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Women as Agents of Positive Change in Biosecurity
Kathleen Danskin and Dana Perkins 

WEAPONS of mass destruction (WMD) nonproliferation efforts and biosecurity 
are an important part of preventing conflict and achieving international 

peace and security. Biological weapons proliferation and the insecurity of 
biological weapons–related materials constitute a multifaceted problem that 
requires a multifactorial solution, and gender integration can be one of these 
factors. Managing biological threats requires a multifaceted, holistic approach to 
address the full spectrum of human, animal, plant, and environmental health risks 
(“One Health”1); promote the development of core capacities for disease detection 
and response; and strengthen biosafety/biosecurity and the international norms 
and effective measures against bioterrorism and biological weapons. Bringing a 
diverse group of people to the table, including women, ensures that a range of 
different experiences and perspectives are heard.

The United Nations (UN) has recognized that women can play an important role 
in preventing and resolving conflicts and since 2000 has taken deliberate action to 
integrate women into the security realm. These efforts have been complemented by 
national plans, such as the U.S. National Action Plan (NAP) on Women, Peace, and 
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Security. However, while the NAP reiterates the U.S. commitment to amplifying 
the critical role women can play in conflict prevention and mitigation, currently 
there is no particular emphasis on promoting the participation of women in the 
fields of arms control, disarmament, WMD nonproliferation, and biosecurity. 
In international biosecurity forums such as the Biological and Toxin Weapons 
Convention (BTWC), statistics do show sustained progress toward gender-balanced 
participation. However, they also paint a clear picture of just how far there is to 
go to achieve gender integration. Correcting the current gender imbalance is a 
worthwhile goal first and foremost because it is a matter of justice. International 
security and WMD nonproliferation are issues that concern everyone, and the 
institutions that manage these risks need to be reflective of society as a whole. 
Moreover, women add important value to biosecurity forums by, for example, 
leveraging women’s networks and building bridges across divided communities. 
Until women everywhere have the chance to participate equally in such forums, 
the international security and WMD nonproliferation fields will be missing an 
important voice. 

Judit Körömi of Hungary provides an illustrative example of how a holistic, 
gender-integrated approach can positively influence efforts to advance biosecurity 
and biological weapons nonproliferation. As the first-ever female chair of the BTWC, 
Körömi aimed to “bring in more voices” to both the BTWC Meeting of Experts and 
the Meeting of States Parties in 2013.2 This initiative resulted in an invitation to 
the UN Security Council 1540 Committee3 to address the BTWC States Parties, the 
first time these groups had officially been brought together. Continuing to use a 
holistic, gender-integrated approach will ensure that more such connections and 
linkages are made, strengthening biosecurity efforts. 

UN and U.S. Actions on Women and Security

The Charter of the United Nations explicitly acknowledges “the equal rights 
of men and women,”4 and the UN repeatedly has reaffirmed its commitment to 
this principle.5 Over time, the UN has shifted from a legalistic approach to gender 
equality to supporting the “full and equal participation” of women as decision 
makers in all areas of national and international policymaking.6 The UN first 
addressed the issue of women and security in October 2000 when it adopted 
United Nations Security Council Resolution 1325. The resolution “urges Member 
States to ensure increased representation of women at all decision-making levels 
in national, regional and international institutions and mechanisms for the 
prevention, management, and resolution of conflict.”7 UNSCR 1325 was hailed 
as groundbreaking and as a much-needed recognition of the important role that 
women play in security. 

That was followed by a series of other Security Council resolutions dealing 
with women and security, such as UNSCRs 1820, 1888, 1889, 1960, 2106, and 2122 
(2013).8 Additionally, the UN General Assembly issued Resolution 65/69 (2011) on 
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women, disarmament, nonproliferation, and arms control, encouraging “Member 
States, regional and subregional organizations, the UN and specialized agencies to 
promote the equitable representation of women in all decision-making processes 
with regard to matters related to disarmament, nonproliferation and arms control.”9 

Over time, the language of these resolutions has changed; UNSCR 1325 speaks of 
women’s representation in the peace process, while later resolutions, such as UNSCR 
1889, speak of women’s participation. The shift shows an increased awareness of 
women as actors.10

Most recently, UNSCR 2122 (October 2013) provides a road map for a more 
systematic approach to the implementation of commitments on women, peace, and 
security as it “puts the onus on the Security Council, the UN, regional organizations 
and Member States to dismantle the barriers, create the space, and provide seats at 
the table for women.”11

The Security Council has encouraged UN member states to develop national 
strategies or national action plans to implement UNSCR 1325 and the related 
resolutions on women, peace, and security.12 To date, thirty-seven countries 
around the world have produced such plans.13 The NAP expresses the U.S. 
commitment to “integrating women’s views and perspectives fully into our 
diplomatic, security, and development efforts—not simply as beneficiaries, but as 
agents of peace, reconciliation, development, growth, and stability.”14 The NAP’s 
goal of “gender integration” is echoed in the U.S. National Security Strategy and 
the 2010 Quadrennial Diplomacy and Development Review. “Gender integration,” 
as described by the NAP, involves “identifying and addressing, in all our policies 
and programs, gender differences and inequalities, as well as the roles of women 
and men. The goal of gender integration or ‘mainstreaming’ is to promote gender 
equality and improve programming and policy outcomes.” Both the Department 
of State, through its Office of Global Women’s Issues,15 and the U.S. Agency for 
International Development (USAID)16 have developed implementation documents 
for the NAP. 

Gender Integration in the U.S. Government and in the Biological and Toxin 
Weapons Convention

As of May 2014, many women in the U.S. government hold leadership roles 
in arms control, disarmament, and WMD nonproliferation, particularly in areas 
addressing biosecurity. At the U.S. Department of Health and Human Services 
(HHS), several women hold leadership positions in biosafety and biosecurity 
policy; the HHS secretary and the assistant secretary for preparedness and 
response are both women,17 as are a significant number of the personnel working 
on these issues. Outside of the HHS, the U.S. representative to the G8 Global 
Partnership Against the Spread of Weapons and Materials of Mass Destruction, 
the under secretary for arms control and international security (President Barack 
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Obama’s top arms control official), and the senior director for WMD Terrorism and 
Threat Reduction at the National Security Council are also women.18

The prominent role played by U.S. women in biosecurity and biological weapons 
nonproliferation is best illustrated by the composition of the U.S. delegation to the 
latest BTWC Review Conference. More than half (57 percent) of the U.S. delegates 
to the Seventh Review Conference of the BTWC were women, as were the top two 
U.S. officials in attendance, then secretary of state Hillary Clinton and Ambassador 
Laura Kennedy. 

The United States has historically been above average in terms of women’s 
participation in the BTWC, as shown in Figure 1. At the First Review Conference, 
held in 1980, just 7 percent of the delegates from States Parties were women.19 The 
United States was one of only twelve (out of sixty-one) to include a woman.20 Over 
the course of the next six review conferences, the share of women in state delegations 
rose incrementally, reaching 26 percent at the Seventh Review Conference in 2011. 
The United States has sent a substantially higher than average number of female 
delegates to each review conference. The share of state delegations headed by 
women has risen in concert with the total number of female delegates, from zero 
in 1980 and 198621 to 13 percent in 2011.22

Interestingly, non-state delegations (those from nongovernmental organizations) 
tend to have higher percentages of women than state delegations. There are 
many potential explanations for this disparity; in many countries, women are 
not permitted to serve in the military and may even face barriers to employment 
in civil service. Even in developed countries where such structural barriers no 
longer exist, women still face a variety of less tangible obstacles while pursuing 

Figure 1: Percentage of Women  
in State Delegations to the BTWC  

Review Conferences 1980–2011

Graph based on the official participant lists for each review conference. Data from the 
United Nations Office at Geneva.
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a career in foreign policy. Recent articles have cited frequent international travel, 
the career arcs of many professionals, a government work culture that values face 
time, inadequate support for women balancing work and family responsibilities, 
and socially constructed gender norms among the many factors that combine to 
winnow out women or to shunt them toward less-ambitious career tracks.23, 24, 25

Proposed Actions

The United States should take policy actions to increase the global participation 
of women in the fields of arms control, disarmament, WMD nonproliferation, 
and biosecurity; attempt to better understand and integrate gender issues across 
all U.S. government agencies working in the fields of biosecurity and WMD 
nonproliferation; and consider gender integration-specific indicators when tracking 
the performance of international bio-engagement programs implemented by the 
U.S. government worldwide. Currently, foreign assistance indicators tracking the 
performance of programs implemented by USAID and the Department of State 
include specific indicators on gender equality, women’s empowerment, sexual 
and gender-based violence prevention and response, and women’s participation 
in peace building. Our recommendation is that international bio-engagement 
programs implemented by the U.S. government likewise should include gender-
specific indicators to track gender integration in these programs. 

The inclusion of gender integration as a goal in bio-engagement programs 
and better understanding and integration of gender issues across all U.S. 
government agencies working in the fields of arms control, disarmament, WMD 
nonproliferation, and particularly in areas addressing biosecurity would serve 
to empower women in biosecurity. These initiatives also would illustrate further 
“the United States’ unqualified commitment to integrat¬ing women’s views and 
perspectives fully into our diplomatic, security, and development efforts—not 
simply as beneficiaries, but as agents of peace, reconciliation, development, growth, 
and stability,” as emphasized in the NAP.

The United States should promote cooperative global action to meet the tenets 
of the UN General Assembly Resolution 65/69 (2011) to promote the equitable 
representation of women in all decision-making processes with regard to matters 
related to disarmament, nonproliferation, and arms control. Such U.S. action may 
bring about the proposed changes in biosecurity.
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