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UNDP joined the fourth weekly virtual meeting with members of the Women’s Alliance for Security 
Leadership (WASL) on April 23, 2020. Assistant Secretary General Asako Okai, UNDP’s Crisis Bureau 
Director, and her colleagues joined the ICAN-hosted call with some 45 women peacebuilders leading 
civil society organizations (CSO) in countries affected by conflict an violent extremism across Asia, 
Africa, the Arab World and Latin America. 
 
Participants spoke from their perspective and experiences as first responders with attention to the their 
activities and their recommendations in the three key priorities of UNDP’s Covid19 strategy: 
• Healthcare  
• Livelihoods; and  
• Crisis management & coordination 
 
 
1. Healthcare, Sanitation, Extremism and Peacebuilding:  
 
In Somalia among the internally displaced populations, peacebuilders say, ‘social distancing is a luxury 
and people can’t afford to buy soap.’ Meanwhile the challenges stemming from the spread of 
propaganda and disinformation are a threat to CSOs and community health workers. The implications 
for women are profound. They make up 90% of health and care workers. They are at risk not only 
from the virus but also from targeting by extremists. 
 
 Somali peacebuilders are attempting to share public health messages, but report that people believe 
that they are immune to COVID-19 as extremists are spreading such messages, and many people are 
turning to traditional superstitions and beliefs as comfort.  
 
Extremists also attacked Imams who supported the government’s public health awareness messages. 
Many are now fearful of speaking out. This leaves the job to CSOs who are concerned that if they seek 
outside help extremists will block aid from coming in. Meanwhile WASL members report that the death 
rate is spiking and mass graves are being dug.  
There are similar reports about Somalis in Kenya (Mombasa and Eastleigh). They do not believe the 
public health warnings.  
 
From Cameroon to Yemen, women are making soap, and tackling the lack of water. The shortage of 
water has both exacerbated and been exacerbated by the conflict. In Yemen, Food4Humanity, a local 
CSO has been undertaking the repair of water pumping stations a means of preventing and ending 
local conflict among communities. Prior to the pandemic, to enable access to the pumps, they also 
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negotiated an agreement that girls would be sent to school. Now with the urgent need for water as 
part of the Covid19 prevention, the CSO is continuing its water works programmes and providing 
hygiene awareness and supplies to local communities.  
 
In Pakistan, a network of women peacebuilders established by Paiman Trust and supported by ICAN to 
undertake prevention and deradicalization from violent extremism has mobilized to produce hand 
sanitizers, masks and other basic necessities. They are using a traditional rooftop communication 
networks to share health guidance. 
 
 But in Morocco and elsewhere since mosques have been closed men are breaking the law and 
congregating on rooftops to pray. Women peacebuilders expressed concern about what may happen 
during Ramadan when people are used to going out daily to the mosque and to visit family and 
friends.  
 
“COVID-19 has revealed many aspects to our work and the fissures that exist in our societies”, 
remarked a WASL member from Iraq that others echoed. In many fragile contexts, people have no 
trust in the state because of their experiences of the levels of corruption, absenteeism in terms of 
provision of services, and oppressive behavior. So now they are skeptical about public health 
announcements. They adhere more to the message of religious militants who are providing people with 
their food and subsistence needs, while reinforcing the messages that states are failing and uncaring.  
 
Simultaneously illiteracy is an ongoing challenge for effective public education. “The internet is the only 
window to the world now,” a Syrian member of WASL stated, “rumors spread easily and families take 
incorrect measures [as a result] because most have low levels of education and awareness.” On the 
ground and in remote areas, WPBs are simplifying and localizing messages into pictures to explain the 
need for social distancing and sanitation.  
 
2. Subsistence and Livelihoods 
 
Much of the rhetoric and response to COVID-19 is predicated on a basic level of income and services 
that is a fantasy for many communities, noted many of the peacebuilders. How can people stay home 
when they are dependent on daily wages to feed their families?  Food insecurity is a pressing concern 
amid fears of skyrocketing prices, especially in Muslim-majority countries and communities with the holy 
month of Ramadan amidst this pandemic. Everywhere, women’s incomes are affected by restrictions on 
movement that prevent them from selling their wares. In Colombia, Iraq and Turkey, as elsewhere, 
women who have been divorced, displaced, or are survivors of violence have the most vulnerable 
livelihoods.  
 
Across the world, the pandemic has increased stresses in terms of gender roles and division of labor 
within the household. As reported widely the scale and breadth of domestic violence is itself a 
pandemic. While it is predominantly men perpetrating violence against women and children, there is 
also violence perpetrated by women against children and sometimes men. In South Asia where women 
live with their husband’s families, the violence is also women against women.  In many cases, men are 
not ready to contribute more at home or to undertake unpaid care work. In Morocco, for example, 
activists note the sense of entitlement that some men display regarding their status. Peacebuilders 
believe these factors contribute to the rise in violence at home. 
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Women’s Locally-led Responses and Solutions:  
 
As first responders, women peacebuilders are trying to fill the vacuums and urgent basic needs of 
families’ in terms food and sanitization.  In Indonesia, for example, they are matching small farmers 
who have excess produce they can no longer get to market, with communities that have food shortages. 
Around the world, women peacebuilders are encouraging wealthy individuals to donate funds to 
purchase the foods.  Leveraging their own trusted relationships and access to the marginalized 
communities the peacebuilders are coordinating the collection of funds, the interactions with local 
grocers and supplier and the delivery to those most in need.  But the demand is overwhelming and 
assistance is limited. “I am doing what I can,” said one Syrian peacebuilder feeding thousands of Syrian 
refugee families in Turkey, “but I need help.” 
 
3. Crisis Management: Division of Labour & Standing with Women Peacebuilders 
 
Local peacebuilders report that governmental responses to the pandemic vary from state to state. 
Among states, international organizations and others there is also varying understanding of the 
gendered dimensions of this crisis and generally limited awareness of the enormous burden that 
women’s community based organizations have taken on.  
 
Meanwhile in Libya where the health care system is collapsed, the Ministry of Health has paved the 
way for doctors to volunteer, but not women doctors.   
 
In Yemen, WASL members report that government responses on the ground are minimal, and that the 
different authorities are busy blaming each other for their respective failures.  Meanwhile, women and 
youth are responding to the coronavirus relying on only their own resourcefulness and resilience. Civil 
society is coordinating among itself, but needs support from the international community.  
 
This crisis has amplified the reality that around the world states are often absent, incapable or 
mistrusted, making local civil society and international organizations vital to crisis response at the 
community-level. Local CSOs are not only responding to local needs, they understand the need for 
integrated approaches to response and recovery as a matter of course. The trust that peacebuilders 
have established within communities is their entry point in accessing and determining the needs and 
issues arising. It is also enabling them to understand the inter-related nature of the challenges – for 
example how lack of funds ties in with hunger and dependency on militant forces that are offering 
subsistence in exchange for loyalty in the long term. Or as one Liberian peacebuilder noted, alongside 
the food and sanitation packages provided, she also provides sanitary pads for women and girls.  
 
What we are hearing confirms yet again that where strong local infrastructure and systems (both 
human and material) exist, communities are more resilient.   
 
State-Civil Society Collaboration is Essential and Possible 
An example of more effective state-civil society collaboration was provided from Indonesia. As one 
peacebuilder noted, the two sectors are working closely together, having acknowledged the limits of 
state capacity to go it alone. They have set up three joint task forces to coordinate (1) medical support 
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and personal protective equipment (PPE), (2) psychosocial support and food security, and (3) volunteers 
and donations.  
 
The needs remain great and the scope for collaboration significant. 69 women peacebuilders from 15 
provinces stretching from Aceh to Papua in Indonesia representing different NGOs, national 
commissions, student groups and think tanks gathered virtually to coordinate their efforts. They are 
seeking now to work with provincial governments and share their insights with the Minister of Women’s 
Empowerment and the Head of the National Task Force on how to strengthen gender mainstreaming in 
disaster management.  
 
UNDP representatives shared that while global policy is considering the challenges and understands the 
centrality of gender issues and community resilience it has yet to trickle down to the local level. 
Recognizing the urgency of the COVID-19 pandemic, UNDP has channeled funding to the country 
offices to support their efforts to help prepare, respond, and recover from the pandemic.  
 
UNDP colleagues expressed the need to support the She Builds Peace campaign globally and improve 
networking with women peacebuilders nationally and locally to ensure a better design and delivery of 
the institution’s interventions. They also emphasized that these efforts to engage CSOs serve to improve 
local governance. International organizations must also play their important advocacy role with 
governments. For example, the UN Special Representative of the Secretary General and Special 
Envoys are pushing governments to comply with his call for a global ceasefire.  
 
ASG Asako Okai asked the participants if this crisis presents transformational potential for the future? 
The response was conditional. To say ‘yes’ we need to get the immediate responses right, now. In 
addition to balance compounding crises such as bombing, displacement, floods and cholera, we need to 
shore up urgent needs, while anticipating long term conditions, and ensure that every response is 
gendered and drawn from the local voices and front line responders.  
 
“Women peacebuilders have been the first and most agile responders locally, providing food and 
sanitation, dealing with domestic violence, and addressing rising extremisms , said Sanam Anderlini, the 
Founder and CEO of ICAN, which is providing financial grants and other technical support and 
guidance to many of its partners. “We see again, that a strong, independent civil society sector is 
critical for effective crisis response and social cohesion and a key indicator of good governance.” Said 
Anderlini, “To be effective UNDP must put gender responsiveness and equitable partnership with local 
civil society at the centre of its national prevention response and recovery strategies everywhere.” 
 
 
The WASL calls are held weekly on Thursdays at 9am EDT. 
 
For more information please contact Melinda Holmes, WASL Program Director 
melinda.holmes@icanpeacework.org.  
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