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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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A Grassroots Leader Changes the
Legal Landscape for Women in
Bahir Dar

Bahir Dar was changing fast. As more people
moved in from rural areas, the city became a
harsh place for many women—unseen labor,
harassment, and silence in the face of violence.
Mahlet Tilahun saw this every day. As the
founder and director of a local women’s
organization, she was always close to the pain
but often too far from the power to do much
about it. Gender-based violence went
unreported, and when it did, cases rarely
moved forward. Survivors had no guidance.
Courts lacked gender sensitivity. And the laws?
They weren’t the problem—it was the gap
between the law and people’s access to it.

Things began to shift when Mahlet joined a

training by the Ethiopian Women Lawyers

Association (EWLA) through the We Cannot Wait project. What started as a single invitation grew into
four years of growth. She gained a clearer understanding of legal systems and how to support women
facing abuse. Training in transitional justice, gender equality, and leadership gave her new tools—and
the confidence to use them. But what made the biggest difference wasn’t just the knowledge. It was
being in the room with others who believed that change was possible—and had a plan to make it
happen.

She became part of a coalition made up of lawyers, prosecutors, police officers, and women’s rights
advocates. Together, they began tackling the deeply rooted barriers women faced. Mahlet helped lead
the effort, using what she learned to advocate for change and to guide survivors through the legal
maze. She started to speak up more, not just in community meetings but in spaces that once felt out of
reach—courtrooms, regional forums, and even international platforms.

The results began to show. One of the coalition’s first major wins was getting women from internally
displaced persons (IDP) camps integrated into host communities with better support and dignity. Then
came a breakthrough: after sustained lobbying, the regional Supreme Court agreed to include at least
one woman in its Court Administration Council at all levels. That kind of shift doesn’t just change one
case—it sets a precedent.

Mahlet now leads the ten-member coalition, and she’s not done. Plans are underway to register it
legally, ensuring its sustainability and power to keep advocating for women’s rights. Along the way,
she’s forged lasting relationships with judges, police, and prosecutors—transforming old silos into
partnerships. Her work reflects the core goal of We Cannot Wait: not just safer lives for women and
girls, but stronger systems that protect them.

“Thanks to the support and training from the We Cannot Wait project,” she says, “I am now equipped
to make a difference in my community. | see the changes we can bring together as a coalition.”

Mahlet’s journey is far from over, but one thing is clear: when women like her rise, they don’t rise alone.

They bring the system with them.
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What Happens When a
Courtroom Listens Differently

When Almaz Bekafa first entered the legal field, she carried with her a belief that justice could be a
transformative force. But years into her service as a judge at the Amhara Region Supreme Court, she
began noticing something troubling: the laws she upheld weren’t reaching everyone equally—especially
not women.

The courtrooms in Bahir Dar, though structurally sound, echoed with silence on gender issues. Gender-
sensitive interpretations were rare, institutional bias was overlooked, and women’s representation in
judicial leadership remained an afterthought. Legal frameworks existed, but they lacked soul—the lived
realities of women were missing from the conversation.

Almaz wasn’t unaware of these gaps. She had received prior training, read policy briefs, and attended
discussions. But theory alone wasn’t enough. She needed tools, yes—but she also needed a space to
think differently and act collectively.

That space opened up when EWLA invited her in 2022 to take part in the We Cannot Wait project. It
began with a training, but quickly evolved into something deeper: a series of probing conversations
about feminism, advocacy, power, and the purpose of law itself. For Almaz, the shift was not abrupt—it
was a slow turning of perspective, built through mentorship, conceptual clarity, and trust.

What followed was a deliberate change in how she carried out her work.

She began fostering peer learning circles among women judges. Then came the launch of a Telegram
platform—an open channel where women in the judiciary could speak candidly, seek advice, and build
solidarity. The digital connection soon translated into real-world impact. Women judges, long isolated
in different jurisdictions, began organizing: celebrating International Women’s Day together,
establishing a symbolic all-women bench, and holding collective dialogues about issues unique to their
roles.

Her advocacy extended into institutional change. Almaz successfully pushed for the appointment of
women judges in leadership roles at woreda levels. She championed the idea of integrating a quota
system into the regional Supreme Court’s judicial councils. And when she saw how maternity leave
policies inadvertently penalized women during the judiciary’s recess, she raised the issue and proposed
reforms.
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Alongside these structural efforts, she partnered with Felege Hiwot Hospital to organize cervical cancer
screenings for women judges and court staff—a gesture that said: our health matters, too.

Through all this, Almaz’s confidence matured into quiet authority. She now serves as the Women and
Children Affairs focal person within the Supreme Court—more than a position, it's a platform she uses
to listen, mentor, and advocate with persistence.

Reflecting on her journey, she shared

“The continuity of project interventions has enabled me to be aware of the issues within our court and
community. It helped me invest more time in discussing and focusing on these issues, leading to the
establishment of a platform to voice common concerns among women judges.”

Almaz’s evolution isn’t just her own—it represents a cultural shift within a system once indifferent to
gender nuance. The We Cannot Wait project helped her reconnect law to life, authority to empathy,
and structure to inclusion. Through her, the legal system in Bahir Dar has started to listen more
carefully—and respond more justly.



160 HE O 8% P CAt

AA97H & AGEADSEL LH @L Y1 PAh At 107 &Fch AQR RI7PPMT 3 QA K1&AP* 7™ 10C:: 11C 11
(h99¢- AAA MPAL &CL L N8%1F AAMFF M TATAT NAAT K12 AAAN, 11C 90T PA €D 7H:
YPFONANEEO UNTE BAIP A A DATT K24 AATNCI® — ONTA LI (+31:

Nr@PPC £LE PPE R10%F ROUC &C &CE (LT Fdett: (187 T8 AL 1N4@ HPF LAtINAT @ 10C:: 837
APE @AM LAk U1 FCATIP T RPPNHP AL TRITR AL AP FA £ 1NCF N&% 1T AIPEC AL vt
@-nAS 1P K18 TCE 11C £38 10C:: U1 970 C7TE 1047 11C 171 180 "hAINEGT O — 0+ TR 6w

A QOT A®1F N@-L Ok @<, 1NC::

AAC?H ATHUT AET+F AF @2 10C 99AT 2 6.LAP: NHY PP PAMAPH1 PNLAAT: S7AML (1&7F
NAAOAE (0L 04FP AL TATEAT: 11C 11 1.&4-UAN NF O (1 RAINLIP: DAGLPH LALANT 101C —
11C 171 (tAL DL ASPAANE N) ¢ AT 1PAPA 29280 FA PPE U 204401 10C::

$ PF Ve e14.MC@ EWLA 12022 h.bo.h. 1'R NET BT TCEAT Mi&tate AJAHT 10C: APAMS
(LEI°CIP: N&NYT ®L AP 11C TAPME TP AA (L3Rt (feminism): T92I)F 1 FAMIE QA U7l QA7
G0k R92AD2 S T T8 @0, 047 104 ARAITH AC(M &1 THE RAINLT® — LARI NA%TNGr T &I&: 16710
Va0 A& YTTS 100107007 A L, + 10+ $O N RADM RRIANNT A 1(0C::

NH.LP NPMA P&P NPFNEONT (DL AL N10PL L3 1TH AQ-R ADM:

A0t SFF N CaF-ARF 20D0707C M4 NAEY 9ADFFL EaDLF:: NH.LP AP D& h T8I — (vt
SEF Q1AL 29210140t PPAC LOUNERNTS W& 1T O 00L8MA NNt A&t A&h:: U &€ A 1Tt
AHP 4838 NTERAK FAP QML A0 T: TALR AN ACNETF AL TIMA®: 2104 At 88 F (AN
LaDGE QAT W& 0FF P11 N FTANCE NOEE NF ST PPL PAALR F Aot @INC TIRRIPE NOUTTF O IC
(TEPH AR THRTF AL )¢ @0 0450 098¢ EaD4.::

-5-



AL FrE PeP @L TRIIP A MI° TN hATTH NOL& £4Z (bt &% 4 ((AIG-Crt 995 K18 Lk (Itan
Uad 14t A& CIATE: (A MPAL €CL LT 88 F PAC (LHF OOM 1 PCAtY 99Tt VAN NNA LY
THEREAT: MIAUP ROA L 4P 7ANPTF R&CE (UE R04ET LH AL (wFH71 18T SARIAAN K191 4
AFAANT: TR K10 ROD&TY VAT APCAAT::

NRIHY OPPER MEATF 11 A1 NEAT hS@T PATHA IC NOTANC At &85 ASCE (L N¢TE%F
R99U07 NC N1OC PPCAPE W18, 2471 A& CIAF — SUP "RAF P (MLS T&LFT 10" RIZA MAOHT $AD- +10C
MG

OHY U 281 @AM: AAI7H &N 0107007 0L RCM%TH TPA FPAMY AL AU MMPAL &CL (Lt
O-AM LOFFE 95T TLL AATANS P FIATAAT — QU NN (A &F AIPLADM: AGIPNCE N&ET
AV PTHMPPAT LAY ST 0 10

THPY AFAFCA K18V N99AT AICHAT: "eTCERE ThiFLrt 1&CL LIS 1999040 0F 1 OO SAT
FCT K180 AOAFFA: NATHY H8%F AL ROAM LH K1&AME M8 TRC L&+FAL SUP N0t &&F
annd ¢ NJ+E1 PLAINT DA K1 229 PRIt PLA:"

RATTH AQQ RACA, ANF A LAP — (A1 OPF AT T&YTH “1&AN NN »CAT @AM 20DM QYA
AQ-MY LORAA: 'R T LY TCEAT U1 NULEE: PAMTT NCUEES PPCT VAT hddit IC K118
WL&FNEH L&A OACA, A970% 1t NAUC AC SA®- U1 CSt NAM NMIPS 92.80DRE AAM &TYPR
AR AMT EIPEA::



New Paths for Women in Dire Dawa

In Dire Dawa, women and girls have long faced systemic barriers that limited their rights, safety, and
opportunities. Deep-rooted social norms, the absence of strong legal protections, and the influence of
customary laws—especially in regions like Somali and Afar—often left them vulnerable. Without
comprehensive family laws, issues like marriage, divorce, and inheritance were shaped by practices that
sidelined women. Gender-based violence remained a constant threat, and justice was often out of

reach.

EWLA had been present in Dire Dawa for years, offering free legal aid through its regional branch
office. But in 2021, something changed. As a key implementing partner of the We Cannot Wait (WCW)
project, EWLA expanded its efforts—adding new layers of support and outreach that deepened its
impact across the city. The partnership helped sharpen the focus on empowering women not just
legally, but socially and economically.

With WCW'’s backing, EWLA introduced a series of targeted interventions. Financial literacy and
vocational skills training opened new paths for women—especially in nontraditional fields like

carpentry, electronics, and mechanics. These opportunities were
designed not only to generate income, but to shift long-held
gender norms. Rights-based training gave women the language
and tools to understand and defend themselves. Participation in
WCW coalition leadership trainings in Addis Ababa

gave women from Dire Dawa a chance to step into new leadership
roles and return home more confident and connected.

Legal aid remained the cornerstone. EWLA continued to offer free
legal services—drafting, mediating, representing—but now, it also
built stronger bridges to other critical services. Through expanded
referral linkages, women were connected to safe houses, health
services, justice offices, and child protection institutions. These
linkages weren’t just about access—they offered a way through
complex systems, where a woman’s case could be followed with
care across multiple touchpoints.

In neighborhoods like Addis Ketema kebele, the project sparked
new energy through community dialogue. EWLA facilitated
conversations that brought women together to speak openly
about domestic violence, economic challenges, and ways to
support each other. These gatherings led to the formation of
women-to-women support groups—informal networks where
experience, empathy, and action came together. Outreach
campaigns, complete with stickers, shirts, and publications
branded with the WCW message, helped raise awareness and
build momentum across the city.

The results began to ripple outward. Women who once felt
isolated now had a place to turn, and their voices began shaping
local policies. According to the Dire Dawa Women’s Federation,

the WCW project played a key role in promoting gender-sensitive reforms. New policies began to
reflect the realities and rights of women—especially around education and protection from violence.
Conversations that once felt impossible were now public, and community members increasingly
stepped forward to challenge discriminatory norms.



Women in focus groups repeatedly described the referral network as life-changing. It meant no longer
being stuck or silenced. It meant knowing where to go—and knowing someone would be there.

The WCW project’s work in Dire Dawa has touched on all three of its core outcomes- protecting
women from violence, strengthening their participation and leadership, and building the capacity of
local women’s rights organizations like EWLA. But more than anything, it has shown what becomes
possible when women are not only supported—but believed in.

And when that happens, change doesn’t just happen in programs or policies. It happens in life.
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No More Waiting for Justice at the
Dire Dawa Sharia Court

For more than a year and a half, the Federal Sharia First Instance Court in Dire Dawa stood without a
functioning bench. Judges who accepted assignments quickly resigned—some leaving within weeks.
Their departure wasn’t due to a lack of professionalism or interest, but rather persistent barriers: low
salaries, inadequate housing, and language challenges. As a result, the court’s doors remained
symbolically open but practically shut. In just four months, over 300 case files were registered—each
one representing a life waiting for justice. Yet, not a single judge remained to hear them.

This gap hit the Muslim community of Dire Dawa particularly hard. Many preferred to bring personal
and family matters—such as marriage disputes, divorce, and inheritance cases—to the Sharia court. For
Muslim women, in particular, this court was more than a legal option; it was a vital avenue to claim
specific religious rights that the regular courts do not enforce. One such right is Mehir—a dowry
promised by the husband to the wife during marriage, which becomes due in the event of divorce,
regardless of who initiates it. In Sharia court, a woman could claim Mehir, alongside her share of marital
property and child maintenance. Without access to this path, many women were denied both material
security and a form of spiritual justice.

This legal vacuum could have remained invisible or unchallenged. But EWLA’s Dire Dawa branch, with
support from the “We Cannot Wait” (WCW) project, saw the systemic failure for what it was—an

urgent human rights issue. Rather than accepting it as just another bureaucratic gap, they set out to
understand and address the root causes. They organized a roundtable dialogue, inviting Sharia court
staff, local legal professionals, community stakeholders, and administrators. The goal was not just to
talk, but to listen—deeply and constructively.
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The conversations brought clarity. Judges weren’t unwilling; they were unsupported. Many assigned to
Dire Dawa struggled to find suitable housing. Others cited the inadequacy of their compensation
compared to the demands of the post. Some experienced linguistic and cultural barriers that left them
isolated in the courtroom and community. These were solvable problems—but only with coordinated
effort.

EWLA took the findings forward, reaching out to the Dire Dawa city administration, the Federal Judges
Council, and the Muslim Affairs Council. They didn’t just raise concerns—they presented a case, backed
by data and lived realities, showing how the absence of judicial service affected women, families, and
community trust in the legal system. They emphasized the value of restoring not just a court, but a
people’s right to choose the legal framework they believed in.

After sustained advocacy, the response was encouraging. The Dire Dawa administration committed to
providing housing support for incoming judges. Discussions with federal and regional authorities led to
improvements in salary and benefits. As a result, four new judges were assigned to the Sharia
court—and, this time, they stayed.

With the court finally functioning again, the difference was immediate. Women who had been waiting
months—sometimes years—for their cases to be heard could now move forward. EWLA continued its
work alongside this judicial revival, informing women of their rights and helping them understand the
options available in both the formal and Sharia legal systems. Those who chose the Sharia court were
supported not just in filing cases, but in navigating them with dignity and confidence.

What might have remained an administrative challenge quietly sidelined in policy circles instead
became a powerful example of what collaborative, women-centered advocacy can achieve. The revival
of the Sharia court in Dire Dawa was more than an institutional fix—it was a tangible restoration of
agency for women who had long been left in legal limbo.

This success directly reflects the goals of the We Cannot Wait project. It speaks to improved protection
from gender-based violence by ensuring women have access to justice systems that recognize and
respect their rights. It advances women’s leadership and participation, as seen in the proactive role of
EWLA in identifying, convening, and resolving the issue. And it strengthens the visibility and capacity
of Women’s Rights Organizations by demonstrating how local advocacy can bring national systems to
the table.

Ultimately, the story of Dire Dawa’s Sharia court is a story of justice reclaimed—not just for institutions,
but for the women who depend on them to live free, secure, and dignified lives.
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1. Talking Change Over Coffee in Dire Dawa

Many women experiencing violence in Dire Dawa were isolated and unaware of their rights or where to
seek help, often reaching out only in moments of crisis. To bridge this awareness gap, EWLA initiated a
widespread practice of "community conversations,” using the culturally familiar tradition of gathering
for coffee to openly discuss gender-based violence, legal rights, and support systems. This approach
evolved into a sustainable "women-to-women support group"” system, creating a trusted, proactive
grassroots network for education and solidarity.

This culturally resonant practice dramatically increased awareness and established vital referral
linkages to essential services, empowering thousands of women. By meeting people where they are,
EWLA built trust and fostered collective action that has begun to influence more gender-sensitive local
policies. The key lesson is that utilizing familiar cultural platforms to discuss sensitive topics is a
powerful method for dismantling silence, spreading knowledge organically, and empowering
communities to challenge harmful norms from within.

2. Building Feminist Leadership from the
Ground Up

In Bahir Dar, a persistent knowledge gap limited women’s ability to exercise their rights and participate
in leadership. In response, EWLA provided comprehensive training to a core group of 40 women on
topics ranging from legal rights to feminist leadership and practical advocacy skills. The defining
feature of this practice was its "ripple effect” model, where the trained women were equipped and
committed to actively disseminating their knowledge within their own communities through informal
gatherings like coffee ceremonies and Edir meetings.

This approach created a sustainable movement rather than a one-off workshop, as the initial
participants grew into confident leaders in government and political spaces while also transforming
social norms within their families. The key lesson is that a "training of trainers” model, where
knowledge is owned and spread organically by community members, fosters grassroots leadership and
creates a more deeply rooted and lasting impact than traditional, top-down training methods.
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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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