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It is now a widely accepted premise that women

must be full and equal participants in arms

control and peace and security initiatives. Yet in

practice, this is far from being implemented.

While there has been some progress, small arms

control initiatives remain largely a male domain

at all levels, from community consultations to

international diplomacy to the technical aspects

of ammunition and weapons management. 

The discussions at the international level and the

creation of normative and policy frameworks have

focused on increasing the full and meaningful

participation of women. But women are not a

homogenous group and discussions need to

evolve to increasing the diversity of women who

participate in consultations, programmes and

decision-making, by including women in

historically marginalised or excluded

communities, and those affected by weapons and

armed violence, including survivors. The inclusion

of women should also inform discussions about

the participation of other excluded or

marginalised groups as well, including youth and

people with other gender and sexual identities.

Small arms control and peace and security

initiatives can only benefit from the participation

of the widest diversity of people. 
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International
frameworks
International normative and policy frameworks increasingly recognise and

converge on the crucial role that women already play and should play in small

arms control and disarmament processes.

The UN Programme of Action on Small Arms and Light Weapons (UNPoA) process

started with its primary text in 2001 referring only to women in reference to “the

negative impact on women and the elderly” of the illicit trade in SALW. This

formulation views women as passively affected by illicit SALWs rather than as

active participants and agents in the creation of more peaceful and secure lives.

Fortunately, there have been incremental steps in the UNPoA process, though it

was not until 2012 that states agreed “[T]o facilitate the participation and

representation of women in small arms policymaking”. By 2018, the UNPoA

process had committed to  “encourage the full participation and representation

of women, including in leadership roles, and acting as agents of change, in

policymaking, planning and implementation processes related to the Programme

of Action, such as national small arms commissions and programmes relating to

community safety, violence reduction, collection and destruction of small arms

and light weapons and conflict prevention and resolution”. 

Concurrent with the UNPoA, the Women, Peace and Security (WPS) agenda was

initiated by UN Security Council Resolution 1325 in 2000.  However, women’s

participation was woven into this agenda from the outset, unlike the UNPoA. This

framework addresses how women and girls are disproportionally impacted by

violent conflict and war and recognizes the critical role that women can and

already do play in peacebuilding efforts. One of the main pillars of the WPS

agenda is women’s meaningful participation in all aspects of peacebuilding. 
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Further Security Council resolutions have built on the need for women’s

participation, especially in relation to arms control and disarmament, building a

convergence between the WPS agenda and the UNPoA. For example, SCR 2242

(2015) encourages “empowering women, including through capacity building

efforts, as appropriate, to participate in the design and implementation of efforts

related to the prevention, combating and eradication of the illicit transfer, and

the destabilizing accumulation and misuse of small arms and light weapons”.

The Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) of the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable

Development highlight the need for both full gender equality and arms control for

sustainable development. SDG 5 seeks to “achieve gender equality and

empower all women and girls” and SDG 16 aims to “promote peaceful and

inclusive societies”, with a specific target for a reduction of illicit arms flows.

The UN Secretary-General’s 2018 Agenda for Disarmament also calls for “equal,

full and effective participation of women in all decision-making processes

relating to disarmament and international security”, as well as for gender parity

in all disarmament bodies established by the UN Secretariat.

These frameworks all have converging and mutually reinforcing goals to ensuring

gender-inclusive, full, equal and meaningful participation in all aspects and levels

of small arms control and peace and security initiatives.
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Challenges to
gender-inclusive
participation in 
small arms processes
Despite the growing convergence in international policy frameworks, gender-

inclusive participation in small arms and peace and security processes is far

from being achieved. 

Gender-inclusive participation in small arms control and peace and security

discussions often remains tokenistic: women and persons of other gender

identities are underrepresented in decision-making bodies, from diplomatic

missions to elders’ committees and in the security sector. It is difficult to

estimate the level of participation of women in small arms control processes and

programmes because gender-disaggregated data is still lacking at national and

international levels. But one UN study estimates women’s participation in small

arms related diplomacy forums between 2008 and 2018 as ranging between 0

and 37 percent, and found that the main committee of the UN General Assembly

dealing with international security and disarmament, the First Committee has had

the lowest proportion of women attending, compared to other committees.  

Women’s participation is hampered by unequal power relations and exclusion

that underpin gender norms and roles. Small arms and peace and security arenas

are still largely perceived as masculine domains, and social, cultural and

economic constraints, as well as safety concerns, hinder women’s participation

at local, national and international levels. 

A focus on women rather than gender also excludes other groups affected by

armed violence and gun crime, including persons who identify by other genders

and those marginalised because of class, race or disability. While it is important

to continue to prioritize full and equal participation of women, there should also

be discussions about how to increase the participation of other excluded or

marginalised groups as well, including youth and people with other gender and

sexual identities.
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Recommendations 

1. Participation is not a numbers game. It is not enough to have women included in the room,

they must be actively involved in decision making, guiding processes and taking on

leadership roles and making meaningful contributions. 

2. Stop seeing women as one homogenous group and actively take targeted efforts to

ensure women with a broad spectrum of experiences and social, economic and cultural

backgrounds can meaningfully participate in arms control and peace and security

programmes.

3. To ensure meaningful participation, fund initiatives aiming to improve gender-inclusive

access to small arms control and disarmament processes at local, national, regional, and

international levels, that build the capacity and technical expertise of women, including

marginalised or historically excluded women.
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4. Take steps to ensure the full, equal and meaningful participation and representation of

women in all relevant government departments (Interior, Defence, Women’s Affairs, Foreign

Affairs), security sector institutions, national commissions on small arms and light weapons

and other bodies. These can include reforms in recruitment policies and practice, particularly

in the security sector and seeking the active inclusion of women in negotiations, processes

and decision-making related to small arms control, disarmament, peace and security.

5. Collect data disaggregated by sex, age and other markers, through national statistics and

studies. This type of gender-disaggregated data can assist in quantifying the true extent of

women’s participation at different levels in arms control and disarmament activities.

6. Small arms control and peace and security initiatives will improve with the participation of

the greatest diversity of people.  As discussions on the participation of women continue,

there should also be discussions about how to increase the participation of other excluded

or marginalised groups as well, including people with other gender and sexual identities.
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