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Abstract
This paper examines the role of interparliamentary engagement in shaping international counterter­
rorism efforts, highlighting its key benefits. Focusing on the counterterrorism activities of the OSCE 
Parliamentary Assembly from 2017 to 2024, the authors argue that interparliamentary involvement 
has heightened awareness among lawmakers, generated new policy guidance, and fostered greater 
interparliamentary coordination on counterterrorism issues. The findings suggest that parliamentary 
diplomacy and cooperation can enhance global security governance—including counterterrorism 
efforts—by infusing intergovernmental efforts with democratic legitimacy and enriching them with 
cohesive, human rights–compliant proposals.
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Introduction1

The OSCE provides its fifty-seven partic­
ipating States with an inclusive forum 
for dialogue on security issues and a flex­
ible platform for joint action in early 
warning, conflict prevention, crisis man­
agement, and post-conflict rehabilitation. 
Established at the end of the Cold War,2 

the OSCE Parliamentary Assembly (PA) 

* Marco Bonabello 
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Pauline Hennings
OSCE Parliamentary Assembly

has, from its inception, sought to promote 
the greater involvement of national parlia­
ments in OSCE affairs. Its mission aligns 
with the growing relevance of parliamen­
tary diplomacy in international relations3

—a development driven by the rising 
number of transnational challenges con­
fronting national parliaments.4 As such, 
parliamentary diplomacy complements 
and builds on traditional state diploma­
cy through both bilateral and multilat­
eral initiatives, particularly in contexts 
where traditional diplomatic efforts are 
overly rigid or lack legitimacy.5 Whereas 
traditional diplomacy is usually steered 
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by national governments in line with 
ruling parties’ agendas, parliamentary 
diplomacy tends to be more inclusive, in­
corporating perspectives from both ruling 
and opposition parties. As a result, it re­
flects a broader spectrum of views at the 
international level.

With 323 parliamentarians from fifty-
six national parliaments6 representing 
over one billion citizens, the PA reviews 
the OSCE’s activities, discusses top se­
curity challenges, and promotes cooper­
ation, with a particular focus on con­
solidating democratic institutions.7 It em­
ploys various mechanisms to fulfill its 
mandate, including resolutions and com­
mittees. 

In this paper, parliamentary diplomacy 
is considered in close connection with 
interparliamentary cooperation.8 While 
parliamentary diplomacy involves man­
aging relationships, resolving conflicts, 
and influencing policies through dialogue 
and negotiation, interparliamentary coop­
eration typically entails more practical, 
collaborative efforts among lawmakers 
from multiple countries to achieve tangi­
ble outcomes. Accordingly, parliamentary 
diplomacy is both a prerequisite for and a 
component of interparliamentary cooper­
ation. 

This contribution examines whether 
parliamentary diplomacy and coopera­
tion (PDC) can contribute to global 
counterterrorism efforts. To this end, it 
examines the PA’s activities in this do­
main from 2017 to 2024. The analysis 
draws on the authors’ direct experiences 
as members of the International Secretari­

at of the PA at the time this research was 
carried out. Sources include first-hand 
observation, archival records from the In­
ternational Secretariat, publicly available 
documents, feedback from PA members 
and partners, quantitative data on the Ad 
Hoc Committee’s composition and activi­
ties, and relevant academic literature.

The paper considers the composition 
and role of the Ad Hoc Committee 
on Countering Terrorism, assessing its 
strengths and weaknesses, as well as its 
contributions to policymaking, legal im­
plementation, and coordination. The con­
clusion offers a forward-looking perspec­
tive on potential future PA initiatives and 
presents recommendations for enhancing 
PDC in the counterterrorism domain. 

The Ad Hoc Committee on Countering 
Terrorism

Establishment, challenges, and value

In the years following the 9/11 attacks, 
OSCE lawmakers sought to address ter­
rorism-related challenges in line with rel­
evant UN Security Council Resolutions.9 

The OSCE progressively expanded its 
role in promoting the implementation of 
the UN Global Counter-Terrorism Strate­
gy (A/RES/60/288),10 and the PA began 
advocating for effective, human rights–
compliant strategies for preventing and 
countering both terrorism and violent ex­
tremism and radicalization that lead to 
terrorism (VERLT). A key milestone in 
this effort was the PA’s 2018 Resolution 
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on Preventing and Countering Terrorism 
and VERLT,11 which underscored the 
need to embed traditional law enforce­
ment efforts within a whole-of-society 
approach that addresses the underlying 
drivers of terrorism and violent extrem­
ism while adhering to international and 
human rights law. The resolution high­
lights the crucial role played by local com­
munities, civil society, religious groups, 
and educational institutions in countering 
terrorism and stresses the unique contri­
butions of parliamentarians through their 
legislative, oversight, and budgetary func­
tions.12 In addition, it recognizes the im­
portance of interparliamentary forums for 
promoting policy coherence and interna­
tional cooperation through the exchange 
of ideas and lessons learned.

In July 2017, the PA established the Ad 
Hoc Committee on Countering Terrorism 
(CCT)13 as a new interparliamentary in­
strument to address terrorism and VERLT 
by monitoring trends, sharing lessons 
learned, and exploring new approaches, 
among other strategies.14 The PA aimed to 
enhance counterterrorism efforts through 
forward-looking policy development and 
coordinated initiatives. That said, how 
best to operationalize this ambition re­
mained an open question. While it was 
crucial to ensure the balanced represen­
tation of different subregional dynamics, 
weighing the experience of certain coun­
tries, it quickly became clear that includ­
ing all national delegations risked bur­
dening the committee with excessive bu­
reaucracy. Consequently, the PA President 
appointed ten members from across the 

OSCE area, each with a strong commit­
ment to counterterrorism, to serve un­
der the leadership of a newly designated 
Chairperson.15

The establishment of the CCT also ex­
posed some inherent limitations of PDC. 
The PA had limited resources and exper­
tise on issues typically handled by special­
ists and practitioners. This necessitated 
two key measures: securing adequate ad­
ministrative and advisory support within 
the PA’s International Secretariat and al­
locating a dedicated budget to fund the 
CCT’s initiatives. Expanding the Interna­
tional Secretariat’s internal capacity was 
essential to ensuring continuity of pur­
pose, given that the high turnover among 
committee members—due to electoral cy­
cles—posed a challenge to long-term stra­
tegic engagement.

Adding to this were the competing de­
mands on CCT members’ time. Many 
parliamentarians were already heavily en­
gaged in their national legislative agen­
das, while some were also active in oth­
er parliamentary assemblies, such as the 
Council of Europe’s Parliamentary As­
sembly and NATO’s Parliamentary As­
sembly. This made it imperative to secure 
a strong buy-in from members by focus­
ing on issues of high relevance to their 
constituents, thereby bridging national 
and international efforts while maximiz­
ing their limited availability.

With respect to the PA’s statutory 
goal of promoting security through di­
alogue, increasing its operational activi­
ties required updating its toolbox. Tradi­
tional technical assistance projects—such 
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as legal drafting and capacity building—
were quickly ruled out owing to the polit­
ical nature of the PA. Even so, there was 
room to explore initiatives better suited 
to the role of parliamentarians, including 
thematic hearings, field visits, oversight 
initiatives, and policy dialogues. 

In understanding where and how the 
PA could add value, it was crucial to cap­
italize on the unique strengths of PDC. 
Chief among these is its inclusivity; as 
it brings together parliamentarians from 
both ruling and opposition parties, its 
deliberations reflect a broader spectrum 
of perspectives. Second, its flexibility al­
lows for swift mobilization, enabling the 
rapid arrangement of field visits, focused 
debates, and targeted media messaging. 
Third, its informality reduces bureaucrat­
ic constraints, fostering more open and 
frank exchanges. Its political and public 
outreach is also an asset, as national par­
liamentarians maintain direct access to 
national leaders and media outlets. Final­
ly, PDC benefits from majority-based de­
cision-making, which is a clear advantage 
in times of growing international polar­
ization and geopolitical tensions. If effec­
tively leveraged, these attributes could be 
drawn on to enhance the PA’s visibility in 
the international counterterrorism arena. 

Focus

A key challenge for the committee was de­
termining whether to focus primarily on 
structural issues of widespread concern 
or on specific crises, such as terrorist at­

tacks. Addressing shared global challenges 
would enable the CCT to adopt a long-
term approach rather than operating in a 
reactive, short-term mode. Ultimately, the 
former option aligned more closely with 
the mandate of the CCT, which was also 
conceived as a confidence-building mech­
anism within the PA.

Against this background, the CCT 
conducted scoping visits and meetings 
with international experts—starting with 
OSCE executive structures and the UN16

—to map the institutional counterterror­
ism landscape, identify key challenges, 
and assess potential areas for parliamen­
tary engagement. 

Based on this assessment, the CCT 
established five overarching priorities: 
strengthening border security and infor­
mation sharing, in accordance with UN­
SCR 2396 (2021); fostering prevention 
efforts to counter VERLT, especially on­
line and among youth; promoting the 
prosecution, rehabilitation, and reintegra­
tion of Foreign Terrorist Fighters (FTFs) 
and their families, including women and 
children; exploring the intersection of 
terrorism and other serious challenges, 
such as armed conflict, organized crime, 
and emerging information and commu­
nication technologies, including Artificial 
Intelligence (AI); and supporting victims 
of terrorism. Additionally, the commit­
tee recognized human rights protection 
and the mainstreaming of gender and 
child-related considerations as concerns 
that cut across all counterterrorism ef­
forts. Accordingly, the committee forged 
a network of strategic partnerships with 
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organizations such as the OSCE and 
the UN, leveraging their expertise and 
resources to address these complex chal­
lenges. 

Composition17

The CCT consists of ten to sixteen legis­
lators from across the OSCE region, ap­
pointed by the PA President. The commit­
tee is led by a Chair (also appointed by 
the President) and supported by a small 
team in the International Secretariat.18 

During the observation period (July 
2017 to December 2024), the committee 

comprised a total of thirty-eight parlia­
mentarians, 34 percent of whom were 
female and 66 percent of whom were 
male. Female representation within the 
CCT appears slightly higher than in the 
PA as a whole, where women constitute 
around 30 percent of members, according 
to the 2024 Gender Report.19 

The thirty-eight committee members 
belonged to twenty-seven different OSCE 
participating States, distributed as fol­
lows: two from North America, five from 
Asia, six from Eastern Europe, seven from 
South East Europe, and eighteen from 
Western Europe. 

Figure 1. Composition of the OSCE PA CCT with regard to regional representation 
(July 2017 to December 2024). 

While a European preponderance within 
the CCT is to be expected—given that ap­
proximately 80 percent of OSCE partici­
pating States are European—the inclusion 
of representatives from diverse OSCE 

subregions enabled the CCT to remain 
alert to developments across the entire 
OSCE area. Several other parliamentari­
ans, including observers from countries 
with Partner for Co-operation status in 
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the OSCE,20 also contributed to different 
CCT initiatives, further extending the 
committee’s geographical reach.

In terms of political affiliation, identi­
fying and comparing ideological tenden­
cies across members from different politi­
cal and cultural contexts remains largely 
speculative, especially given the absence 
of formal political groupings within the 
PA.21 Even when identifiable, political 

ideologies tend to evolve over time, fur­
ther complicating the analysis.

Despite these complexities, a general 
assessment suggests that the majority of 
CCT members (60.5 percent) were broad­
ly associated with conservative groups, 
while approximately 37 percent belonged 
to either social democratic, liberal, or in­
dependent groups.

Figure 2. Composition of the OSCE PA CCT with regard to political affiliation (July 
2017 to December 2024). 

This distribution appears to reflect broad­
er political trends across the OSCE re­
gion, which are also represented in the 
composition of the PA as a whole.22 In the 
context of the CCT, this trend may also 
signal a particular interest in counterter­
rorism issues among members from more 
conservative groups. 

Finally, approximately 29 percent of 
CCT members belonged to opposition 
parties, while 44 percent belonged to rul­
ing coalitions during their tenure. A fur­
ther 18 percent represented both ruling 
and opposition blocs at different points, 
following political shifts in their national 
parliaments. 
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Figure 3. Composition of the OSCE PA CCT with regard to government and 
opposition party membership (July 2017 to December 2024).

Taken as a whole, the data would seem 
to confirm the inclusive nature of parlia­
mentary diplomacy in general and the 
CCT’s work in particular. Members of 
both genders, from different subregions, 
and across ruling and opposition coali­
tions—as well as those representing both 
conservative and progressive ideological 
perspectives—were able to engage and en­
rich the new Committee’s agenda.

Activities and human rights

During this period, the CCT held nine­
teen official meetings in ten different 
countries,23 providing members with the 
opportunity to engage with leading ex­
perts and discuss their strategic priori­
ties. These meetings were further com­
plemented by twenty-one public reports, 
which were debated before the PA. Ad­

ditionally, the CCT conducted eight of­
ficial country visits to assess needs on 
the ground and engage with local stake­
holders.24 The CCT also contributed to 
dozens of international conferences, shar­
ing lessons learned and promoting key 
OSCE commitments. 

Throughout its work, the CCT consis­
tently emphasized the importance of plac­
ing human rights at the core of countert­
errorism and mainstreaming gender and 
child-related considerations. One key area 
of focus was the complex situation of 
women within the FTFs phenomenon.25 

While they may be liable for terrorism-re­
lated offenses—such as traveling abroad 
to join terrorist groups or aiding and 
abetting acts of terrorism—they are also 
often victims of grave abuses and/or 
mothers of traumatized children. The 
CCT also considered the needs of these 
children, advocating their repatriation, 
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rehabilitation, and reintegration wherever 
possible. At the same time, the committee 
stressed that child-sensitive procedures 
should be incorporated into border secu­
rity and information-sharing measures.26 

Recognizing that young people are both 
targets of radicalization campaigns and 
potential promoters of counterterrorism 
narratives, it also highlighted the impor­
tance of youth engagement, which it pur­
sued by fostering connections with youth 
networks and holding dedicated parlia­
mentary debates.27 

Outcomes and limitations

Taking 2024 as an example, the PA 
engaged twenty-three members28 in 
eleven major counterterrorism initia­
tives,29 bringing them into dialogue with 
approximately eighty international and 
national experts and more than 120 par­
liamentarians from across the globe. In 
terms of impact, three main outcomes can 
be identified. First, committee members 
developed a deeper awareness of con­
temporary counterterrorism issues. Sec­
ond, interparliamentary cooperation ex­
panded, fostering greater collaboration 
and confidence building among legisla­
tors. Third, the PA advanced policy con­
vergence on key issues related to prevent­
ing and countering terrorism and VERLT, 
while reinforcing the centrality of human 
rights in these efforts. 

These developments paved the way for 
new PA resolutions, arguably the most 
tangible outcome of this interparliamen­

tary engagement. While such efforts may 
also have influenced national parliamen­
tary dynamics, assessing their precise im­
pact remains challenging in the absence 
of further data.30

At the same time, these initiatives 
were occasionally constrained by political 
considerations and practical limitations. 
While open debate on controversial is­
sues is generally welcomed in interpar­
liamentary settings, achieving consensus 
on highly polarizing issues—particularly 
those perceived as sensitive by domestic 
audiences—is not always feasible. A case 
in point is the situation of children of 
FTFs stranded in detention camps in Syr­
ia and Iraq following the military defeat 
of the Islamic State. Despite several inter­
national calls for their immediate repatri­
ation,31 the PA was unable to adopt a 
formal position due to divergent views 
among its members. 

On a more practical level, the most sig­
nificant constraint was members’ limited 
availability, which occasionally curtailed 
the depth of discussion and the scope of 
meetings. In the fast-paced environment 
of parliamentary work, the outcomes of 
meetings, conferences, and visits were 
often quickly overshadowed. To prevent 
loss of knowledge and ensure continuity, 
the CCT sought to build on previous 
findings, ensuring that each new initiative 
expanded upon earlier efforts.

The following subsections explore in 
greater detail the interconnected and mu­
tually reinforcing areas in which the 
CCT sought to add value, namely: (1) 
developing cohesive policy guidance, 
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(2) supporting the implementation of 
the international counterterrorism frame­
work, and (3) steering the global parlia­
mentary counterterrorism agenda.

Policymaking

A key strength of the CCT has been its 
ability to unravel emerging global chal­
lenges by raising parliamentary awareness 
and fostering unity of purpose in address­
ing them. Since its establishment in 2017, 
the CCT has developed five resolutions 
covering a range of counterterrorism pri­
orities.32 Unanimously adopted by the PA 
plenary, these documents demonstrate the 
PA’s capacity to rally its members—legis­
lators from diverse political and cultural 
backgrounds—around a shared, forward-
looking agenda. 

Although not formally binding, these 
resolutions express the collective will of 
OSCE lawmakers to find common solu­
tions to shared concerns. As soft law in­
struments, they codify key policy recom­
mendations directed at the OSCE and its 
participating States, aiming to inform and 
influence relevant policymaking efforts. 
All PA resolutions are formally submit­
ted—in the form of a consolidated Dec­
laration—to the OSCE Ministerial Coun­
cil.33

These documents provide an opportu­
nity to build consensus among participat­
ing States on emerging threats and to 
catalyze new OSCE initiatives and struc­
tures.34 This is especially important in 
the counterterrorism context, as the last 

OSCE counterterrorism document was 
formally adopted in 2016.35 Since then, 
achieving consensus on countering and 
preventing terrorism and VERLT has re­
mained elusive. 

While PA resolutions and OSCE Min­
isterial Council decisions may differ in 
terms of political weight—the former con­
stituting recommendations reached by 
simple majority and the latter binding 
commitments reached by consensus—the 
underlying security needs they address 
do not. As such, the PA’s resolutions rep­
resent meaningful contributions to the 
counterterrorism policy framework of the 
OSCE. 

Moreover, PA resolutions have occa­
sionally broken new ground in interna­
tional policymaking. For example, the 
2024 Resolution on Artificial Intelligence 
and the Fight against Terrorism36 is 
among the first international policy ef­
forts to examine the dual impact of rapid 
technological progress in this field.37 The 
resolution suggests several measures to 
ensure that OSCE participating States’ re­
sponses remain attuned to AI-driven de­
velopments38 and is expected to positively 
influence regulatory frameworks at both 
the national and the international level.

Another example of the PA’s engage­
ment with complex contemporary issues 
is the 2023 resolution condemning the 
terroristic activities of the private military 
company Wagner,39 adopted amid Rus­
sia’s war of aggression against Ukraine. 
The resolution reaffirms that acts or 
threats of violence against civilians by any 
belligerent party in an armed conflict, 

Parliamentary Diplomacy and Cooperation on Counterterrorism

9

https://doi.org/10.5771/9783748960751 https://www.inlibra.com/de/agb - Open Access - 

https://doi.org/10.5771/9783748960751
https://www.inlibra.com/de/agb
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/


when aimed at spreading terror, are pro­
hibited by international humanitarian law 
(IHL). It further highlights the comple­
mentarity of the counterterrorism legal 
framework and IHL, which is crucial for 
ensuring that the objectives of neither le­
gal regime are undermined, and to rein­
force the principle of zero tolerance for 
terrorism in all its forms, including in 
conflict zones.40 Having determined that 
the Wagner Group’s actions around the 
globe are terroristic in both nature and 
intent, the resolution calls on all OSCE 
participating States to (1) consider desig­
nating the Wagner Group as a terrorist or­
ganization, (2) hold its members account­
able for crimes committed, and (3) thwart 
its presence wherever it operates. 

The resolution gained international vis­
ibility41 and served as a basis for the 
adoption of similar stances by other in­
terparliamentary assemblies and national 
parliaments.42 In doing so, it contributed 
to shaping a more cohesive international 
posture against the abuses perpetuated by 
the Wagner Group, its successors, and 
similar entities. Furthermore, the resolu­
tion serves as a clear warning to private 
military companies, deterring them from 
perpetrating similar atrocities, and may 
be cited as a precedent in future policy 
and legal discussions.

Implementing the international 
counterterrorism legal framework

The PA has actively sought to strength­
en the implementation of the existing in­

ternational counterterrorism legal frame­
work, especially in areas where nation­
al implementation has lagged or faced 
significant challenges. To this end, the 
CCT has supported the development and 
distribution of several publications ad­
dressed specifically to lawmakers, aimed 
at enhancing their counterterrorism en­
gagement at both the national and the 
international level. Notable examples in­
clude the 2024 Parliamentary Handbook 
on UN Security Council 1373 (2001) 
on Countering Terrorism43 and the 2022 
Model Legislative Provisions to Support 
the Needs and Protect the Rights of Vic­
tims of Terrorism,44 both produced by the 
United Nations with OSCE PA support.

In 2019, the PA issued its own report, 
Strengthening Border Security and Infor­
mation Sharing in the OSCE Region: A 
Parliamentary Oversight Exercise, which 
examined the implementation, through 
the oversight powers of national parlia­
ments,45 of key international obligations 
related to border security and informa­
tion sharing stemming from UNSCR 
2396 (2021).46 This initiative involved co­
ordinating fifty-six national parliaments 
to assess their respective governments’ 
progress in fulfilling specific countert­
errorism obligations. Through this exer­
cise, the PA identified several legal and 
operational challenges in the context 
of border security, leading to a series 
of recommendations addressed to both 
executive and parliamentary structures 
within the OSCE. These included con­
verting executive decrees–enacted under 
urgency procedures–into comprehensive 
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legislation that upholds human rights and 
the rule of law, harmonizing personal data 
protection standards, and strengthening 
cooperation with private carriers. These 
findings were subsequently codified in the 
PA’s 2019 Luxembourg Resolution on the 
Challenges Related to Returning and Re­
locating Foreign Terrorist Fighters,47 illus­
trating the extent to which the PA’s vari­
ous streams of engagement reinforce one 
another.

Welcomed by the United Nations Se­
curity Council Counter-Terrorism Com­
mittee in 2019,48 this initiative demon­
strated that interparliamentary assemblies 
can play a crucial role in supporting the 
implementation of international countert­
errorism obligations by synchronizing 
the oversight powers of national parlia­
ments, thus bridging the gap between 
international commitments and national 
enforcement.

Promoting international cooperation

The PA has created new opportunities for 
international cooperation on counterter­
rorism through strategic partnerships 
with OSCE structures, UN entities, and 
other parliamentary assemblies. These 
partnerships have strengthened the As­
sembly’s knowledge and operational ca­
pacities while fostering greater engage­
ment among parliamentarians on coun­
terterrorism issues.

The CCT has worked closely with the 
OSCE Chairpersonship, executive struc­
tures, and institutions, including the Ac­

tion Against Terrorism Unit49 and the 
Office for Democratic Institutions and 
Human Rights.50 This coordination has 
helped to define priority areas of engage­
ment, ensure policy coherence and com­
plementarity, and facilitate consultations 
on critical issues. OSCE experts have 
regularly contributed to official CCT ac­
tivities, and the CCT has actively en­
gaged with the OSCE Security Commit­
tee and OSCE Counter-Terrorism Con­
ferences,51 supporting OSCE initiatives 
both at OSCE headquarters and in the 
field.52

At the UN level, the PA has liaised 
with the Security Council Counter-Ter­
rorism Committee Executive Directorate 
and the Office on Drugs and Crime, ad­
vocating for a stronger role for interpar­
liamentary assemblies. This cooperation 
laid the groundwork for the 2020 Mem­
orandum of Understanding between the 
PA and the then newly established Unit­
ed Nations Office of Counter-Terrorism, 
which quickly became a key partner.

Alongside these endeavors, the PA has 
championed closer collaboration among 
parliamentarians across the globe, call­
ing for a dedicated channel for inter­
parliamentary cooperation on counterter­
rorism. These efforts culminated in the 
creation of a Coordination Mechanism 
of Parliamentary Assemblies on Counter-
Terrorism in 2022, established under the 
auspices of the UN.53 

Also owing to its role in setting up 
the Mechanism, the PA was elected to 
preside over its work for the first two 
years, shaping its modus operandi and 
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thematic priorities. As of December 31, 
2024, over seventeen regional interparlia­
mentary assemblies from Asia, Europe, 
Africa, and the Americas had participated 
in the Mechanism, meeting twice a year to 
share their threat assessments, coordinate 
efforts, and plan joint initiatives. 

This new instrument has boosted glob­
al interparliamentary collaboration and 
facilitated the exchange of critical knowl­
edge on preventing and countering ter­
rorism and VERLT. In addition, it has 
acted as a vehicle through which interest­
ed assemblies and parliaments can con­
vey their requests for technical assistance, 
thus contributing to enhancing their ca­
pacities.54

By steering the Mechanism’s work for 
two years, the PA has spearheaded global 
interparliamentary cooperation, promot­
ing a more cohesive parliamentary ap­
proach to counterterrorism well beyond 
the OSCE area. For instance, the CCT has 
facilitated high-level engagement between 
legislators and renowned experts on bor­
der security and information sharing, the 
role of youth in preventing terrorism, and 
the impact of AI in countering terrorism 
through a series of dedicated Parliamen­
tary Policy Dialogues aligned with the 
PA’s priorities.55 Finally, its leadership of 
the Mechanism has enabled the PA to bet­
ter assess security threats stemming from 
adjacent regions, such as the Sahel and 
the Middle East.

Recommendations

In an increasingly volatile geopolitical 
environment, where polarization and 
digitalization create new opportunities 
for those seeking to divide and harm, 
countering and preventing terrorism and 
VERLT are likely to remain high on the 
OSCE’s agenda. 

Moving forward, the PA should prior­
itize promoting the implementation of 
its policy framework at the national lev­
el. This could be achieved through subre­
gional policy dialogues, local awareness-
raising campaigns, and other targeted 
projects in partnership with the OSCE 
and the UN. 

The PA should also consider follow­
ing up on the Oversight Exercise on 
Strengthening Border Security and Infor­
mation Sharing, building on the baseline 
established by the 2019 initiative.56 This 
model of coordinated parliamentary over­
sight anchored in clear international obli­
gations could be expanded to other poli­
cy areas where implementation remains 
challenging, thus complementing state-
level efforts. Moreover, such oversight ini­
tiatives could be launched at the global 
level—potentially through the Coordina­
tion Mechanism of Parliamentary Assem­
blies on Counter-Terrorism—to support 
the implementation of the international 
counterterrorism framework beyond the 
OSCE area. 

Ultimately, consolidating a cross-re­
gional parliamentary network on coun­
terterrorism should be a strategic priority, 
as it would help to link the security of 
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the OSCE to that of adjacent regions in 
an increasingly interconnected world. The 
formal recognition of the contributions of 
interparliamentary cooperation through a 
dedicated UN resolution could serve to 
invigorate this process.

Finally, the PA must remain respon­
sive to emerging needs within the interna­
tional community, exploring new devel­
opments and, wherever possible, codify­
ing common standpoints. Given growing 
internal divergences within the OSCE,57 

such efforts are likely to become even 
more pertinent. The PA could play a 
bridging role in this regard, advancing 
policy proposals that address new devel­
opments.58 

The CCT should also explore ways to 
improve the flow of information on the 
impact of its efforts at the national level, 
which could in turn inform and refine 
its future initiatives. This could be facili­
tated through targeted questionnaires dis­
tributed to all parliamentary delegations, 
special committee sessions dedicated to 
the implementation of CCT recommen­
dations, and regular interviews and feed­
back sessions with both current and for­
mer members.

More broadly, similar interparliamen­
tary exercises could be replicated in other 
areas of the international security agenda, 
such as climate change and AI. The PA 
is well positioned to detect citizens’ con­
cerns and views across the OSCE area, 
in part owing to the expansion of digital 
tools that allow parliamentarians to inter­
act more directly with their constituen­
cies. Facilitating the greater involvement 

of parliamentarians in multilateral securi­
ty affairs is critical to ensuring that inter­
national agendas align with citizens’ pri­
orities.

Against this backdrop, OSCE partici­
pating States should better leverage the 
benefits of PDC by allocating additional 
resources to support sustained inter­
parliamentary engagement and strength­
ening relevant interparliamentary struc­
tures. The establishment of dedicated 
windows for interparliamentary engage­
ment would reduce overlap with other 
institutional affairs and facilitate lawmak­
ers’ regular participation in international 
forums. 

To maximize the impact of their en­
gagement, national parliaments should 
duly consider legislators’ professional 
backgrounds and parliamentary experi­
ence when appointing representatives 
to different interparliamentary forums.59 

This approach would strengthen the co­
herence of their work at the national and 
the international level, facilitating peer-to-
peer knowledge exchange.60 In parallel, 
codifying lawmakers’ international role 
at the domestic level—and ensuring that 
it is clearly communicated to the gener­
al public—would improve transparency 
while also encouraging greater public en­
gagement in global security matters.

Finally, the role of parliamentary diplo­
macy in promoting peace and stability 
should be further systematized at the in­
ternational level. The Council of Europe 
offers a valuable precedent in this regard, 
as its Assembly is formally recognized 
by statute (Article 10) as one of its two 
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main organs (alongside the Committee of 
Ministers), placing the executive and par­
liamentary dimensions of security gover­
nance on an equal footing.

Notes

1 The authors would like to thank Ms. Elena 
Stocco, who kindly reviewed the paper and 
gave invaluable advice on how to make it 
more rigorous.

2 For more details on the creation of the PA, 
see OSCE/CSCE, Charter of Paris for a New 
Europe (November 21, 1990), https://www.
osce.org/mc/39516; OSCE/CSCE, Madrid 
Document (April 3, 1991), https://www.osce.
org/pa/40791

3 The term “parliamentary diplomacy” com­
monly refers to the broad spectrum of inter­
national activities undertaken by members 
of parliament to foster mutual understand­
ing between countries, enhance government 
oversight, better represent constituents, and 
strengthen the democratic legitimacy of in­
tergovernmental institutions. See Gonnie de 
Boer and Frans Weisglas, “Parliamentary 
Diplomacy,” Hague Journal of Diplomacy 2, 
no. 1 (2007): 93–99, https://doi.org/10.1163/
187119007x180494

4 De Boer and Weisglas, cited above (Note 3).
5 See, for example, Jerzy Jaskiernia, “Parlia­

mentary Diplomacy: A New Dimension 
of Contemporary Parliamentarism,” Studia 
Iuridica Lublinensia 31, no. 5 (2022): 85–101, 
https://doi.org/10.17951/sil.2022.31.5.85-101

6 According to the OSCE PA Rule of Proce­
dures (Appendix), the Holy See, an OSCE 
participating State, may send two representa­
tives to the Assembly’s meetings as “guests 
of honor” due to the absence of an elected 
parliament.

7 OSCE PA, Rules of Procedure (November 2, 
2024), https://www.oscepa.org/ru/dokument
y/rules-of-procedure/1832-rules-of-procedur
e-english/file

8 Kolja Raube, Meltem Müftüler-Baç, and Jan 
Wouters, eds., Parliamentary Co-operation 
and Diplomacy in EU External Relations (Ed­
ward Elgar Publishing, 2019).

9 Between 2001 and 2017, the PA adopted 
eleven resolutions related to different aspects 
of terrorism, mainly in reaction to new UN 
documents such as UNSCRs 1373 (2001), 
1456 (2003), 1566 (2004), 2178 (2014), and 
2396 (2017).

10 The United Nations Global Counter-Terror­
ism Strategy is widely considered the main 
instrument for preventing and combating ter­
rorism at the international level. For further 
details, see UN Office of Counter-Terrorism, 
“United Nations Global Counter-Terrorism 
Strategy,” https://www.un.org/counterterrori
sm/un-global-counter-terrorism-strategy

11 OSCE PA, Resolution on Preventing and 
Countering Terrorism and Violent Extrem­
ism and Radicalization that Lead to Terror­
ism (July 11, 2018), https://www.oscepa.org/
en/documents/all-documents/ad-hoc-comm
ittee-on-migration/3757-resolution-on-preve
nting-and-countering-terrorism-and-violent
-extremism-and-radicalization-that-lead-to-t
errorism-adopted-at-the-27th-annual-session
-berlin-7-11-july-2018

12 Within democratic frameworks, national par­
liaments act as enablers, shaping national 
counterterrorism policies; guardians, ensur­
ing adherence to fundamental freedoms in all 
counterterrorism measures; and mediators, 
bridging diverging views within society.

13 The CCT currently comprises fourteen leg­
islators from fourteen OSCE countries, led 
by a Chair who is supported by two Vice-
Chairs. For further details, see OSCE PA, “Ad 
Hoc Committee on Countering Terrorism,” 
https://www.oscepa.org/en/documents/facts
heets/3614-osce-pa-ad-hoc-committee-on-co
untering-terrorism-factsheet/file

14 For the full mandate of the CCT, see OSCE 
PA, “Countering Terrorism,” https://www.osc
epa.org/en/activities/ad-hoc-committees-and
-working-groups/countering-terrorism

15 The Chair of the CCT is expected to preside 
over its meetings, represent the committee 
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before external stakeholders, and steer its 
workplan.

16 See, for example, OSCE PA, “Reinforcing 
Counter-Terrorism Co-operation Discussed 
in Ad Hoc Committee’s Meetings at OSCE 
and UNODC,” November 14, 2017, https://w
ww.oscepa.org/en/news-a-media/press-releas
es/press-2017/reinforcing-counter-terrorism
-co-operation-discussed-in-ad-hoc-committe
e-s-meetings-at-osce-and-unodc

17 The data in this section is largely drawn from 
the internal archives of the OSCE PA Inter­
national Secretariat and from open sources 
available online. The current composition of 
the CCT can be found at OSCE PA, cited 
above (Note 13).

18 The team at the International Secretariat 
consisted of a senior adviser (with previous 
experience in countering serious crime at the 
international level) and a research assistant.

19 See OSCE PA Special Representative on Gen­
der Issues, The 2024 Report on Gender Is­
sues: Fostering Free and Inclusive Societies; 
The Role of Civil Society Organizations in 
a Time of Democratic Decline (OSCE PA, 
2024), https://www.oscepa.org/en/document
s/special-representatives/gender-issues/repo
rt-17/4995-2024-gender-report-fostering-free
-and-inclusive-societies-the-role-of-civil-soci
ety-organizations-in-a-time-of-democratic-d
ecline-eng/file

20 Namely Israel and Morocco.
21 In the OSCE PA, there are no official po­

litical groups, and members sit in national 
delegations during statutory meetings. This 
structure aligns with the OSCE PA’s distinctly 
diplomatic character.

22 Notably, the last three OSCE PA Presi­
dents—George Tserateli (2018–2020), Mar­
gareta Cederfelt (2021–2023), and Pia Kau­
ma (2023–2025)—were associated with con­
servative groups. The PA President is elected 
by the entire Assembly.

23 Namely Austria, Andorra, Armenia, Canada, 
Germany, Ireland, Luxembourg, Poland, Ro­
mania, the United Kingdom, and Morocco 
(an OSCE Partner for Co-operation). A few 
meetings, especially during the COVID-19 
pandemic, were also held online.

24 Such visits were conducted in Türkiye 
(2024), Switzerland (2023), Norway (2020), 
France (2019), Bosnia and Herzegovina 
(2018), Belgium (2018), the United States 
(2018), and Morocco (2017). For further de­
tails, see OSCE PA, cited above (Note 14).

25 See, for example, OSCE PA, Resolution on 
the Challenges Related to Returning and Re­
locating Foreign Terrorist Fighters (July 8, 
2019), https://www.oscepa.org/en/document
s/ad-hoc-committee-on-migration/3884-reso
lution-on-the-challenges-related-to-returnin
g-and-relocating-foreign-terrorist-fighters-ad
opted-at-the-28th-annual-session-luxembour
g-4-8-july-2018/file

26 See, for example, OSCE PA, Strengthening 
Border Security and Information Sharing 
in the OSCE Region: A Parliamentary Over­
sight Exercise (OSCE PA, 2019),
https://www.oscepa.org/en/documents/ad-h
oc-committees-and-working-groups/ad-hoc
-committee-on-countering-terrorism/3905-st
rengthening-border-security-and-informatio
n-sharing-in-the-osce-region/file

27 See, for example, OSCE PA, cited above 
(Note 11).

28 Several of whom engaged multiple times, for 
a total of fifty-nine “engagements” by OSCE 
PA members.

29 Namely, three official CCT meetings (Vien­
na, Bucharest, Dublin), one official CCT 
country visit (Türkiye), two meetings of the 
Coordination Mechanism of Parliamentary 
Assemblies on Counter-Terrorism (Istanbul, 
Rome), two Parliamentary Policy Dialogues 
(Istanbul, Rome), a panel discussion on the 
sidelines of the 2024 Internet Governance 
Forum (Riyadh), and two international par­
liamentary conferences (Doha).

30 This could be the subject of a separate study.
31 See, for example, OSCE, “Repatriation of 

‘Foreign Terrorist Fighters’ and Their Fami­
lies Urgently Needed to Safeguard Human 
Rights and Security, OSCE Human Rights 
Head Says,” February 11, 2020, www.osce.org
/odihr/445909; Council of Europe Commis­
sioner for Human Rights, “Council of Euro­
pe Member States Should Urgently Repatri­
ate Their Under-Age Nationals Stranded in 
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Northern Syria,” May 28, 2019, https://www.
coe.int/en/web/commissioner/-/council-of-e
urope-member-states-should-urgently-repatr
iate-their-under-age-nationals-stranded-in-n
orthern-syria

32 Namely, the 2024 Bucharest Resolution on 
AI and the Fight against Terrorism, the 
2023 Vancouver Resolution on the Wagner 
Group’s Terroristic Nature and Actions, the 
2022 Birmingham Resolution on Victims of 
Terrorism, the 2019 Luxembourg Resolution 
on Addressing the Threats Stemming from 
the Return and Relocation of Foreign Terror­
ist Fighters, and the 2018 Berlin Resolution 
on Preventing and Countering Terrorism 
and Violent Extremism, which outlines the 
PA’s comprehensive counterterrorism strate­
gy. For further details, see OSCE PA, cited 
above (Note 14).

33 Moreover, they are usually shared with all 
presidents of national parliaments. As such, 
they are clearly intended to inform both in­
tergovernmental and national policymaking. 
The extent to which this actually occurs 
could be the subject of a separate inquiry.

34 Looking back, the OSCE PA has often served 
as a precursor on key issues that were lat­
er integrated into OSCE programs and struc­
tures. For instance, the PA was among the 
first to advocate for greater media freedom, 
increased attention to gender issues, and rais­
ing the profile of human trafficking. Simi­
larly, the security implications of AI, which 
were a primary focus of the Assembly in 
2023–2024, is now gaining increasing trac­
tion within the OSCE. For more information, 
see R. Spencer Oliver, The Parliamentary 
Assembly and Its Political Influence in the 
OSCE (OSCE PA, 2005), https://www.oscep
a.org/en/documents/documents-1/955-2005
-the-parliamentary-assembly-and-its-politica
l-influence-in-the-osce/file

35 OSCE Ministerial Council, Declaration on 
Strengthening OSCE Efforts to Prevent and 
Counter Terrorism, MC.DOC/1/16 (Decem­
ber 9, 2016), https://www.osce.org/cio/288
176

36 OSCE PA, Resolution on Artificial Intelli­
gence and the Fight Against Terrorism (July 

3, 2024), https://www.oscepa.org/en/docume
nts/ad-hoc-committees-and-working-groups
/ad-hoc-committee-on-countering-terrorism
/resolutions-and-publications/5040-resolutio
n-on-artificial-intelligence-and-the-fight-agai
nst-terrorism-adopted-at-the-31st-annual-ses
sion-bucharest-29-june-to-3-july-2024/file

37 On the one hand, AI advancements pro­
vide opportunities to enhance data analy­
sis, improve threat detection, and refine pre­
dictive modeling, enabling more proactive 
and effective counterterrorism strategies. On 
the other, these same technologies can be 
weaponized by terrorist groups for recruit­
ment, fundraising, and the dissemination of 
propaganda and disinformation.

38 Among other measures, the resolution calls 
on participating States to 1) enhance their 
legislative frameworks and build their AI 
capabilities to more effectively prevent and 
counter terrorism and violent extremism 
while ensuring respect for human rights, 
fundamental freedoms, privacy rights, and 
data protection standards; 2) establish ro­
bust oversight mechanisms; 3) promote me­
dia/digital literacy and enhance societal re­
silience against online polarization and radi­
calization, which can lead to terrorism; and 
4) develop effective public-private partner­
ships to prevent and counter the misuse of 
AI for terrorist purposes.

39 OSCE PA, Resolution on the Wagner 
Group’s Terroristic Nature and Actions (July 
4, 2023), https://www.oscepa.org/en/docume
nts/ad-hoc-committees-and-working-groups
/ad-hoc-committee-on-countering-terrorism
/4755-osce-pa-resolution-on-the-wagner-gro
up-terroristic-nature-and-actions-30th-annu
al-session-2023/file

40 The counterterrorism legal framework serves 
as a crucial tool in cases where IHL does not 
apply, such as when a terrorist attack occurs 
in a conflict zone but is unrelated to the con­
flict itself or is not committed by one of the 
belligerent parties.

41 See, for example, Thomas Latschen, “Is the 
Wagner Group a Terrorist Organization?,” 
Deutsche Welle, September 18, 2023, https:/
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/www.dw.com/en/is-the-wagner-group-a-ter
rorist-organization/a-66740597

42 See, for example, Parliamentary Assembly of 
the Council of Europe, Legal and Human 
Rights Aspects of the Russian Federation’s 
Aggression Against Ukraine, Resolution 2556 
(June 26, 2024), https://pace.coe.int/en/files/
33682/html

43 United Nations Office of Counter-Terrorism, 
Parliamentary Handbook on Promoting the 
Implementation of Security Council Resolu­
tion 1373 (2001) on Countering Terrorism 
(UN, 2024), https://www.un.org/counterterr
orism/sites/www.un.org.counterterrorism/fil
es/unoct_parliamentary_r1373_handbook_e
n.pdf

44 United Nations Office of Counter-Terrorism, 
Model Legislative Provisions to Support the 
Needs and Protect the Rights of Victims of 
Terrorism (UN, 2022), https://www.un.org/c
ounterterrorism/sites/www.un.org.counterte
rrorism/files/220204_model_legislative_prov
isions.pdf

45 OSCE PA, cited above (Note 26).
46 Namely, advance passenger information, pas­

senger name records, and biometric data 
management systems (biometrics).

47 OSCE PA, cited above (Note 25).
48 OSCE PA, “OSCE PA’s Voridis and Cham­

bers Address UN Security Council on Parlia­
mentary Counter-Terrorism Efforts,” July 2, 
2019, https://www.osce.org/parliamentary-as
sembly/424631

49 For further details, see OSCE, “Action 
Against Terrorism,” https://www.osce.org/s
ecretariat/terrorism

50 For further details, see OSCE, “OSCE Of­
fice for Democratic Institutions and Human 
Rights,” https://www.osce.org/odihr

51 The latter took place in 2018, 2019, and 2020.
52 For example, OSCE PA, “Legislators, Experts 

Work on Human Rights-Compliant Policies 
for Prosecution, Rehabilitation and Reinte­
gration of FTFs in South East Europe,” 
September 15, 2021, https://www.oscepa.or
g/en/news-a-media/press-releases/press-202
1/legislators-and-experts-work-together

53 The United Nations Office of Counter-Ter­
rorism’s Programme Office on Parliamentary 

Engagement fulfils the functions of the Sec­
retariat of the Coordination Mechanism.

54 In June 2022, for example, the United Nations 
Counter-Terrorism Centre of the United Na­
tions Office of Counter-Terrorism conducted a 
National Advocacy Event with Albanian par­
liamentarians. For further details, see United 
Nations Office of Counter-Terrorism, “Advo­
cacy Event: Republic of Albania; Promoting 
Universalization  and  Effective  Implementa­
tion of the International Convention for the 
Suppression  of  Acts  of  Nuclear  Terrorism,” 
https://www.un.org/counterterrorism/events
/Albania-Promoting-Universalization-and-Ef
fective-Implementation-of-ICSANT

55 Under its presidency (2022–2024), the PA or­
ganized four Policy Dialogues, which focused 
on border security and cross-border cooper­
ation (Doha, January 2023), the impact of 
terrorism and violent extremism on youth 
(Vienna, October 2023), the protection of re­
ligious sites, symbols, and objects (Istanbul, 
May 2024), and countering the use of AI for 
terrorist purposes (Rome, December 2024).

56 For instance, in the context of fighting 
transnational organized crime and curbing 
irregular migration.

57 The OSCE has been working without an 
agreed Unified Budget since 2021, which has 
resulted in uncertainty and a series of con­
tainment measures aimed at limiting costs, 
hampering the organization’s ability to oper­
ate at full capacity.

58 The last OSCE Ministerial Council Decision 
related to countering terrorism was adopted 
in 2016. See OSCE Ministerial Council, cited 
above (Note 35).

59 Ideally,  members  of  the  PA  should  also  be 
involved in national parliamentary commit­
tees dealing with foreign affairs, security and 
defense,  sustainable  development,  human 
rights, and the rule of law, among other key 
areas.

60 International parliamentary efforts should 
enrich national parliamentary dynamics. 
Creating links between relevant national and 
international committees could be beneficial 
on both levels.
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a backdrop of escalating armed violence and Russian political maneuvers aimed at undermining 
Ukrainian sovereignty. Despite this sustained engagement, the OSCE’s facilitation and mediation 
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Introduction1

The protracted conflict in Ukraine—
which escalated from Russia’s illegal an­
nexation of Crimea in 2014 and hostil­
ities in the Donbas to a full-scale inva­
sion in 2022—has demonstrated the limits 
of international crisis diplomacy. While 
numerous international diplomatic initia­
tives have attempted to de-escalate ten­
sions and create a framework for peace 
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over the course of nearly a decade, all 
have proven insufficient to prevent fur­
ther aggression. The Geneva Statement, 
the OSCE Roadmap, the Normandy For­
mat, the Trilateral Contact Group (TCG), 
the Minsk agreements, and the activities 
of the OSCE Special Monitoring Mis­
sion (SMM) have been among the most 
important diplomatic efforts to stabilize 
the situation. Nevertheless, each initia­
tive was ultimately hampered by struc­
tural weaknesses, deep-seated historical 
mistrust, strategic miscalculations, and a 
lack of credible enforcement mechanisms. 
Russia’s political maneuvering and hy­
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brid warfare tactics during this period 
further complicated peace efforts, exploit­
ing diplomatic ambiguity to advance its 
geopolitical objectives while undermining 
Ukraine’s sovereignty. 

By analyzing these failed diplomatic 
efforts, this paper draws key lessons 

for future conflict mediation, highlight­
ing the importance of enforcing agree­
ments, strengthening multilateral security, 
and recognizing the limits of diplomacy 
with uncooperative parties in a dynamic 
geopolitical environment. 

Event Date

OSCE SMM deployed March 17, 2014–February 24, 2022
OSCE National Dialogue Project March 20, 2014–April 20, 2014
Geneva Statement on de-escalation April 17, 2014
OSCE presents Roadmap for a peaceful resolu­
tion

May 12, 2014

Roundtables on National Unity May 2014
Normandy Format first meeting; 
TCG established

June 6, 2014
June 6, 2014

Poroshenko’s 15-point peace plan June 20, 2014
Minsk I agreement signed September 5, 2014
Minsk II agreement signed February 12, 2015
Normandy Format Declaration February 12, 2015
UN Security Council Resolution 2202 (2015) February 17, 2015
Normandy Format and TCG continue efforts 2015–early 2022
Normandy summit in Paris December 19, 2019
Full-scale invasion of Ukraine February 24, 2022

Table 1. Key diplomatic efforts in the Ukraine crisis (2014–2022).

Early diplomatic failures: From Geneva 
to the OSCE Roadmap

Although Russia launched its full-scale in­
vasion of Ukraine on February 24, 2022, 
its military intervention began much ear­
lier, in March 2014. Following the Maidan 

Revolution in late 2013 and early 2014, 
Russia illegally annexed Crimea and fo­
mented violent separatism in the Donbas 
region, resulting in over 13,000 deaths 
and the displacement of millions.2 

International efforts to manage the cri­
sis were initially hampered by the intran­
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sigence of the Yanukovych government, 
which maintained close ties with Russia. 
Despite holding the OSCE Chairperson­
ship in 2013, it opposed efforts to estab­
lish a crisis management infrastructure 
in the country and rejected the involve­
ment of the UN, the OSCE, and the 
EU as potential mediators.3 The OSCE’s 
central role in Ukraine began only af­
ter the ousting of President Yanukovych 
in early 2014. Under Swiss leadership, 
the OSCE took a more proactive stance, 
launching fact-finding missions, develop­
ing roadmaps, facilitating dialogue, and 
deploying a peace mission in Ukraine.4 

The first formal attempt at international 
crisis diplomacy took place on April 17, 
2014, at a high-level meeting in Geneva. 
This meeting brought together key inter­
national players—the United States, the 
European Union, Russia, and Ukraine—
for the first time to address the escalating 
conflict. It concluded with the issuance of 
the Geneva Statement, a comprehensive 
framework designed to de-escalate the cri­
sis. The Statement articulated a series of 
principles and tangible actions, including 
the disarmament of illicit armed groups, 
a pathway to amnesty, constitutional re­
forms to facilitate Donbas regional decen­
tralization, dialogue, and an enhanced 
role for the OSCE.5 

Building on the Geneva group’s en­
dorsement of the OSCE, the OSCE 
Chairperson-in-Office (CiO) drafted a 
Roadmap for a peaceful settlement on 
May 12, 2014 (OSCE Roadmap), which 
outlined a comprehensive, time-sensitive, 
and proactive approach to the crisis in 

Ukraine, outlining detailed measures for 
de-escalation, reconciliation, and stabili­
ty.6 The CiO emphasized the urgency of 
securing support for the OSCE Roadmap 
from both Ukraine and Russia, aiming 
to create a conducive environment for 
Ukraine’s upcoming presidential elections 
in May 2014. 

However,  the  CiO’s  decision  to  seek 
Russia’s endorsement in Moscow prior to 
consulting with Kyiv drew sharp criticism 
from Ukraine’s  interim government  and 
the United States. The move was perceived 
as a diplomatic misstep, potentially priori­
tizing  Russian  concerns  over  Ukrainian 
interests. Russia swiftly exploited the OSCE 
Roadmap to its advantage, leveraging it to 
undermine  Ukraine’s  position.  Moscow 
accused Kyiv of obstructing the implemen­
tation of the Geneva Statement, alleging its 
failure  to  disarm nationalist  groups  and 
cease military operations in the east. These 
accusations, often unsubstantiated, served 
to bolster separatist factions while casting 
Ukraine as the primary obstacle to peace 
and stability in the region.7  At the same 
time, the Geneva Statement posed a prob­
lem for Moscow, as it neither legitimized 
separatist groups nor mandated Ukrainian 
federalization,  thereby  limiting  Russia’s 
ability  to  dictate  the  country’s  political 
future.8 

Although the Geneva Statement legit­
imized Ukraine’s (Maidan) government, 
its failure to address Crimea implied ac­
ceptance of its annexation by Russia. Es­
calating violence soon rendered the Gene­
va commitments meaningless, leading to 
the cancellation of the Geneva II meeting 
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and paving the way for the Normandy 
Format. Russia, in turn, leveraged the 
Geneva Statement to frame the conflict 
as an internal Ukrainian crisis, downplay­
ing its own responsibility and exploiting 
diplomatic ambiguity to further its strate­
gic objectives. 

A framework of frustration: The 
Normandy Format and the stalled 
peace process in Ukraine

Following the collapse of the Geneva 
Format, the United States’ reluctance to 
engage multilaterally, and Russian oppo­
sition to European Union involvement, 
a new mediation framework emerged: 
the Normandy Format. Initiated during 
the D-Day commemorations in France in 
June 2014, this grouping brought togeth­
er leaders from France, Germany, Rus­
sia, and Ukraine. Within this framework, 
Russia positioned itself as a neutral me­
diator alongside Germany and France, ef­
fectively denying its direct involvement 
in the conflict.9 Notably, this self-portray­
al was not formally challenged by either 
France or Germany, allowing Russia to 
maintain its narrative. Unlike the Geneva 
Format, however, the Normandy discus­
sions excluded the United States, which 
opted to engage Russia through separate 
bilateral channels. This parallel approach 
weakened the West’s ability to provide co­
herent support and exert pressure during 
pivotal moments in the negotiations.10

Despite its stated goal of achieving 
a peaceful resolution to the conflict in 

Ukraine, the Normandy Format struggled 
to maintain momentum. Its effectiveness 
was undermined by infrequent meetings 
and extended periods of inactivity—the 
result of leadership transitions in France 
and Ukraine—coupled with a discernible 
lack of political will. Nevertheless, the 
Format achieved important milestones, 
including the creation of the TCG as the 
primary forum for resolving the conflict 
in Ukraine. Normandy’s most significant 
breakthrough was the Minsk II agreement 
of February 2015, brokered at a high-level 
meeting following the collapse of its pre­
decessor amid intense military clashes in 
contested areas.11

Following a period of stalled progress, 
the Normandy Format summit in Paris 
on December 9, 2019, briefly revived 
hopes for diplomatic progress. This fol­
lowed the election of President Zelen­
sky, who campaigned on a platform ad­
vocating for a peaceful resolution to 
the conflict. While Zelensky and Putin 
reaffirmed their commitment to a cease­
fire and troop withdrawals, fundamen­
tal disagreements continued to impede 
substantial progress. Zelensky rejected 
Putin’s demand that Ukraine implement 
special status legislation and constitution­
al amendments for the Donbas region 
prior to holding elections, creating a 
diplomatic impasse. Chancellor Merkel 
subsequently rejected Zelensky’s proposal 
to renegotiate the Minsk II agreement, 
which had made the restoration of 
Ukraine’s control over its eastern bor­
der conditional on political reforms, ef­
fectively granting Russia significant lever­
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age.12 As a result, several critical issues re­
mained unresolved, including the timing 
of elections, the extent of regional author­
ity, and the status of armed separatists.

Beyond negotiation: The TCG’s 
multifaceted role in conflict resolution

The TCG emerged in early June 2014 as 
a crucial platform for addressing the con­
flict in eastern Ukraine. First proposed 
by the CiO in a briefing to the UN Secu­
rity Council on February 24, 2014, the 
TCG brought together senior representa­
tives from the OSCE, Ukraine, and Russia 
to address a wide range of conflict-relat­
ed issues. It operated on a continuous 
basis, convening frequently and often at 
short notice. Although the TCG evolved 
from informal discussions to a more orga­
nized structure, it never acquired a formal 
mandate or internal guidelines, creating 
operational uncertainty. In addition, the 
TCG’s reliance on consensus effectively 
granted Russia veto power. Unlike the 
Normandy Format, where direct engage­
ment with Ukraine was paramount, the 
TCG allowed for the direct participation 
of separatist representatives in both its 
meetings and its four working groups, 
granting them a voice and legitimizing 
their presence.13

Led by the OSCE, the TCG assisted 
in drafting and implementing specific el­
ements of the Poroshenko peace plan, 
including facilitating direct engagement 
with separatist groups. It subsequently be­
came closely associated with the Minsk 

agreements and was both designated and 
internationally recognized as the official 
negotiating platform for conflict resolu­
tion efforts in Ukraine. In essence, the 
TCG’s function extended beyond mere 
negotiation: it served as a facilitator of 
communication between all parties to the 
conflict, including the separatists, and 
played an indispensable role in resolving 
hostage crises and coordinating prisoner 
exchanges. Despite these contributions, 
the TCG’s effectiveness was occasionally 
undermined by a lack of clearly defined 
communication channels with the Nor­
mandy Format. This coordination gap 
arose from the absence of formally estab­
lished rules governing collaboration and 
information exchange between the two 
negotiation platforms.

The OSCE in Ukraine: Challenges 
to inclusive dialogue facilitation and 
monitoring

In response to the escalating crisis in 
Ukraine, the OSCE launched several di­
alogue support initiatives in 2014, in­
cluding the National Dialogue Project 
(March–April 2014), the SMM (March 
2014–February 2022), and the CiO-led 
high-level National Unity Roundtables 
(May 2014). The National Dialogue 
Project, initiated at the request of the 
Ukrainian government, aimed to mitigate 
deepening societal divisions exacerbated 
by the crisis. Implemented by the OSCE’s 
Project Co-ordinator in Ukraine, this 
four-week initiative engaged a wide range 
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of stakeholders—including government 
institutions and various civil society ac­
tors—across key locations throughout the 
country. It sought to create an enabling 
environment for high-level roundtables, 
inclusive town hall meetings, and par­
liamentary engagement in each region. 
However, the rapidly deteriorating secu­
rity situation ultimately limited the mis­
sion’s impact and duration.

During the first half of 2014, the SMM 
played a crucial role in monitoring and 
reporting on the evolving social and se­
curity situation. Prior to receiving its 
ceasefire monitoring mandate from the 
TCG in September 2014, the SMM used 
dialogue as a tool for de-escalation, fa­
cilitating the peaceful transfer of occu­
pied buildings, and establishing direct 
communication channels with protesters 
and occupiers.14 It also conducted exten­
sive mapping exercises to identify and en­
gage potential partners, contributing to 
the preparation of subsequent high-lev­
el roundtables. Nevertheless, the SMM’s 
operations were frequently disrupted by 
security incidents—including the kidnap­
ping of military observers, the abduction 
of an SMM patrol, and the downing of 
flight MH17 by separatists—which divert­
ed resources and hindered its effective­
ness. 

The CiO-led high-level National Uni­
ty Roundtables, co-chaired by former 
Ukrainian Presidents Leonid Kravchuk 
and Leonid Kuchma, encountered signifi­
cant challenges from the outset. Efforts to 
establish a planned Coordinating Council 
and to develop an OSCE-assisted code 

of conduct for Roundtable participants 
were never realized. The initiative was 
further hampered by an unclear agenda, 
the controversial selection of participants, 
and the government’s restrictive policy of 
engaging only with non-armed separatist 
groups.15 Ukraine faced the unenviable 
challenge of organizing an inclusive na­
tional dialogue involving individuals on 
its own wanted list while simultaneously 
conducting counterterrorism operations. 
Despite an amnesty offer aimed at per­
suading armed groups to disarm, the ini­
tiative collapsed after only three meetings.

The illusion of compromise: Why 
Poroshenko’s peace initiative was 
doomed

President Poroshenko assumed office on 
June 7, 2014, with an uncompromis­
ing stance toward Moscow-backed sepa­
ratists: “They don’t represent anybody. 
We have to restore law and order and 
sweep the terrorists off the street.”16 Fol­
lowing his election, Poroshenko faced 
a rapidly deteriorating security situa­
tion, especially in the Donbas. Separatist 
checkpoints and the occupation of gov­
ernment buildings proliferated, culminat­
ing in the proclamation of the so-called 
Donetsk People’s Republic (DPR) and 
Luhansk People’s Republic (LPR). In re­
sponse to the crisis, he proposed a com­
prehensive peace plan designed to restore 
Ukrainian sovereignty over the entirety of 
its territory.
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Unveiled in late June 2014, 
Poroshenko’s 15-point peace plan aligned 
broadly with the principles of the Geneva 
Statement. Developed with the help of the 
TCG, it emphasized a unilateral and tem­
porary ceasefire and the establishment 
of a 10-kilometer buffer zone along the 
Ukrainian-Russian border. Further key el­
ements included constitutional changes 
to support decentralization and early elec­
tions in Donbas. Concerns and questions 
persisted, however, particularly concern­
ing the role of international organizations 
such as the OSCE in the plan’s implemen­
tation.

The ceasefire lasted only ten days before 
Poroshenko  terminated  it,  citing  “more 
than  a  hundred”  violations.17  The  high 
number of casualties and Ukraine’s contin­
ued loss of control over critical sections of 
the  border  with  Russia  highlighted  the 
fragility of the peace plan and the obstacles 
to achieving lasting stability in the Donbas 
region. Regaining control over the eastern 
border quickly became a central point of 
contention in subsequent negotiations, as it 
was essential to Ukraine’s ability to stem 
the  flow  of  arms  and  mercenaries  from 
Russia.  Yet  despite  its  failure,  the  plan’s 
emphasis  on  dialogue,  decentralization, 
and constitutional reforms laid the ground­
work  for  future  peace  efforts,  ultimately 
leading to the two Minsk agreements.  It 
demonstrated that peaceful solutions were 
not only being pursued but also viewed as 
achievable, even in the face of a seemingly 
intractable conflict. In hindsight, however, 
it may also have been a strategic miscalcu­

lation in  its  failure  to  recognize  the  full 
extent of Putin’s imperial ambitions.18

The Minsk agreements: A framework 
for peace or a tool for Russian 
influence?

In September 2014, the TCG facilitat­
ed the negotiation of the Minsk Proto­
col (also known as Minsk I), an ini­
tial attempt to address the conflict in 
eastern Ukraine through an agreement 
that included Ukraine, Russia, and the 
separatists.19 While the Protocol’s twelve 
points incorporated most of Poroshenko’s 
peace plan,20 the Battle of Debaltseve in 
January 2015, which resulted in heavy 
Ukrainian losses, led to its collapse. In 
response, the Normandy leaders negotiat­
ed a follow-up agreement—Minsk II—on 
February 12, 2015.21 This second accord 
was more comprehensive and detailed 
than its predecessor, building on the pro­
visions of Minsk I. Its key provisions in­
cluded granting “special status” to the self-
proclaimed DPR and LPR, thereby con­
solidating Russian political influence in 
Ukraine. An amnesty for certain armed 
groups, coupled with a failure to force 
insurgents to relinquish territorial gains, 
further tilted the agreement in favor of the 
separatists. 

Nevertheless, the Minsk II agreement 
was endorsed by a joint declaration of the 
Normandy leaders, including the presi­
dents of Russia and Ukraine.22 Notably, 
and later ignored by Moscow, the declara­
tion reaffirmed full respect for Ukraine’s 
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sovereignty and territorial integrity. At 
Russia’s urging, the UN Security Council 
adopted Resolution 2202 (2015), which 
formally endorsed the Minsk II agree­
ment. Though Western members offered 
reluctant support, the resolution called 
on all parties to fully implement the 
agreed-upon measures, including a com­
prehensive ceasefire. Russia subsequent­
ly weaponized Resolution 2202 to legit­
imize its position, arguing that the Minsk 
agreements now constituted binding obli­
gations under international law.23

The Minsk agreements were flawed due 
to asymmetrical commitments and dis­
agreements over sequencing: Ukraine pri­
oritized security, while Russia insisted on 
prior political concessions. The so-called 
Steinmeier Formula attempted to break 
the deadlock over the timing of the Don­
bas elections by granting the Donetsk and 
Luhansk regions temporary special status 
on election day, with permanent status 
contingent on verification by the OSCE. 
In addition, under Minsk II, Ukraine was 
required to implement decentralization 
measures before regaining control of its 
borders, giving Russia further leverage. 

Though initially intended as a path to 
peace, the Steinmeier Formula gradually 
came to be viewed as a concession to 
Russia, igniting fierce nationalist opposi­
tion in Ukraine. The prospect of amnesty 
and autonomy for Russian-backed regions 
triggered widespread protests. As former 
Chancellor Merkel later recalled, ten 
thousand demonstrators in Kyiv chant­
ed “No to capitulation! No to amnesty!”
—directly targeting President Zelensky’s 

efforts to implement the Minsk agree­
ments.24 This determined opposition was 
also evident when Ukraine rescinded an 
invitation to German President Frank-
Walter Steinmeier following Russia’s 2022 
invasion, underscoring the deep and emo­
tional resistance to the Minsk agreements 
and the formula that bears his name. 

A fragile watch: The SMM’s limited 
impact on ceasefire implementation

The Minsk agreements entrusted SMM 
with a crucial role: monitoring and 
reporting on ceasefire compliance. 
Equipped with drones, SMM patrols ob­
served and documented breaches, dis­
seminating information to the OSCE Sec­
retariat, the TCG, the OSCE Permanent 
Council, and the public through daily on­
line reports. The SMM also monitored 
and verified weapons withdrawals and 
force disengagements.25 

To facilitate ceasefire implementation, 
the SMM provided liaison officers to 
the Joint Center for Control and Coor­
dination (JCCC), established by Ukraini­
an and Russian General Staffs. In princi­
ple, the JCCC aimed to directly address 
ceasefire violations by enabling commu­
nication between senior officers and field 
commanders. In practice, however, its 
effectiveness was undermined due to 
the lack of direct interaction between 
Ukrainian and Russian officers, who com­
municated independently through the 
OSCE. This was further compounded 
by bureaucratic challenges, including the 
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use of tourist visas by Russian officers 
and the JCCC’s lack of enforcement au­
thority. While the JCCC occasionally suc­
ceeded in negotiating localized ceasefires 
for infrastructure repairs, it ultimately col­
lapsed in 2017 when Russia withdrew, cit­
ing impediments to its personnel’s work. 
The SMM was left to fill the resulting 
vacuum,26 even though its relationship 
with the JCCC had never been clearly 
defined—a gap that ultimately weakened 
monitoring and de-escalation efforts.27 

The ceasefires established under the 
Minsk agreements were repeatedly vio­
lated, as fighting for territorial control 
continued unabated. As former Deputy 
Head of the SMM Alexander Hug ob­
serves, “the OSCE SMM did not report 
a single day during which no fire had 
been recorded.”28 The consistent failure 
of the Minsk agreements to prevent on­
going conflict highlights a critical flaw: 
the insufficiency of relying on unenforced 
ceasefires. As a result, any future peace 
agreements must prioritize and imple­
ment security guarantees rather than re­
peating the ineffective formula of the 
Minsk process.

A significant limitation of the SMM 
stemmed from its adherence to strict im­
partiality, which precluded it from direct­
ly attributing ceasefire violations to spe­
cific parties. While SMM reports often 
employed coded language that strongly 
implied that pro-Russian separatists were 
primarily responsible for violations, this 
indirect approach hindered the establish­
ment of clear accountability. While it 
lacked the authority and capacity for en­

forcement, the SMM’s regular reporting 
provided essential transparency for the 
Ukrainian government and public, foster­
ing a better understanding of the conflict 
dynamics.

Diplomatic illusions: The Minsk 
agreements and the road to war

In the aftermath of Russia’s full-scale in­
vasion, international crisis management 
efforts from 2014 to 2022 have come un­
der scrutiny. Former Normandy Format 
members Angela Merkel and François 
Hollande have since acknowledged that 
the Minsk agreements bought Ukraine 
valuable time to strengthen its military 
capabilities and reinforce its defensive 
infrastructure.29 Several political analysts 
have argued that Russia strategically lever­
aged the Minsk agreements to exert pres­
sure on Ukraine, systematically under­
mining its sovereignty. This view has fu­
eled criticism of perceived “Western com­
plicity,” with many contending that by 
legitimizing Russia’s role in the Minsk 
negotiations, Western powers unwittingly 
created an environment that enabled the 
2022 escalation.30 

In a telling omission, the Geneva State­
ment, the OSCE Roadmap, and the Min­
sk agreements remained silent on Russia’s 
illegal annexation of Crimea. From the 
outset, there were widespread doubts 
about Russia’s sincerity in implementing 
the Minsk framework. Moscow portrayed 
itself as a neutral mediator while simulta­
neously supporting separatist movements 
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in eastern Ukraine—a contradiction that 
deepened suspicions.31 These doubts were 
further reinforced by Russia’s controver­
sial “passportization” policy in the Don­
bas. By issuing Russian passports to res­
idents of the region, Moscow was able 
to claim it was defending its “citizens” in 
Donbas, establishing a pretext for future 
military interventions. Simultaneously, it 
insisted that Ukraine negotiate directly 
with separatists, many of which were Rus­
sian veterans, while framing the conflict 
as a Ukrainian civil war in which Russia 
was serving merely as a third-party arbi­
trator. 

In contrast to the Istanbul Commu­
niqué of March 2022 and anticipated 
future peace deals, which involve “land 
for peace” concessions, the Minsk agree­
ments were based on a “political influ­
ence for peace” model.32 Unlike the 2022 
negotiations, this framework focused on 
immediate ceasefire arrangements and 
Russian droit de regard over a federal­
ized Donbas, emphasizing regional sub­
sidiarity over comprehensive geopolitical 
changes. While Ukraine viewed the Min­
sk process as a path toward restoring its 
territorial integrity—even if that meant 
granting amnesty to separatists and re­
gional autonomy to Donbas—Russia used 
it as a tool for transforming Ukraine in­
to a “Russian satellite.”33 As Ukrainian 
scholar Serhii Plokhy notes, the “special 
status” provision for Donetsk and Luhan­
sk was less about decentralization and 
more about creating a Russian-controlled 
enclave within Ukraine in the Donbas 
regions.34 This was essentially a strategic 

blueprint for maintaining Moscow’s grip 
on Ukraine’s internal affairs, effectively 
stalling its progress toward full sovereign­
ty and Western integration, including 
NATO membership. Until 2021, Russia 
maintained that the Minsk agreements 
were the only viable solution to the con­
flict, asserting that there was “no alterna­
tive.”35 At that time, in the eyes of Nor­
mandy members, “Minsk was dead in the 
water.”36 This failure ultimately served as 
an excuse for the full-scale Russian inva­
sion on February 24, 2022.37

Though widely and ardently criticized 
by many Ukrainians, the Minsk agree­
ments were viewed by some analysts as 
a potential means of averting a full-scale 
Russian invasion in 2022. While specula­
tive, this perspective underscores the dif­
ficult trade-offs faced by Ukraine. The 
full implementation of the agreements 
would have required significant conces­
sions, such as granting special status to 
separatist-controlled regions and curbing 
Ukraine’s NATO ambitions. Nevertheless, 
some argue that these compromises, how­
ever painful, may have been the necessary 
cost of avoiding a far more catastrophic 
conflict.38 The notion that Russia, driven 
by its geopolitical ambitions, may have al­
ways intended to invade Ukraine regard­
less of the diplomatic outcome serves as a 
cautionary guardrail for this study.

Conclusions and recommendations

The crisis in Ukraine prior to February 
2022 exposed fundamental weaknesses in 
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international crisis management. Despite 
extensive diplomatic efforts, the failure 
to prevent Russia’s full-scale invasion re­
vealed a lack of genuine political will and 
the absence of effective institutional en­
forcement mechanisms. The Yanukovych 
government’s rejection of OSCE involve­
ment in late 2013—a pivotal moment and 
missed opportunity—laid bare the press­
ing need for strengthened early warning 
frameworks and a more dynamic, for­
ward-leaning approach to conflict medi­
ation, ultimately foreshadowing the disas­
trous consequences of inaction. A further 
challenge was the lack of coordination 
between key institutions and platforms, 
including the OSCE, the Normandy For­
mat, and the TCG. The relationship be­
tween the JCCC and the SMM also re­
mained unresolved, based on ad hoc 
arrangements. The failure to establish 
clear information-sharing protocols and 
defined implementation responsibilities 
weakened crisis management efforts. 

The collapse of the JCCC in Ukraine 
highlights both the importance of struc­
tured military-to-military communication 
for ceasefire management and the risks 
associated with limited interaction and 
reliance on external actors, pointing to 
the need for a more robust, transparent 
mechanism for future conflict resolution 
efforts.39

The failure of the Minsk agreements 
ultimately resulted from their built-in am­
biguities, which led to persistent disputes 
over implementation and a lack of polit­
ical commitments. While the Steinmeier 
Formula was intended to provide clari­

ty, it faced resistance, demonstrating that 
sustainable peace processes require both 
national ownership and enforceable com­
mitments. Germany and France’s cautious 
approach to confronting Russia in the 
Normandy Format, a strategically limited 
US role, and an ineffective OSCE pres­
ence proved fatally inadequate; the ab­
sence of a robust peacekeeping mission 
capable of enforcement, coupled with a 
critical lack of credible multilateral secu­
rity guarantees and military deterrence, 
left Ukraine vulnerable, ultimately fueled 
Russian coercive behavior, and prolonged 
the conflict.

Russia’s self-portrayal as a neutral me­
diator was inherently deceptive, eroding 
trust from the beginning. Ukraine’s reluc­
tance to negotiate directly with armed 
separatists, though politically justified, 
narrowed potential diplomatic avenues, 
while Russia’s strategic manipulation of 
separatism demonstrated how hybrid 
warfare can be used as a tool to maintain 
instability.

The Poroshenko peace plan and the 
Minsk agreements demonstrate that pas­
sive diplomatic frameworks are inade­
quate and that active enforcement is es­
sential. The TCG, whose efforts extended 
beyond mediation, stands out in this re­
gard. Its four working groups addressed 
the full spectrum of conflict management, 
highlighting its critical role in crisis reso­
lution.

Russia’s exploitation of the Minsk pro­
cess to justify its full-scale invasion 
marked a fundamental failure of deter­
rence, reflecting not just a breakdown in 
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negotiations but a broader inability to 
counter Russia’s strategic ambitions. As 
former Foreign Minister Dmytro Kuleba 
warned: “Any hypothetical ‘Minsk-3’ can 
have only one result: an even bloodier 
war.”40

The Ukrainian crisis compels us to ac­
knowledge the urgent need to strength­
en conflict resolution institutions such 
as the OSCE and other relevant interna­
tional bodies. Such institutions must be 
empowered to promote compliance with 
agreements, credibly monitor ceasefires, 
and address the root causes of conflict. 
In contrast to the SMM’s limitations, fu­
ture monitoring mechanisms must clearly 
attribute ceasefire violations while main­
taining impartiality. 

A sustainable peace in Ukraine and 
elsewhere requires a multi-dimensional 
approach that goes beyond ceasefires. Key 
elements must include sustained diplo­
matic engagement and legally binding 
security guarantees. One option could 
be a legally binding version of the Bu­
dapest Memorandum, possibly endorsed 
by a UN Security Council resolution. Ad­
ditional pillars include military risk re­
duction through verifiable arms control, 
economic reconstruction to ensure long-
term resilience, and the establishment of 
a comprehensive, structured European se­
curity dialogue, underpinned by a reaf­
firmation of the Helsinki Principles and 
OSCE commitments. Such a dialogue 
must address not only the immediate con­
flict but also systemic regional instabili­
ty by laying the foundations for a securi­
ty architecture based on sovereignty, ter­

ritorial integrity, and the peaceful settle­
ment of disputes. 
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What Role for the OSCE in Addressing the Security Risks of Climate 
Change? 

Alina Viehoff and Raquel Munayer*

Abstract 
Since the 2010s, there has been a growing recognition that the impacts of climate change on 
resources and livelihoods exacerbate instability, conflict, and human suffering. This recognition has 
permeated various levels and sectors, from national security and foreign policy to international orga­
nizations such as the OSCE. This paper examines the role of the OSCE in mitigating climate-related 
security risks, emphasizing its capacity to enhance dialogue and cooperation among its fifty-seven 
participating States. It illustrates how addressing the security implications of climate change requires 
comprehensive regional strategies. By detailing both past and present OSCE initiatives to integrate 
climate and security considerations into its programming, it demonstrates how the OSCE facilitates 
collaboration across borders, sectors, and governance levels within diverse political landscapes, 
thereby enhancing the trust and cooperation necessary for addressing climate risks to security. The 
analysis underscores the importance of participatory processes and cross-sector collaboration to 
scale up climate action. It also highlights the necessity of keeping climate issues high on the global 
agenda, especially amid rising geopolitical tensions. 

Keywords
Climate change, security, cooperation, dialogue

To cite this publication: Alina Viehoff and Raquel Munayer, “What Role for the OSCE in Addressing 
the Security Risks of Climate Change?,” in OSCE Insights, eds. Cornelius Friesendorf and Argyro 
Kartsonaki (Nomos, 2026), https://doi.org/10.5771/9783748960751-03

Introduction

Climate change has rapidly risen in pri­
ority on both national and internation­
al security and foreign policy agendas. 
A key factor driving this development 
is the growing recognition that climate 
change poses significant security threats. 
With issues such as dwindling natural re­
sources and unstable livelihoods emerg­

* adelphi research

ing as contributing factors to conflicts 
and human suffering, the role that climate 
change plays in adding to these challenges 
is difficult to ignore. The impacts of cli­
mate change—whether forest fires, glacial 
lake outburst floods, or climate-induced 
migration and displacement—are rarely 
confined to a country’s political borders. 
To avoid, prepare for, and respond to 
these disruptions, it is therefore essential 
that countries approach climate and secu­
rity issues from a regional perspective, 
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collaborating on strategies and actions 
to address short- and long-term climate-
related security risks. The identification 
of shared climate challenges and their 
impacts, as well as the development of 
effective solutions to address them, re­
lies heavily on cooperation1—between 
governments, local and international or­
ganizations, civil society, the private sec­
tor, and those most impacted by climate 
change.2

Because of the transboundary nature 
of climate-related security risks, securi­
ty institutions and organizations such 
as the United Nations Security Council 
(UNSC),3 NATO,4 and the OSCE5 have 
increasingly integrated climate change in­
to their agendas. As Anniek Barnhoorn 
observes, this integration has been taking 
place in several dimensions, from discur­
sive framing to institutional design and 
policy action, albeit in distinct ways and 
to varying extents within each organiza­
tional context.6 

To better understand what role securi­
ty organizations can play in addressing 
climate-related security risks, this paper 
examines the OSCE as a case study. Build­
ing on prior research by Bremberg on 
the OSCE and diplomatic practices in 
the field of climate-related security ,7 it ex­
plores the broader implementation of the 
climate-security nexus within the OSCE 
framework. The analysis investigates how 
climate change impacts intersect with the 
OSCE’s mandate and comprehensive ap­
proach to security and identifies opportu­
nities to address climate-related security 
challenges through its programming. Fo­

cus is given to the OSCE’s experience 
as a platform for dialogue, which is a 
crucial entry point for tackling climate-re­
lated security risks. We highlight lessons 
that have emerged from past and cur­
rent OSCE activities on addressing these 
risks and outline recommendations for 
enhancing the mainstreaming of climate 
change in the Organization’s work. 

Taking stock: Climate change and 
security in the OSCE

Climate change and security

In the climate change and security con­
text, security is understood not only in 
its traditional sense—relating to violence, 
conflict, and wars—but also more broadly 
as human security, which touches upon 
economic, environmental, and sociopolit­
ical dimensions. It encompasses issues 
such as access to food, water, shelter, and 
livelihoods, as well as weak governance 
and related political instability—all of 
which can impact wellbeing.8 Therefore, 
climate-related security refers to the risks 
that climate change poses to security, both 
in the traditional and in the human se­
curity sense.9 This understanding aligns 
with the OSCE’s approach to security as 
a broad, comprehensive, and cooperative 
issue that is expressed across its three 
dimensions: politico-military, economic 
and environmental, and human.10 

Climate-related security risks can im­
pact all three OSCE dimensions through 
different pathways and to varying degrees. 
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One such intersection concerns compe­
tition over natural resources, both in 
the form of intercommunal disputes over 
water and land access and use and 
in the form of diplomatic tensions be­
tween neighboring countries in the con­
text of transboundary resource sharing.11 

In Central Asia, for example, transbound­
ary water management is a particularly 
sensitive issue due to conflicting priori­
ties between upstream and downstream 
countries.12 These tensions are further 
compounded by inherited Soviet-era in­
frastructure and legal frameworks, which 
were not designed for the specific purpose 
of cross-border water sharing.13 Another 
key front where climate and security con­
cerns converge is food and livelihood in­
security. When climate change impacts 
livelihoods, it disturbs socioeconomic dy­
namics that are crucial for stability, es­
pecially in contexts where affected popu­
lations, and particularly vulnerable com­
munities, lack alternatives or social safety 
nets.14 In Armenia’s Lori Province, for 
example, nearly half the working popula­
tion is engaged in agriculture, leaving the 
area’s food and livelihood security highly 
vulnerable to climate impacts on crops, 
livestock, and essential infrastructure.15 In 
some cases, these pressures have led peo­
ple to resort to maladaptive coping strate­
gies that further exacerbate both climate 
and security risks.16 In South-Eastern Eu­
rope, for example, climate-induced stress 
on agriculture and tourism has aggravat­
ed employment and economic insecurity. 
This, in turn, has driven unsustainable 

livelihood practices such as illegal logging 
and hunting.17 

These examples highlight some of the 
ways in which climate change can interact 
with and exacerbate insecurity. Additional 
factors such as age, gender, and ethnici­
ty also play a crucial role in shaping the 
relationship between climate change and 
security. Climate-related security risks do 
not affect all populations equally or pro­
portionally.18 Moreover, the risks vary 
greatly depending on the context. This 
variation reflects not only the uneven dis­
tribution of climate impacts across the 
world but also preexisting conflict dy­
namics and differing levels of social and 
economic resilience to external shocks.19

The context-specific nature of climate-
related security risks underscores the 
important role that regional organiza­
tions such as the OSCE play in address­
ing them. With fifty-seven participating 
States, and encompassing a large por­
tion of the Northern Hemisphere, the 
OSCE is in a unique position to identi­
fy and respond to climate-related securi­
ty risks affecting its participating States 
and, by extension, regional stability.20 Its 
track record of managing heterogeneity 
through the promotion of dialogue be­
tween states with different—often oppos­
ing—political views, priorities, and reali­
ties makes it well positioned to support 
the establishment of the trust and coop­
eration needed to address climate-related 
security risks comprehensively and effec­
tively.21 
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Past and present OSCE engagement

In the realm of security, the OSCE has 
been a forerunner in integrating climate 
considerations into its agenda. As early 
as the 1970s, the Conference on Securi­
ty and Co-operation in Europe (CSCE)—
the OSCE’s predecessor—recognized the 
importance of cooperation on environ­
mental issues as part of its comprehen­
sive approach to peace and security.22 In 
1997, the OSCE further institutionalized 
the environmental dimensions of security 
with the establishment of the Office of 
the Co-ordinator of OSCE Economic and 
Environmental Activities (OCEEA) with­
in the OSCE Secretariat.23 

Subsequently, a more comprehensive 
approach to environment and security 
emerged, drawing in part on the expertise 
generated under the Environment and Se­
curity (ENVSEC) initiative. Launched in 
2003 in cooperation with the United Na­
tions Development Programme (UNDP), 
the United Nations Environment Pro­
gramme (UNEP), and the United Na­
tions Economic Commission for Europe 
(UNECE), ENVSEC focused on address­
ing environmental security risks by in­
creasing cooperation on environmental 
issues both within and between countries 
in Eastern Europe, South-Eastern Europe, 
the South Caucasus, and Central Asia.24 

Since the late 2000s, the OSCE has 
adopted a more explicit focus on climate 
change by recognizing it as a long-term 
challenge with the potential to ampli­
fy existing security risks.25 In parallel, 
the OSCE and its participating States 

have emphasized the need to enhance 
disaster risk reduction by increasing cli­
mate change mitigation and adaptation 
efforts.26 Through its activities under the 
ENVSEC initiative, the OSCE has focused 
on raising awareness of the security chal­
lenges related to climate change and iden­
tifying pathways for mitigation.27 For in­
stance, leveraging the 2012 Dniester Riv­
er Basin Treaty between Moldova and 
Ukraine, which was endorsed and ratified 
with the support of the initiative for sus­
tainable management of the transbound­
ary ecosystem, ENVSEC facilitated the 
development of a joint climate adaptation 
strategy.28 This effort ultimately led to the 
securing of funding for follow-up activi­
ties from the Global Environment Facili­
ty.29 

The 2021 Ministerial Decision 
Strengthening Co-operation to Address 
the Challenges Caused by Climate 
Change marked a pivotal moment in the 
OSCE’s engagement with environmental 
and climate-related issues. This decision 
explicitly mandates the OSCE to main­
stream climate change and related secu­
rity risks across its work and institution­
al entities. The political framework also 
calls on participating States to enhance 
dialogue and cooperation, emphasizing 
collective efforts in joint research, invest­
ments, and disaster risk reduction and 
management to build resilience. It pos­
itions the OSCE as a platform for sharing 
information and good practices while rec­
ognizing that collaboration on these mat­
ters can also be an entry point for “build­
ing mutual confidence and promoting 
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good neighbourly relations.”30 This step 
represents the first unanimous recogni­
tion of climate change as a standalone 
security risk at the highest political lev­
el within the Organization.31 It emerged 
amid escalating geopolitical tensions re­
sulting from Russia’s increasingly aggres­
sive foreign policy,32 at a time when 
similar attempts within the UNSC had 
failed.33

To put the Ministerial Decision into ac­
tion and provide a platform for dialogue 
on climate-related security issues, the 
OSCE has funded a range of dedicated 
projects to strengthen climate resilience, 
adaptation, and mitigation for peace and 
security across its participating States, led 
by the OCEEA and implemented in col­
laboration with OSCE field operations, 
as well as national and international part­
ners.34 Such activities encompass inter­
nal capacity-development measures for 
field operations, focusing on integrating 
climate considerations into their work by 
designing and implementing climate-sen­
sitive programming.35 This also supports 
field operations in conducting their own 
capacity-development activities with rele­
vant target groups in participating States. 
Another priority has been fostering net­
working and exchange among young peo­
ple through regional youth conferences 
and summer schools centered on climate 
change and security.36 The OSCE has 
also initiated a long-term climate and se­
curity consultation process in South-East­
ern Europe, Central Asia, and the South 
Caucasus involving a wide range of stake­
holders and sectors at the local, regional, 

and international level. Building on these 
consultations, the OSCE, in cooperation 
with adelphi, has developed strategies to 
mitigate identified climate-related securi­
ty risks across borders.37 The final and 
ongoing step of this multi-stage process 
focuses on selecting and implementing 
pilot adaptation activities from the strate­
gies in each region.38

The launch of the Climate and Securi­
ty Fund by German Foreign Minister An­
nalena Baerbock during the OSCE High-
Level Conference on Climate Change 
in 2023 marks another significant insti­
tutional milestone in better addressing 
climate-related security issues within the 
Organization.39 This dedicated financial 
mechanism will enable the OSCE to fi­
nance more projects and systematically 
enhance its climate and security portfolio 
moving forward.

Lessons from mainstreaming climate 
change and security

This section presents several insights 
drawn from the OSCE’s experience in ad­
dressing climate and security challenges 
across its programs and activities.40

Facilitating dialogue, joint 
understanding, and solutions

The OSCE offers a platform for partici­
pating States to discuss climate-related se­
curity risks, fosters a shared understand­
ing of these risks, and encourages the 
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development of joint solutions. At the po­
litical level, the OSCE’s convening power 
can facilitate consensus building and mo­
bilize climate action among participating 
States through exchange formats such as 
conferences and summer schools,41 and 
the adoption of ministerial decisions.42 

However, the need for consensus can 
sometimes mean that politically sensitive 
issues, as well as concrete language on in­
tergovernmental cooperation, are exclud­
ed from the agenda altogether. As a re­
sult, operational texts in ministerial deci­
sions tend to adopt softer language—em­
phasizing the “recognition” of problems, 
the “promotion” of solutions, and “invita­
tions” to act rather than explicit commit­
ments.43 

At the operational level, however, the 
OSCE is able to adopt a more practi­
cal and concrete approach, particularly 
since many of its activities are funded 
through extrabudgetary means and do 
not require political consensus. This en­
ables the OSCE to initiate joint analy­
ses on the links between climate change 
and security, prioritize challenges and 
geographical areas, and identify oppor­
tunities to address them collaboratively 
across borders.44 In South-Eastern Euro­
pe, for example, the OSCE conducted an 
assessment of climate change and securi­
ty hotspots, which informed consultations 
with regional stakeholders from various 
governmental sectors, civil society, and 
experts. These consultations identified the 
Shar/Šara Mountains and Korab Massif 
area as a key region for cooperation.45 

Together, participating stakeholders de­

veloped joint adaptation measures to 
tackle climate-related security challenges 
in the area, focusing on forest governance, 
sustainable livelihoods, and infrastructure 
development. These measures also creat­
ed broader opportunities for cooperation, 
such as the establishment of transbound­
ary working groups and study tours.46 

By creating space for dialogue based on 
sound analysis and science, the OSCE 
was able to bring together stakeholders 
from different countries and sectors, en­
couraging dialogue, exchange, and joint 
action.

Supporting cooperation across sectors 
and levels

Addressing the complex and multifaceted 
challenges emerging from climate change 
requires a comprehensive and integrated 
policy approach.47 In response, the OSCE 
has brought together actors from a wide 
range of sectors—including security, di­
saster risk reduction, agriculture, tourism, 
and the environment—to improve coop­
eration around climate adaptation and re­
silience.48 This work involves actors from 
different levels of governance, from local 
municipalities to national governments, 
regional bodies, and international organi­
zations. As part of the OSCE’s climate-se­
curity project,49 this multi-level and mul­
ti-sectoral approach has generated project 
ideas that cut across disciplines, ranging 
from community-level awareness-raising 
initiatives to the development of intergov­
ernmental coordination frameworks. In 
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Central Asia, for instance, proposed ac­
tivities include developing climate-smart 
villages to support the sustainable liveli­
hoods of mountain communities, involv­
ing young people in glacial monitoring 
and science, and establishing regional 
policy approaches to human mobility 
and climate adaptation.50 By leveraging 
its mandate across economic, governance, 
and environmental issues, the OSCE is 
uniquely positioned to facilitate coopera­
tion both within and between countries’ 
governance sectors. This support is cru­
cial for developing integrated and coor­
dinated policy portfolios capable of ad­
dressing the impacts of climate change.

Bridging political divides

The OSCE’s efforts to address climate-re­
lated security risks are typically embed­
ded in highly sensitive and complex polit­
ical contexts. In many participating States, 
long-standing border disputes—rooted in 
the establishment of new states follow­
ing the dissolution of the former Sovi­
et Union and Yugoslavia—have deeply 
shaped policies and societies, giving rise 
to inter-state animosities that are difficult 
to break through.51 Nonetheless, although 
it has struggled amid rising geopolitical 
tensions, the OSCE has demonstrated an 
enduring ability to bring countries togeth­
er. With a participation that continues to 
span the political East-West divide, the 
OSCE is one of the few organizations out­
side the UN with the ability to convene 
conflicting parties under one umbrella. 

This was exemplified by the 2021 Minis­
terial Decision, which demonstrated par­
ticipating States’ willingness to cooperate 
on challenges related to climate change. 
Since then, however, tensions have esca­
lated, further complicating the environ­
ment in which the OSCE operates. 

Despite these rising tensions, the Or­
ganization can leverage its second dimen­
sion—particularly its work on climate-re­
lated security risks—as a bargaining chip 
for advancing dialogue and cross-border 
cooperation, even in the most complex of 
contexts. By shifting the focus away from 
political strife and toward common issues 
that can only be solved through collabo­
rative action, such as transboundary re­
source management, the OSCE can create 
openings for constructive engagement. Its 
strong presence at the local level allows 
it to design context-specific interventions, 
examples of which include bringing to­
gether municipal leaders from the Ar­
menia-Georgia52 and Azerbaijan-Georgia 
border regions to discuss cooperation on 
managing transboundary wildfire risks.53 

In this way, addressing climate-related 
security risks not only falls within the 
OSCE’s mandate but also serves as a 
means of achieving its broader goal of 
promoting security, stability, and regional 
cooperation.

Conclusion and recommendations

The climate crisis cuts across many ar­
eas, defies political borders, and requires 
action from all sectors—including the 
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security sector. With a clear mandate 
on security matters and a strong pres­
ence on the ground through its field 
operations, the OSCE can engage direct­
ly in contexts where these risks emerge. 
Its further mandate around cooperation 
means that transboundary issues in par­
ticular fall within its remit. Moreover, the 
OSCE’s multidimensional approach to se­
curity means that addressing risks from 
non-traditional security threats also falls 
squarely within its scope.54 The OSCE’s 
past and ongoing integration of climate 
change and security into its programming 
demonstrates its potential to address cli­
mate-related security risks effectively and 
serves as a focal point for coordinated ac­
tion across its participating States. These 
efforts also offer valuable lessons and 
guidance for other security organizations 
seeking to leverage their mandates and 
programming to tackle climate challenges. 
As climate change and security issues 
continue to intensify globally, the OSCE 
will need to scale up its engagement to 
drive concrete changes.

Deepen and expand participatory en­
gagement. Looking ahead, the OSCE 
should capitalize and expand on the op­
portunities arising from mainstreaming 
climate change and security to enhance 
climate action. This commitment is vital 
to keeping climate issues at the forefront 
of regional and global agendas, partic­
ularly amid escalating international ten­
sions. Identifying shared climate and en­
vironmental risks—and working collabo­
ratively toward solutions—can also foster 
trust among stakeholders, paving the way 

for further engagement and cooperation 
in other areas as well.55 The newly estab­
lished Climate and Security Fund can 
play a pivotal role in this regard by en­
abling sustained action on the ground 
through dedicated climate and security 
programs and projects. To ensure rele­
vance and sustainability, however, it is es­
sential that these investments support ini­
tiatives that are co-designed with regional 
stakeholders—including civil society and 
affected communities—and are aligned 
with existing efforts, frameworks, priori­
ties, and needs.56 

Support the transition from analysis to 
action. In addition to addressing climate-
related security risks and improving co­
operation on environmental challenges, 
the strategies and pilot projects initiated 
by the OSCE can also serve as blueprints 
and starting points for larger, more coor­
dinated, and longer-term efforts by other 
actors across the OSCE area. Successfully 
implementing these activities will require 
an integrated approach that engages di­
verse actors with a broad range of techni­
cal expertise across various sectors and 
levels. By facilitating consultations, devel­
oping strategic frameworks, and piloting 
measures, the OSCE can play a pivotal 
role in fostering collaboration and driving 
further action. Moreover, it can function 
as an effective intermediary, forging con­
nections between international organiza­
tions and key regional and national stake­
holders. The successful partnership be­
tween the OSCE, the UN, and the Glob­
al Environment Facility in the Dniester 
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River Basin offers a model for this type of 
cooperation.

While awareness of climate-related se­
curity risks has grown over the past 
decades, practical experience in address­
ing these risks through programming—
transitioning from risk analysis to con­
crete, collaborative action on the ground
—remains limited.57 The OSCE’s efforts 
in mainstreaming climate and security 
can help bridge this gap. To achieve this, 
it is essential to monitor and evaluate 
both past and ongoing initiatives. Sharing 
insights on how climate change intersects 
with security—and highlighting effective 
strategies for tackling these challenges—
can contribute to empirical learning in 
this emerging field.58 
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Enhancing OSCE Support for Security Sector Reform: Lessons from 
Gender-Based Violence Response in Ukraine and Mali 
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Abstract
Security Sector Reform (SSR) is critical to building inclusive, accountable security institutions. This 
paper examines how the OSCE can strengthen its SSR approach by integrating lessons from efforts 
to address gender-based violence (GBV) and conflict-related sexual violence (CRSV). Drawing on 
DCAF’s 2024 field research in Ukraine and Mali, it analyses how pre-conflict GBV capacity-buil­
ding shaped security and justice institutions’ readiness to address CRSV when conflict escalated. 
Ukraine’s experience demonstrates the dividends of gender-responsive SSR delivered with national 
ownership and close civil society engagement. Mali’s case highlights the limits of externally driven 
reforms in contexts lacking institutional resilience. The paper distills strategic lessons for the OSCE’s 
approach to SSR around survivor-centered practices, civil society partnership, shaping values and 
attitudes, and institutionalization. Amid political resistance to gender equality work in some partici­
pating States, the findings offer both encouragement and caution on how the OSCE can sustain and 
scale progress.
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Introduction

The OSCE affirms gender equality, wom­
en’s rights, and women’s empowerment as 
essential elements of comprehensive secu­
rity, even in the face of long-standing resis­
tance by some participating States to gen­
der  concepts  and  language.  Support  for 
gender-responsive security  sector reform 

* Independent researcher and advisor, Gender 
and Security Fellow at DCAF – Geneva Centre 
for Security Sector Governance
megan.bastick@gmail.com

(SSR) has been a hallmark of OSCE efforts 
to promote gender equality, connected at 
the policy level to implementing the broad­
er  Women,  Peace  and  Security  (WPS) 
Agenda.  OSCE entities  have  particularly 
prioritized strengthening police and justice 
responses to gender-based violence (GBV) 
and boosting women’s participation in the 
security sector. The use of sexual violence 
against Ukrainian civilians and prisoners 
of  war  by  Russian  forces  has  garnered 
OSCE  condemnation  and  reinvigorated 
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attention  to  security  sector  responses  to 
conflict-related sexual violence (CRSV).1

Efforts to address CRSV are an im­
portant priority for SSR and good secu­
rity sector governance in conflict-affect­
ed contexts. Indeed, early scholarship on 
CRSV has shown that strong systems of 
accountability and control within armed 
forces and police reduce the likelihood 
of sexual violence.2 Capacity-building for 
law enforcement and justice system prac­
titioners is underscored in key normative 
instruments for addressing CRSV, such 
as the UN Security Council’s resolutions 
on WPS and SSR,3 and in regional mech­
anisms, including the EU’s Strategic Ap­
proach to WPS. This is not to suggest that 
SSR alone is sufficient to effectively ad­
dress CRSV: as will be evident in this ana­
lysis, CRSV victim/survivors face deep 
structural, social, and psychological barri­
ers to reporting and justice, even within 
reformed security systems.

A foundational assumption of SSR sup­
port in the security and justice sector is 
that building institutional capacity for vi­
olence prevention and response in peace­
time will enable the security sector to 
protect civilians more effectively during 
times of armed conflict or escalating vio­
lence. More specifically, in terms of gen­
der-responsive SSR, policy planning—in­
cluding that of the OSCE—presupposes 
that where a country’s police, military, 
and justice sectors have been sensitized 
to gender inequality and GBV prior to 
a conflict, they will be more willing and 
able to prevent and respond to CRSV, in­

cluding by supporting survivors to safely 
report violations and access justice.4 

While the link between gender-respon­
sive SSR and improved responses to 
CRSV may seem self-evident, there is 
scant field-based analysis to substantiate 
it. This paper confronts this gap, asking: 
to what extent does pre-conflict GBV ca­
pacity-building within security and jus­
tice institutions prepare them to respond 
to CRSV in wartime, and how can the 
OSCE use these insights to advance gen­
der-responsive SSR?

To answer this question, this paper 
draws primarily on a 2024 DCAF study in 
Ukraine and Mali.5 DCAF’s research ex­
amined the impact of gender equality and 
GBV capacity-building in the police and 
justice sector on subsequent action and 
response concerning CRSV. Capacity de­
velopment activities included training, as 
well as external expert support for the de­
velopment of policies, practices, and cur­
ricula and the dissemination of research 
and analysis. The cases explore contrast­
ing contexts, with Mali representing a 
fragmented, externally supported SSR en­
vironment and Ukraine characterized by 
greater national ownership and continu­
ity of institutional development. Analyz­
ing the divergent findings offers OSCE 
actors insights into effective approaches to 
strengthening security sector responses to 
GBV and, more broadly, enhancing SSR 
support.

After setting out the methodology of 
the DCAF study, this paper reviews 
OSCE commitments and practice on gen­
der equality, gender-responsive SSR, and 
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CRSV. It then presents the Ukraine and 
Mali case studies, drawing on these find­
ings to develop recommendations for 
how the OSCE can embed survivor-cen­
tered, culturally aware, and civil soci­
ety–anchored approaches in its SSR pro­
gramming. It concludes by reflecting on 
how the OSCE can sustain progress amid 
political resistance to gender work.

Methodology

The DCAF research that informs this ana­
lysis was conducted in 2024 with support 
from the Netherlands’ Ministry of Foreign 
Affairs  as  part  of  a  broader  portfolio  of 
research examining how good security sec­
tor governance and SSR contribute to sta­
bility and development. Ukraine and Mali 
were selected as case studies because SSR 
initiatives in both contexts between 2017 
and 2022—before the escalation of conflict
—had explicitly prioritized gender equality 
and GBV. 

The research methodology combined 
a desk review of legal frameworks, poli­
cy documents, and SSR program reports 
with qualitative data collection and ex­
pert consultation. In Ukraine, partner 
organization JurFem carried out eleven 
semi-structured interviews with prosecu­
tors, judicial trainers, lawyers, and NGO 
experts. In Mali, DCAF’s Bamako of­
fice, together with local consultants, con­
ducted seven interviews with police, gen­
darmerie, and NGO representatives and 
administered a survey to seventeen po­
lice and gendarmerie personnel. Given 

the stigma and security challenges facing 
victim/survivors of CRSV, the study did 
not seek to engage directly with them. In­
stead, it relied on institutional informants 
and civil society perspectives. The study 
is also limited in temporal scope, offer­
ing only a snapshot of progress and chal­
lenges in mid-2024.

Gender-responsive SSR: OSCE 
concepts, commitments, and 
engagement

Normative frameworks, political 
resistance

The OSCE’s commitment to gender-re­
sponsive SSR stems from its Charter for 
European Security, adopted at the OSCE 
Istanbul Summit in 1999. This document 
committed participating States to “mak­
ing equality between men and women 
an integral part of [their] policies, both 
at the level of [their] States and within 
the Organization”—a commitment that 
has been further developed through suc­
cessive Gender Action Plans. The 2004 
Action Plan for the Promotion of Gen­
der Equality remains the central reference 
document. It commits to mainstream a 
gender perspective into OSCE activities, 
policies, programs, and projects, includ­
ing in the politico-military dimension, 
and explicitly recognizes gender equality 
and gender-mainstreaming in the OSCE 
area as essential to comprehensive secu­
rity. In the two decades since its adop­
tion, successive Ministerial Council and 
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Permanent Council decisions have fur­
ther reiterated OSCE commitments to­
ward gender equality and developed the 
OSCE’s mandate to support participat­
ing States in preventing violence against 
women. These include the Ministerial 
Council Decision on Women in Conflict 
Prevention, Crisis Management and Post-
Conflict Rehabilitation, which brought 
the WPS Agenda into the OSCE, the Min­
isterial Council Decisions on Women’s 
Participation in Political and Public Life 
and Elements of the Conflict Cycle, and 
the three Ministerial Council Decisions 
on Preventing and Combating Violence 
Against Women.6 Work within the frame­
work of the WPS Agenda in particular 
has focused OSCE attention to gender in 
the politico-military dimension, including 
arms control, border management, con­
flict prevention and resolution, counter-
terrorism, policing, and SSR.7 

Even in 2005, when the OSCE inte­
grated WPS into its policy framework, 
there was resistance to gender issues mak­
ing their way into the politico-military di­
mension. The Holy See and Russia have 
blocked efforts to update the 2004 Gender 
Action Plan or adopt a regional action 
plan for WPS implementation.8 Since the 
early 2020s, opposition to gender equali­
ty efforts has spread. In some participat­
ing States, senior political figures have 
fomented narratives portraying gender 
equality as part of an ideology imposed 
by foreign actors that threatens family val­
ues and national identity.9 In the most re­
cent annual report of the OSCE’s progress 
on gender equality, the Secretary General 

called out “a worrying backslide in wom­
en’s rights accompanied by an increase in 
misogyny and discrimination.”10 Gender 
equality is now widely regarded by OSCE 
staff as “politically sensitive.”11 

Yet resistance has not meant stagna­
tion. Despite these sensitivities, the OSCE 
has been implementing strong gender-tar­
geted projects with tangible results. The 
Secretariat’s Gender Issues Programme 
has advanced ambitious initiatives, most 
notably the extrabudgetary Women and 
Men Innovating and Networking for 
Gender Equality (WIN) project, which 
has created networks of women peace­
builders and strengthened gender-sensi­
tive approaches to mediation and com­
munity security.12 Several Chairpersons 
have prioritized WPS, organizing high-
level events. The OSCE WPS Roadmap, 
launched in May 2025 under the Finnish 
OSCE Chairpersonship, represents an 
important innovation.13 While itself non-
binding, it sets out a menu of seventeen 
high-level “optional actions” to which par­
ticipating States are encouraged to pledge. 
The Roadmap is a mechanism for revi­
talizing the OSCE’s work in the area of 
WPS, showing how, while consensus re­
mains blocked, innovation and progress 
are ongoing at both the political and the 
programmatic level.

OSCE institutions and gender-
responsive SSR

The OSCE has been integral to shaping 
the concept of gender-responsive SSR in 
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multilateral policy, in particular through 
collaboration with DCAF and the UN 
from 2006 onwards to develop the Gen­
der and SSR Toolkit and, later, the 2019 
Gender and Security Toolkit.14 These 
guidance documents describe gender-re­
sponsive SSR as an approach that inte­
grates gender perspectives and promotes 
gender equality throughout. Gender-re­
sponsive SSR involves ensuring that secu­
rity institutions, policies, practices, and 
oversight mechanisms recognize and re­
spond to the security needs and priorities 
of women, men, girls, and boys and that 
women’s participation and leadership in 
security institutions and decision-making 
processes are promoted and supported. 
These changes require transformation of 
gendered power relations within the secu­
rity sector through challenging discrim­
inatory norms and addressing the insti­
tutional and societal structures that per­
petuate gender inequality and exclusion. 
This, in turn, requires shifts not only in 
policy but in institutional culture, leader­
ship accountability, and incentive struc­
tures. The OSCE’s guidelines for its struc­
tures and staff on SSR and security sector 
governance outline commitments and en­
try points for strengthening gender equal­
ity across all of its dimensions.15 

OSCE institutions have developed dis­
tinct but complementary roles in advanc­
ing gender-responsive SSR, often within 
the framework of supporting the imple­
mentation of WPS national action plans. 
The OSCE Office for Democratic Institu­
tions and Human Rights (ODIHR), oper­
ating within the human dimension, has 

been at the forefront, producing training 
and guidance materials for the security 
sector, capacity-building on WPS princi­
ples and GBV response, supporting wom­
en’s associations within law enforcement, 
and advising on measures to enhance the 
recruitment of women, introduce family-
friendly policies, and address harassment 
and discriminatory norms. The Conflict 
Prevention Centre has likewise supported 
women’s networks in the security sector. 
The Transnational Threats Department 
has supported training on gender-respon­
sive border management and, through 
the Strategic Police Matters Unit, train­
ing cadets on victim-centered approaches 
to GBV. OSCE missions in Bosnia and 
Herzegovina, Kosovo, Moldova, North 
Macedonia, Ukraine, and Central Asia 
have likewise demonstrated the Organi­
zation’s capacity to convene expert ex­
changes, deliver capacity development, 
and provide advisory support to SSR in 
ways that enhance GBV response and 
promote women’s participation in the se­
curity sector. The Secretariat’s Gender 
Issues Programme provides organization-
wide coordination. While much of its 
work focuses on supporting women’s 
civil society and gender-sensitive peace­
building, it also supports gender capacity-
building of security institutions and the 
development of training standards. 

The OSCE’s experience with gender-
responsive SSR support reveals both 
strengths and limitations. Its long-term 
field presences allow for sustained en­
gagement rather than short-term projects, 
and its multidimensional approach en­
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ables linkages between SSR, human 
rights, and development. Its partnerships 
with civil society organizations (CSOs) 
bring local legitimacy and expertise. With 
that said, gender expertise in field op­
erations is often underfunded and over­
stretched, gender projects remain heavi­
ly dependent on extrabudgetary funding, 
and reporting has tended to be descrip­
tive rather than evaluative.16 The recent 
WPS Roadmap can be seen as strength­
ening OSCE institutions’ mandate to 
prioritize support for gender-responsive 
SSR, explicitly encouraging the Secretari­
at and institutions to develop standards 
for mainstreaming gender equality in 
SSR. 

OSCE institutions and CRSV

CRSV has been an implicit priority in 
the OSCE’s strategic approach to gen­
der equality, with the 2004 Action Plan 
recommending that OSCE participating 
States “[s]upport national and interna­
tional efforts to bring to justice those who 
have perpetrated crimes against women 
which under applicable rules of interna­
tional law are recognized as war crimes 
or crimes against humanity,” alongside 
a commitment to further assisting par­
ticipating States in reacting to sexual 
violence offenses.17 The 2014 Ministeri­
al Council Decision on Preventing and 
Combating Violence Against Women took 
note of international and regional ini­
tiatives to combat sexual violence.18 It 
tasked the OSCE with assisting participat­

ing States in combatting sexual violence 
against women and to better responding 
to the needs of all victim/survivors, with 
a strong emphasis on investigation and 
prosecution.

Through initiatives such as the Women 
Against Violence Europe (WAVE) project, 
the OSCE has developed a training man­
ual on preventing and responding to GBV 
during conflict and in post-conflict set­
tings.19 The OSCE Secretariat has also is­
sued gender guidance for military person­
nel in peace support operations to pre­
vent, detect, and respond to CRSV. Sev­
eral OSCE missions have directed their 
support to police, armed forces, and judi­
cial institutions specifically to strengthen 
CRSV response. In Bosnia and Herzegov­
ina, for example, the OSCE trained police 
and members of the judiciary on CRSV 
investigation and prosecution and sup­
ported the introduction of survivor-sensi­
tive procedures in courts. In Ukraine, as 
discussed below, CRSV has likewise been 
a distinct focus of OSCE support. 

SSR approaches to CRSV in Ukraine 
and Mali

The 2024 DCAF study provides one 
of the first systematic examinations of 
whether pre-conflict investment in GBV-
related capacity-building in security and 
justice institutions translates to improved 
responsiveness to CRSV during conflict. 
While it is to be expected that contexts as 
different as Ukraine and Mali will demon­
strate different SSR outcomes, commonal­

Megan Bastick

6

https://doi.org/10.5771/9783748960751 https://www.inlibra.com/de/agb - Open Access - 

https://doi.org/10.5771/9783748960751
https://www.inlibra.com/de/agb
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/


ities remain when it comes to the factors 
that contribute to and hinder progress.

Ukraine

Beginning in 2017, international partners 
including the OSCE and DCAF imple­
mented a series of initiatives to strengthen 
the capacity of Ukraine’s police, prosecu­
tors, and judicial institutions to respond 
to GBV. ODIHR, for example, trained 
police on GBV prevention and response, 
emphasizing survivor-centered responses 
and explicitly aiming to integrate gender 
perspectives into ongoing SSR. Through 
the WIN project, the OSCE trained State 
Emergency Services staff on gender-sensi­
tive humanitarian response. The DCAF 
study emphasizes the cumulative effects 
of such support, which include legislative 
changes, the development of training cur­
ricula, the creation of specialized units, 
and structured partnerships with CSOs. 

SSR support—including through the 
OSCE Support Programme for Ukraine—
assisted key institutions such as the Office 
of the Prosecutor General and judicial 
training centers in developing and imple­
menting training programs on survivor-
centered investigation and prosecution of 
sexual violence, including conflict-relat­
ed forms. These programs were comple­
mented by institutional reforms, includ­
ing the development of protocols for han­
dling GBV cases and the integration of 
GBV modules into regular professional 
development curricula. Ukraine’s human 
rights and gender equality strategies and 

National Action Plan on WPS provided a 
strategic framework that linked GBV and 
CRSV response explicitly to the responsi­
bilities of security and justice actors.

Security sector and NGO informants 
noted that the GBV capacity-building 
programs supported by international or­
ganizations prior to the 2022 escalation 
of the armed conflict (and continued 
thereafter) significantly contributed to the 
speed and effectiveness of implementing 
survivor-centered approaches to CRSV 
response. Specialists in the Office of the 
Prosecutor General, the National Police, 
and the Ministry of Internal Affairs who 
had undergone this training developed 
a deep understanding of GBV and the 
importance of adopting alternative ap­
proaches to investigation. They were bet­
ter equipped to interview survivors, col­
lect evidence, and coordinate with ser­
vice providers. The Office of the Prose­
cutor General has developed a dedicat­
ed structure and specialized approaches 
to CRSV, paying attention to survivor-
centered practices and the prevention of 
traumatization. 

The central role of civil society was an­
other key finding of the DCAF study. Or­
ganizations such as JurFem and La Strada, 
in part through being part of SSR sup­
port programs, had built capacity among 
state officials but also cultivated trusting 
relationships that enabled rapid collabo­
ration when CRSV surged. Survivors’ net­
works, often overlooked in SSR frame­
works, also played a transformative role, 
with some survivors becoming trainers 
themselves, embedding lived experience 
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in professional practice. This aligns with 
wider scholarship emphasizing that sur­
vivor-centered justice processes are more 
effective when survivors are active partici­
pants rather than passive recipients.20 

Despite the CRSV frameworks in place 
in Ukraine, gaps and challenges remain. 
There is no comprehensive, coordinat­
ed nationwide policy on GBV preven­
tion and response, and access to jus­
tice remains limited due to territorial 
distance from law enforcement agencies 
and courts, a lack of financial resources, 
and limited awareness of legal aid entitle­
ments—particularly among Roma wom­
en, internally displaced persons, persons 
with disabilities, the elderly, people living 
with HIV, and women in rural and moun­
tainous areas. Stigma is also a significant 
challenge. The general under-prosecution 
of sexual violence crimes likely translates 
to the under-prosecution of CRSV. Coor­
dination between different CRSV service 
providers needs improving, especially for 
male survivors. The absence of a clear le­
gal definition of CRSV in the Criminal 
Code has at times led to instances of war-
related sexual violence being misclassified 
as ordinary crimes, resulting in weaker 
legal responses and sanctions. 

Nevertheless, Ukraine’s experience 
demonstrates that investing in GBV-relat­
ed capacity within security institutions 
before the outbreak of conflict can en­
hance resilience and responsiveness. It 
also highlights the value of delivering in­
ternational SSR support for GBV in part­
nership with local women’s CSOs and 
gender experts, who are not only the most 

credible authorities in their local contexts 
but also play a crucial role in sustaining 
and advancing the work when conflict 
escalates. Challenges to effective CRSV 
response in Ukraine underscore the im­
portance of strong mechanisms for coop­
eration between state authorities, law en­
forcement agencies, CSOs, and other ac­
tors at the national and the regional level. 
At the same time, prosecutor sensitivity 
to survivor-centered approaches to CRSV 
has led local advocates to call for CRSV 
good practices to be applied across all 
forms of GBV, demonstrating the poten­
tial for a virtuous learning loop between 
CRSV response and wider gender-respon­
siveness in the security sector.

For the OSCE, Ukraine demonstrates 
the dividends of long-term investment. 
OSCE engagement in gender-responsive 
SSR in Ukraine—through police training, 
cooperation with judicial training centers, 
and support for legal reforms—has con­
tributed to institutions that are ready and 
willing to respond to CRSV. With that 
said, the case underscores the need for 
ongoing support to expand the reach and 
inclusivity of security and justice mechan­
isms’ responsiveness to GBV.

Mali

SSR initiatives in Mali following the 2012 
crisis unfolded in an environment marked 
by significant challenges, including frag­
mented security institutions, entrenched 
patriarchal norms, and repeated political 
instability. Against this backdrop, from 
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2017 to 2022, international actors worked 
to build the capacity of the Malian police, 
gendarmerie, and armed forces to address 
GBV, including CRSV, through training 
and technical assistance. They also sup­
ported the development of a GBV action 
plan for the Malian police. In addition, 
DCAF supported the institutionalization 
of gender focal points within the Malian 
police and a gender committee within the 
gendarmerie, building capacity on gender 
and the handling of cases of GBV. It also 
supported the development of GBV train­
ing curricula and gender self-assessment 
processes.

Local informants and sources high­
lighted the positive impact of gender 
and GBV capacity-building on GBV re­
sponse. Some CRSV-related institutional 
mechanisms have been put in place, in­
cluding regional police CRSV focal points 
to support sensitization among personnel. 
However, CRSV is largely addressed with­
in broader GBV frameworks, without dif­
ferentiated services. A toll-free number 
for victim/survivors of GBV and CRSV 
has been created, and both the police 
and the gendarmerie have conducted sen­
sitization efforts with communities. In­
formants reported a greater appetite to 
implement gender-related projects and 
activities, increased confidence among 
police and gendarmerie officers in iden­
tifying cases of GBV, engaging with 
victim/survivors, and operating referral 
mechanisms, and improved overall re­
sponsiveness to GBV, all of which have 
enhanced community trust in the secu­
rity services. These are not insignificant 

developments given the institutional and 
societal barriers that constrain reform in 
Mali.

Despite these advances, the DCAF 
study also highlights structural weakness­
es that continue to mitigate the impact of 
SSR support. The gains achieved through 
GBV capacity-building in Mali have been 
limited by institutional shortcomings. In­
ternational training was criticized for fo­
cusing on content without addressing 
how skills and knowledge could be ap­
plied and for failing to grapple with the 
chronic lack of resources and staff capaci­
ty. The new GBV policies and protocols 
were described as too dense and compli­
cated for operational personnel to use 
effectively. Insufficient attention has also 
been paid to equal career opportunities 
for female personnel, who are a critical 
part of a GBV-competent workforce. The 
limits of the legal framework for GBV 
also hamper effective response. These 
challenges intersect with Mali’s profound 
underreporting of sexual violence, which 
is driven by social stigma and fear of 
repercussions, lack of access to security 
services and support in many parts of 
the country, and widespread distrust of 
the legal system. These problems are un­
derpinned by Mali’s escalating insecuri­
ty and political turmoil, with CRSV con­
tinuing to be committed by members 
of armed groups, militias, self-defense 
groups, foreign security personnel, and 
members of the security forces.21 With the 
withdrawal of the United Nations Multi­
dimensional Integrated Stabilization Mis­
sion in Mali (MINUSMA) in 2023, the 
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progress achieved through GBV-focused 
SSR efforts risks being lost altogether.

Mali’s experiences of GBV capacity-
building through SSR thus confirm the 
limits of technical training in fragile 
states. Without local ownership, support­
ive legal frameworks, and institutional re­
silience, capacity-building does not trans­
late to sustained CRSV responsiveness. 
This finding aligns with broader analyses 
of SSR in fragile contexts, which caution 
that externally driven reforms tend not 
to be effective or sustained where they 
are not embedded in deeper governance 
reforms.22 

Conclusion and recommendations

The cases of Ukraine and Mali show 
that while GBV-focused SSR support can 
significantly shape institutional capacity 
to respond to CRSV in wartime, its ef­
fectiveness depends on structural condi­
tions. The study also demonstrates an 
interplay of enabling and inhibiting fac­
tors that shape whether SSR support will 
translate to improved security and justice 
outcomes. Ukraine offers a compelling 
illustration of how sustained investment 
in GBV-related capacity-building during 
peacetime can contribute to the resilience 
and responsiveness of security institu­
tions under conditions of war. Institution­
al preparedness—grounded in curricula 
co-development, strategic frameworks at 
the national and the institutional level, 
and meaningful collaboration with wom­
en’s CSOs—has enabled Ukraine’s police 

and prosecutors to implement survivor-
centered responses more swiftly and ef­
fectively. Mali, by contrast, highlights 
the constraints of institutional fragility 
and weak internal gender equality. While 
there have been gains (including the es­
tablishment of gender focal points, new 
GBV protocols, and improved communi­
ty trust), these remain partial and pre­
carious, lacking broader institutional re­
silience. For the OSCE, which has invest­
ed heavily in gender mainstreaming and 
SSR programming, the central question is 
how to convert these lessons into practice. 

This section outlines four top-level 
recommendations that emphasize in­
stitutionalization, survivor-centered ap­
proaches, cultural shifts, and civil soci­
ety engagement. First, gender-responsive 
SSR must be embedded in governance-
level SSR support rather than being de­
livered as ad hoc GBV and WPS techni­
cal assistance projects. Such institutional 
SSR support should prioritize the devel­
opment of legal and policy frameworks, 
operational tools, internal oversight, and 
inter-agency coordination mechanisms. 
Second, SSR engagement with criminal 
justice must be survivor-centered, work­
ing with survivor networks as equal part­
ners and paying careful attention to both 
male and female survivors and to how in­
tersecting forms of discrimination impact 
survivors’ access to services and justice. 
Third, reforms must creatively engage 
with institutional culture and wider social 
values, including gender norms and toler­
ance of GBV. Fourth, NGOs and CSOs 
must be recognized as indispensable part­
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ners—as opposed to call-in trainers and 
researchers—in the design and delivery 
of SSR. When civil society plays a mean­
ingful role in advising institutions, moni­
toring service provision, and shaping pro­
fessional curricula, reforms are more at­
tuned to lived realities and more likely 
to be sustained. Their goal is to promote 
measures that embed gender-responsive­
ness into the everyday formal and infor­
mal structures and practices of security 
and justice providers. 

The institutionalization of GBV and 
CRSV prevention and response. The most 
consistent finding across both cases is 
that institutionalization determines sus­
tainability. In Ukraine, police and prose­
cutors were ready to respond quickly to 
CRSV because GBV-sensitive protocols 
and curricula had been integrated into 
formal training structures prior to 2022 
and national policy and strategic frame­
works were already functioning. In Mali, 
by contrast, policies and protocols on 
GBV remained largely unused, with limi­
ted operational effect.

Efforts to improve security sector re­
sponses to GBV and CRSV are most ef­
fective when they move beyond individ­
ual training to strengthen institutional 
mandates, structures, and accountability 
frameworks. Systemic reform of GBV re­
sponse requires attention to multiple in­
stitutional developments, including the 
deployment of expert staff dedicated to 
supporting GBV response (such as gen­
der focal points, gender units, and GBV 
teams), coordination with NGOs and 
health services, career opportunities for 

female personnel, the vetting of person­
nel with a history of GBV, the fostering 
of a supportive institutional culture, and 
monitoring and oversight mechanisms. 

For the OSCE, this highlights the need 
to embed gender-responsive practices 
in the mandates, policies, and budgets 
of security institutions rather than treat­
ing them as standalone gender or WPS 
project-based activities. OSCE bodies and 
field operations can support this shift 
by prioritizing expert advisory support 
on gender-responsive security at the lev­
el of institutional governance. This could 
include supporting the formalization of 
internal policies and standard operating 
procedures that explicitly assign respon­
sibilities for GBV and CRSV prevention 
and response, empowering GBV experts 
within institutions with clear mandates 
and resources, and integrating GBV indi­
cators into performance frameworks and 
oversight bodies. 

Institutionalization also requires legal 
clarity. OSCE support for legal reform 
should continue to prioritize the harmo­
nization of national law with internation­
al standards, including the explicit crimi­
nalization of CRSV and alignment with 
the Istanbul Convention and the Rome 
Statute. This aligns with the OSCE’s 
broader rule-of-law mandate and builds 
on its long-standing advisory work in 
Ukraine and the Western Balkans.

Survivor-centered approaches to GBV 
and CRSV. The second recommendation 
is to mainstream survivor-centered ap­
proaches across all OSCE-supported SSR. 
The needs, agency, and dignity of sur­
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vivors should be at the heart of all GBV 
work. Research shows that confidentiality 
protections, informed consent, and trau­
ma-sensitive interviewing have been criti­
cal to enabling Ukraine’s prosecutors to 
respond to CRSV. Access to medical ser­
vices and psychosocial and other forms 
of support were also important. Survivors 
themselves, when included as trainers and 
advisors, helped to shift institutional cul­
tures within the security sector.

OSCE programs should therefore go 
beyond training officials to support sur­
vivor networks and CSOs as equal part­
ners in SSR. This would resonate with 
OSCE Ministerial Council Decision 7/14 
on Preventing and Combating Violence 
Against Women, which tasks the OSCE 
with supporting comprehensive victim as­
sistance.23 It is also consistent with soft 
law international standards such as the 
Murad Code, which highlights the impor­
tance of community-based, sustained sup­
port systems for survivors of CRSV.24 

Special attention should be paid to 
male survivors, whose needs are often 
different from those of women and girls 
and who are often invisible or under­
served.25 This includes ensuring that in­
vestigators and prosecutors are trained in 
both evidence collection from men and 
boys and trauma-sensitive engagement. 
More holistically, OSCE missions should 
ensure that survivor-centered approaches 
consider gender, age, and diversity and 
seek to address the stigma and distrust 
that prevents victim/survivors from en­
gaging in justice processes.

Addressing values, attitudes, and institu­
tional norms. The study highlights that 
in order for SSR to be impactful, techni­
cal skills are necessary but insufficient. In 
Mali, police and gendarmerie officers had 
received GBV training but often lacked 
the authority, resources, and institutional 
support to apply it. In Ukraine, by con­
trast, professional cultures had begun to 
shift before 2022, increasing receptiveness 
to survivor-centered approaches. Yet in 
both Mali and Ukraine, stigma and fear 
of ostracization remain a significant barri­
er to justice and support for CRSV survi­
vors.

The OSCE should, in all its SSR sup­
port—but particularly as regards GBV—
actively engage not only with laws, pol­
icies, and procedures but also with val­
ues and attitudes related to interpersonal 
violence and gender norms. Rather than 
being framed around training, SSR initia­
tives can incorporate methodologies such 
as mentoring, peer learning, and commu­
nity dialogue. These offer more meaning­
ful opportunities to transform the atti­
tudes and beliefs that cause some forms 
of violence and abuse to be overlooked, 
including within the security and justice 
sector. Such conversations should include 
political and institutional leaders such as 
senior police and justice officials. CSOs, 
traditional and faith leaders, and social 
influencers can also be partners, ensuring 
that programs are attuned to cultural nu­
ance. 

Strengthening cooperation with NGOs 
and CSOs. Meaningful partnerships be­
tween civil society, police, and prosecu­
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tors were decisive in supporting CRSV 
response in Ukraine. CSOs not only train 
state officials but also advise on law and 
policy and are part of advisory struc­
tures. The DCAF report emphasizes that 
this form of co-production of security 
was critical to enabling Ukraine to adapt 
quickly to CRSV challenges. Local NGO 
and CSO advocates and service providers 
bring deep contextual expertise and can 
be the only actors able to reach GBV vic­
tim/survivors in conflict-affected contexts 
and beyond major centers. They can gen­
erate political will for legal reform and 
institutional accountability.

The OSCE should design GBV capaci­
ty-building, and indeed all SSR activity, 
to support and empower local NGOs 
and CSOs alongside security sector insti­
tutions. It can support institutionalized 
cooperation between the security sector 
and women’s CSOs via working groups, 
referral mechanisms and other coordina­
tion bodies, and collaborative research 
and monitoring. This aligns with global 
findings that multi-stakeholder approach­
es to WPS yield the most sustainable 
outcomes.26 NGOs and CSOs should 
not, moreover, be treated merely as ser­
vice providers; their long-term autonomy, 
safety, and resourcing should be funded. 
OSCE extrabudgetary projects could pri­
oritize core grants to local organizations 
to build their sustainability and advocacy 
capacity, even in politically sensitive envi­
ronments. 

At a time when global backlash threat­
ens to erode hard-won gains in gender 
equality, the OSCE must hold firm to its 

comprehensive security mandate. Rather 
than stepping back from gender equality 
and WPS work on the grounds that they 
are “politically sensitive,” OSCE structures 
should place gender equality and WPS, 
including CRSV response, at the core of 
their SSR efforts. Gender-responsive SSR 
and WPS implementation should be rec­
ognized and framed as essential to institu­
tional professionalism, operational effec­
tiveness, integrity, and public trust in the 
security sector. The stakes are high: with­
out such reforms, security institutions risk 
perpetuating impunity and even harm; 
with them, they can deliver justice, pro­
tection, and accountability. This is not 
only a matter of gender equality but also 
a core element of the OSCE’s vision of 
comprehensive and cooperative security.
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Abstract
This paper examines the growing presence of government-organized non-governmental organizati­
ons (GONGOs) in international platforms, using the example of OSCE human dimension meetings 
and focusing on cases from Russia, Kazakhstan, Azerbaijan, Tajikistan, and Uzbekistan. Drawing on 
field observations from 2018 to 2025, it analyzes GONGOs’ tactics, including diluting norms, crow­
ding out independent voices, discrediting critics, and challenging the universality of human rights. 
These organizations function as tools of authoritarian “sharp power,” exploiting the OSCE’s open 
architecture to advance state narratives, simulate civic engagement, and undermine institutional 
credibility. The paper situates this phenomenon within broader debates on authoritarian internatio­
nalism and virtual politics, showing how GONGOs blend propaganda, procedural manipulation, 
and rhetorical strategies such as whataboutism to defend repressive regimes. It concludes with 
recommendations to strengthen OSCE resilience, preserve inclusivity, and counter disinformation 
without undermining the principles of openness and pluralism that are central to the Organization’s 
mandate.
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Introduction

This paper examines the government-
organized non-governmental organizati­
ons (GONGO) phenomenon within the 
OSCE context and situates it in the 
broader crisis of liberal internationalism. 
Over the past three decades, these or­
ganizations have become a defining fea­
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ture of contemporary authoritarian and 
hybrid regimes’ engagement with civil so­
ciety. Initially emerging in the post–Cold 
War period as states sought to manage 
or emulate the burgeoning NGO sector, 
GONGOs serve as instruments through 
which governments simulate pluralism, 
co-opt independent activism, and legiti­
mize state narratives domestically and 
internationally. Far from being marginal 
anomalies, GONGOs now operate across 
diverse political systems, from Russia 
and China to Egypt and Azerbaijan, and 
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increasingly participate in multilateral fo­
rums where they amplify official positions 
and crowd out independent voices.

For decades, the OSCE has stood as 
one of the most open and inclusive mul­
tilateral forums, offering civil society an 
unparalleled space to raise human rights 
concerns directly with participating Sta­
tes. Many OSCE meetings allow the open 
participation of civil society representati­
ves on equal terms with government rep­
resentatives. OSCE rules for NGO parti­
cipation are simpler than those of most 
other international organizations; the on­
ly grounds for exclusion are if organizati­
ons “resort to the use of violence or pu­
blicly condone terrorism or the use of 
violence.”1 NGOs have equal access to 
the speakers list and can organize side 
events. Yet this very openness has become 
a vulnerability. Over the past two deca­
des, GONGOs have grown increasingly 
active at OSCE human dimension mee­
tings, particularly the Human Dimensi­
on Implementation Meeting (HDIM), the 
Warsaw Human Dimension Conference 
(WHDC), and Supplementary Human 
Dimension Meetings (SHDMs). These 
GONGOs, while presenting themselves as 
independent civil society organizations, 
are in reality extensions of authoritarian 
states that deploy them to distort public 
debate, discredit genuine activists, and 
reshape the OSCE’s liberal norms from 
within.

Drawing on direct observation of ten 
OSCE human dimension meetings be­
tween 2018 and 2025, along with informal 
discussions with participants, OSCE offi­

cials, and independent activists, this study 
combines ethnographic observation, con­
tent analysis of speeches and documents, 
and triangulation through interviews and 
online archives. These field data are com­
plemented by insights from the author’s 
longer monograph (Unmasking GONGOs 
as Agents of Illiberalism, 2024),2 which 
provides the conceptual framework and 
comparative cases.

The paper proceeds in five main sec­
tions. The first section traces the histori­
cal and conceptual evolution of GONGOs 
as tools of authoritarian resilience, si­
tuating their rise within broader global 
trends of autocratic consolidation and the 
international diffusion of “sharp power.” 
The second section problematizes the 
conventional binary between GONGOs 
and independent NGOs, demonstrating 
the porous boundaries and hybrid rea­
lities of civil society under authoritari­
an regimes. The third section examines 
how GONGOs perform at OSCE human 
dimension meetings, analyzing their tac­
tics of narrative construction, procedu­
ral manipulation, and disinformation as 
forms of “virtual politics” that simulate 
democratic engagement. The fourth sec­
tion explores how these activities contri­
bute to undermining the OSCE’s credibi­
lity by both eroding the Organization’s 
open and pluralistic ethos and advan­
cing the normative challenge to the uni­
versality of human rights. Finally, the 
conclusion proposes a set of policy re­
commendations aimed at reinforcing the 
OSCE’s resilience—through transparency, 
procedural safeguards, and strengthened 
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collaboration with independent civil so­
ciety—without compromising its founda­
tional commitment to openness and dia­
logue.

Spotting GONGOs: Tools of influence

The resilience of autocracies is sustained 
not solely through coercion but through 
sophisticated strategies of co-optation and 
the deliberate structuring of civil socie­
ty. Authoritarian regimes have developed 
both formal and informal mechanisms of 
influence, notably through the establish­
ment of GONGOs. While the concept 
of GONGOs has roots in Soviet-era prac­
tices,3 the proliferation of such organiza­
tions over the past two decades marks a 
significant evolution in terms of the so­
phistication of their operations and mes­
saging, which combine old propaganda 
tools with new technologies, including 
social media. These organizations often 
receive extensive political, financial, and 
logistical backing from the state, enabling 
them to bypass burdensome administra­
tive regulations, such as restrictive regis­
tration procedures that typically hinder 
independent NGOs. In return for this 
privileged status, GONGOs align closely 
with official narratives, engage in self-
censorship, and avoid criticizing govern­
ment policies. Their outputs, including 
social media content, public statements, 
and media articles, often mirror or ampli­
fy state propaganda and disinformation 
campaigns. By occupying these spaces, 
some GONGOs successfully attract for­

eign funding and engage emerging social 
constituencies, trying to position themsel­
ves as critical civil society actors.

GONGOs also operate transnationally 
and have been increasingly active in in­
ternational forums. Chinese GONGOs, 
for example, play a visible role during 
the UN Human Rights Council’s Univer­
sal Periodic Review, endorsing Beijing’s 
positions and discrediting independent 
critics.4 Similar patterns have emerged 
with GONGO participation at the Sum­
mit of the Americas (Cuba and Venezue­
la) and the ASEAN Civil Society Confe­
rence (Cambodia and Myanmar), where 
they serve to legitimize authoritarian nar­
ratives and mask domestic repression.5

GONGO involvement has been parti­
cularly evident at the HDIM in Warsaw, 
especially since Kazakhstan’s bid for the 
OSCE Chairmanship in 2008. In that 
context, Astana mobilized GONGOs to 
contest criticism of its human rights re­
cord and present the regime as committed 
to political reform and compliance with 
OSCE standards. Since then, GONGOs 
from other authoritarian states such as 
Azerbaijan, Russia, Tajikistan, and Uzbe­
kistan have established a presence at 
HDIMs and other OSCE human dimensi­
on meetings, adapting their tactics over 
time to reinforce state narratives.

Beyond the binary: Addressing the 
GONGO-NGO distinction

GONGOs are generally understood as 
state-created entities designed to advan­
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ce governmental agendas, distinguishing 
them from independent NGOs initiated 
by citizen groups without official affiliati­
on. While NGOs typically address socie­
tal concerns and may critique state po­
licies, GONGOs are often viewed with 
skepticism for presenting a façade of ci­
vic engagement that obscures government 
shortcomings and simulates democratic 
values.

However, GONGOs are not a mono­
lithic category, and the conventional bi­
nary of GONGOs versus NGOs fails to 
capture the complexity of civil society dy­
namics. Civil society is not always whol­
ly autonomous from the state, nor solely 
a vehicle of opposition. Instead, it acts 
within a web of material exchanges, per­
sonal networks, and institutional linkages 
that sometimes blurs the lines between 
state and non-state actors.6 GONGOs can 
act as state surrogates in areas where the 
government has little appetite to engage, 
such as education, healthcare, women’s 
rights, and environmental protection. So­
me NGOs may be viewed as GONGOs to 
the extent that they receive state-control­
led funding or are led by individuals af­
filiated with the government; conversely, 
they may regain independence as those 
ties weaken. In very authoritarian settings 
where civil liberties are heavily restricted, 
such as in Turkmenistan, the distinction 
between GONGOs and NGOs becomes 
especially ambiguous, with genuine auto­
nomy being the exception rather than the 
norm.7 Moreover, despite their ties to po­
litical power, GONGOs are not always 
mere conduits of state propaganda. Some 

contribute to social or economic initiati­
ves and play a role in fostering limited 
social cohesion.8 Their functions can the­
refore extend beyond simple state replica­
tion.

At OSCE events, although many 
GONGOs exemplify the classic model—
i.e. state-established or state-funded orga­
nizations directed toward advancing go­
vernment narratives—their diversity is al­
so evident. Some were initially indepen­
dent but have since been co-opted. Others 
follow a dual-track strategy, seeking inter­
national legitimacy and funding for their 
work while concurrently promoting state-
aligned messaging that questions the uni­
versality of human rights and casts doubt 
on Western institutions. These tactics re­
flect the constrained operating space of 
civil society under authoritarian rule, 
where organizations must often align with 
official narratives to survive. Moreover, 
some “ghost” GONGOs, which appear to 
have been solely created to disseminate 
government viewpoints in international 
arenas, have registered for events without 
even basic organizational transparency.

Overall, a wide range of GONGOs rou­
tinely participate in OSCE meetings. Re­
cognizing their multidimensional nature, 
the following sections examine them as 
instruments of authoritarian regimes: or­
ganizations that disseminate disinforma­
tion, try to sanitize government records 
despite serious human rights abuses, seek 
to discredit independent NGOs and dis­
senting individuals, and challenge the 
OSCE’s mandate and the universality of 
fundamental freedoms.
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Performing democracy: GONGOs and 
the transnational spread of virtual 
politics

Andrew Wilson has coined the term “vir­
tual politics” to describe the illusion of 
democratic process in post-Soviet politi­
cal systems, whereby sophisticated techni­
ques mimic democracy and entire politi­
cal parties and opposition figures are fa­
bricated—phantom entities without sub­
stance or genuine political power.9 Ra­
ther than relying solely on overt repres­
sion, virtual politics manipulates public 
perception to maintain control, projecting 
the appearance of pluralism while conso­
lidating state dominance. Mass media and 
state-controlled civil society serve as key 
vehicles in constructing and amplifying 
these artificial narratives.

At OSCE meetings, GONGOs have 
acted as agents of virtual politics, em­
ploying seemingly democratic rhetoric 
to depict their governments as commit­
ted defenders of human rights and the 
rule of law, aiming to reinforce their do­
mestic and international legitimacy. They 
have promoted such narratives through 
three primary strategies. First, they as­
sert that their countries’ constitutional 
and legal frameworks are in full align­
ment with international human rights 
standards. Second, they offer sweeping, 
unsubstantiated claims intended to de­
monstrate their governments’ respect for 
the rule of law and human rights. Third, 
they employ rhetorical devices, particu­
larly hyperbolic language, to highlight 
their statements by magnifying the si­

gnificance or insignificance of matters.10 

GONGOs from Kazakhstan, Uzbekistan, 
Tajikistan, and Azerbaijan have used the­
se approaches to highlight supposed pro­
gress in political reforms, gender equali­
ty, and media freedom. During the 2024 
WHDC, for instance, several Kazakhsta­
ni GONGOs, including the National En­
dowment for Prosperity, asserted that 
constitutional amendments had reduced 
presidential powers and expanded parlia­
mentary oversight—claims that were con­
tradicted by independent monitoring or­
ganizations.11

Overall, GONGOs have constructed 
and disseminated narratives with the ex­
plicit aim of engendering broad-based 
endorsement of these perspectives, inclu­
ding among Western stakeholders. Their 
narratives delineate a significant dicho­
tomy between democratic societies and 
their authoritarian counterparts.12 Whi­
le independent civil society organizati­
ons participating in OSCE human di­
mension events have sought to expose 
human rights violations, including tho­
se occurring within their own countries, 
GONGOs representing authoritarian sta­
tes have projected a sanitized, often flaw­
less portrayal of human rights conditions 
in their respective territories.

Rebutting criticism and opposition: 
Defensive narrative strategies

GONGOs’ narrative strategies have gone 
beyond merely projecting an overly posi­
tive image of their home countries. In in­
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ternational forums such as the OSCE, in­
dependent civil society organizations and 
opposition figures can speak out with far 
less censorship than at home and can 
more safely raise concerns and criticism 
about human rights abuses. In response, 
GONGOs have assumed a central role in 
countering these critical voices with com­
peting, defensive state-aligned narratives.

At the human dimension conferences, 
most GONGOs have adopted a posture of 
categorical denial in the face of criticism 
related to the implementation of core 
OSCE commitments, including democra­
tic elections, media freedom, and religious 
liberty. They seek to invalidate these cri­
ticisms by claiming, ostensibly on behalf 
of civil society and the general public, 
that the actual conditions in their coun­
tries diverge sharply from the accounts 
presented by independent NGOs and in­
ternational human rights organizations. 
This defensive strategy is especially evi­
dent in their responses to allegations of 
electoral manipulation and lack of com­
petitiveness, such as concerns about the 
conduct of recent elections in Azerbaijan 
and Tajikistan, as documented by the Of­
fice for Democratic Institutions and Hu­
man Rights (ODIHR). Claiming to repre­
sent the voice of their country’s people, 
GONGOs have argued that citizens have 
freely participated in fair and transparent 
elections, selecting their leaders without 
coercion.

Additionally, at the 2023 and 2024 
OSCE human dimension meetings, 
GONGOs from Uzbekistan and Russia 
actively sought to deflect international 

criticism of state repression and military 
aggression. Uzbekistani GONGOs such 
as Jas Pikir13 and the Karakalpak Branch 
of the Children and Families Support As­
sociation14 sought to reframe the 2022 
unrest in Karakalpakstan as a violent in­
surrection rather than a peaceful protest 
suppressed by force. Russian GONGOs 
such as the Information Group on Crimes 
Against the Person defended Moscow’s 
invasion of Ukraine as a humanitari­
an operation aimed at “denazification,”15 

while Azerbaijani counterparts such as 
the Turkish Institute for Democracy and 
Human Rights justified the 2023 military 
offensive in Karabakh as a peacekeeping 
effort.16 Tajikistani GONGOs like the As­
sociation of Tajik Youth in the Russian 
Federation routinely denied reports of re­
pression against journalists and oppositi­
on parties, claiming that the media in Ta­
jikistan enjoyed “complete freedom.”17

GONGOs have also frequently employ­
ed whataboutism, a rhetorical tactic that 
deflects criticism by highlighting percei­
ved double standards on unrelated grie­
vances, to undermine accountability and 
divert attention from authoritarian prac­
tices.18 This strategy, rooted in Soviet-era 
propaganda that deflected scrutiny of the 
gulag system by invoking issues such as 
US slavery, has been revived and inten­
sified in contemporary Russia since the 
mid-2000s.19 At OSCE human dimensi­
on meetings, GONGOs have operationa­
lized whataboutism to counter Western 
criticism. For example, Russian GONGOs 
have cited the imprisonment of Julian 
Assange to question the United States’ 
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commitment to press freedom, or drawn 
parallels between the annexation of Cri­
mea and peaceful state transformations 
such as the reunification of Germany or 
the dissolution of Czechoslovakia.

Moreover, GONGOs have actively ma­
nufactured alleged threats of destabiliza­
tion or terrorism, purposefully sowing 
confusion by accusing independent orga­
nizations and opposition groups of ha­
ving violent intentions. They routinely 
label opposition figures, journalists, and 
activists as criminals, terrorists, or foreign 
agents, framing them as a security thre­
at and advancing narratives that official 
state representatives may struggle to con­
vey with credibility. During Russia’s 2019 
campaign against Crimean journalists, for 
example, Russian GONGOs echoed state 
rhetoric by branding detained reporters 
as terrorists. Azerbaijani GONGOs simi­
larly accused imprisoned journalists of 
misconduct or fraudulent accreditation, 
while Tajikistani GONGOs portrayed exi­
led activists as fugitives evading justice. 
In 2024, multiple Uzbekistani GONGOs 
were mobilized to discredit human rights 
defenders and opposition voices, particu­
larly those who had criticized the govern­
ment’s violent response to the unrest in 
Karakalpakstan. These GONGOs accused 
exiled activists of corruption, foreign in­
terference, and criminal behavior, closely 
mirroring state strategies aimed at vilify­
ing the opposition and suppressing scru­
tiny.

GONGOs as tools of sharp power: 
Challenging the OSCE

Beyond discrediting critics and oppositi­
on figures, GONGOs have played a pi­
votal role in bolstering the sharp power 
strategies of authoritarian regimes. The 
concept of sharp power, introduced by 
Christopher Walker, refers to tactics ai­
med at manipulating and undermining 
the integrity of independent institutions, 
including international organizations.20 

Countries such as Russia, Azerbaijan, and 
Tajikistan have undertaken sustained ef­
forts to challenge both the mandate and 
the activities of the OSCE, seeking to 
weaken its ability to serve as a platform 
for open dialogue and questioning its 
commitment to defending fundamental 
human rights. At OSCE human rights 
meetings, GONGOs have played an in­
strumental role in advancing these efforts 
through several disruptive tactics.

Efforts to regulate NGO participation 
in OSCE events

First, GONGOs have echoed their natio­
nal delegations in advocating for restric­
tive measures aimed at limiting the parti­
cipation of independent NGOs in OSCE 
events.

Chapter IV, paragraph 16 of the 1992 
Helsinki Document outlines the criteria 
for NGO participation in OSCE events. It 
specifies only that “persons or organizati­
ons which resort to the use of violence or 
publicly condone terrorism or the use of 
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violence” can be barred from OSCE mee­
tings.21 No other grounds for exclusion 
are mentioned in the OSCE regulations. 
However, although the decision has tradi­
tionally fallen to the Chairman-in-Office, 
some states have pushed for a formal 
vetting process that could enable them 
to potentially block unfavorable NGOs. 
Russia—where judicial independence is 
lacking and politically motivated prosecu­
tions are widespread—has proposed bar­
ring participation by individuals with cri­
minal records and restricting access for 
NGOs not legally registered in their home 
countries. Such proposals echo domestic 
restrictions used to silence dissent and, if 
adopted, would serve to exclude indepen­
dent voices under the pretense of proce­
dural legitimacy.

The push by certain states to block 
the participation of specific NGOs has 
escalated in recent years. In 2016, Ta­
jikistan and Kyrgyzstan walked out of 
the HDIM in protest of the presence of 
NGOs from their respective countries of 
which they did not approve. From 2018 to 
2023, Türkiye boycotted the Warsaw con­
ference, objecting to the participation of 
NGOs it had designated as affiliated with 
the Fethullah Gülen movement. Several 
GONGOs from Azerbaijan, Tajikistan, 
and Uzbekistan have demanded the exclu­
sion of certain NGOs from the HDIM, 
branding them as corrupt, terrorist, or ex­
tremist organizations.

Taking up space at OSCE events

While efforts to ban the participation of 
NGOs they deem troublesome have so far 
met with limited success, GONGOs have 
adopted alternative strategies—including 
taking up space and time at OSCE mee­
tings—in order to marginalize indepen­
dent organizations. At HDIMs, the num­
ber of oral interventions per session is 
capped, usually at fifty. If that many 
speakers register, the time allocated to 
each drops from five minutes to just one 
or two, reducing the quality and depth 
of the interventions. In practice, the lar­
ge presence of GONGOs has meant that 
some civil society organizations critical 
of authoritarian governments have been 
unable to speak at all in the most con­
tentious sessions (such as those dealing 
with elections, freedom of expression, and 
freedom of assembly) or that their criti­
cisms have been eclipsed by GONGO 
praise. Before Russia started boycotting 
most OSCE human rights events, govern­
ment representatives from Russia were se­
en at the Warsaw meeting assisting their 
GONGOs in cutting the speaker registra­
tion line, thereby pushing independent 
NGOs further back in the speaking or­
der or even preventing them from being 
among the first fifty able to deliver their 
statements.22

This manipulation of procedure has be­
en paired with obstructionist behavior. 
GONGOs have frequently made off-topic 
statements that require moderator inter­
vention, while government delegations 
from authoritarian countries have raised 
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procedural objections to cut off indepen­
dent NGOs’ statements on the grounds 
that they were off topic, all while consis­
tently remaining silent when their affilia­
ted GONGOs engaged in the same beha­
vior.23

More recently, GONGOs have adapted 
to procedural changes that have limited 
their delegations’ ability to respond to cri­
ticism. For instance, between 2022 and 
2024, Warsaw conference sessions no lon­
ger permitted official delegations to exer­
cise their right of reply orally. During 
this period, several GONGOs informal­
ly assumed this role. For example, Azer­
baijani GONGOs responded directly in 
their statements to criticisms raised by in­
dependent NGOs and other delegations, 
particularly those from Armenia, thereby 
circumventing formal restrictions on state 
rebuttals.

GONGOs’ obstructionist tactics have 
also included the use of verbal abuse and 
disinformation campaigns against inde­
pendent civil society actors. Moderators 
have, on several occasions, been forced to 
call for decorum due to aggressive langua­
ge. One notable example occurred during 
a human dimension meeting in Vienna in 
June 2025, when, in response to interven­
tions by several representatives of Arme­
nian civil society who had raised concerns 
about the rights of Armenian refugees and 
alleged war crimes committed by Azer­
baijan, Ahmad Shahidov, director of an 
Azerbaijani GONGO, accused Armenia 
of engaging in revanchism and concluded 
that “during the next war, Armenia may 
completely lose its sovereignty, and the 

Azerbaijani army may drink Turkish tea 
in Yerevan, pray and perform namaz in 
Yerevan’s Blue Mosque.”24

In addition to verbal attacks, some 
GONGOs have resorted to spreading 
false printed materials. In 2024, Uzbekis­
tani GONGOs circulated a fake leaflet 
bearing the logo of the independent NGO 
Freedom of Eurasia during the Warsaw 
meeting, apparently in an effort to dis­
credit the NGO’s work and sow confu­
sion among other participants. These ac­
tions reflect a growing trend of hostile 
behavior that has sought not only to neu­
tralize dissenting voices but to actively 
damage the reputations and credibility of 
independent civil society actors within in­
ternational spaces.

Some GONGOs have also challenged 
the credibility of the OSCE and ODIHR. 
Usen Suleimen, founder of the Natio­
nal Endowment for Prosperity, published 
an article accusing ODIHR of welcom­
ing “corrupt officials, fugitive oligarchs, 
thieves and criminals” who, in his view, 
exploited human rights discourse for per­
sonal gain. He further alleged that con­
ference organizers had intentionally si­
delined his organization’s interventions 
while privileging statements from “quasi-
human rights activists” and “extremist 
structures,” accusing them of replacing le­
gitimate voices with paid operatives ser­
ving a “criminal oligopoly.”25
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Challenging the principles of universal 
human rights

Finally, and importantly, GONGOs form 
a key component of the authoritarian 
toolkit deployed to challenge the normati­
ve foundations of international organiza­
tions. They amplify the rhetoric of aut­
horitarian leaders who seek to recast hu­
man rights and democratic principles as 
allegedly alien constructs, culturally in­
compatible with their nations’ historical 
legacies and societal values. Since the 
full-scale invasion of Ukraine in 2022, 
for example, Putin’s rhetoric has beco­
me increasingly confrontational, presen­
ting Western liberal values as not only 
decadent but morally degenerate, at times 
even equating them with the normalizati­
on of pedophilia.26

In this alternative narrative, democracy 
is not rejected outright but reinterpreted 
through the lens of sovereignty and sta­
te control. Models such as Russia’s “ma­
naged democracy” or China’s “socialist 
democracy with Chinese characteristics” 
are presented as legitimate, culturally ap­
propriate alternatives to the democratic 
standards enshrined in OSCE commit­
ments. Echoing the discourse of figures 
such as Vladimir Putin and Xi Jinping,27 

GONGOs have contributed to a broader 
narrative that portrays liberalism as obso­
lete and a threat to security and social 
stability and frames Western advocacy for 
democracy and human rights as interfe­
rence in the sovereign affairs of other 
states. Within this worldview, at OSCE 
meetings they have advocated to redefine 

fundamental rights, proposing an alleged 
necessary recalibration of the balance be­
tween civil liberties and national security. 
Invoking the global threat of terrorism, 
they advance the argument that rights 
such as freedom of expression and as­
sembly may be subordinated to public or­
der and state sovereignty, thereby further 
undermining the universality of human 
rights norms.

Conclusion and recommendations

GONGOs have become key instruments 
of authoritarian influence. Presented as 
independent civil society groups, they in­
stead promote regime interests and act 
as updated successors to Soviet-era pro­
paganda. By exploiting the openness of 
liberal democracies, especially free speech 
protections that do not exist at home, 
GONGOs spread disinformation, under­
mine democratic values, and work to legi­
timize illiberal narratives. Their activities 
go beyond international meetings, with 
many maintaining websites and active so­
cial media channels to amplify state mes­
saging.

At OSCE human dimension meetings, 
GONGOs are used to discredit indepen­
dent NGOs and normalize authoritarian 
practices, threatening the integrity of one 
of the few remaining platforms where ge­
nuine civil society can speak openly to go­
vernments. Addressing this phenomenon 
requires coordinated attention from de­
mocratic states, international organizati­
ons, and real NGOs through monitoring, 
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analysis, and sustained advocacy. Coun­
tering GONGOs is not procedural house­
keeping; it is part of a broader effort to 
defend human rights and protect multila­
teral institutions from authoritarian cap­
ture.

While remaining its greatest strength, 
the OSCE’s inclusive design can also be 
a vulnerability. To preserve space for in­
dependent civil society and prevent aut­
horitarian regimes from denying entry to 
activists they do not like, the OSCE does 
not have a formal vetting system. The 
Organization’s consensus-based decision-
making prevents it from sanctioning sta­
tes that abuse its forums. This institutio­
nal weakness mirrors a broader crisis fa­
cing liberal multilateralism. Just as the 
United Nations struggles with the politi­
cization of the Human Rights Council, 
the OSCE must contend with the sus­
ceptibility of its procedures to misuse. 
GONGOs exploit this vacuum, seeking 
to transform the OSCE from a space of 
accountability into one of confusion and 
contestation.

An effective response requires a com­
prehensive and principled strategy, one 
that acknowledges the complexity of in­
ternational engagement without compro­
mising the foundational values of the 
OSCE. The emphasis should be on iden­
tifying the presence of GONGOs, cal­
ling out their narratives, and countering 
their disinformation campaigns, particu­
larly their strategic manipulation of lan­
guage and misuse of civil society frame­
works.

Installing some type of vetting mecha­
nism aimed at prohibiting GONGOs 
from participating in OSCE events would 
be incompatible with the Organization’s 
principles, especially its commitment to 
openness, pluralism, and freedom of ex­
pression, and would likely cause collateral 
damage by also undermining the partici­
pation of independent NGOs. It would 
also be incorrect to cast GONGOs as uni­
formly detrimental agents of disinforma­
tion, or to idealize independent NGOs 
as inherently virtuous. For example, lack 
of state funding alone is not a reliable 
indicator of a civil society organization’s 
credibility or independence; many legi­
timate organizations, such as the Natio­
nal Endowment for Democracy and the 
United States Institute of Peace, receive 
government support while maintaining 
transparent operations and a strong com­
mitment to democratic values. These in­
stitutions do not act at the behest of their 
funders but rather operate within ethical 
mandates and robust accountability me­
chanisms.

Equally important is avoiding content-
based exclusion of GONGOs. OSCE re­
gulations rightly prohibit the participati­
on of individuals or organizations that 
promote or use violence or terrorism, but 
political alignment or controversial rhe­
toric does not constitute valid grounds 
for exclusion. Disqualifying groups based 
on their views would set a dangerous pre­
cedent, inviting authoritarian regimes to 
apply the same standards to silence inde­
pendent voices. This risk is compounded 
by the fact that the decision to permit or 
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exclude organizations lies with the OSCE 
Chairmanship, a role that has at times be­
en filled by authoritarian states with ques­
tionable human rights records. During 
Kazakhstan’s 2010 Chairmanship, for in­
stance, several NGOs were excluded from 
the Warsaw meeting following objections 
from Turkmenistan and Russia. Attempts 
to ban GONGOs could thus backfire, 
creating a mechanism that authoritarian 
states might exploit to restrict civil society 
participation.

Instead, a more effective approach 
would be to confront GONGOs’ rheto­
ric and activities while ensuring robust 
engagement with genuine civil society ac­
tors. Democratic states should work in 
partnership with independent NGOs to 
monitor, document, and publicly expose 
instances where GONGOs distort facts, 
disrupt dialogue, or serve as state pro­
xies. A practical step would be the crea­
tion of a standing working group com­
posed of civil society representatives, re­
searchers, and regional experts focused 
on OSCE processes. This group could 
monitor GONGO participation in OSCE 
meetings, trace their affiliations with state 
structures, and document inconsistencies 
between proclaimed missions and obser­
ved behavior. The group’s findings could 
be disseminated in an annual report pre­
sented to OSCE delegations and made 
available to the broader public. Such 
transparency efforts should be replicated 
in other international forums, including 
the United Nations, to strengthen global 
resistance to authoritarian co-optation of 
civil society mechanisms.

Effective countermeasures are also nee­
ded during OSCE meetings themselves. 
Participating States should be encouraged 
to publicly challenge the legitimacy of 
GONGOs during sessions, making clear 
that their interventions are recognized as 
disingenuous and politically motivated. 
To support this, the OSCE should reins­
tate the oral right of reply, a valuable tool 
for clarifying distortions and challenging 
misinformation in real time.

Moderators also play a critical role in 
maintaining the integrity of discussions. 
They must ensure that all speakers adhe­
re to the agenda and that no organizati­
on monopolizes speaking time to pursue 
unrelated agendas. Moderators should in­
tervene if GONGOs use the platform to 
impersonate official delegations, advocate 
violence, or issue personal attacks on in­
dependent activists. Statements that accu­
se others of criminality, threaten legal ac­
tion, or reveal personal information cross 
the line of acceptable discourse in inter­
national meetings and should be explicit­
ly disallowed. Such actions are essential 
to preserving the integrity of the meeting 
sessions within the OSCE framework.
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