
Women: Africa's ignored combatants 
Gradual progress towards a greater role in DDR 
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I n many disarniament. demobiliza- 
tlon and reintegration (DDR) ini- 
tiati\,es around the world. "women 

combatants are often invisible and 
their needs are o\,erlooked." LIN 
Secretary-(herd Kofi Annan has 
obscr\ed. U'h~le the participatlon 01' 
Lvomcn In combat has been m~nlnial 
In home 11f .Afr~ca'?; rccent confl~cts. 
In othcrs. as In Slerra Leone. L~beriu 
and the I>emcur:~t~i~ Ucpubl~i~ of the 
( 'ongo. \\omen ha\c taken part In 
s~gn~fic:~nt numbcrs. 

Orytnnll!. some of'these limale 
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,otocess. - I'ightcr?; ma! lime heen abducted. 
Some admit the! pried \duntat-ily. 
Ibr m m ?  of thc same reasons as 
male recruits. .A number may oper- 
ate prmarily as combatants. More 
often. they also w \ . c  ah nurses. cooks. 
sex worker\. messengers. spies or adtn~n- 
Istratw or loglst~cal personnel. Yet ~vhen 
a peace wttlctncnt opens the \ray for 
dcmobilmtion. they tend to be catego- 
r ixd  among "\;ulnerable groups." a broad 
label that includes wounded or disabled 
male combatants and all tvomen and chil- 
dren who accompanq warring factions. 

In Sierra Leone and Angola. notes 
Ms. Beatrice Pouligny. a senior research- 
er at the Centre d'etudes et de recher- 
chcs ~nternationnles (CERI) in France. 
\+omen combatants were classified as 
"dependents." As a result. "they were 
precluded from receiving the benefits 
prouded to 'combatants'." 

In Sierra Leone. child soldiers - 
who have been a great focus of interna- 
tional attention in recent years* - were 
rmmediately classified as a distinct cat- 
egory and were quickly discharged. 
But wonien were not offered similar 
attention. Some were excluded from 
the DDR programme because they did 
not have a weapon to hand ~n - one 

of the criterla for participatlon. J,lan! 
did not take part for fear they \vould 
be harassed or stigmatized. In  the end. 
women constituted onl! 6.5 per cent 
of the participants. although a notabl!. 
higher proportion were belie\ ed to ha\ e 
been actual combatants. 

The legacy is still eiident today. 
Many women who fought In the war 
- or were raped or otherwise victim- 
ized - have been ostracized by their 
communities and families. "Their hus- 
bands have given up on them." notes 
Ms. Christiana Lebbie. national coordi- 
nator of the non-governmental Friends of 
Africa Relief and Developnient Agency 
(FARDA). "They can't get \i.ork and it's 
hard to go back to their villages." she 
tells .!fi.ictr Reiiocul. "So they engage in 
commercial sex work." She points to the 
top of Freetown's hills. where some have 
built shacks on vacant land. descending 
at night to the capital's bars. nightclubs 
and hotels to earn a little cash. 

Ms. Lebbie reports that FARDA is 
currently working with about 50 young 
women in Kono. a diamond-mining dis- 
trict in the southeast with high rates of 
prostitution. "We took the girls from 
the street. and are equipping them with 

Allls." she explalnb. The! ale. hc~ng 
taught cloth wea\,tng and tailoring. Li'hui 
they finish their tlrunlng. they \ + I I I  gct 
sewing machines. fabr~c and 0th CI - mate- 
rtals. \\it11 the goal ol'organlzrng them 
into cooperati\vs 01' 5-10 womcn each. 
Hopefully. she muses. therr small busl- 
nesses \ r i l l  sur\-ive and they \ \ . i l l  not driti 
back into sex work. 

The DDR programme in neighbouring 
Liberia drew on some ol' the lessons of 
Sierra Leone's experience. The criteria for 
disarmament were expanded to make it 
easier for female fighters to take part. Out 
of the total of 103.000 combatants who 
conipleted formal demobilization by the 
time it ended in December 2004. nearly 
22.500 - 12 per cent - Lvere women. 

The efforts of the L'N Mission I I I  

Liberia ( UNMIL) "marked slgnit'icant 
progress compared to other missions i n  
terms of recognizing the need for sepa- 
rate facilities and services for women. 
girls. boys and men in the DDR pro- 
cess." according to an October 2004 
report by the UN Development Fund for 
Women (UNIFEM). 

"The entire process \vas gender-sensl- 
tive." agrees Mr. Moses Jarbo. executive 

see next page 




