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Based on his field experience in Mali and Kosovo, Patrick Masshardt explains how peacekeeping missions can contribute to improving human rights, 
during and after conflict, while touching upon the role of female peacekeepers.

On June 29, 2020, the United Nations Security 
Council extended the mandate of the United Nations 
Integrated Multidimensional Stabilization Mission in 
Mali (MINUSMA) for an additional year, until 30 June 
2021. However, during the first six months of this 
year, the human rights situation in Mali deteriorated. 
To what extent does MINUSMA contribute to the 
improvement of human rights in the country?    

UN peace operations can contribute to improving the 
human rights situation, such as the civil and political 
rights, but the host nations remain responsible to respect, 
protect and fulfil the human rights of its citizens in their 
territory. Today, various UN peace operations do not only 
monitor cease-fire lines but also facilitate the political 
process through the promotion of national dialogue and 
reconciliation, assist in the disarmament, demobilization 
and reintegration of combatants, protect civilians, support 
the organization of elections, and assist in restoring the 
rule of law. Human rights monitoring, investigations and 
analysis as well as providing human rights advice through 
capacity building, and support for institutional reforms 
have become an integral part of UN peace operations 
to ensure the protection and promotion of human rights 
across the mission area.

In Mali, the security and humanitarian situation is indeed 
deteriorating. The recent coup d’état of 18 August 
2020 made public only the tip of the iceberg. Mali is 
subject to continuous attacks by terrorist groups and 
intercommunal violence, which has resulted in the 
loss of numerous innocent lives and forced civilians to 
be internally displaced or find refuge in neighbouring 
countries. As a result, many children cannot fulfil their 
right to education due to school closure. In addition, the 
COVID-19 pandemic is ongoing.

MINUSMA, based on the UN Security Council resolution 
2531, supports the Government of Mali and the 
Plateforme and Coordination armed groups to implement 
the Agreement on Peace and Reconciliation in Mali. In this 
regard, MINUSMA assists, for example, the authorities 
to restore and extend the rule of law throughout the 
territory and to organize elections. MINUSMA also 
supports the Malian authorities to promote and protect 
the human rights of their citizens (e.g. right to life, 
liberty, and security of person) and to bring to justice 
those responsible for serious violations or abuses of 
human rights in Mali.

The armed conflict in Mali started in 2012 and the 
political, institutional and security crisis that followed 
impacted the civilian population, including women and 
girls. Is MINUSMA well equipped to identify, prevent 
and address cases of sexual violence and protect 
women in conflict?    

In January 2012, during the occupation of northern Mali, 
armed groups committed sexual violence, including rape, 
sexual slavery and forced marriage. Allegations of sexual 
violence have declined significantly since the liberation 

of northern Mali. Nevertheless, the status of women in 
Mali is still poor. In fact, the country ranks 156th in the 
Gender Inequality Index.

MINUSMA monitors, investigates, documents and reports 
publicly and to the Security Council on human rights abuses 
throughout Mali, including all forms of sexual and gender-
based violence, trafficking in persons, and violations and 
abuses committed against women and children. MINUSMA 
further supports the Malian authorities to prevent such 
violations and abuses including by liaising with relevant 
partners, such as the UN Women, United Nations Fund for 
Population Activities (UNFPA), civil society organizations 
and women networks in Mali. MINUSMA also promotes 
political participation of women and the inclusion of a 
gender perspective in the security sector reform.

In Mali, however, many efforts are still required to address 
the conflict-related sexual violence, such as bringing the 
perpetrators to justice or preventing sexual violence and 
protecting women and girls through capacity building 
of the security forces and ex-combatants. Furthermore, 
victims need reparations and guarantees of non-
recurrence of such acts.

According to UN statistics, in 1993 women made 
up 1% of deployed uniformed personnel. In 2019, 
out of approximately 95,000 peacekeepers, women 
constitute 4.7% of military contingents and 10.8% of 
formed police units in UN Peacekeeping missions. Why 
is it important to have female peacekeepers? Focusing 
on MINUSMA, in what ways do female peacekeepers 
contribute to more effective peacekeeping in Mali? 

Having a balanced number of male and female 
peacekeepers is in the interest of everyone: the UN peace 
operations, the parties to the conflict and the citizens. 
The UN Action for Peacekeeping Initiative visions that full, 
equal and meaningful participation of women in peace 
processes and operations enhances sustainable peace. 
Furthermore, a greater diversity within the UN peace 
operations reflects better the societies and communities 
in which the peacekeepers operate. 

In Mali, female peacekeepers do not only improve the 
MINUSMA internal decision-making and planning process 
but also address more effectively the needs of women and 
girls in the specific conflict and post-conflict situations. 
For example, female peacekeepers can help build trust 
with women networks and communities, and access 
survivors of gender-based violence. Finally, an increased 
gender equality influences the rights, opportunities, 
freedom, and justice of the citizens and enables every 
person to exercise their human rights regardless of 
whether they are women, men, boys or girls.

Moving to another conflict-affected region, let us 
discuss Kosovo where you have just completed a 
mission as Legal Advisor for the NATO-led Kosovo 
Force (KFOR). This was already your second time with 
KFOR. What are the current challenges in Kosovo 

regarding human rights and gender equality? 

Between my first and second deployment, I have observed 
that the institutions in Kosovo realized various positive 
developments. In 2015, for example, the Assembly of 
Kosovo adopted a law on gender equality, and thereafter, 
institutions and policies strengthened their gender 
perspectives. In January 2020, the Ombudsperson and 
the Kosovo Agency of Statistics signed a memorandum 
of understanding to apply a human rights and gender-
sensitive approach to the collection, analysis and use of 
data in order to improve the monitoring and assessment 
of progress on human rights. Nevertheless, various 
challenges remain in Kosovo concerning gender equality, 
such as a higher unemployment rate among women, 
especially those with a higher educational level. Women 
also tend to hold lower paid jobs compared to men. As 
a result, being economically dependent on men, and 
limiting women’s freedom to make independent choices. 

In spring 2020, during my second time with KFOR, a 
new challenge appeared due to the COVID-19 pandemic. 
The Kosovo Police reported a 30 percent increase in 
cases of domestic violence during the lockdown, as 
compared to 2019. The Organization for Security and 
Co-operation in Europe (OSCE) with the support of KFOR 
initiated a campaign to raise awareness of the problem 
and disseminated the number of the helpline. Having 
witnessed these positive developments during my two 
missions, I am hopeful in the improvement of the human 
rights and gender equality situation and confident in the 
continuous effort of the international organizations to 
support citizens and local institutions in Kosovo.
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