
 
 

“Rethinking Security: What enables secure and sustainable living?”  

Meeting Summary Report – 02 November 2020 

 
On 2 November 2020, as a part of the annual Geneva Peace Week, the Quaker United Nations Office 
(QUNO) and Geneva Peacebuilding Platform (GPP) hosted an open-ended conversation entitled 
“Rethinking Security: What enables secure and sustainable living?” The online session, moderated by 
QUNO’s Alice Munnelly and GPP’s Annika Erickson-Pearson, focused mainly on drawing out the 
substantive observations and experiences of the roughly 80 attendees.  
 
In the month leading up the session, a call for creative submissions on the topic yielded about 25 results 
in essays, poems, music, and photos. The session began with an exploration of the major themes of 
these submissions, divided into six categories: 
 
Meeting people’s basic needs: Persons should enjoy rudimentary security as to their survival, livelihood, 
and dignity. This vital core – or minimal set - of fundamental human rights & needs includes physical 
safety, food, education, and employment. These needs span the freedom from fear and the freedom 
from want. 
 
Improving sustainability and tackling climate change: Natural disasters, environmental degradation or 
extreme weather patterns threaten both lives and livelihoods. Climate change is also a “threat 
multiplier.” The loss of land or livelihoods coupled with persistent poverty, forced displacement and 
other insecurities has shown to provoke competition for scarce natural resources and fuel social 
tensions. 

Protecting human rights and the rule of law: Rule of law, access to justice and human rights are essential 
to prevent against violent conflict. The protection of people’s lives and abilities depend on due 
processes – of governance, of participation, of transparency, of capacity-building and institution-
building. A selective observation of international law using subjective criteria can open the door to 
human rights abuses – often related to physical integrity and discrimination – and erode the 
foundations of the rule of law or even undermine social cohesion. 
 
Strengthening multilateralism: Multi-stakeholder partnerships can draw together expertise and 
resources to address challenges in a more participatory and coordinated fashion. Multilateral 
institutions should seize synergies that capitalise on the comparative advantages of various 
stakeholders, including those of affected local communities. This seems all the more important in a 
world where existential threats are global and need global solutions. 
 
Disarmament and arms control: Global military spending is at a decade high and is arguably misspent, 
not least as no weapon or military has protected against the bushfires, health crises, and other threats 
that strain our human and planetary survival. Arms-related violence can also threaten people’s human 
rights, in particular their rights to life, to physical integrity and security of person, and to health. 



Ending racial and gender inequality, and enabling inclusion: Discrimination – particularly across racial 
and gender lines – features in the social constructions that enable and are in turn catalysed by 
militarised approaches to resolving differences. Exclusionary practices can cause, and prevent the 
resolution of, conflicts. 
 
Attendees participated in a poll to share how they would prioritise these themes.

 
After about 15 minutes of introduction and polling, attendees were split into breakout rooms for the 
vast remainder of the session. Each group was asked to follow along a facilitation guide designed to 
help groups dig deeper into a theme and what action steps might be drawn out. After 20 or so minutes, 
each group was merged with another in order to exchange ideas with a larger number of participants. 
The below observations are formed from the facilitation submissions received from 7 groups.  
 
• The priorities are mutually dependent and reinforcing; one cannot be prioritised to the complete 

exclusion of others.  
• Core emphasis should be placed on meeting people’s basic needs & uphold their human rights. 

Basic needs were deemed the most all-encompassing of the priorities, and were seen as an enabler 
of others priorities.  

• There is an observed disconnect between the agendas of multilateral policy spaces, such as the 
United Nations Security Council, and local populations. Expanding and better integrating civil 
society space would help to ground policy responses in local realities.  

• A securitisation of migration can be observed through the gradual convergence of immigration and 
counterterrorism policies, as well as increasing xenophobia towards refugees.  

• Despite the recent celebration of the 20th anniversary of the UN Security Council resolution on 
Women, Peace and Security, women have been on average only 13 per cent of negotiators, 6 per 
cent of mediators, and 6 per cent of signatories in major peace processes over the last 20 years. 

• Formal education programmes have a role to play in the re-socialisation of gender and racial norms. 
• Greater corporate responsibility is required to combat the activities of big carbon emitters.   
• Reductions in military spending, if reprioritised towards social goods such as health and food 

security, could improve the everyday wellbeing of people. 
 
Discussion ended with an all-group pause for reflection. The moderators played a snippet of a song that 
was received as part of the call for creative submissions. 
 
The moderators’ conclusionary remarks focused on the unifying lens of human security. They recalled 
the need to bridge the silos that obstruct the integrated thinking necessary to address the scope and 
scale of today’s challenges. Freedom from fear and want, as well as the freedom of future generations 
to inherit a healthy natural environment, are interrelated ingredients of human, and therefore, national 
security. 


