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About the Project

The "We Cannot Wait" (WCW) project is a regional advocacy initiative aimed at
empowering women'’s rights actors across the Greater Horn of Africa (GHOA) to
lead transformational change. Implemented in Ethiopia by the Ethiopian Women
Lawyers Association (EWLA) in partnership with the Strategic Initiative for Women
in the Horn of Africa (SIHA), the project seeks to advance women’s legal and socio-
economic rights through capacity-building, coalition-building, policy advocacy, and
grassroots mobilization. Key strategies include enhancing knowledge and skills in
leadership, human rights, and advocacy, as well as strengthening financial literacy
and digital activism.

Thank You

We sincerely thank all supporters of the We Cannot Wait Project (2021-2025). Your
commitment and contributions helped empower women’s rights actors across the
Greater Horn of Africa, driving meaningful change in legal and socio-economic
rights.

This booklet of success stories reflects the impact we achieved together, advancing
a more equitable and just future. Thank you for supporting our mission and being
part of this journey.
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From Silenced to Standing Strong

"My voice was always shadowed," says Mahdiya Albeshir, remembering her early days working in
Assosa town administration. Sitting at the table with 21 men, she was the only woman in the
cabinet—and often, the quietest. “There were times | held back,” she says. “I was afraid no one would
hear me, even if | spoke.”

As head of the Women and Social Affairs office, she was the first point of contact for countless women
facing violence and discrimination. But the burden wasn’t just professional—it was personal. She dealt
with harassment, double standards, and the impossible pressure of juggling public responsibilities with
motherhood, especially during election seasons. “I tried to stay strong,” she recalls, “but | was
constantly searching for support—something for me and the women who came to my office with tears
and fear.”

That support came through the ‘We Cannot Wait’ project, led by the Ethiopian Women Lawyers
Association (EWLA). Mahdiya had heard about EWLA’s work and was drawn to their mission. “When |
saw how they helped women handle difficult cases, it gave me hope,” she says. “That’s when | decided
to join.”

Once part of the project, she became active in a local coalition, attended training sessions, and joined
community campaigns. The change was swift. “| started to regain my confidence,” she says. “The

workshops helped me understand my rights—and my responsibilities as a leader. Women aren’t just
voters. We should be candidates too.”

With her confidence rebuilt and skills sharpened, Mahdiya returned to her cabinet role with a new
mindset. She started to speak up—and this time, she was heard. Within months, she helped push for
more inclusive leadership. The number of women in the Assosa cabinet grew from one to six.



Her influence didn’t stop at the town level. Today, Mahdiya is Vice Head of the Bureau of Finance for
Benishangul-Gumuz Regional State. She now sits at the heart of regional decision-making. “I act with
clarity now,” she says. “l lead with confidence and | don’t hesitate to speak the truth.”

One case stays with her. A rape survivor had brought her story to court, but the judge gave the
perpetrator just nine months. Furious and heartbroken, Mahdiya demanded a meeting. “I told the judge
everything | knew about the case,” she says. “He was stunned by my reaction. A few days later, he
came to my office asking for more details.” The outcome was extraordinary: the sentence was changed
from nine months to 18 years.

This wasn’t just a win in court—it was proof of how much had shifted. A woman once silenced had
become a powerful voice for justice. She’s now advocating for family-friendly policies in government
offices, including plans to open a daycare facility in her own bureau.

Mahdiya’s story reflects a wider change that WCW aims to achieve. Her journey shows what happens
when women are supported to lead, when local institutions stand up for justice, and when community
responses grow stronger. Through EWLA’s trainings, coalitions, and persistent engagement, this single
voice helped shape safer, more inclusive leadership in Benishangul-Gumuz.

And she’s not done. “We cannot wait,” she says with quiet certainty. “We have to keep moving—for all
of us.” She stopped whispering and started leading inside the courtroom and beyond

Even from her seat at the Supreme Court of Benishangul-Gumuz, Asayech Simeneh felt invisible. Her
title carried weight, but her voice did not. “l was so shy and ashamed of speaking my mind,” she
recalls. “l couldn’t express myself.” Raised in a rural community where women were expected to stay
quiet, Asayech carried that silence into adulthood—even into courtrooms and official meetings where
her opinions could have made a difference. She rarely spoke up, not because she had nothing to say,
but because she didn’t believe her voice mattered.

This silence extended to how she approached her work. Though committed to justice, she had limited
awareness of how to support women—especially on issues like land ownership and property rights. She
now sees how her own self-doubt shaped how she treated others. “I didn’t prioritize women’s
experiences or recognize the burdens they carry. | just followed what was expected.”

That began to change in 2014 E.C. when the Ethiopian Women Lawyers Association (EWLA) invited her
to take part in a series of “coffee meetings” organized under the We Cannot Wait project. These
informal gatherings created space for women like her to speak freely. For Asayech, it was the first time
she connected her personal story to a broader system of inequality. “I came to understand how | had
ignored gender inequality in both society and my workplace.”

Through her role as a WCW coalition member, she received leadership and legal rights training and
joined awareness-raising events and campaigns. Slowly, she started gaining the confidence she had
never been taught to claim. “The project taught me to stand equal with men,” she says. “Now |
understand the worth of my opinion.”

The change was visible. Asayech began speaking confidently in public and in meetings. She started
giving women priority in legal proceedings, recognizing how much more they carry both at home and
in court. Her personal transformation also became a professional one: she now trains
others—something she once would have avoided.

Through her coalition role, she’s joined public campaigns, called for legal reforms, and become a visible
advocate for structural change. A judge who once sat quietly now helps others raise their voices too.

“If we want women to be equal, confident and strong,” she says, “the project must continue.”

Asayech’s story shows that when women in power are empowered themselves, the ripple effect
touches the entire system—from the courtroom to the community.
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She stopped whispering and
started leading inside the
courtroom and beyond

Even from her seat at the Supreme Court of Benishangul-Gumuz, Asayech Simeneh felt invisible. Her
title carried weight, but her voice did not. “l was so shy and ashamed of speaking my mind,” she
recalls. “l couldn’t express myself.” Raised in a rural community where women were expected to stay
quiet, Asayech carried that silence into adulthood—even into courtrooms and official meetings where
her opinions could have made a difference. She rarely spoke up, not because she had nothing to say,
but because she didn’t believe her voice mattered.

THE CHANGE WAS VISIBLE.
ASAYECH BEGAN SPEAKING
CONFIDENTLY IN PUBLIC AND
IN MEETINGS. SHE STARTED
GIVING WOMEN PRIORITY IN
LEGAL PROCEEDINGS,
RECOGNIZING HOW MUCH
MORE THEY CARRY BOTH AT
HOME AND IN COURT. HER
PERSONAL TRANSFORMATION
ALSO BECAME A
PROFESSIONAL ONE: SHE NOW
TRAINS
OTHERS—SOMETHING SHE
ONCE WOULD HAVE AVOIDED.

This silence extended to how she approached her work. Though
committed to justice, she had limited awareness of how to support
women—especially on issues like land ownership and property
rights. She now sees how her own self-doubt shaped how she
treated others. “| didn’t prioritize women’s experiences or
recognize the burdens they carry. | just followed what was
expected.”

That began to change in 2014 E.C. when the Ethiopian Women
Lawyers Association (EWLA) invited her to take part in a series of
“coffee meetings” organized under the We Cannot Wait project.
These informal gatherings created space for women like her to
speak freely. For Asayech, it was the first time she connected her
personal story to a broader system of inequality. “I came to
understand how | had ignored gender inequality in both society
and my workplace.”

Through her role as a WCW coalition member, she received
leadership and legal rights training and joined awareness-raising
events and campaigns. Slowly, she started gaining the confidence
she had never been taught to claim. “The project taught me to
stand equal with men,” she says. “Now | understand the worth of
my opinion.”

The change was visible. Asayech began speaking confidently in
public and in meetings. She started giving women priority in legal
proceedings, recognizing how much more they carry both at home
and in court. Her personal transformation also became a
professional one-she now trains others—something she once
would have avoided.

Through her coalition role, she’s joined public campaigns, called for legal reforms, and become a visible
advocate for structural change. A judge who once sat quietly now helps others raise their voices too.

“If we want women to be equal, confident and strong,” she says, “the project must continue.”

Asayech’s story shows that when women in power are empowered themselves, the ripple effect
touches the entire system—from the courtroom to the community.
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How Abebech Reclaimed Her
Rights and Transformed Her
Community
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At 40, Abebech Belete’s life has taken a remarkable turn—from a quiet acceptance of limits to a role of
community leadership. Living in Melka Adama Woreda near Adama City, she once believed that land
and decision-making were beyond her reach. Her experience mirrors what many women face, caught in
longstanding traditions that deny them basic rights—but her story also shows how awareness and
support can break those chains.

Abebech grew up in Bishoftu Quftu kebele, where customs firmly barred women from inheriting
property. Land belonged only to men, and women were expected to marry and rely on their husbands.
“I thought my place was to follow what others decided,” she remembers. School ended for her after
grade eight, while her brother continued his education. At home, her husband made the choices, and
her role was silent and secondary.

Things began to shift when she joined a women’s group started by the Rural Professional Community
(RPC) about eleven years ago. The group introduced her to saving money, managing a small business,
and, most importantly, understanding her legal rights. Through this connection, EWLA and their We
Cannot Wait project reached out to Melka CLA, her women’s association. EWLA’s training on women’s
rights, land ownership, gender-based violence, and leadership uncovered a world Abebech hadn’t
known existed. “Learning | could inherit land was like unlocking a door | didn’t know was there,” she
says. This wasn’t just information—it was a lifeline backed by legal aid and community support
designed to center survivors and encourage collective action.



Armed with this new knowledge and EWLA’s backing, Abebech challenged her brothers’ long-held
control over her inherited land. The court ruled in her favor, but winning the case was only part of the
battle. She took charge of making sure the decision was carried out, even handling land tax payments
herself. “Now, my husband and | discuss things together,” she explains. “I often bring up what | learned
in the trainings when we talk about our family’s future.”

Her success inspired other women nearby to assert their own inheritance rights, quietly rewriting what
was considered normal in their community. Beyond her personal win, Abebech stepped into leadership
roles—she serves as zonal treasurer and participates actively in local women’s federations and self-help
groups.

Financially, the skills she gained made a big difference. She and her husband now manage their money
openly and thoughtfully. Their family moved into a new house, and she even bought a plot of land
where she built a rental property that provides regular income. Reflecting on her journey, Abebech
says, “If only | had learned these things sooner. | want younger women to have that chance early on.”

Her story demonstrates how legal awareness, community solidarity, and practical support can
dismantle long-standing barriers. EWLA’s approach—focused on grassroots partnerships, survivor-
centered care, and legal empowerment—has helped women like Abebech protect themselves, claim
leadership, and improve their livelihoods.

Abebech’s experience illustrates the core goals of the We Cannot Wait project: increasing safety from
gender-based violence, boosting women’s leadership, and strengthening local organizations. It’s a
reminder that change is possible when knowledge meets action, and that empowering women
reshapes not just lives but entire communities.

She leaves us with a clear message: waiting for change isn’t an option. Supporting organizations like
EWLA that stand with women on the ground is key to opening doors long shut. When women
understand their rights and act on them, the future shifts—one family, one village at a time.
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How One Woman’s Courage
Sparked Change for Her
Community

Madan Terovs !

Seble Demissie, a 30-year-old social worker from Adama’s Bole Sub-City, once saw her job as just a
paycheck. She worked quietly behind the scenes, arranging trainings and managing reports for a local
child protection group. But inside, she struggled. Seble had faced gender-based violence herself, and
the pain made her withdraw. She didn’t have the training or confidence to support other women or
speak out. For her and many women in her community, violence was something to hide, and justice felt
out of reach.

Before the We Cannot Wait project came to her area, Seble’s daily work was routine and limited. She
didn’t know how to challenge the deep problems women faced. Many women in Adama suffered
quietly, unaware of their rights or how to get help. There were few services, and the local systems often
failed survivors. People like Seble felt stuck—unable to lead or bring change.

Then everything began to shift when Seble connected with the Ethiopian Women Lawyers Association
(EWLA) through the We Cannot Wait project. At first, she sought legal help for children facing
violence, but what she found was more — a community ready to listen and act. EWLA offered training
on women’s rights, gender-based violence, leadership, and how to work with local officials. They paired
this with ongoing mentoring and community meetings that made Seble feel supported and capable.
Slowly, she started to see herself not just as a worker but as a leader.
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With this new knowledge and confidence, Seble took bold steps. She convinced her organization to
redirect funds toward fighting gender-based violence and set up a support fund for survivors. She
helped start 25 Self-Help Groups, reaching 625 women who had been left out before. These groups
pooled their savings—about 8 million Birr—and started small businesses like raising sheep, selling local
drinks, and running bakeries. More than money, they held regular sessions to raise awareness about
violence and fought publicly for their rights.

Seble also led a “model village” project focused on ending violence, promoting education, and
improving health. This community space helped find girls suffering abuse and ensured they got
support and justice. Thanks to Seble’s work connecting survivors to EWLA’s legal aid, many
perpetrators faced arrest and conviction. She organized meetings where women could speak directly
with police and local leaders, helping change attitudes and hold officials accountable.

The difference in Seble is striking. From shy and quiet, she has grown into a confident speaker who
shares her story to inspire others. She no longer hides but stands up against discrimination and
violence. Her personal journey reflects a wider transformation — of women moving from silence to
leadership, and communities learning to protect and value them.

Seble’s story is a clear example of how the We Cannot Wait project helps women live safer lives, take
leadership roles, and build stronger communities. EWLA’s legal aid, awareness training, and community
dialogues didn’t just teach skills—they created real change. Women like Seble are now leaders and
advocates who push for justice every day.

This transformation ties directly to the project’s goals: protecting women from violence, increasing
women’s leadership, and strengthening local groups to respond to challenges. By building these
connections, the project helps communities become safer and more just for everyone.

Seble’s experience shows that when women get the right support, they can lead powerful change. To
keep this progress going, it’s important to support organizations like EWLA and projects like We
Cannot Wait. Together, they prove that justice and leadership grow strongest when women are given
the tools, respect, and space to shine.
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1. Justice Without Barriers for Poor Women

In Assosa, impoverished women were systematically denied their right to free legal services due to a
bureaucratic requirement to present an official poverty verification letter from their Kebele. This
procedural hurdle created a major bottleneck, delaying justice and discouraging marginalized women
from pursuing their cases. Responding to this gap, the Benishangul-Gumuz Regional Supreme Court,
through a multi-stakeholder consultative process involving EWLA and other justice sector actors,
initiated and passed a formal legal amendment that completely eliminated the need for this letter.

This systemic change, effective July 8, 2025, immediately streamlined women’s access to the justice
system and restored a sense of fairness. Unlike a temporary project-based intervention, embedding the
solution in formal law creates a sustainable, institutional fix that respects women's dignity and frees up
CSO resources. The key lesson is that collaborative advocacy focused on formal legal reform is a
powerful and enduring strategy for dismantling deep-rooted, discriminatory barriers to justice.

2. Saving Circles Lead the Way to Justice

In Adama, women in economically focused Self-Help Groups (SHGs) under the Timret Lelewut
Federation often lacked awareness of their legal rights, leaving them vulnerable to gender-based
violence and social isolation. EWLA addressed this by partnering with the federation to deliver legal
rights training directly within these existing and trusted community structures. The approach was
unique in its engagement of intergenerational allies, including elders (Aba Gedas) and youth groups,
which built broad community support and legitimacy for the initiative.

This practice successfully transformed economic platforms into hubs for justice and empowerment.
SHG members began supporting each other in reporting violence, elders became active advocates for
women's rights, and the federation itself gained legal recognition as a model for community-led justice.
The key lesson is that leveraging established grassroots networks is a highly effective and sustainable
strategy; change is most impactful when legal empowerment is woven into the existing fabric of a
community.
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ABOUT EWLA

Ethiopian Women Lawyers Association (EWLA) is a non-profit women’s
advocacy group founded by Ethiopian Women Lawyers. It began its work
in 1996 after registered in 1995. It has been re-registered as a Local
organization by the F.D.R.E Authority for Civil Society Organizations in
2019 as per the Civil Society Organization Proclamation no-1113/2019. Since
its establishment, it has been working for more than 25 years to promote
women’s social, economic, political and legal rights to help them exercise
their constitutional and other rights through its three major programs (Free
Legal Aid Service, Legal Research and Advocacy as well as Public
Education and Capacity Building).

OUR ADRESS

Ethiopian Women Lawyers Association (EWLA)
Near Bulgaria Mikael Church
Mexico, Kirkos Subcity
Addis Ababa, Ethiopia
+251-11-5508783
info@ewla-et.org
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