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Widows Development Organization (WiDO)  
Panel report from UN NGO CSW 63 

“Social Protection and Empowerment of Widows and Girls in Nigeria” 

Date: Tuesday, March 19, 2019 
Time: 4:30pm – 6:00pm 
Venue : Salvation Army, Manhattan, New York 
 
by Wolfgang Schwalenberg        April 7, 2019 
 
 
The Panel was opened by Dr. Eleanor Nwadinobi, Nigeria, president of WiDO, welcoming the 
panelists as well as the audience. 
 
Dr. Nwadinobi welcomed Dr. Gabrielle Casper, MBBS, Australia, the panel chair; as well as the 
following panelists: Dr. Marie Umeh, WiDO UN representative; Dr. Sabine Jell-Bahlsen, 
Germany; Ms. Felicitas Ateghang, Delaware, Nkomo Organization; Ms. Nicolle Mecca, New 
York, Program Associate of Global Fund for Widows.  
 
Dr. Nwadinobi briefly introduced the audience to the general purpose of the panel. Widows in 
Nigeria and other parts of the world are women who are “one of the most marginalized in the 
world.” The group of widows is not homogenous and consists of women who became widows 
because of HIV/Aids, conflicts, ill health; some of them are children and others are wives of 
missing men.  
 
The first speech was held by Dr. Gabrielle Casper, who first gave an introduction to the topic. 
She underscored how the punishment of widows is a cultural practice but in fact also a violation 
of human rights. The torturous and de-humanizing treatment of widows is a practice that is 
mainly “under the radar” of the public eye. She briefly recalled the 25-year history of WiDO and 
how the organization documented the various kinds of ill-treatments of widows in Nigeria. The 
different customs that were documented were not only degrading and harmful to the women’s 
minds and status but may also be life threatening, ranging from infectious diseases to 
depression and suicide. The collected data was presented to the United Nations with the result 
that a bill was passed in Nigeria, outlawing the harmful traditional practices for widows. 
However, these cultural practices persist. The women involved in the process, such as Dr. 
Nwadinobi were shunned by society. Dr. Casper ended her speech by thanking all the women, 
who fought for such a cause, benefiting their communities, and were each labeled “a difficult 
woman.”  
 
Dr. Nwadinobi then congratulated Dr. Casper on her 60th birthday. 
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The first presentation was held by Dr. Sabine Jell-Bahlsen, a cultural anthropologist and 
ethnographic film maker, (re)defining the audiences’ understanding of the historical 
developments of female empowerment and social protection of women in southeastern 
Nigeria. The topics included pre-Christian sources of female empowerment and social 
protection of women, the life and death of an extraordinary Igbo woman, and the erosion of 
female empowerment and social protection of women in SE Nigeria. 
 
Dr. Jell-Bahlsen explained, how in the pre-Christian context behavioral norms were credited to 
female goddesses. The importance of the female side of the universe was underscored by the 
indigenous religion and expressed in Igbo arts, proverbs, names, and institutions. 
 
In pre-Christian times, institutions of female empowerment and social protection of women 
existed. One of these institutions was the Eze Nwanyi, a town’s oldest woman and queen. She 
was the ultimate authority on issues concerning women and was spiritually empowered. She 
heard cases involving women, settled conflicts, and could impose fines and sanctions. She was 
highly respected until the 1990s. 
 
Umuada – extended family or “clan” sisters protected both their brothers and each other. They 
were highly recognized and influential in society. Their children enjoyed special privileges. 
 
Marriage and kinships were understood as bringing both entitlements and obligations. Largely 
arranged, marriage involved not only the union of husband and wife but also the entire 
extended families on both sides. Both families were concerned with the actions of “their” 
husband and “their” wife, respectively. The oldest women of a polygamous household had a 
leadership position, supported and protected junior wives and settled conflicts among them. 
 
There existed also the custom that the brother of a deceased husband proposed marriage to 
the widow. She was not obligated to accept the offer but might have preferred to be socially 
protected. 
 
Dr. Jell-Bahlsen continued with discussing the life and death of the Ogbuefi, Eze Nwanyi, 
Madame Martha Mberekpe of Orsu-Obodo, 1934-2007. 
 
Female empowerment and social protection of women have, according to Dr. Jell-Bahlsen, 
occurred for religious reasons. The beliefs that once implemented women’s spiritual 
empowerment had been undermined and were largely destroyed by the new belief system of 
Christianity, promoted by missionaries, pastors and evangelists. This has weakened the 
psychological force that once reinforced belief based female empowerment.  
 
Due to a misunderstanding, the following paragraph of the original report inadvertently 
misrepresented Dr. Jell-Bahlsen. It is of utmost importance to clarify that Dr. Jell-Bahlsen did 
not provide this information. 
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“Another reason for the plight of widows is, according to Dr. Jell-Bahlsen, the position of the 
Ogbuefis, who insist on carrying out at least some of the customary treatment of widows.” 
  
Thankfully, Dr. Jell-Bahlsen notified the organization about this discrepancy and pointed out 
that Ogbuefis have nothing to do with widowhood or with alleged widowhood practices. 
According to Dr. Jell-Bahlsen, “Ogbuefi is a title that prominent women at Oguta may take, 
among the the [sic] late Flora Nwapa. Some pastors object to women taking this title.” 
  
Furthermore, Dr. Jell-Bahlsen clarified that “the Umuada have been accused of negative 
treatments of widows in the past, but that I [Dr. Jell-Bahlsen] could not confirm this.” 
  
The quotes above are directly taken from the rectifications by Dr. Jell-Bahlsen in her emails of 
04/26/2019.  
 
 
It followed a presentation by Ms. Felicitas Ateghang, Nkomo Organization. Ms. Ateghang 
discussed and emphasized the importance of education for the empowerment of women and 
girls and how lacking access to education greatly hinders their social protection. According to 
her, the various forms of social protection agenda are either temporary measures or make-shift 
arrangements, which provide temporary interventional relief and succor but are not meant to 
be a “human living condition.” In Nkomo’s view, women and girls deserve better. Nkomo calls 
for a total change in the creation of social protection services, away from welfare schemes 
and/or make-shift solutions to people’s normal living condition and wellbeing. Ms. Ateghang 
calls this “a perpetuation of poverty” and “indicative of leadership of mediocrity.”  
 
Nkomo calls for a total and full access to affordable education for all women and girls in all 
cultures and countries. Marginalization, deliberate oppression and intentional subjugation of 
women and girls in male dominated cultures are rejected by Nkomo.  
 
Education is seen as a key to empowerment by Nkomo. Women and girls are subject to various 
kinds of systematic and deliberate exploitation, plunder, and oppression, and are consciously 
denied access to education by the male members of their societies. By educating women and 
girls, entire countries could be liberated from perpetual poverty and underdevelopment. 
Women should also have the right to make decisions to improve their rights without relying on 
fathers, brothers, or husbands. By giving girls and women access to schooling, global poverty 
could be eradicated, their health can improve, as well as their labor situation. They would also 
marry later and have fewer children. 
 
The next speaker was Ms. Nicolle Mecca, Program Associate of Global Fund for Widows. Ms. 
Mecca informed the audience about the current situation of widows globally. According to her, 
around 300 million widows worldwide are currently impacted by violations that include 
discrimination, harmful traditional practices, and disinheritance. Widows can be defined as 
women whose husbands are deceased or whose husbands have abandoned them voluntarily or 
involuntarily, possibly due to the impact of state or non-state actors.  
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Women often become widows at a young age. According to Ms. Mecca, in Tanzania, for 
example, 76% of women were widowed before the age of 29 an 99% before the age of 39. 
 
Over 50% have no source of income. 70% live on less than $2/day and 57% support families of 
three or more. 
 
Most widows experience some form of family, cultural, or legal barrier to inheritance. 
 
Ms. Mecca emphasized what widows need: 

 Economic empowerment 
o Access to work 
o Access to capital 
o Ability to generate sustainable income to support family’s needs 

 Laws 
o Laws that protect rights 
o Access to justice 
o Criminalization of disinheritance and HTPs 

 Social protection 
o Marital laws 
o Pension/Cash transfer 
o Education fund 

 
Ms. Mecca showed examples of her organizations work, such as the Umuegwu Project in 
Nigeria, where a palm oil mill was built, a well was dug and a water storage tank built, 1500 
trees planted, WISALA established, and value chains built. The intended target of this project 
was to support 400 widows. She also introduced other projects in India and Kenya. 
 
According to Ms. Mecca, social protection of widows is of the utmost importance. A wife faces 
the following challenges: 
 

 Marital status 
o Legal, cultural, religious, polygamous 
o Protection needed: being defined and documented 

 Death certificate 
o Eligibility and ability 
o Protection needed: death certificate issued to wife and next of kin 

 Missing 
o Protection needed: death certificate issued and defined period of absence 

 Inability to inherit 
o Lack of basic needs 
o Food insecurity 
o Poor health 
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o Protection needed: Social pension 

 Inability to educate children 
o Poor education 
o Poor work prospect 
o Poverty trap 
o Child marriage 
o Extremism 
o Protection needed: Education fund of children and widows 

 
Dr. Umeh, WiDO UN representative, then led the open floor discussion. One member of the 
audience, Ms. Ademuku, brought up a discussion of intersectionality versus vulnerability. Ms. 
Mecca answered that the social impact of this is understood but that her organization’s main 
focus is to reach out and give a helping hand for economic empowerment.  
 
Dr. Monica Mhoja, a director from Landesa, Tanzania, emphasized that customary reforms are 
needed in order to  prevent child widows particularly and that more individual help is needed. 
Ms. Mecca responded that although a tremendous amount of work is done, it is impossible to 
reach out to every single case. She emphasized that because of this, the main focus is to fix the 
broader system (social protection laws, access to justice, etc.), so that less individual help is 
needed. 
 
Ms. Jemimah Agyema, MWAI, expressed her delight about this event. She is very concerned 
about the rising numbers of widows and is affected by the problem firsthand, as immediate 
family members of hers are facing discrimination because they are widows. She agrees that 
education is an important key to prevent this phenomenon. She asked the panelists, if there is 
any way to extend help to the rising numbers of widows and orphans, especially in refugee 
camps. Ms. Mecca responded that the organization is aware of the rising numbers and does 
whatever is possible to reach out and offer help. 
 
A CUNY student (name unfortunately unknown) asked about how awareness is raised for the 
plight of widows especially in social media, emphasizing that younger generations very much 
use modern technology to inform themselves. Ms. Mecca explained that her organization has a 
website and uses social media to engage the youth. She also emphasized the use of traditional 
media such as flyers, hand-outs, pins, etc. 
 
Dr. Jell-Bahlsen offered a word of caution, not to generalize all the different situations of 
widows around the world. The situations of widows in India are different from widows in 
Nigeria, and the differences must be completely understood, in order to effectively help.  
 
Dr. Nwadinobi took the floor again, emphasizing again that the group of widows is not a 
homogenous one and has many facets.  
 
She continued by asking the question “What can we do?” Dr. Nwadinobi declared that one can 
intervene individually or collectively. One way is to sign the “Every Woman Treaty” (to be found 
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on the websites of women’s organizations) and get friends to sign the treaty. The “Every 
Woman Treaty” aims to end violence against women by mandating that nations enact 
strategies proven to lower rates of violence. 
 
Another important aspect is that women are really empowered. Dr. Nwadinobi cited Heather 
Ibrahim-Leathers who once responded to the maxim “don’t give widows fish, teach them to 
fish” and continued “[I] just don’t want to teach them how to fish, I want them to own the lake 
or the river.” To Dr. Nwadinobi, this is true empowerment and the goal for which we should 
strive. 
 
Furthermore, Dr. Nwadinobi told the audience, how the daughters of the lineage, the 
custodians of the culture in Nigeria sadly insist on harmful treatment of widows. In the last 25 
years, WiDO accomplished to make them a powerful turn-around voice. Rather than being the 
ones who would impose the harmful culture, they are now a strong voice against it and a strong 
protecting voice. 
 
On behalf of WiDO, Dr. Marie Umeh thanked the president of WiDO, Dr. Nwadinobi, for her 
enormous and persistent activism to better the lives of widows and girls in Nigeria. She further 
thanked the panelists Dr. Casper, Dr. Jell-Bahlsen, Ms. Ateghang, and Ms. Mecca for their 
speeches and presentations. Gratitude was also expressed to the president of Nkomo, Dr. 
Igwilo. She also thanked Mr. Wolfgang Schwalenberg for his work as a rapporteur as well as her 
students from CUNY who attended the event. She urged them to take action and become 
activists. 
 
End 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 7 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 8 

Addendum: Attendee List 
 

 


