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Strengthening Participation,
Protection and Local Action

Peace agreements are significantly more durable
when women participate in their negotiation. Yet,
over 25 years after the adoption of United Nations
Security Council Resolution 1325, the Women, Pea-
ce and Security (WPS) agenda faces an acute crisis
of legitimacy, a severe funding deficit and aggres-
sive political backlash. At the Berlin Summer Dia-
logue 2026, international experts and researchers
discussed potential responses. They showed opti-
ons how international partnerships and German
development cooperation can effectively support
local, women-led organisations under highly fragile
political and financial conditions.

The Berlin Summer Dialogue 2026 concluded a
two-year conversation on the Women, Peace and
Security agenda. While the 2025 Dialogue focused
on the structural barriers and growing backlash
confronting inclusive peacebuilding, the 2026 edi-
tion turned to a more practical question: how can
local peacebuilders continue to operate and exert
influence under increasingly constrained political,
financial, and security conditions? It was organized
by the Development and Peace Foundation (sef:)
with support from the German Federal Ministry for
Economic Cooperation and Development (BMZ), the
Deutsche Gesellschaft fiir Internationale Zusam-
menarbeit (GIZ) GmbH, and the Senate Department
for Economic Affairs, Energy and Public Enterprises
of the State of Berlin. The discussion was chaired
by sef:’s Dr. Miriam Tekath.
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The Power Problem in Peacebuilding

In her welcoming remarks, Dr Anna Hochreuter,
Head of the Economic Policy and Regulatory Frame-
work Division at the Senate Department for Economic
Affairs, Energy and Public Enterprises of the State of
Berlin, reminded the audience of a core lesson from
last year’s Berlin Summer Dialogue: female participa-
tion is not a decorative ,add-on“ to peacebuilding, but
a prerequisite for lasting stability. Despite this, the
WPS agenda faces continuous challenges in its practi-
cal implementation, which are fundamentally power-
related. Nora Witt, Executive Director of the Develop-
ment and Peace Foundation (sef:), emphasised that
women, queer communities, young people, displaced
populations, and local grassroots peacebuilders are
routinely sidelined. ,,They are consulted, showcased,
and thanked for their courage - but they are often ex-
cluded when decisions are actually made,” Witt noted.
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»This is not a knowledge gap. It is a power problem.*

Both hosts highlighted that these challenges are un-
folding during an exceptionally difficult period for
international cooperation. Global budgets are under
immense pressure, human rights language is increa-
singly contested on the international stage, and femi-
nist approaches are being attacked, mocked, or quietly
dropped by powerful political actors. Witt emphasized
that this pressure is felt most acutely by those working
closest to conflict zones: local peacebuilders, grass-
roots organizations, and human rights defenders.
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Women and girls as active shapers of
local peace processes

In her keynote address, Marianne Kreuzig, Senior
Policy Officer for Feminist Development Policy at the
Federal Ministry for Economic Cooperation and De-
velopment (BMZ), criticised the prevailing narrative
that frames women and girls in conflict zones merely
as vulnerable groups and passive victims. This obscu-
res the fact that women do not suffer disproportiona-
tely in crises because they are inherently weaker, but
because structural inequalities deny them access to
resources and influence.

To counter this, Kreuzig argued, the international
community must highlight women in all their diver-
sity as active peace and security actors, decision-ma-
kers, and shapers of local peace processes. The statis-
tical reality of formal peace processes, however, looks
different. Kreuzig quoted that over recent decades,
only 13% of negotiators,17% of mediators, and 20%
of signatories to peace agreements have been women.
This shows that inclusion remains the exception rat-
her than the rule.

Kreuzig then highlighted the practical effectiveness of
the WPS agenda. “The evidence is clear: when women
participate meaningfully in peace negotiations, the
likelihood of an agreement lasting at least 15 years in-
creases by 35 percent.” A key reason for this, Kreuzig
elaborated, is that gender has a considerable influence
on the content and focus of peace agreements. While

male-dominated delegations tend to focus heavily on
military power, guns, and arms, the structural root
causes of conflict (such as education, health, and so-
cial justice) are far better addressed when women are
at the table.

Local funding challenges and bureau-
cratic obstacles

During the panel discussion, Safia Ibrahimkhel, a
member and co-founder of the UNHCR Global Youth
Advisory Council (GYAC) and member of the BMZ-
supported Action Network on Forced Displacement,
emphasised that the WPS agenda relies entirely on lo-
cal women'’s rights organisations. These groups func-
tion as community early-warning systems and first
responders. All panellists agreed that such grassroots
organisations operate under extremely difficult finan-
cial situations, despite rhetoric commitments on the
political level — which exposes again the “power prob-
lem” mentioned in the beginning.

Ibrahimkhel criticised that when international orga-
nisations or large donors distribute money, it passes
through a multi-layered bureaucratic process that ab-
sorbs a significant portion of the funds. Donors fre-
quently earmark funds strictly for short-term, specific
projects. To create sustainable structures, she argued,
international funding must shift toward flexible, di-
rect access that includes core operational and admi-
nistrative costs for local organisations.

This perspective was reinforced by Evelyne Owino,
researcher at the Bonn International Center for Con-
flict Studies (BICC) and project lead for ,Strengthe-
ning Grassroots Responses to Gender-Based Violence
in South Sudan.” Owino argued that major donors,
including the BMZ, see local organisations as mere
subgrantees and passive beneficiaries rather than po-
litical constituents in their own right.

Owino stressed that local organisations need genuine
decision-making power to ensure continuity when po-
litical contexts shift. She also argued that rigid repor-
ting and compliance mechanisms are a burden that is
often impossible to carry for small grassroots organi-
sations. While compliance mechanisms should not be
eroded, they must be made more flexible and adapted
to local capacities. In response, Marianne Kreuzig ack-
nowledged these structural challenges. However, she
also pointed to the BMZ’s challenge of working with
public money, which is subject to strict accountability.

Peacebuilding in an era of militarisa-
tion and political backlash

The discussion then moved to the current geopolitical
environment. Simon Wisotzki, Senior Researcher and
Member of the Board at the Peace Research Institu-
te Frankfurt (PRIF), highlighted that the global era
of militarisation, where annual military expenditure
has climbed to 2,088 billion USD, contributes to an
increasing hostility towards feminist foreign policy.
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The German government is also rapidly raising its de-
fence budget to reach the 3.5% NATO target. Crucial-
ly, these increases are often connected to budget cuts
in development aid and humanitarian assistance.

This shift in funding occurs precisely when conflicts
are escalating worldwide. Wisotzki noted that con-
flicts increasingly involve the deliberate targeting of
civilians, most notably women and children, while
international law is routinely ignored. In addition, the
United Nations are under severe institutional stress.

She added that the Trump administration has dra-
matically altered international negotiations. In small
arms negotiations, she reported, US delegations now
define ,gender” as a red line, accompanied by a stra-
tegic defunding of gender-focused organisations and
a stricter enforcement of the global gag rule (a rule
that excludes progressive organisations from US fun-
ding for political reasons). This anti-feminist backlash
spans from international institutions down to local
communities.

All of this contributes to the WPS agenda facing a deep
crisis of legitimacy. Wisotzki observed that it is criti-
cised from two sides: ,,On the one hand, the agenda
is accused by conservative actors of being too femi-
nist and too liberal. On the other hand, it is criticised
by progressive scholars for not being post-colonial
or intersectional enough.” Furthermore, the agenda
admittedly fails to address the structural root causes
of violent conflict, which are deeply intertwined with
militarism, nationalism, capitalism, and colonialism.

Faced with this diplomatic minefield, Marianne
Kreuzig argued that international actors must learn
to live with ambiguity and maintain a dialogue even
with those who oppose their goals, so that civic and di-
plomatic spaces do not narrow further. Domestically,
Wisotzki noted that Germany’s new National Security
Strategy is expected in the summer of 2026. She urged
civil society to scrutinise closely if it includes feminist
or gender-transformative approaches, and to criticise
it with resolve, if needed.

Survival on the ground: Topical insights
from South Sudan

The human cost of international budget cuts was il-
lustrated through topical insights from South Sudan.
Evelyne Owino, who had recently returned from field
research, provided a vivid account of the fragile con-
ditions on the ground. Following massive cuts to the
US AID budget in 2025, the local infrastructure all
but collapsed, especially in far-flung regions like Uni-
ty State.

Nearly 60% of women-led organisations in South Su-
dan had to close down immediately, often without re-
ceiving any explanation from donors. Some of them
had up to nine years of community experience. This
abrupt exit created a dangerous vacuum, causing
organisations to lose hard-earned trust within their
communities.

Those who remain rely entirely on unpaid, voluntary
work. Owino strongly cautioned against normalising
this unpaid labour. “They keep the office open when
a victim or a survivor of violence shows up!” And they
do so in an environment completely devoid of national
infrastructure or institutional recognition.

As a woman, being visible means being
in danger

Furthermore, Owino highlighted that being visible in
such a fragile environment brings distinct dangers.
Women working for grassroots organisations are in-
creasingly targeted by digital violence, threats on so-
cial media, and coordinated fake news campaigns. Yet
they lack the tools and training for digital resilience.
Safia Ibrahimkhel confirmed that when women share
their personal stories to raise awareness, the act of
storytelling itself often becomes an additional, di-
rect threat to their physical safety. Another dramatic
example of the “power problem” in peacebuilding, as
women are threatened in the very act of speaking up.

Despite these dangers, local mediation remains vital.
Ibrahimkhel shared her experience working at the
community level in the Pakistan-Afghanistan border
region. She witnessed that in a traditional practice of
conflict resolution, family elders forced a young wo-

Collegial atmosphere among panellists, organizers and
participants
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man to marry an older member of a rival family, in or-
der to settle the family feud. Ibrahimkhel stepped in,
challenged this practice and fought for the fair inclu-
sion of women in the mediation process, rather than
using them as a means of payment to appease males.
She also managed to engage young men in the com-
munity who supported her cause. Together, they suc-
cessfully confronted the community elders to change
the practice. Ibrahimkhel emphasised that women
must be included in these decisions as a matter of
right, not courtesy.

Drivers of hope

During the concluding Q&A session, the audience rai-
sed the question where panellists found hope in an era
of militarisation, norm erosion and increasing violen-
ce. For Evelyne Owino, hope is found in the defiance
of local peacebuilders in South Sudan. Despite devas-
tating budget cuts, their coping mechanisms - though
exhausting and mainly relying on volunteers - are
functional. “If they don’t give up, you should not give
up either!”, she urged the audience.
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Safia Ibrahimkhel drew hope from her personal jour-
ney and the collective resistance of women worldwide.
Having grown up in a refugee camp, she emphasised
that resilience is built through adversity. Across Af-
ghanistan, Sudan, and Syria, women continue to fight
for their right to education and safety under the most
hostile conditions. Their refusal to remain silent con-
tinues to be a driver of hope. It provides a clear man-
date for the international community to treat the Wo-
men, Peace and Security agenda as an indispensable
foundation of future-oriented peace and development
cooperation.
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