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CHECK AGAINST DELIVERY 

 

Mr. Asaad Salhab, Mrs. Danielle Yaccoub, Mr. Samir el Khoury  

Excellencies, Ladies and gentlemen,  

Dear friends,  

 

I would like to thank the two Rotary Clubs members for inviting me here 

tonight. I very much enjoyed Hilary’s remarks and look forward to Mira’s 

presentation and the debate afterwards.  

Let me start by asking the audience a question. ‘How many of the 

distinguished guests truly do believe that men and women have equal 

rights and obligations?’ .... Thank you.  Here is my second question: ‘How 

many practise their hands-up?  Meaning, how many, whenever you 

interact, advise, make a decision towards ‘the other’, do not make a 

distinction between the person's gender?  Do you encourage your 

students, your women employees, daughters, sisters to study and work as 



hard as men in order to advance in their careers and in their lives? (I hope 

the double hands-up will not cause any trouble between couples when 

driving back home afterwards....).  

I will not speak tonight about how equal rights for women are enshrined in 

the Convention of the Elimination of Discrimination against Women 

(CEDAW) which almost all countries in the world but six – including 

Lebanon - have ratified.  I will not mention that Lebanon has put 

reservations on art 16 of CEDAW on marriage and family affairs, referring 

to religious rather than civil status laws. Let’s not repeat that there are only 

four women out of 128 members in the Lebanese parliament and zero out 

of 30 Ministes.   

Let us instead pay tribute to the many successful business women in 

Lebanon, active in the private sector and in non-government not-for profit 

organisations.  And to all the Lebanese women who are indeed active in 

the public sector, yet still not at top management level but more on middle 

management or technical positions.  What is needed, in my view, is to get 

these women further up, get them into decision making level positions.  

Why do I say this? Why do I think it is important for women to be at a 

decision making level?  Because I believe it is a national cause, it is a 

fundamental national security issue. Society would be far better off if 

decision makers represented both gender, if they represented the society 

at large and as you know 53% of the Lebanese population are women.  So 

as a public servant and now as a diplomat, I have dedicated a lot of my 

professional and personal life to put 'gender equality' into practise.  People 

sometimes think this is a soft issue, but I do not agree; promoting and 

practising equal rights and obligations is one of the hardest issues to 



tackle, they have to do with life and death, they go to the very essence of 

our being and they have to do with that one very word that makes human 

beings flip and alter their behaviour instantly: the word ‘Power’.    

I think it is important to re-define the concept, the importance of power.  

People may hold very important positions but have no power. People may 

represent very powerful countries but cannot bring forward the change they 

want to see. I am more inclined to work on ‘influence’.  We should be able 

to influence and to inspire.  It is what is called the ‘smart’ way of operating.  

Sometimes this is far more important than power, in particular as we deal 

with values and interests, with daily questions of security, stability, human 

dignity, justice, fairness, human rights. These are fundamental questions 

for life. And I think that women are extremely well placed to deal with these 

fundamental questions, just as men are, but women not less than men.  

You asked me to talk about my own experience in public life.  As a Head of 

a 50 staff Delegation of the European Union, as an Ambassador.  And how 

it is to be Ambassador and a woman in the same time. The question is 

being asked very often and it always intrigues me. It is true that in Lebanon 

there is a real interest in the works and lives of Ambassadors. But do you 

ask our male colleagues how it is to be Ambassador and a man in the 

same time? Do you ask your Prime Minister how it feels to be Prime 

Minister and a man? Those who know me know that I will always maintain 

that our work is the same, the requirements are the same.  There is no real 

difference between the work of a woman or a man Ambassador, except 

perhaps that women tend to get –unwillingly I can assure you- more visual 

media attention, because it is important how we look, what we wear, 

sometimes more so than for men, although this is again a notion I dare to 



challenge. It seems somehow important how we sit, walk, speak.  I do hope 

that what we say is well understood and what we do is really important.  I 

also hope we are actually good at what we are doing. What makes you 

good is, in my view, what it is you really say and do, once you are at that 

‘table’.  It is not our position that makes us good but how we use our 

position or our function to try and bring forward change.  We work with 

those who encourage us and those who believe in us – not those who wish 

to look for obstacles.    

As for me these people clearly were, at the personal level, at home, my 

father who regretfully passed away 14 years ago and my husband Wafa’i 

Mansour who is here tonight and has been sharing all our fantastic 

experiences for the past 23 years.  And then there are a number of other 

inspirers, men and women but mostly women, you meet along your 

educational and later on professional life. I want to underline 

encouragement and trust.  Because we know from experience that women 

do not tend to push themselves to the fore, they do not take the floor as the 

first.  They do not always wish to sit at ‘the table’, as we say.  And it takes 

some courage to actually step over that initial insecurity and just go for it.  

 

Ladies and gentlemen, 

 

Women today make up 51% of the European Union's population, almost 

59% of our workforce, and a large part of our political and business 

leadership.  However, despite around 60% of university graduates being 

female, women still represent only 14% of board members in Europe's 

biggest listed companies and only 3% of board presidents.  This under-



representation of women on corporate boards was raised by Viviane 

Reding, Vice President of the European Union Commission and EU 

Commissioner for Justice, Fundamental Rights and Citizenship, in her 

meeting last June with European Industry Associations, European 

Business Schools and Senior Executive Women. Commissioner Reding 

has refused to accept the argument that there aren't enough qualified 

women to fill supervisory boards.  Recent reports showed that 7 000 'board 

ready' women graduated from European Business schools. So, the "talent 

is there - companies should now make use of it." 

 

I think exactly the same goes for Lebanon, the talent is there and the public 

service should make use of this talent.  Women have to step out of their 

normal kind of reluctant female mode, step forward and speak out.  And I 

do think, and this is my final word: women have to help women.  Madeleine 

Albright once said: there is a special place in hell for women who do not 

help women.  I think she is right.  If I think of my own professional career, I 

was mostly encouraged by women, and it was mostly through our sense of 

solidarity and common cause that we advanced through the system.  

 

A very final word on events in the region, and I am happy to take questions 

afterwards, I think there are tremendous changes ongoing we cannot 

overlook nor anticipate or predict. As for the first time in the region as a 

whole the people speak out, men and women. Identities of whole societies 

are being changed. And the different voices differ substantially. There is a 

vast power game going on and women tend to loose in these unequal 

matches.  That is why we have to stay vigilant.  In particular when it comes 



to changing constitutions and laws. That is where we have to continue to 

remind ourselves of our key values, of our common values.  

Those we share so deeply here in Lebanon. 

 

Thank you    


