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NEW YORK - The first all-female peace summit, to be held in Geneva next month, was announced last week by the Global Peace Initiative of Women Religious and Spiritual Leaders, an interfaith group that includes a Saudi academic, Jewish feminist, Buddhist spiritual leader, British primatologist, and African spiritualist as co- chairwomen. 

Established during the UN's Millennium World Peace Summit in 2000, where less than 15 percent of the participants were women, the initiative, which works closely with the UN Development Fund for Women, or UNIFEM, expects to bring together more than 500 female religious, political, business and academic leaders from 100 countries for the October 7 conference.

"I think that men cannot have the audacity to think that women's voices don't need to be heard," said Bawa Jain, the group's secretary-general said in announcing the conference agenda. 

Areas of conflict where organizers said they hope a womans touch will help resolve long-standing feuds include Israel, the West Bank and Gaza Strip, Afghanistan, and Rwanda. 

Conference convener Dena Merriam, a partner at the Ruder Finn Group, a global communications company, said she hopes to establish a partnership between American Jewish and Palestinian Christian and Muslim women to boost economic prospects in Gaza. 

Merriam said a group of businesswomen and initiative leaders plans to visit Gaza after the conference to develop partnership programs that will provide internships, technology training, grants for new businesses, and establish business networks with Palestinian women. 

Merriam said she hopes to train and place up to a dozen Palestinian women in positions at US and Palestinian companies by January. She hopes to expand the program to Israel, she said. 

Organizers are also calling on all UN ambassadors to choose three women to participate in the conference. A delegation of seven women from Afghanistan is slated to attend, and plans to include a group from Iraq are being discussed. 

The leaders spoke of war's effect on women and children and women's penchant for non-violence. 

"Women bring a different perspective and sense of urgency to the desperate need for peace," said Noeleen Heyzer, executive director of UNIFEM. Noting that most recent wars have been fought against civilians rather than on the battlefield, she said that more and more sufferers are woman and children. 

Blu Greenberg, founder of the Jewish Orthodox Feminist Alliance, said that the inclusion of additional women in negotiations between Israel and the Palestinians would help move peace along. 

"The question we all ask ourselves is, can women bring peace where men have not been able to do so," she said. "I'm a feminist, not a chauvinist, so I won't assume that women are suddenly going to change the world, but I do believe that adding women's voices to this partnership, pursuing peace jointly, is increasing the multiple by two."

