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Thelma Ekiyor — “Poverty robs women of their agency”

For 27 years, Thelma Ekiyor has advocated for women'’s rights in regions affected by
war and crisis. She now serves as executive director of the NGO Women for Women
International.

Lena Jungel
07. April 2026
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Thelma Ekiyor has been executive director of Women for Women International for around six

months. (Women for Women International / Privat)

Ekiyor has been executive director of Women for Women International for about six
months, the first African woman to lead the organization since its founding 32 years ago.
In her home country of Nigeria, her appointment is seen as a significant milestone. It is
“a proud, identity-building moment for Nigeria and its diaspora,” said Abike Dabiri-
Erewa, chair of the Nigerian government’s Diaspora Commission.

Women for Women International helps women in crisis-stricken regions achieve finan-
cial independence. The organization was founded in 1993 by Iraqi activist Zainab Salbi
and her husband, Amjad Atallah, against the backdrop of the war in the former
Yugoslavia. Today, the organization supports women through training on their rights, fi-
nancial literacy and the development of support networks. These courses are accompa-
nied by practical vocational training. “Poverty robs women of their agency, their rights
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and their choices. They are often at the mercy of physical and sexual violence, and the
trafficking of girls and women has recently increased,” EKiyor told Table.Briefings.

At the same time, Ekiyor is aware that she has taken over the organization at an espe-
cially difficult moment for women's rights worldwide. In light of the cuts to the US
Agency for International Development (USAID), she hopes European and other countries
will help fill the void. In an appeal to development policymakers, she said: “Given the in-
crease in violent conflicts, now is not the time to cut funding for development coopera-
tion that supports women.”

At the same time, she is pursuing doctoral research at Cranfield University in England
on women’s entrepreneurship in post-conflict settings in Africa. Ekiyor was born in
Nigeria and, like her father, studied law in London. During her studies, however, she real-
ized that a legal career in the courtroom was not for her. Instead, she turned to interna-
tional law and discovered her passion for international development cooperation.

Early in her career, Ekiyor worked in Liberia and Sierra Leone during those countries’
civil wars. In Liberia, she launched a women's peacebuilding network that reached 3,000
women. “I saw the impact these wars had on women — on their safety, their health and
their financial situation. That's why I specialized in supporting women and investing in
them. Where women are supported, societies demonstrably stabilize more quickly,’
Ekiyor said. At the same time, she noted that attracting investors for women's en-
trepreneurship remains difficult. “Although statistics show, and international develop-
ment organizations emphasize, that women are excellent entrepreneurs and have the
highest loan repayment rates, the capital flowing to women remains low.”

In many African countries, men are still the primary landowners and therefore control
an important source of power. To apply for loans, banks often require proof of owner-
ship. “We must not put women in a position where they have to marry to earn a living.
We need to look for innovative ways to grant loans to women and begin to understand
that women need patient capital,’ Ekiyor said. She emphasized both the importance of
supporting women-led funds and the need to mobilize male allies to help create systems
that incorporate women’s empowerment.

Ekiyor is driven by a strong sense of justice. At the same time, she calls for solidarity
from those in more secure circumstances: “Those of us who have the privilege of living
in safer countries bear an enormous responsibility to ensure that issues affecting
women receive more attention.” Lena Jiingel
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