GENDER LINKS LEADERSHIP AND GOVERNANCE STRATEGY 2026 TO 2030
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Good governance remains one of Gender Links key foundational pillars. In November 2023 Gender Links embarked on an ambitious decentralisation plan. This plan involved the registration of independent country boards across the SADC Region. In 2026, GL had established local boards and registration in in Botswana, Lesotho, Madagascar, Mauritius and Zimbabwe. GL has registered offices in another five SADC countries: Eswatini, Mozambique, Namibia, and Zambia. 
Each country office where GL has registered appointed a Board Chair from that country, who oversees the operations of that office and provides financial and governance oversight. The Chairs of each of the Country Boards sit on the Regional Board in South Africa. In the other SADC countries such as Eswatini, Namibia, Mozambique, Zambia, Tanzania and Angola, GL works through partner organisations.

GOAL 
To strengthen accountability, improve decentralised oversight, enhance board effectiveness, and support the organisation’s strategic vision.

SPECIFIC OBJECTIVES
· Strengthen Accountability: Improve governance oversight through decentralisation and independent country boards with a Local Board Chair that reports to Regional. 
· Diversifying leadership and visibility:  Guard against overly centralised and dominant leadership, and mitigating against leadership weaknesses through a team approach. Many autonomous or semi- autonomous units will lead to many faces of GL. This is key to succession planning at all levels. Leaders will only grow if they are entrusted with end-to-end responsibility.
· Enhance Board Effectiveness: Recruit diverse skills (fundraising, digital governance, policy) and implement regular performance evaluations. Local country Boards sign off a Memorandum of Agreement with the Regional Board, that has provision for creating committees and bringing in experts. Seeking out the involvement of local experts across the various areas of GL work enhances board effectiveness, ownership and governance.
· Sustainability through Decentralisation: Move from a centralized model to a "tree with many branches" where country units are self-sufficient. Gender Links realised that having audited financial statements at country and regional level is a huge asset in fund raising, giving country operations two bites at the cherry. Ensuring that countries have their own Annual Financials qualifies them to bid for local funding proposals. 
· Local Ownership: Deepen local involvement to mitigate "nationalistic instincts" and ensure survival under strict local legislation (e.g., Zimbabwe's PVA legislation).
· Ethical Leadership: Promote a culture of integrity, transparency, and zero tolerance for corruption.

BACKGROUND AND CONTEXT 
Following a round table consultation with regional partners in November 2023, GL recognised that while it had a strong regional vision, its country offices and units operated in diverse contexts that could not fit a single uniform model. The organisation reflected on the need to move away from a fragile, centralised structure—that Gender Links previously likened to a “bird with two wings”—towards a more sustainable “tree with many branches,” where multiple autonomous or semi-autonomous units could grow independently if they were self-sufficient. Decentralisation was therefore identified as a key sustainability strategy that would allow new initiatives to develop organically while strengthening leadership and visibility across the organisation. By entrusting leaders with full responsibility at different levels, GL aimed to cultivate diverse leadership, improve succession planning, and reduce reliance on a single dominant centre.

Political, financial, and governance considerations also shaped the push for decentralisation. Rising nationalistic sentiments in SADC countries and regulatory pressures—such as Zimbabwe’s PVA legislation—highlighted the need for stronger local ownership and registration to ensure organisational survival and continuity. At the same time, having audited financial statements at both country and regional levels was recognised as a major advantage for fundraising, although not all country offices had the capacity to produce them. GL also acknowledged challenges in balancing geographical representation and skills on its regional board, and proposed strengthening governance through advisory committees and local expert involvement rather than expanding a single board. In this evolving model, the central office shifted from directing operations to enabling them by providing shared resources, institutional knowledge, and support systems, while reconsidering funding contributions and strengthening institutional leadership to sustain a more decentralised structure.

WHAT WE HAVE ACHIEVED
· Registration: Following the decentralisation decision, Gender Links has now established local boards and registration in Botswana, Lesotho, Madagascar, Mauritius, and Zimbabwe. 
· Regional Footprint: In some countries, such as  Eswatini, Mozambique, Namibia, and Zambia, Gender Links has registered offices without necessarily establishing local Boards. In other countries where Gender Links does not have physical offices, with partnerships in Angola and Tanzania.
· Leadership Diversification: Formed the Gender Links Association (6 senior women) and a 10-member Regional Board with diverse expertise (legal, international development, corporate governance).
· Financial Compliance: Secured independent audited financial statements (AFS) for Madagascar, Botswana, and Mauritius.
· Better Governance through Specialised Oversight: Formed active regional committees for Audit and Risk, Programmes, Organisational Development, and GL Services. 
· Furthermore, GL has contracted a professional company secretarial company to take care of all administrative statutory matters. 

GENDER LINKS ORGANISATIONAL STRUCTURE 2026-2027

The Gender Links Association is the highest decision-making body of Gender Links. It comprises six senior women from three SADC countries. The Chair is an Organisational Development practitioner with experience in corporate governance. Membership includes a former high court judge; attorney general; international development expert and local councillor who is also vice chair of her district council. The of the Association is to appoint Board Members for three year terms (renewable based on performance). The Association monitors the performance of Board Members and reviews all Board decisions.

The Board appoints an Executive Committee comprising the Chair and chairs of four committees. The Executive Committee meets biennially (and by Zoom and E Mail round robin as needed) ahead of the March and August board meetings. 
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The Executive Board consists of the Chair of the Gender Links Board, and the Chairs of the Organisational Development Committee; Programmes and Innovation Committee and the Chair of the GL Services Committee (three women and one man). The full Board comprises 10 members in total (8 women and two men) drawn from six SADC countries, with one Board Member from the UK.  The independent audit committee comprises the Chair and three other external members. The Chair of the Audit Committee does not sit on the Executive Committee to maintain her independence as she provides her own Report of the Audit Committee to the full Board at the Annual General Meetings.

The directors (members of the Board and Executive Committee) are jointly and severally liable for Gender Links financial affairs. Each resident Country Board member has the duty to oversee the operations of that particular office and provides financial and governance oversight. The Board members are furnished with quarterly financial accounts of the country operations. They also act as bank signatories for their country offices. Country Board members and the audit chair are all recruited through an open call for Board Members willing to serve on a pro bono basis. They are interviewed by the Association before being appointed. The regional board comprises the chairs of the five country boards, the chair of the audit committee and four additional members, the founder of the organisation (who serves as Special Advisor); an international and two other representatives appointed by the association on the recommendation of the Board to ensure the requisite mix of skills and country diversity. 

SUMMARY OF COUNTRY AND BOARD COMMITTEES 
	
	Regional Committees

	Country committees
	Audit and Risk 
	Programmes 
	Organisational Development 
	GL Services 

	Audit and risk 
	One rep from each country 
	One rep from each country 
	One rep from each country 
	One rep from each country 

	Programmes, Innovation and Fund Arising 
	One rep from each country 
	One rep from each country 
	One rep from each country 
	One rep from each country 

	Organisational development 
	One rep from each country 
	One rep from each country 
	One rep from each country 
	One rep from each country 



Board Committees
The table above shows the breakdown of Board committees that will continue to help strengthen governance oversight in specialised areas as follows:

Regional Committees
1. Audit and Risk Committee
2. Programmes Committee
3. Organisational Development Committee
4. GL Services Committee
Each committee includes representation from different countries to ensure regional participation.

Country Governance
Each country office is supported by:
· A Board Chair who has cross membership on the Regional Board
· Country Board committees
Country Board members oversee:
· financial management
· governance compliance
· programme implementation
· local partnerships
They receive quarterly financial reports and act as bank signatories where required. 

Governance Meeting Cycle 2026-2030
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The governance calendar will remain aligned to the organisation’s planning cycle over the next 5year period. Regional board will continue to meet twice a year in March (International Women’s Month) and August (Women’s Month SA). The Board meetings address:
· Review programme progress
· Review risk register
· Approval of Annual reports and Audited Financials 
· Review the investment portfolio and make recommendations as necessary

WHAT WE HAVE LEARNED 

Challenges 

· Contextual Flexibility: A "one-size-fits-all" model does not work; the organization must balance a regional vision with country-specific needs. What works in one country will not necessarily apply to another, but the common goals remain the same. It is also very important to remain compliant with statutory requirements per country.
· Leadership Fragility & visibility: The "bird with two wings" (centralized) model is too fragile; semi-autonomous units are essential for succession planning and leadership growth. Ownership only happens when leaders are given frontline responsibility. Gender Links can have many faces across various countries and this reduces risk should anything affect the centre, or any other Gender Links office.  
· Fundraising Barriers: Lack of local audited financial statements in some countries (like Lesotho) prevents them from applying for local funds, even if registered. Most donors require specific statutory instruments eg PVO registration as a condition for accessing funding. Local context is therefore very important.
· Oversight Gaps: One regional board member per country may not provide enough depth or all-round skills; advisory boards and local expert committees are a better compromise for more effective governance.
· Complexities around the Role of the Centre: The central Regional Hub office had to shift from "directing" to "enabling," serving as a repository for tools, policies, and institutional wisdom. This however has been a challenge in cases were the authority of the centre is not fully recognised or used selectively, when it suits country offices. 
· Lack of understanding of clear lines of responsibilities: On several occasions lack of clarity of the dual reporting lines has created grey areas and confusion between Operational matters for Management versus governance role of country supervisory Boards.
· Compromised Independence of the Country Boards: The challenge in smaller offices with slim staff structures is that the Board members in those countries are then sometimes called upon to act as bank signatories, which compromises their oversight/independence role. Mauritius, Madagascar and Lesotho had cases where Board members had to step in as bank signatories 


Opportunities 

Governance strengthening
· Opportunity to learn best governance practises from the diverse group of Board members 
· board skills review and identifying gaps
· governance training for all new board members and ex-officio
· compliance review across country offices, carry out statutory audit per country
· ensure all Memorandum of Agreements are standardised and signed by country offices

Decentralisation improvement and growth
· country governance frameworks will be implemented and MOAs signed 
· committee effectiveness reviewed
· depending on funding situation, aim to grow countries by an additional 3 physical offices, potentially in Eswatini, Mozambique and Namibia 

WHAT WE WILL DO

· Conduct an annual board performance evaluation
· Update the Board skills matrix
· Recruit board members with expertise in:
· fundraising
· digital governance
· regional policy knowledge
· financial management
· Implement board term limits and succession planning
· Introduce structured board induction programmes
· Enhance governance oversight across GL country offices.
· Develop standardised Terms of Reference for country committees and governance frameworks in the form of Memorandum of Agreements (MOA’s) for each country
· Clarify the roles of:
· regional board
· country board 
· country committees
· Strengthen reporting from country offices to the regional board
· Introduce country governance performance assessments
· Provide governance training for country committee members
· Ensure strong financial governance and risk management.
· Strengthen the Audit and Risk Committee
· Conduct quarterly financial oversight reviews
· Strengthen internal financial controls across country offices
· Introduce risk monitoring for:
· funding sustainability
· political risks
· compliance risks
· reputational risks
· Improve governance oversight of programme performance.
· Strengthen use of the Results for Change tracking system
· Introduce annual governance performance dashboards
· Conduct annual reviews of:
· programme outcomes
· communications reach
· institutional performance
· Use the Institutional Scorecard for internal assessments
· Commission external organisational evaluations every five years
· Promote ethical leadership and strong governance culture.
· Strengthen implementation of integrity policies
· Maintain public complaints mechanisms and track functionality 
· Introduce annual governance ethics training
· Require conflict of interest declarations by all Board members 
· Ensure compliance with the Zero Tolerance for Corruption Policy

HOW WE WILL MEASURE CHANGE

· Number of Country Boards Registered: As at 2026, Gender Links has completed full Board Registrations in Madagascar, Mauritius and Zimbabwe. However, while Botswana and Lesotho are registered, the process of registering the Local Board members is still underway and should be completed by the time of the next Bi-annual Board meeting in August 2026. 
· Number and diversity of board members: Gender Links aims to have a reasonably sized Board that has a fair representation of all members from its registered countries of operation Furthermore, the Gender Links Board will seek gender diversity where applicable in alignment with the vision and mission of the organisation.   
· Board Composition: Target minimum 80% women and representation from 9 SADC countries.
· Number of training courses conducted: The target is to conduct at least two board trainings per year, with all new members fully inducted 
· Risks that are averted: The Risk register will be monitored to track how many risks have been mitigated and averted, through Board interventions. 
· Funds raised at country level: Gender Links will track the impact of the additional value of having Board at country level assisting with fund raising in country. Each country board will be measured against amount of funds raised 
· Financial Reporting: Quarterly financial accounts provided to board members; audit committees meet quarterly to track budgets and cash flow.
· Performance Evaluations: Annual board performance evaluations and the introduction of country governance performance assessments.
· Operational Systems: Monitoring via the Results for Change tracking system and annual governance performance dashboards.
· Internal Benchmarking: Use of the Institutional Scorecard and external evaluations conducted every five years.
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ANNEX A : GENDER LINKS COUNTRY OFFICE REGISTRATION MATRIX
	Description
	South Africa -Region
	Botswana 
	Lesotho
	Madag
	Maur
	Mozambique
	Namibia
	Eswatini
	Zim
	Zambia 

	Nature of registration 
	Not for Profit Section 21 Co.’s Act SA
	New local reg in progress under the Bots Societies Act

Previous foreign branch
	Registered Assn under charitable organisations
	Registered locally as a NPO



 


Previous foreign branch
	Registered locally as a NPO



 


Previous foreign branch
	Registered as a foreign branch 
	Registered as an International NGO operating in Namibia (linked to parent registered in SA) registered under Section 21
	Registerd Assn under charitable organisations
	PVO Registerd new law
	Was Registrd as a foreign branch with the head office registerd in SA

	Requirements for Board 
	At least 3 board members
	20 Local Assn  members required
	6 Local board members required with a total of 10 including foreigners
	3 Local board members  minimum required
	Local Board member required
	Local board member not required
	Local Board member required
	Minimum 1 foreign and 1 Local board member required
	Seven  Resident board members required
	Resident board member required

	Resident Board Member
	Yes
	Yes 
	Yes
	Yes
	Yes
	No
	No
	No
	Yes
	No

	Bank account set up or not 
	Yes
	No 
	Yes
	Yes
	Yes
	No
	No
	No
	Yes
	No

	Signatories 
	SPA, DRH, DOP
	None yet
	In progress, Country Director and Prog officer
	Country Director and Country Board member
	Country Director and Country Board member
	None 
	None
	None
	Country Board Member Country Director and Country Program Officer
	None

	Registration with statutory authorities
	SARS, UIF, DSD
	BURS,
	LRA
	MRA
	MRA, NPF
	MRA
	Inland Revenue
	SRA
	ZIMRA, NSSA
	ZRA

	Registration with workmen's compensation/insurance fund
	Yes
	Not yet
	Not yet
	Not yet
	Not yet
	Not yet
	Not yet
	Not yet
	Not yet
	Not yet

	Description
	South Africa - Head Office
	Botswana 
	Lesotho
	Madagascar
	Mauritius
	Mozambique
	Namibia
	Swaziland
	Zimbabwe
	Zambia 

	Registration with statutory authorities
	SARS, UIF, DSD
	BURS,
	LRA
	MRA
	MRA, NPF
	MRA
	Inland Revenue
	SRA
	ZIMRA, NSSA
	ZRA

	Registration with workmen's compensation/insurance fund
	Yes
	Not yet
	Not yet
	Not yet
	Not yet
	Not yet
	Not yet
	Not yet
	Not yet
	Not yet
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