NATO average of 12.7%. Since 
2017, these women have been pressing for full rights, better conditions and equal 
access to command roles. 

However, this military participation has not translated into political power. Women 
make up less than one-fourth of parliament and only five of 22 cabinet ministers. 
In negotiations, women are present in small numbers, but they are exceptions. The 
talks remain high-level, with little space for broader engagement. Key issues, such 
as conflict-related sexual violence, risk being overlooked. 

Recovery is already underway in sectors like energy and transport, but women are 
often excluded. To address this, the Alliance for Gender-Responsive and Inclusive 
Recovery was created in Berlin in June 2024. It aims to increase women’s role in 
recovery and direct more funding to gender equality. This is urgent, as OECD data 
shows less than 1% of recovery finance supports women’s empowerment. 

Ukraine’s WPS work shows resilience and evolution. Though only two NAPs exist 
formally, they have been adapted repeatedly to meet shifting needs. Ukraine has 
learned from experience, but more progress is needed. The focus must shift from 
protection to participation. True participation means giving women the power to 
shape decisions, set priorities and lead recovery, not simply protecting them from 
harm. 

The WPS agenda in Ukraine is active and necessary. Its challenges reflect wider 
regional trends and global responsibilities. More than ever, meaningful political will 
is needed to ensure women are not sidelined but shape the path to peace.
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Conclusion 

Our discussions revealed not just obstacles, but concrete strategies for change. 
Accountability mechanisms, sustainable funding for women’s organisations and 
genuine institutional reform are not optional – they are essential. The most successful 
peace processes emerge when women are integrated as professional, strategic 
partners, not symbolic representatives. This requires deliberate, structural changes 
in diplomatic, military and civil society institutions. The resilience demonstrated 
by women peacebuilders across conflict zones provides a practical blueprint for 
more effective, nuanced approaches to global security. By systematically valuing 
women’s expertise, investing in their leadership and creating genuine spaces for their 
participation, we can develop more sustainable, comprehensive conflict resolution 
strategies.
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Friends of Europe is a leading think-tank that connects people, stimulates debate 
and triggers change to create a more inclusive, sustainable and forward-looking Europe.

Friends of Europe
Connect. Debate. Change.

info@friendsofeurope.org
friendsofeurope.org
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