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The United Nations Special Envoy for Syria, Mr. Geir O. 
Pedersen, has stated that there have been “significant 
contributions of Syrian women to ending violence, building 
sustainable peace, and advancing equality and justice – in 
their communities in Syria, across the region and 
internationally, and in support of the UN’s efforts to facilitate 
an inclusive, credible intra-Syrian political process.” You 
have been working at UN Women supporting women’s 
participation in Syria’s political process for almost two years. 
Based on your experience and reading the above quote, do 
you think that gender equality and women empowerment 
could play a big role in the Syrian society? 

I do not only think that gender equality and women’s 
empowerment could play a big role – it has already played a big 
role in Syria since the very beginning of feminist activism in the 
country decades ago. The women’s movement in Syria and among 
the diaspora is exceptionally strong and has been one of the 
strongest voices for peace from the very beginning of the conflict, 
trying to find creative ways to bring an end to the bloodshed. Of 
course, women are not a monolithic body that agrees on 
everything, which is a common misperception. However, for 
example the Women’s Advisory Board (WAB) - an advisory body to 
the UN Special Envoy for Syria where women from all walks of 
Syrian life come together despite their painful experiences – has 
been able to discuss issues that the parties have not even touched 
upon yet. 
 
Unfortunately, the media and others often portray women as 
victims only, but they have been actors throughout the duration of 
the conflict including as breadwinners in their families, 
negotiating ceasefires and humanitarian access, delivering aid to 
those in need, as human rights defenders and activists in political 
movements – and even as fighters. 

In your role at UN Women, you support dialogue both at the 
UN level in Geneva and at the grassroots level. How do you 
describe the participation of women in Syria’s political 
process and where do you see a difference between the two 
levels?

In mediation, we often speak about different tracks. There is track 
I which is the highest – official – level of negotiations. Track II is 
the level where other actors with influence over, or who are 
affiliated with the parties negotiate, while track III is the grassroot 
dialogues level. We try to work on all these tracks to ensure 
women can participate in discussions that concern the future of 
Syria, including on their rights and opportunities to participate in 
decision-making. One of the big challenges we face is connecting 
the various tracks and ensuring that the perspectives of civil 
society are sufficiently included at the highest level. This is 
absolutely key to ensuring the sustainability of peace, as in the 
end, it is civil society that needs to co-exist in Syria. 
 
Women play a key role at all levels, as evidence has shown that 
peace is more sustainable when women participate meaningfully 
in peace processes. Moreover, women tend to prioritize a broader 
range of issues that matter to their communities beyond security 
arrangements of political power-sharing, including justice, human 
rights, accountability, governance, socio-economic issues – and 
gender equality of course.

Your efforts are also directed towards supporting the UN 

Special Envoy for Syria and you provide analysis on gender 
and women’s rights issues, recently focusing particularly on 
the constitutional process. What are your latest experiences 
on the involvement of Syrian women in the constitutional 
process?

As part of broader efforts to bring an end to the Syrian conflict 
under UN Security Council resolution 2254 which guides the 
UN-led political process, the Constitutional Committee was 
convened by the Special Envoy in October 2019. This was a 
milestone in many ways, which required years of hard work by the 
UN and others. This was also a key landmark from the perspective 
of women’s participation, and we owe this to the tireless advocacy 
efforts of Syrian women’s civil society. The Terms of Reference 
and Core Rules of Procedure of the body refer to inclusivity and 
gender mainstreaming, and for the first time in the context of the 
UN-led political process, both the larger body of 150 members 
and its 45-member drafting committee have nearly 30% 
women’s participation, which is considered the global minimum 
standard. Of course, 50% is the goal, but this is a step in the right 
direction. 
 
In addition to the meaningful participation of women in the talks, 
it is also key to ensure the process is gender responsive and that 
women’s rights issues are mainstreamed throughout the talks 
and as different topics are being negotiated. Therefore, it is 
absolutely key to have male allies in the Constitutional 
Committee and in other negotiation structures.

Currently, you are based in Lebanon and work as Women, 
Peace and Security Specialist for UN Women’s Syria 
programme. Prior to this, your post was based in Geneva. How 
is the field work different from the headquarters? Which are 
the biggest differences?

At the moment, UN Women is not present inside Syria, so our 
team is based in Lebanon, where also a lot of the Syrian women’s 
civil society organizations are based. While my work in Geneva 
focused on working in close proximity with the Office of the 
Special Envoy, I now have greater chances to work with Syrian 
women’s civil society and some of our implementing partners. 
Work at headquarters often focuses on supporting high-level 
officials, coordination, speechwriting and reporting, while in the 
field, it is more about direct programming. Of course, I still work 
on the political side, too. It is also nice to be able to engage with 
international actors that work on Syria from Beirut, including the 
EU Delegation to Syria and Member States. I still travel to Geneva 
regularly for meetings of the Women’s Advisory Board, including 
when the talks are in session, but I am grateful to be closer to the 
people we work for.

What is the biggest challenge that you face as a specialist 
working on Syria’s political process? How has your previous 
job experience helped you to deal with this challenge?

Even though I have always identified myself as a feminist, I have a 
background in human rights law, accountability and transitional 
justice, and only started working on women’s rights more 
specifically when I joined UN Women in 2019. I think a legal and 
human rights background is always useful in political work as it 
helps in drafting and shaping strong arguments in favor of 
women’s rights, particularly in the context of the constitutional 
process. Coming from the UN Secretariat where the work was 

often not programme-oriented, I still have a lot to learn about 
budgeting and results-based management – but I embrace the 
challenge.
 
In my personal life, I notice quite a big difference during parties 
and social gatherings. Really often, people want to challenge me 
on gender and women’s rights issues and the reactions are quite 
different from when I used to work as a human rights specialist. It 
is quite striking how much more controversial my job appears to 
be. I often hear: “Oh, so you don’t care about the men of Syria, do 
you?” This only shows how incredibly important the work we do 
is, and I am really proud of the work we do. My circle of friends is 
quite progressive, so you can imagine how these things go around 
the negotiating table. Women’s rights are often the first things to 
be compromised upon.
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