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Who we are: 
A network of women within and beyond borders 
committed to strengthening the security of women 
and enhancing women’s leadership to take action in 
preventing conflict, building peace, and protecting 
women’s rights.

Values:
• Commit to working as part of a regional and global 

movement that builds our collective voice, power 
and influence.

•  Promote and sustain leadership that is participa-
tory and inclusive.

•  Support appropriate strategies to ensure each 
participant’s personal security is safeguarded.

•  Ensure transparency, accountability and responsi-
ble use of our financial resources.

•  Strive for excellence, while being creative, bold and 
courageous.
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Introduction
The Core Purpose of WRN is to amplify the voices of unheard and marginalized women 
and together address the interlinked issues of peace and security, justice and governance 
and growing militarization in South Asia. 

The Women’s Regional Network, founded in 2011, is expanding, growing more diverse and 
advancing the Women, Peace and Security agenda in South Asia. Our work on insecurity 
and conflict from 2011-2016 brought us to the question of forced displacement. Across the 
region — across the world — people are moving in large numbers within and beyond 
borders, unwelcome wherever they go. The last two rounds of WRN’s qualitative research 
documenting the voices of women in remote and often conflicted regions of the three 
countries in our Network shows that no matter what forces you to leave your home and 
source of livelihood — ethnic violence, conflict over land acquisition, environmental 
degradation — forced displacement results in impoverishment and degradation of basic 
rights. The Network members became increasingly alarmed that migration policies and 
practices by sovereign states and international humanitarian organizations failed to 
recognize the unique and desperate needs of women and their children.
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The South Asia Summit on Forced 
Displacement: Why Gender Matters
In 2019, the members took the questions and the priorities of the women whose lives we 
document in our Community Conversations to a broader and more impactful constituency. 
We devoted our limited financial and human resources to a convening in Kuala Lumpur, 
Malaysia in partnership with International Women’s Rights Action Watch-Asia Pacific 
(IWRAW-AP), in late February, 2019 with 55 selected delegates from 15 countries represent-
ing a cross-section of UN Agencies, INGO’s, grassroots organizations and academics 
engaged in responding to this humanitarian crisis. The South Asia Summit on Forced Displace-
ment: Why Gender Matters was our effort to bring policy makers and practitioners together to 
focus on the need for a regional protocol on migration that embraced gender equality. The 
Network members led extensive consultations on a draft Statement of Principles and Call for 
Action to be debated and adopted at the Summit. On World Refugee Day in 2019, WRN 
released the Call for Action which was adopted at the Summit. It expressed WRN’s deep 
concern about the exponential increase in the population of internally displaced persons 
in South Asia, a large majority of whom are women and girls.

Expanding the Network
In 2019 we gained a stronger foothold in expanding our vision and mission not only across 
South Asia, but also to East Africa, where leading peace activists in Kenya, Uganda, Tanza-
nia and Zimbabwe have come together to give a concrete shape to WRN being modeled in 
the region. Women peace activists seek solidarity globally to not only strengthen our 
collective voice but to facilitate the creation of common policy frameworks. We collabo-
rate to ensure our rights and demands are not invisible and to build a foundation, for 
those who follow us, of a stronger, more feminist vision of the world.

WRN Team and Summit 
Participants in Kuala 
Lumpur, Malaysia, 
February 2019.
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Outreach Activities
WRN has been busy throughout 2019 reiterating the Women, Peace and Security (WPS) 
agenda in varied ways through its outreach programs and activities in different countries. 
The activities in Afghanistan included roundtable discussions, analytical reading of laws, 
mural paintings, film screenings and press conferences. The roundtable discussions 
focused on the significance of women’s political participation, and was broadcast across 
Afghanistan through the well-known all female TV channel Zan TV. One of the most 
significant of such interventions in Afghanistan was on the International Day of Peace, 
2019. WRN with its partners Equality for Peace and Democracy (EPD) and Women and 
Children Legal Research Foundation (WCLRF) held a press conference in the presence of 
civil society organisations and government officials to speak on the importance of the 
participation of women and youth in peace processes. This was also used as an opportuni-
ty to convey a message to the National Unity Government and the Peace Talk delegates of 
the significant role women and youth can play in building long-lasting substantial peace in 
Afghanistan and that they should not be ignored.

In Pakistan, WRN organized a lecture series at the university level. The first 
lecture was on “Women, War and Conflict” at Allama Iqbal Open University 
to engage young students in a dialogue on the issues of Women, Peace and 
Security. This lecture series was attended by more than 250 students at six 
AIOU campuses in different cities. Continuing with the lecture series in 
institutes of higher education, WRN Pakistan Country Coordinator delivered 
a talk at Fatema Jinnah Women’s University (FJWU) on the topic of Women in 
War and Conflict. This event proved to be a great opportunity for engaging 
with the students and faculty.

WRN Pakistan also organized a Round Table Discussion on the topic of 
“UNSCR 1325-Twenty Years of Implementation and Way forward”. The 
participants included academics, journalists, and social justice workers, 
stressed upon the recognition of women’s role in peacebuilding processes, 
the challenges of implementation and how WRN can play an effective role in 
creating awareness and implementing UNSCR 1325 in Pakistan. 

“Women, War and Conflict” 
at Allama Iqbal Open 
University
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WRN India, focusing on the need to spread the word on inclusive 
sustainable peace, reached out to institutes of higher education to 
build stronger collaborations and engage with a wide section of the 
youth. This involved different activities like poster-making and 
essay-writing competitions, interactive roundtable discussions and 
panel discussions. Two of the significant events as a part of WRN’s 
outreach program in India were on 21st September (International Day 
of Peace) and 16th December, 2019. On September 21st, WRN India 
organized events in the different campuses of Ambedkar University 

Delhi (AUD) that engaged students through interactive activities. The discursive conversa-
tion in the form of a panel discussion at JAIN University Bangalore on 16th December 2019, 
came at a very meaningful time amidst heightened political tensions in the country when 
the student community in general wanted a lot of questions to be answered. The discus-
sion broadly explored the concept of WPS beyond zones of armed conflict to recognize 
the difference between negative peace and positive peace, how it is relevant to our every-
day living and insecurities, and the latent conflicts in so-called peaceful societies. WRN 
India also partnered with a student theatre group to produce and conceptualise a street-
play titled Mai..Mai Kahan se hu? (ME..Where am I from?). This short play draws a trajectory 
between public and private forms of violence and displacements that not only affect 
women but also connects them across boundaries.

Research and Community Conversations
In Afghanistan, WRN carried out significant and timely research on the political participa-
tion of women both as voters and electoral candidates in the last parliamentary election. 
The WRN team in Afghanistan is now in the process of analyzing the data collected to 
prepare the research report. 

WRN Pakistan commenced its research on the fourth round of Community Conversations 
(CCs) with Rohingya refugee women residing in Sindh Province of Pakistan. The research 
process is ongoing now, and will be completed in 2020.



WRN SUMMARY REPORT 2019 7

Advocacy
WRN Pakistan launched its advocacy campaign to lobby with the Parliamentarians for the 
drafting and adoption of National IDP Policy. For this purpose WRN Country Coordinator 
met with Senator Farhatullah Babar and Ms. Nafeesa Shah and presented WRN research 
reports carrying recommendations for the betterment of the plight of women IDPs in 
Pakistan.

In Afghanistan, WRN met with President of Afghanistan, the Second Vice-President, 
Members of Parliament, and the High Peace Council Secretariat, the Ministry of Internal 
Affairs, the First Lady, and the CEO to discuss the significant contributions women are 
willing to provide to build a sustainable peace in Afghanistan, security sector reforms to 
make them more gender sensitive and gender inclusive, as well as the need to establish a 
Gender and Peace Studies Institute, and a gender sensitive policy to respond to forced 
displacements. The WRN team has been meeting the High Peace Council demanding 
women’s participation in Peace Jirga. The high point in 2019 was when they were success-
ful in introducing 7 women in the Jirga, out of which 3 are WRN core members acting as 
facilitators in different committees in the Peace Jirga. The WRN team in Afghanistan, 
along with other women’s rights activists had also met US Special Envoy Ambassador 
Khalilzad on the Afghan Peace Talks, emphasizing the meaningful inclusion of women in 
the peace talks.

Regional Engagements
WRN supported the Afghanistan and Pakistan Emerging Young Women Leaders 
Congress in January, 2019. The Institute of Peace and Diplomatic Studies (IPDS) in Islam-
abad, Pakistan hosted a two day congress entitled “Afghanistan and Pakistan – Emerging 
Young Women Leaders Congress”, a cross border/regional initiative, with the support of 
N-Peace Network in Islamabad from January 14-15, 2019. This is an initiative by IPDS Found-
er/CEO and WRN Board member, Farhat Asif. Participants included WRN Afghanistan 
Country Coordinator, Fatema Kohestani and WRN Afghanistan Core Group member 

WRN members with US 
Special Envoy Ambassador 
Khalilzad
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Fariha Easar and WRN Pakistan Core Group Member Shad Begum. The Congress focused 
on young women leaders from both countries to build synergies and work together to 
promote peace and tolerance in their communities by taking joint initiatives. 

Between April to July 2019, WRN took the lead for a collaborative advocacy process 
demanding an inclusive Afghan Peace Process. WRN raised funds to collaborate with 
the Afghan Women’s Network and contract with ICRW to advocate the US Congress and 
the Trump Administration for an inclusive peace process in the then on-going talks 
between the US government and the Taliban. The advocacy campaign was successful in 
securing signatures of 77 members of Congress on a letter addressed to Secretary of State 
Pompeo urging Afghan women’s inclusion in the peace process and protection of their 
rights. This two pronged campaign also included a media campaign to bolster wider 
citizen support for this issue, and to place pressure on an oversight of the Trump Adminis-
tration. In early August 2019, the Women in Negotiations (WIN) Act was tabled in the US 
Congress in pursuit of this advocacy campaign.

WRN launched its 2nd edition of the free on-line course on Women, Peace and Security. 
WRN received an overwhelming response from university students as well as young 
professionals. This year the course has been extended to learners from Sri Lanka also. The 
challenge was to select only 37 candidates from many qualified applicants. The on-line 
sessions commenced on 31st August and were held fortnightly until December 21st, 2019. 
Leading women peace advocates both from the region and from the USA contributed as 
invaluable resource persons — a total of 13 in number  — for the course. The course 
included discussions on the four pillars of Women, Peace and Security agenda — Preven-
tion, Protection, Participation, Relief and Recovery. There were also sessions on the gen-
dered dimensions of reconstruction and reconciliation, countering gender stereotypes and 
violent extremisms, women in violent political struggles, non-traditional and human 
security paradigms, as well as how best to use cyber-space to foster social and feminist 
movements in South Asia, and using film-making and story-telling as a means to foster the 
WPS agenda.

photo caption
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Civil Society Engagements and 
Participation in International Forums
Civil Society Declaration for Revitalizing South Asian Regional Cooperation – Swarna 
Rajagopalan, WRN Founder and Board member from India, represented WRN at this 
convening of civil society networks across South Asia in Colombo, Sri Lanka in late Janu-
ary. The delegates focused their deliberations on a South Asian regional agenda for 
collective advocacy on human rights, peace and democracy.

In Afghanistan, WRN Country Coordinator and several 
members are play a significant role in the Women 
Coalition for Peace. This coalition is led by Afghan 
Women’s Network, which has more than 200 members. In 
December 2019, there was a conference to review the 
annual strategy of where WRN played a key role in moder-
ating the discussion. WRN was also represented by its 
Pakistan Coordinator at the South Asia Regional Institute 
on the Study and Practice of Strategic Nonviolent Action 
that was held in Dhulikhel, and in the Asian Action 
Institute training programs in early 2019. Here she also presented WRN’s work in Pakistan 
and the importance of the non-violent strategy of the women’s movement in Pakistan. In 
October 2019, WRN Pakistan Country Coordinator was selected for the Asian Gender 
Trainers Network Program organized by the International Cooperation Center (ICC) at the 
Korean Institute of Gender Equality Promotion and Education.

WRN’s Impact and Outreach in 2019
The South Asia Summit on Forced Displacement: Why Gender Matters was attended by 55 invited 
participants from 17 countries including Afghanistan, Pakistan, India, Sri Lanka, Bangla-
desh, Nepal, Indonesia, UK, USA, Malaysia, Myanmar, Thailand, Australia, Canada, France, 
Switzerland and Denmark and other countries. The participants continue to keep in 
touch, post the Summit through different social media forums, taking forward the discus-
sions from the Summit through their own networks and organizations across South Asia 
and South-East Asia. WRN’s release of the Call for Action and Statement of Principles on World 
Refugee Day 2019 was distributed to different parts of the world through our website and 
newsletter subscriptions.

At the country levels, in Afghanistan, WRN, through its outreach programs, engaged with 
more than 150 students. In addition, through TV broadcasts, and press-conferences, it 
could spread the message to thousands across the country. These advocacy meetings in 
Afghanistan resulted in the appointment of two women Ministers and 5 female Deputy 
Ministers. Several general directorate positions have been created for women at those 
Ministries. The roundtable discussions held by WRN in Afghanistan, were recorded and 
broadcast through a popular TV channel, which reaches out to all the provinces of the 
country. It is also considered one of the most watched TV channels in Kabul and the 



WRN SUMMARY REPORT 201910

surrounding provinces. In India, through its outreach activities, WRN reached out to 
approximately 250 students and young adults in different locations throughout the 
colleges and universities in Delhi and Bangalore. The street-play, which focused on the 
WPS agenda and the gendered impact of displacement, attracted approximately 200 more 
people across different AUD campuses in Delhi. Through the lecture series in different 
universities in Pakistan WRN could reach out to more than 300 students in different cities. 
The second edition of the on-line course received more than 75 applications, and 37 
students were selected who attended it on a regular basis.

WRN’s members honored for their work as 
peacebuilders and human rights defenders

WRN Director, Zarqa Yaftali,  
was awarded the NPeace  
Award in 2019

Rukhshanda Naz’s appoint-
ment as Ombudsperson in 
Khyber Pakhtunkhwa was a rare 
opportunity to celebrate 
women’s achievements in 
Pakistan while working to 
advance women’s human rights 
and empowerment.
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Members and Staff
BOARD OF DIRECTORS

Abha Bhaiya: India, Founder, Jagori Delhi and Jagori Rural

Swarna Rajagopalan:  India, Founding Member, Prajnya Trust

Rita Manchanda: India, Director (research), South Asia Forum for Human Rights

Saumya Uma: India, Assistant Professor, School of Law, Governance and Citizenship, 
Ambedkar University Delhi.

Farhat Asif: Pakistan, Founding President of Institute of Peace and Diplomatic Studies

Rukhshanda Naz: Pakistan, Executive Director, Legal Aid and Awareness Services

Judge Najla Ayubi: Afghanistan, Former Deputy Country Representative, Asia Foundation

Zarqa Yaftali: Afghanistan, Executive Director, Women and Children Legal Research 
Foundation

Nimalka Fernando: Sri Lanka, President, International Movement against All Forms of 
Discrimination and Racism (IMADR)

Patricia Cooper: US and Canada, Founder/Convener, Women’s Regional Network

STAFF
Fatema Kohestani: Afghanistan Country Coordinator
Padmini Ghosh: India Country Coordinator
Rehana Wagha: Pakistan Country Coordinator

GLOBAL ADVISORS

Cynda Collins Arsenault: President, Secure World Foundation 

Jane Barry: Principal, Linksbridge

Stephanie Morgan: Western Union

Daisy Khan: ED, American Society for Muslim Advancement

Julie Shaw: Founder, Urgent Action Fund for Women’s Human Rights

Amy Claire Wild: Global Marketing Strategist

Bushra Gohar: Former Parliamentarian, Pakistan

Mary Jane Real: Co-Director, Urgent Action Fund-Asia Pacific, Philippines

Nafis Sadik, M.D.: Former Director, UN Population Fund (UNFPA), former Special Advisor 
to UN Secretary General

Dr. Sima Samar: Chairperson, Afghanistan Independent Human Rights Commission

Huma Safi: Former Deputy Director, Equality for Peace and Democracy, Afghanistan

Wazhma Abdulrahimzay: Former Human Rights Program Officer, Open Society 
Afghanistan

Nargis Nehan: Ex-Acting Minister of the Ministry of Mines and Petroleum, Afghanistan

Dr. Syeda Saiyidain Hameed: Vice Chairperson South Asia Foundation, India

Hossai Wardak: Former Chief of Staff to First Lady Rula Ghani, Afghanistan

Abdul Wahed (Zia) Moballegh: Former Country Director for Heinrich Böll Foundation, 
Afghanistan
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WRN Membership
India – Core Members
Zainab Akhter (Ladakh)
Suvarna Damle (Nagpur)
Sahba Hussain (Delhi)
Anuradha Bhasin Jamwal  
(Jammu & Kashmir)
Rakhee Kalita (Assam)
Rita Manchanda (Delhi)
Richa Singh (Delhi)
Sarika Sinha (Bhopal)
Nusrat Sultanpuri (Jammu & Kashmir)
Saumya Uma (Mumbai, Delhi)
Sudha Vargese (Bihar)

India – Associate Members
Priyana Mathur Velath (Bangalore)
Rukmini Sen (Delhi)
Bader Syeed (Chennai)
Geeta Ramaseshan (Chennai)
Ufra Mir (kashmir)
Lubna Qadri (kashmir)
Nighat Shafi Pandit (Kashmir)
Diksha Poddar (Delhi)

Pakistan – Core Members
Farhat Asif (Islamabad, Azad Jammu  
& Kashmir)
Romana Bashir (Punjab)
Shad Begum (Khyber Pakhtunkhwa)
Sadia Chaudhary (Azad Jammu  
& Kashmir)
Huma Fouladi (Balochistan)
Gulalai (Khyber Pakhtunkhwa)
Nadia Ibrahim (Gilgit Baltistan)
Saima Jasam (Panjab Province)
Farhat Parveen (Sindh Province)
Rukhshanda Naz (Khyber Pakhtunkhwa)
Zohra Nawaz (Khyber Pakhtunkhwa)
Mangla Sharma (Sindh)
Zahida Munir (Balochistan)
Neelum Hussain (Lahore)
Farzana Ali (Khyber Pakhtunkhwa)

Afghanistan – Core Members
Fariha Easar (Kabul)
Rangina Hamidi (Kandahar)
Frishta Karimi (Kabul)
Amina Mayar (Kabul)
Najla Raheel (Kabul)
Maryam Rahmani (Kabul)
Humira Saqib (Kabul)
Forozan Rasooli (Hemland)
Nabila Noori (Bamian)
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WRN’s Milestones
2010
Patricia Cooper conducts a listening tour to Afghanistan, Pakistan, and India, with large 
and small groups of women from civil society organizations. Women unanimously 
agree a network would add value to their work; agree to focus on corruption and 
extremisms as they impact women’s security.

2011
Launch of Network in Nepal with four representatives from each country, plus interna-
tional delegates. Network members add “militarization of aid and development” to their 
mission. Agree to document the experiences of women in remote and conflicted 
regions of each country.

2012
Governing structure established with a Steering Committee from the region.

2013
•  Completed Community Conversations in all three countries.

•  Convened a Regional Consultation meeting for 75 stakeholders at the International 
Center in Delhi, India.

•  Released India Community Conversations Report.

2014
•  Released Community Conversation Reports:

- Pakistan Report in Quetta

- Afghanistan Report in Kabul

•  Regional Overview, U.S. Institute of Peace, Washington D.C.

•  Conducted a 4-day Advocacy Tour in Washington D.C.

•  Steering Committee agreed to study a South Asia Women’s Human Rights Tribunal.

•  Held 1st Tribunal Preparatory Meeting in Nepal. Agreed to focus on Women IDP’s 
fleeing conflict.

•  Established the S.A. Women’s Emergency Fund for WHRDs.

2015
• Invited to attend, speak, present papers and/or workshops at:

- U.S. Naval War College in Rhode Island, USA

- WILPF’s Women’s Power to Stop War Conference, The Hague, The Netherlands

- Defying Extremism Regional Dialogue in Sarajevo, Balkands

- Asia Pacific Regional Consultation on UNSCR 1325, Nepal

• Registered WRN in the Hague and established a new governing structure.

WRN Membership
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2016
• Held 2nd Tribunal Preparatory Meeting in Sri Lanka.

• Released Tribunal Scoping Study Report, Community Conversations Reports and 
Regional Overview.

• Presented workshop at the AWID conference in Salvador, Brazil.

• Launched WRN Tribunal Scoping Study Report at USIP in September.

2017
• Community Conversations Launch tour in India, Afghanistan, and Pakistan.

• Launched Women, Peace and Security Online Course.

• Conducted organizational consulting with a group of activists and peacebuilders in the 
Americas.

• Invited to attend, speak, present, and/or consult at:

- UN General Assembly Preparatory Process for the Global Compact for Safe, Orderly 
and Regular Migration

- The Carter Center, Atlanta, USA

- Halifax International Security Forum

• Renewed Canadian National Action Plan on 1325.

• Re-established Country Coordinators staff in offices across the region.

2018
• Completed 3rd round of Community Conversations and the launch tour in Afghanistan, 

Pakistan and India.

• WRN’s roundtable in Sri Lanka with women peace and justice activists from Sri Lanka 
and the region.

• Initial conversations about WRN being modelled in East Africa.

• WRN Founder-Director Patricia Cooper honoured with the 2018 Humanitarian Award 
from the Korbel School of International Studies, University of Denver.

• WRN team started conceptualising the South Asia Regional Summit on Forced Displace-
ments: Why Gender Matters, held in early 2019 in Kuala Lumpur.

2019
• WRN organizes and hosts The South Asia Summit on Forced Displacements: Why Gender Matters 

in Kuala Lumpur, Malaysia on February 27-28 and March 1, 2019.

• WRN leads and advocacy campaign in Washington D.C on the inclusion of Afghan 
women in the peace talks and secures the signature of 77 congressmen on a letter 
addresses to Secy. Pompeo. 

• In August 2019, the Women in Negotiations Act was tabled in the US congress in pursuit 
of this advocacy campaign.

• Hosted 2nd on-line course on Women, Peace and Security for 37 Master’s degree students 
across South Asia.

• Sri Lanka officially joined the Women’s Regional Network to now be called the South Asia 
Women’s Regional Network.



WHEN SISTERS GATHER

Sisters gather,
sisters who are strangers,
in the hope of finding themselves
in each other.
 
Sisters gather,
and stories are exchanged,
mumbling, halting, then gushing
like a torrent unstoppable…
stories in spate.

Sisters gather,
sceptical about sorority,
defensive about their anxiety,
urgently in need of hope
and each other.
Will you be the one to heed my need?
 
Sisters gather,
having forgotten nothing
about the last dozen times they
squabbled, fought, argued—
the Cold Wars that thaw
with the first tickle of laughter
and the first trickle of tears.

Sisters gather,
to grieve over other sisters,
spent, lost, felled,
and to lament the silence over their fate.
When you are cut, I bleed,
they tell each other.
 
Sisters gather,
and promise each other
that they will not forget.
Not the ones who disappeared.
Not the ones who died.
Not the abandonment or violence.
Not each other.

Sisters gather
over the baby’s crib,
gushing, cooing and remembering
why they are here.
This baby, and all the others, deserve better
than we have got.

Sisters gather
to partake of food, wine, love and empathy,
to celebrate each other,
generously, and in solidarity.
When sisters gather,
they change the world.

By Swarna Rajagopalan after the launch of the Latin America Women’s Regional Network in Antigua, Guatemala, 2017.
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