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Salutations 

 

I bring you warm greetings from our President H.E Ellen Johnson–Sirleaf who would have loved 

to be present at this follow-up to the International Colloquium, which she co-chaired five years 

ago in Liberia together with the former President of Finland, Madam Tarja Halonen. As you may 

be aware, the difficult situation in which the countries in the Mano River Basin have found 

themselves today, has impeded the participation of our President who deemed it necessary to 



2 
 

remain on the grounds in the fight to eradicate Ebola once and for all in Liberia and the rest of 

the Sub-region. 

 

It is an honor and pleasure to be here today, to deliver the opening remarks at this 

INTERNATIONAL COLLOQUIUM ON WOMEN’S EMPOWERMENT, LEADERSHIP 

DEVELOPMENT, PEACE AND SECURITY organized at the conference AFRICA 

WORKS. NEW PARTNERSHIPS. Let me proceed by commending Prof. Mirjam Van Reisen, 

the Centre of African Studies at the University of Leiden and the Netherlands Africa Business 

Council and all their partners and entire team for organizing this October event. It is really good 

to be in the midst of all these distinguished delegates, guests and High Level participants who 

have also gathered here for this Colloquium and Conference. 

 

Excellencies, distinguished delegates, 

 

In line with the UN Resolution on the fight against the Ebola crisis a Special Envoy has been 

emissioned by the African Union. Yesterday the government of he Netherlands announced the 

appointment of Hans Doctor as the Special Ebola Envoy to the West Africa region, for which I 

also extend our sincere thanks and we look forward to collaborating with him. We are also 

grateful for the financial resources allocated to the fight against Ebola by the Dutch government. 

 

Ladies and Gentlemen,  

 

Ebola affects women especially hard. It is heartbreaking to note that seventy-five percent of the 

victims of Ebola are women. This figure shows how women care for their family members and 

members of their community. How does a caring and responsible woman avoid taking care of 

her husband or her child or a neighbor, sick and dying from the impact of the virus?  

 

Ebola is also a threat from the perspective of peace. For the first time a health crisis has resulted 

in a resolution from the United Nations Security Council. The United Nations recognized that the 

impact of the crisis is such that it may affect the social fabric of our society and hence the peace 

we have invested in so much.  
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Moreover, the Ebola crisis has deeply affected our economy with prices of food increasing and 

confidence of the private sector soaring. Ebola has been able to spread fast because of poverty 

and lack of access to basic needs such as water, food, shelter and health care facilities. Moreover, 

illiteracy, especially amongst women, increases the risk of misinformation. Development and 

economic empowerment are needed to overcome the current crisis. 

 

Liberia is especially hard-hit because of its poor infrastructure in rural areas, which is due to its 

specific place in the colonial history as a result of which development has been lacking and also 

due to the destruction in its 15 years of civil war. 

 

As we are coping with this challenging situation, let me make this plea: please do not stigmatize 

the affected countries or our people, do not ostracize us, but rather support us in this fight, which 

has now become a global issue and threat to all worldwide. Ebola knows no borders and no color 

of skin and we have to stand together in the fight against this disease.  

 

Indeed we do need all the development partners as well as the private sector and business 

working in partnership with the government to continue to build our economy and to help the 

government and regional efforts to transform this crisis in long-term sustainable development for 

our country. We need to bring confidence back in how our countries so that they can contribute 

to global development and prosperity. This we need to do in partnership. 

 

I therefore sincerely commend the organizers from the Netherlands-African Business Council 

and the Africa Study Centre for their vision to focus on the opportunities that new partnerships 

may offer and in that context to host the International Colloquium on Women’s Empowerment, 

Leadership Development, Peace and Security. It is necessary to discuss the impact of the Ebola 

crisis from a business and an economic perspective, understanding the social dimensions of 

development and the role that women play in looking after communities and promoting peaceful 

relations, which is so important especially in times of crisis.  
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The quest for women’s empowerment, leadership, peace and security derives from the ever 

present need to breach the gap of gender inequality and women’s human rights in our 

development efforts. Women make up 75% of the world poorest, and own only 2% of the land 

globally.  In times of armed conflicts, natural disasters and epidemics such as Ebola, women are 

greatly affected. It was the need to address the barriers to the advancement of women that the 

International Colloquium on Women’s Empowerment, Leadership Development, International 

Peace and Security was convened five years ago in Liberia. 

 

Distinguished Guests and Participants, 

 

In March 2009 the level of success of the International Colloquium held in Liberia was a result 

of the massive participation of women. The men were also not left out as two strong supporters 

of women’s empowerment opened the conference: President Paul Kagame of Rwanda and 

President Abdullah Wade of Senegal.  

 

The outcomes from the Colloquium were captured in the Monrovia Declaration, which 

celebrated Women’s achievements and noted that in the 21st century women hold high-level 

positions and do extraordinary work at the community level. It also underscored the need to 

stand in solidarity with women in other conflict areas around the world. The Monrovia 

Declaration called for a paradigm shift in the approach to global security, conflict resolution and 

reconciliation and governance, to include women.  

 

Five years down the road and where are we? 

Reflecting on the outcomes incorporated within the Monrovia Declaration, Liberia’s stock-taking 

of Achievements include the following: 

 

The Angie Brooks International Center was established to support to serve as an institute for 

women’s empowerment. The Women’s Situation Room (WSR) was implemented with a 

coalition of women and youth organizations under the theme “Peace is in our Hands”. It involves 

activities that result in women’s full participation in elections. The African Union adopted the 

Women’s Situation Room as “best practice”.  
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To empower women economically the Government of Liberia launched the Gender Equality 

and Women’s Economic Empowerment (GEWEE) in partnership with the United Nations, 

with four components: (i) the Next Level Business Programme enabling market women to 

access business skills training in the workplace to enhance their ability to access credit, save 

money and expand their businesses;  (ii) the Village Saving and Loan Associations improving 

rural women’s access to sustainable micro-credit finance services to enhance their engagement in 

economic activities;  (iii) the Association for Cross Border Traders assisting Women Cross 

Border Traders, with women who are vulnerable to sexual harassment and exploitation, rape, 

theft, financial extortion and corruption, when travelling locally and abroad; and (iv) the Adult 

Literacy Programme providing access to education.  

Education remains a challenge in Liberia, with 42% of women and 19% of men having never 

attended school. Rural women are particularly disadvantaged with only 26% of women literate, 

compared to 61% in urban areas.  The Adult Literacy Programme provided basic literacy and 

numeracy skills to rural women, and girls to get access to information services. The skills 

acquired by these women were utilized to help their children complete their homework, calculate 

measurements, dial numbers on cell phones and open bank accounts. 

Several activities have been achieved with regards to the implementation of the Liberian 

National Action Plan on Participation of Women in Peace-Building which include among 

others:  

• The development and implementation of a Gender Based-Violence Action plan; 

• The development and utilization of a Gender training manual for the Security Sector; 

• The development and implementation of a Civil Service Code of Conduct; 

• The development of a strategy to ensure a minimum of 30 % quota of women’s 

representation in decision-making. 

The Enactment and/or Amendment of Laws: 

• Amendments to the penal code and sexual offenses; 

• Legislation on guaranteeing women’s rights to property and inheritance rights; 

The creation and/or reform of institutions and establishment of structures, such as: 
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• The Sexual-based Crimes Unit and Criminal Court; 

• Psycho-social counseling for victims of Gender Based Violence;  

• A Land reform commission to settle land dispute and ownership;  

• A National Rural Women Structure to ensure rural women’s participation in 

development and reconstruction processes; 

• Community Policing Forum nation-wide with the increase of female participation to 

improve citizens and police relation; 

• Construction of decentralized Courts; 

• The construction of safe homes for survivors of Gender Based Violence;  

• Establishment of a Gender Based Violence Taskforce to standardize referral pathway 

for victims and strengthen support provided to survivors; 

• The establishment of village peace huts with rural women to prevent violence against 

women and the building of peace; 

• A one stop shop for the victims and survivors of violence which includes the 

psychosocial and economic empowerment ; and 

• Youth friendly reproductive health services for adolescents and youths. 

 

Distinguished Delegates, 

 

The present Ebola Epidemic has claimed four thousand lives in the three countries with over a 

thousand just in Liberia alone. In January when the first person died the danger in our country 

was underestimated because of lack of information and knowledge of the disease. Looking at the 

predictions of the World Health Organization today, it is our fear that, if not all possible is done, 

the numbers of victims affected by Ebola could pass to 20.000 in 6 months time in our three 

countries alone. In the worst-case scenario, we could even surpass the 20.000 affected victims in 

less than three months.  

 

We have seen hundreds of children become orphans and many families being wiped out. 

Orphans are left on their own as people fear infection and women have no longer access to health 

facilities when they give birth. It is heartbreaking to note that the majority of the victims are 

women.  
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Today the book “Women’s Leadership and Peace-Building: Conflict, Community and Care” will 

be launched at this conference. This book speaks of the leadership of our community women in 

the care they provide and the need to recognize the importance to involve them in solving the 

current crisis. In the foreword to the book, My President, Mme Sirleaf, calls for support to 

resolve the Ebola crisis, whilst recognizing that women within their communities need to be 

further empowered to cope with the crisis. She writes: 

 

“Our women, the natural care-givers within our families and communities are at the frontline of 

this mammoth battle. The danger that this health crisis poses to the peace in our communities is 

now recognized in the United Nations Security Council Resolution 2177 (2014) “Urging 

Immediate Action, End to Isolation of Affected States”. I urge the international community to 

stand by my country, by our neighbours and by all countries equally challenged.  

 

As human beings, we are not fighting to die, but to live. We invoke the spirit of communities, 

of all men, women and children of Liberia, of Africa and of the world to stand together. If we 

care about our communities we can resolve conflict, overcome the hardest challenges and 

rebuild our peace.” 

 

In Liberia, we remain hopeful that with the various preventive and safety measures, mass 

awareness and immense mobilization of support from the international community, this disease 

could be overcome and eradicated from Liberia. The participation of women’s leadership is 

crucial to strengthen out medical care structures and care provided in communities and families.  

 

In the Mano River Basin we have established a Mano River First Ladies Initiative involving 

the three countries, Guinea, Sierra Leone and Liberia to promote a regional approach in 

addressing the fight against Ebola as it relates to women and children. We are setting up a social 

fund through the African Development Bank that will assist women in areas that are highly hit in 

the three countries by the Ebola crisis. We are calling on development partners and NGO groups 

to assist in strengthening the communities in their resolve to deal with the crisis. 
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Finally, as we continue to reflect on the Post-2015 Development Agenda let us be guided by the 

principles, which are articulated within the Common African Position and the ACP-EU 

Declaration to serve as a basis for the formulation of a global agenda of the Post -2015 agenda.  

 

The Post-2015 agenda will allow us to shift the paradigm of development to new partnerships in 

which communities, government, international community and the private sector work together.  

 

In this new paradigm we should recognize human security and peace building as central to our 

efforts to strengthen our economies. Peace is a prerequisite for a strong economy, but we need to 

strengthen our economies also in order to maintain peace. But at the heart of both the economy 

and peace-building is the need to recognize that empowerment of women at all levels is needed 

to create vibrant and flourishing communities.  

 

I thank you all and I wish us all a successful Colloquium and Conference! 

 


