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Based on her high-level leadership experience in peacemaking, Hilde H. Johnson shares insights about the participation of women in the peace 
negotiations between the Government of Sudan and the Sudan People’s Liberation Movement/Army (SPLM/A). Additionally, she explains the 
differences between working for the United Nations in field missions and in the headquarters.

As the Minister of International Development of 
Norway, you played a pivotal role in the negotiations 
of the 2005 Comprehensive Peace Agreement 
between the Government of Sudan and the SPLM/A. 
From your perspective, what issues were the most 
difficult to reach an agreement on? 

All the issues were really difficult, but the ones that 
proved to be particularly hard were state and religion 
(sharia vs secularism - the talks were between an 
Islamist regime and a secular liberation movement) 
and the security issues, the most fundamental for both 
sides. More details about the negotiations can be found 
in my book Waging Peace in Sudan, the Inside Story of 
the Negotiations that ended Africa’s longest Civil War.

To what extent was the women, peace and security 
agenda in focus during the negotiations of the 2005 
Comprehensive Peace Agreement?

The Women, Peace and Security agenda was not as 
much in focus when the negotiations started in 1998, 
subsequently revitalized in 2001. From the Norwegian 
side and for me as co-chair of the Intergovernmental 
Authority on Development Partners’ Forum we did focus 
on the participation and representation of women in the 
negotiating delegations on both sides. We advocated 
with both sides numerous times. Such appeals fell on 
deaf ears with the Islamists. While the SPLM/A did 
include women in their delegation, their influence was 
limited. It was the Commanders who had the highest 
status in the liberation movement.

During this whole period, the Dutch and us organized 
meetings for women organizations (now probably 
seen as Track 2 and 3 meetings) in connection with 
the talks to help influence them. In the most intense 
phase between August 2003 and December 2004, 
the negotiations were mainly at the Principals’ level 
and the only woman involved at the time was me as 
an external third party. We still encouraged meetings 
between women representatives and the two Principals, 
which did take place. But again, their influence was 
limited, unfortunately. I think times have changed now, 
and there would have been more receptiveness to our 
advocacy now.

Based on your experience as a former Co-Chair of 
UN Action Against Sexual Violence in Conflict (UN 
Action) and former Special Representative of the 
United Nations Secretary-General for the Republic 
of South Sudan, what type of measures could be 

taken to prevent and respond to conflict-related 
sexual violence in South Sudan?  

The extent to which sexual violence has been used 
as a weapon of war in South Sudan is shocking. This 
is all the more shocking, as such acts are contrary to 
the culture of the main ethnic groups in South Sudan, 
to which most perpetrators belong. The traditional 
culture among pastoralists in the country is to protect 
women and children when one goes to war. During the 
almost 50 year conflict with Khartoum, South Sudanese 
fighters still held these norms and values in high regard, 
and it was mainly the other side that committed sexual 
violence against women or captured them and used 
them as slaves. 

The spike in systematic sexual violence against women 
and children by South Sudanese perpetrators therefore 
is a a deeply disturbing recent trend, linked to the 
ongoing civil war in South Sudan. It seems to be caused 
by a total collapse in norms and values. While it is 
difficult to change this behavior now, at least it is not 
linked to decades of old local cultural traditions. 

First and foremost, we need global, national and local 
leadership committed to combat this serious human 
rights violation. We can succeed only through a 
comprehensive strategy covering global, national and 
local advocacy, accountability, where perpetrators in 
the security forces are held to account, and effective 
use of the Security Council’s Monitoring and Reporting 
Mechanism, which blacklists parties to conflict that are 
not taking adequate steps to prevent sexual violence 
against women and children. And it will take time.

You have extensive experience both at headquarters 
and on the field level. In what ways does fieldwork 
differ from headquarters? What was the most 
challenging part of your work as Head of the United 
Nations Mission in the Republic of South Sudan?

Headquarters and the field are two different worlds. At 
least, that is my experience. It would take too long to 
explain the difference, so let me just say that United 
Nations Headquarters is a large bureaucracy where 
only a limited number of staff has field experience. The 
understanding and acknowledgement of the field and 
the need to support field operations differ significantly. 
The main challenge, at least in crisis situations as those 
I went through, is the lack of resources to be able to 
respond to protection of civilian-challenges and the 
tendency of some to micromanage peacekeeping 

missions, while not having a full overview of the 
dynamics on the ground. This is different for political 
missions, however, where there is a culture of trusting 
mission leadership in the field more. To get more 
information about all this, I would recommend looking 
at the report from the High-Level Independent Panel 
on Peace Operations (HIPPO), where I was a member. 
A number of the recommendations in the report have 
been taken up by Secretary-General Antonio Guterres, 
which is good. Challenges still remain, however, both 
with regard to mission planning and the culture among 
some staff in relation to the field. For more information 
about the last two questions, it is worth looking at 
my other book: South Sudan: The Untold Story – from 
Independence to Civil War.
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