GL’s PROGRAMME OF ACTION 2026 to 2030

OVERVIEW 
[image: ]The period leading into the Gender Links (GL) Strategy 2026–2030 represents an important moment in the global gender equality movement. Over the past five years, the international community commemorated the 30th anniversary of the Beijing Platform for Action through the Beijing+30 review process, culminating at the sixty-ninth session of the Commission on the Status of Women (CSW69). This milestone was informed by regional review processes across Africa and other regions, highlighting both progress made and persistent challenges in advancing women’s rights.

During this period, Africa also witnessed notable milestones in global and regional leadership. For the first time, the G20 Summit was hosted on African soil under the leadership of South Africa, signalling the continent’s growing influence in global governance. Major global convenings on gender equality, including the Women Deliver Conference, were hosted in Africa, reinforcing the continent’s role in advancing gender justice. At the national level, several African countries elected women to the highest political office, including Tanzania and Namibia, demonstrating important gains in women’s political leadership.

Despite these developments, progress toward gender equality remains uneven. The global commitment to Sustainable Development Goal 5 is far from being realised for women and girls in all their diversity. Structural inequalities persist, including discriminatory social norms, economic exclusion, gender-based violence, and contradictions between progressive statutory laws and customary legal systems that continue to undermine women’s rights.

At the same time, the operating environment for civil society has become increasingly complex. Since the implementation of the GL 2020–2025 Strategy, the sector has faced growing backlash against women’s rights, shrinking civic space and significant funding constraints affecting organisations across the Global South. These dynamics have resulted in programme contractions, job losses and increased competition for limited resources, requiring organisations to adapt and strengthen their strategic focus.

The GL Programmes Strategy 2026–2030 builds on 25 years of experience while responding to emerging global and regional realities. It aligns with the organisation’s revised vision of an inclusive, equal and just society for women and girls and places greater emphasis on integrated, results-oriented programming. Key strategic shifts include:
· A holistic approach to sexual and reproductive health and rights (SRHR), recognising its links to economic empowerment and freedom from violence.
· Strengthening gender mainstreaming within media and local governance systems to promote institutional accountability.
· Expanding opportunities for women’s participation in social, economic and political life, particularly for marginalised groups.
· Strengthening partnerships to sustain and scale gender equality initiatives.
· Deepening youth engagement by positioning young people as leaders and change agents.
· Diversifying resource mobilisation strategies to ensure long-term sustainability.



GL’s Theory of Change
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Gender Links’ Theory of Change recognises that gender inequality is sustained through interconnected systems of power operating at multiple levels of society. These include the individual, close relationships, community structures and the broader public sphere. Each level influences women’s access to resources, opportunities and decision-making power. Achieving gender justice therefore requires coordinated interventions that address these different dimensions simultaneously.

At the individual level, Gender Links focuses on strengthening women’s knowledge, confidence and leadership capacity. Through training, fellowships and mentorship programmes, the organisation equips women and young people with the skills and networks needed to advocate for their rights and participate meaningfully in economic, social and political processes.

Within close relationships, gender norms and power imbalances often shape women’s autonomy and wellbeing. Gender-based violence and economic dependence can function as mechanisms of control within households. Gender Links works to transform these dynamics by promoting equitable relationships, preventing violence and strengthening support systems for survivors.

At the community level, institutions such as local governments, civil society organisations and private sector actors play a critical role in determining access to services and opportunities. Through initiatives such as the Centres of Excellence for Gender in Local Government, Gender Links supports gender-responsive governance and service delivery, ensuring that policies and programmes address the needs of women and girls.

The public sphere encompasses national and regional policy frameworks that shape the enabling environment for gender equality. Gender Links contributes to policy dialogue and advocacy processes that promote accountability for gender commitments and expand opportunities for women’s leadership and economic participation.

GL PROGRAMMES AT A GLANCE 
	GLOBAL AND CONTINENTAL
COMMITMENTS 
	SGG 5, CEDAW, BEIJING PLUS 25, ICPD, MAPUTO PROTOCOL, GENERATION EQUALITY

	REGIONAL INSTRUMENTS
	SADC PROTOCOL ON GENDER AND DEVELOPMENT, SADC SRHR STRATEGY  

	FIVE GOALS FOR GENDER JUSTICE 
	Sexual and Reproductive Rights for all.
	End violence, Empower Women 
	Economic and climate justice
	Women’s equal and effective participation in politics and decision-making
	Gender equality in and through the media.

	FIVE PATHWAYS TO CHANGE 
	Movement building and partnerships 
	Local action for gender justice 
	Grants and fellowships CSOs to advocate for gender justice
	Diversity and inclusion: Intersectional campaigns for gender justice
	Capacity building and cross-generational learning and sharing

	FIVE FOUNDATIONAL PILLARS 
	Good governance 
	People power 
	Results and communications for change
	Sound financial management
	Sustainability 

	PROBLEM STATEMENT
	Contradictions between constitutional and legal provisions and the realities of women’s lives: political, social, economic, expressed at the individual, family, community, societal level results in systemic gender inequality and inequity.  



Gender Links’ programme framework for 2026–2030 aligns global commitments, regional instruments and local action to advance gender equality across Southern Africa.
The strategy is anchored in international and continental frameworks including the Sustainable Development Goal 5, the Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of Discrimination Against Women, the Beijing Platform for Action, and the Protocol to the African Charter on Human and Peoples’ Rights on the Rights of Women in Africa. At the regional level, the work is guided by the SADC Protocol on Gender and Development and the SADC Sexual and Reproductive Health and Rights Strategy.
Gender Links’ programme work focuses on five interconnected pillars:
1. Sexual and Reproductive Health and Rights (SRHR)
2. Ending Violence Against Women and Girls (EVAW)
3. Women’s Political Participation (WPP)
4. Economic and Climate Justice
5. Gender and the Media

These priorities are implemented through several strategic pathways, including local action for gender justice, grant making and fellowships, movement building, linking and learning platforms, and partnerships with governments, civil society and regional institutions.
The programme operates across multiple levels of influence, from individual leadership development and community initiatives to national advocacy and regional movement coordination, ensuring that gender equality commitments translate into practical improvements in women’s lives.


[image: ]What we do
Gender Links advances gender equality and justice by empowering individuals, strengthening institutions and influencing policies that shape gender relations across Southern Africa.

Through its five programme pillars, the organisation works to promote bodily autonomy and access to sexual and reproductive health services, prevent and respond to gender-based violence, expand women’s participation in political decision-making, strengthen women’s economic opportunities and climate resilience, and promote gender equality in and through the media.

GL’s approach combines community engagement, leadership development, institutional reform and policy advocacy. Programmes equip women and young people with the skills and confidence to lead change, while partnerships with local governments, civil society organisations and media institutions help integrate gender equality into policies and governance systems.

In addition, Gender Links contributes to strengthening feminist movements and amplifying women’s voices through regional networks, alliances and knowledge-sharing platforms. By documenting evidence, facilitating learning and supporting collective advocacy, the organisation ensures that grassroots experiences inform national and regional policy processes.

Through these interconnected efforts, Gender Links works to transform the social, institutional and policy environments that shape gender relations, enabling women and men to enjoy equal rights, opportunities and dignity.













GL’s 5 priorities for women’s rights 

Gender Links’ programme work is organised around five mutually reinforcing pillars that advance gender equality and women’s rights across Southern Africa. Sexual and Reproductive Health and Rights (SRHR), Ending Violence against Women (EVAW); Women’s Political Participation (WPP), Economic and Climate Justice, and Gender and the Media. These pillars reflect the organisation’s long-standing commitment to addressing the structural drivers of gender inequality while responding to emerging regional and global challenges.

Through these pillars, Gender Links works with governments, local authorities, civil society organisations, the media and communities to promote policy reform, strengthen accountability and drive transformative change so that women and girls in their diversity, can fully exercise their rights and realise their potential.
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1. Sexual and Reproductive Health and Rights (SRHR)

Goal
To accelerate the full realisation of sexual and reproductive health and rights (SRHR) for all women and girls in Southern Africa, ensuring that they can exercise absolute #VoiceandChoice over their bodies, lives and futures, free from discrimination, coercion and violence.


Specific Objectives
1. Strengthen policy and legal reform to ensure progressive SRHR laws, policies and budgets aligned with the SADC SRHR Strategy and the Maputo Protocol.
2. Build a sustainable young feminist movement that leads the adolescent sexual and reproductive health and rights (ASRHR) agenda and holds decision makers accountable.
3. Strengthen localised SRHR service delivery through local government planning, budgeting and accountability mechanisms.
4. Enhance knowledge generation, monitoring, evaluation and communication to demonstrate impact, influence policy and mobilise resources for SRHR work.

What We Have Achieved (2020–2025)
Gender Links has consolidated its position as a leading civil society actor advancing SRHR across Southern Africa. Over the past five years, our work has focused on strengthening the regional evidence base, mobilising communities, and influencing policy.

Policy advocacy and regional influence
Gender Links successfully advocated for the inclusion of a standalone SRHR Article in the SADC Protocol on Gender and Development and contributed to the development and monitoring of the SADC SRHR Strategy (2019–2030). Through sustained engagement with regional bodies, governments and civil society networks, GL helped elevate SRHR as a central pillar of gender equality and development in Southern Africa.

The #VoiceandChoice Barometer
GL pioneered the annual #VoiceandChoice Barometer, a comprehensive civil society shadow report tracking more than 100 SRHR indicators across the region. The Barometer has become a widely recognised advocacy and accountability tool used by governments, civil society organisations and development partners to monitor progress and identify gaps.

Groundbreaking regional and national campaigns
Through the #VoiceandChoice campaign, GL coordinated 40 national and 177 local campaigns across 15 countries. These campaigns achieved tangible policy and advocacy victories, including the removal of value-added tax on sanitary products in seven countries and successful advocacy to raise the legal age of marriage in Mauritius.

Local government leadership
Recognising that many SRHR services are delivered at the local level, GL integrated SRHR into the action plans of 100 Centres of Excellence for Gender in Local Government. These councils have demonstrated the critical role of municipalities in improving access to youth-friendly services, community awareness and accountability.

Movement building and regional mobilisation
GL strengthened the Southern African Gender Protocol Alliance as a key regional platform for SRHR advocacy. The Alliance connected regional activism with global feminist movements such as #MeToo and #TotalShutdown, while also adapting to pandemic restrictions by shifting advocacy, dialogue and campaigns onto digital platforms.

Youth engagement and leadership
Gender Links undertook pioneering rapid assessments of youth-friendly SRHR services and created platforms for adolescent girls and young women to engage with policymakers. These initiatives amplified youth voices and ensured that policies better reflect the needs and realities of young people.

What We Have Learned
Over two decades of work, and particularly during the 2020–2025 period, several critical lessons have shaped our understanding of how to advance SRHR effectively.

Evidence is power
Robust research and data are essential for advocacy. The #VoiceandChoice Barometer has proven to be one of the most influential tools for holding governments accountable and shaping regional policy debates. Continued investment in participatory research and evidence generation is therefore essential.

Local government is central to change
Local authorities play a decisive role in ensuring that policies translate into services. The Centres of Excellence model has shown that when councils are empowered to plan and budget for SRHR interventions, communities experience tangible improvements in service delivery and accountability.

Nothing about us without us
Meaningful participation of youth and beneficiaries in programme design, implementation and monitoring leads to more effective and responsive interventions. Young people are not merely beneficiaries of SRHR programmes but powerful agents of change.

Integrated programming strengthens impact
SRHR outcomes improve when linked to broader programmes addressing gender based violence, economic empowerment and social protection. Integrated approaches tackle the structural drivers of inequality rather than isolated symptoms.

Digital platforms expand reach
Digital technologies have become indispensable for advocacy, information dissemination and mobilisation, particularly among young people. Online platforms also enable cross-border collaboration and knowledge exchange within the region.

Organisational sustainability underpins programme impact
Our organisational assessment highlighted that programme success depends on strong internal systems, skilled staff and diversified funding. Investments in monitoring and evaluation, communications and leadership development are therefore critical to sustaining and scaling our work.

What We Will Do (2026–2030)
Over the next five years, Gender Links will deepen its SRHR work by focusing on policy reform, youth leadership, localised service delivery and stronger evidence based advocacy.

Advance progressive policy and legal reform
GL will intensify advocacy for the adoption and implementation of progressive SRHR laws aligned with the Maputo Protocol and the SADC SRHR Strategy. This will include promoting model legislation on safe abortion and adolescent SRHR, strengthening engagement with the SADC Parliamentary Forum, and supporting civil society coalitions to advocate for increased national SRHR budgets.

Strengthen youth leadership and feminist movements
Gender Links will establish a Young Women’s Assembly within the Southern African Gender Protocol Alliance to nurture a new generation of feminist leaders. Through leadership training, mentorship and advocacy platforms, young women will be supported to lead regional campaigns and hold institutions accountable for SRHR commitments.

Strengthen local government delivery of SRHR services
Building on the Centres of Excellence model, GL will expand the integration of SRHR into local government gender action plans. Councils will be supported to conduct youth-friendly service audits, develop community outreach initiatives and allocate budgets for SRHR interventions.

Expand digital mobilisation and knowledge platforms
GL will develop an interactive digital platform for the #VoiceandChoice Barometer, making SRHR data more accessible to policymakers, activists and communities. Digital campaigns will also strengthen regional solidarity and amplify youth-led advocacy.

Integrate SRHR with economic justice and GBV prevention
GL will scale up its “Empower Women, End Violence” model, linking SRHR access to economic empowerment initiatives for women and girls. This integrated approach recognises that bodily autonomy and economic independence are mutually reinforcing.

Address emerging challenges such as climate change
Gender Links will pioneer research and advocacy on the intersections between climate change and SRHR. Climate adaptation strategies will be encouraged to include SRHR services and protections for women and girls affected by climate-related displacement and disasters.

Strengthen organisational systems for impact
GL will strengthen its monitoring, evaluation and learning systems to improve the measurement and communication of programme impact. Investments will also be made in knowledge management, communications and staff capacity to ensure sustainable and scalable SRHR programming.

How We Will Measure Change
Gender Links will monitor progress through a combination of regional indicators, programme monitoring systems and independent assessments. These measures will track changes in policy, leadership development, service delivery and knowledge generation across the region.
Key indicators will include:

Policy and legal reform
· At least three SADC countries adopt standalone adolescent sexual and reproductive health and rights (ASRHR) policies.
· Two additional countries introduce reforms to liberalise safe abortion laws.
· All 16 SADC countries align the legal age of marriage to 18 for both girls and boys.
· Five countries increase national budget allocations for sexual and reproductive health and rights programmes.
Youth leadership and mobilisation
· Establishment of a Gender Links Young Women’s Assembly with elected regional representatives.
· At least 100 young women trained in SRHR advocacy and feminist leadership.
· Youth-led SRHR campaigns implemented in at least ten countries.
· Publication of an annual Youth SRHR Scorecard assessing government commitments.
Local service delivery improvements
· Fifty additional local councils integrate SRHR into Gender Action Plans.
· All Centres of Excellence conduct annual youth-friendly service audits.
· Improved local service delivery indicators tracked through the #VoiceandChoice Barometer.
Knowledge generation and communication of impact
· Launch of an interactive digital #VoiceandChoice Barometer dashboard.
· Production of at least five multimedia impact stories annually documenting progress on SRHR.
· Improved donor reporting quality through strengthened monitoring, evaluation and learning systems.
· Mobilisation of at least two new major donors to support core SRHR programming.



2. Ending Violence, Empower Women 

[image: ]Goal
To eradicate gender based violence and Femicide (GBVF) in Southern Africa by scaling proven, holistic models that simultaneously empower survivors economically, transform harmful social norms, and strengthen institutional accountability for prevention, protection and justice.



Specific Objectives
1. Scale-integrated, survivor-centred models that combine economic empowerment, psychosocial support and community mobilisation to reduce violence and support recovery.
2. Strengthen prevention and perpetrator accountability by transforming harmful masculinities and engaging men and boys as allies in ending violence.
3. Influence policy and institutional responses to ensure integrated national strategies that address the structural drivers of GBV, including women’s economic marginalisation.
4. Strengthen knowledge generation, monitoring and communication to demonstrate the effectiveness and cost efficiency of Gender Links’ models and mobilise wider investment in GBV prevention.

Context
Gender based violence remains one of the most pervasive human rights violations in Southern Africa. Despite progressive regional frameworks, including the SADC Protocol on Gender and Development and national laws across the region, violence against women and girls continues at alarming levels. The COVID 19 pandemic further exposed the fragility of existing protection systems and intensified what has been widely described as a “shadow pandemic” of domestic violence.

Gender Links’ work over the past decade has demonstrated that GBV cannot be addressed solely through awareness raising or legal reform. Structural inequalities, particularly women’s economic dependency, remain a key driver of violence. Through the Sunrise Campaign and the Empower Women End Violence model, Gender Links has demonstrated that economic empowerment can significantly reduce women’s vulnerability to abuse while supporting survivors to rebuild their lives.

The organisation’s 2025 organisational assessment provides an important foundation for the next phase of work. It confirms the effectiveness of Gender Links’ local government centred approach, which connects national policies with community level action through Centres of Excellence for Gender in Local Government. At the same time, the assessment highlights several challenges that must be addressed to scale impact. These include the need for stronger monitoring, evaluation and learning systems to demonstrate cost effectiveness, the importance of diversifying funding sources beyond traditional donors, and the opportunity to leverage Gender Links’ GL Services and Grant Management units to strengthen programme sustainability.

A key opportunity for the period 2026 to 2030 will be the Lesotho National GBV Indicators Study (2025–2026), funded by the European Union. This study follows the landmark 2013 research conducted by Gender Links and partners and will provide updated evidence on the prevalence, drivers and economic costs of GBV. The findings will inform targeted interventions and strengthen advocacy for evidence-based policies across the region.

What We Have Achieved (2020–2025)
Over the past five years, Gender Links has moved the regional GBV agenda from awareness to evidence-based action by demonstrating how integrated, locally anchored approaches can reduce violence and strengthen survivor resilience.

The Sunrise Campaign and economic empowerment
The Sunrise Campaign has provided compelling evidence of the relationship between women’s economic independence and reduced violence. The programme reached more than 13,500 women, with 87 percent of participants reporting significantly reduced levels of violence after participating in economic empowerment and leadership activities.

Policy influence
Gender Links successfully advocated for the inclusion of economic power as a dedicated pillar in South Africa’s National Strategic Plan on GBV and Femicide (NSP GBVF). This milestone recognises economic inequality as a core driver of violence and provides a replicable policy model for other countries in the region.

Local government leadership
Through the Centres of Excellence programme, the Sunrise model has been integrated into the Social Development and Local Economic Development departments of more than 50 local councils. This has ensured that GBV prevention and survivor support are anchored within local development planning and budgeting processes.

Movement building and economic networks
Gender Links established Women in Local Economic Development (WLED) Networks across ten countries, providing platforms for women entrepreneurs to share experiences, access mentorship and build solidarity. These networks have strengthened community-level support systems for survivors and women seeking economic independence.

Knowledge generation and research
Gender Links has continued to generate influential research and policy tools, including longitudinal studies on GBV prevalence and the development of 365 Day National Action Plans to End GBV in 12 SADC countries. These plans provide governments and civil society with practical frameworks for coordinated action.

What We Have Learned
Experience over the past decade has reinforced several key lessons that will guide Gender Links’ strategy for the coming five years.

Economic empowerment is transformative
Financial independence is one of the most important factors enabling women to leave abusive relationships and rebuild their lives with dignity and security.

Local government is a powerful driver of change
Municipalities play a critical role in translating national policies into services and programmes that reach communities. The Centres of Excellence model has demonstrated that councils can successfully mainstream GBV prevention into development planning.

Survivor voices are powerful advocacy tools
Survivor-led research and storytelling, including Gender Links’ “I” stories and national prevalence studies, provide compelling evidence that influences policymakers and shapes programme design.

Holistic approaches are essential
GBV cannot be addressed through isolated interventions. Effective responses must simultaneously tackle economic inequality, harmful social norms and weaknesses in justice systems.

Data and evidence drive accountability
Robust data on prevalence, costs and outcomes is essential for influencing policy, mobilising resources and sustaining political commitment to ending violence.

What We Will Do (2026–2030)
Over the next five years, Gender Links will expand and strengthen its integrated approach to ending violence against women by scaling proven models, strengthening prevention strategies and using evidence to influence policy.

Scale the Sunrise model across the region 
Gender Links will expand the Sunrise model to additional councils and countries, integrating economic empowerment, digital skills development and psychosocial support. The programme will also incorporate mental health screening and trauma-informed support to address the long term impacts of violence.

Strengthen prevention and engage men and boys
The next phase of work will place greater emphasis on prevention and perpetrator accountability. Gender Links will develop programmes focused on transforming harmful masculinities and promoting positive models of manhood. Community dialogues and training programmes will engage men and boys as allies in preventing violence.

Strengthen policy advocacy and institutional accountability
Using new evidence from the Lesotho GBV Indicators Study and other research, Gender Links will advocate for integrated national strategies that recognise economic empowerment as a core component of GBV prevention. Advocacy will also focus on ensuring adequate government budgets for GBV prevention and survivor support services.

Expand economic empowerment opportunities for survivors
The Women in Local Economic Development networks will be strengthened to provide mentorship, market access and entrepreneurship support for women. Partnerships with the private sector and financial institutions will create opportunities for employment, training and access to capital.

Strengthen digital mobilisation and communication
Gender Links will invest in stronger communications systems to amplify survivor stories, share programme evidence and mobilise public support for ending GBV. Digital platforms will also enable cross border learning and collaboration among WLED networks.

Strengthen organisational capacity and sustainability
In line with recommendations from the organisational assessment, Gender Links will strengthen monitoring, evaluation and learning systems, improve knowledge management and invest in specialised communications capacity. These investments will support stronger evidence based advocacy and improved donor engagement.

How We Will Measure Change
Progress will be tracked through programme monitoring systems, national research studies and regional advocacy indicators.
Key indicators of change will include:

Scaling survivor-centred programmes
· The Sunrise model expanded to at least 100 additional local councils across eight SADC countries.
· 60 percent of participating councils allocate dedicated budget lines to the Sunrise programme.
· 10,000 additional survivors supported with integrated economic empowerment and psychosocial services.
· Mental health screening and support integrated into all Sunrise programmes.

Strengthening prevention and accountability
· Development and implementation of a regional curriculum on positive masculinities and accountability.
· 5,000 men and boys engaged in community dialogues and behaviour change initiatives.
· Partnerships established with regional men’s organisations and networks to strengthen perpetrator programmes.

Influencing policy and institutional responses
· Three SADC countries adopt an economic empowerment pillar in national GBV action plans.
· Findings from the Lesotho GBV Indicators Study disseminated to policymakers across the region.
· Publication of a regional study on the economic cost of GBV to strengthen the investment case for prevention.

Strengthening knowledge and communication
· Launch of a digital platform for the Women in Local Economic Development networks.
· Annual Sunrise Impact Reports documenting programme outcomes and survivor stories.
· Mobilisation of at least three new major funding partners to support core GBV programmes.
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3. Economic and Climate Justice

Goal
To advance gender-responsive economic and climate justice across Southern Africa, ensuring that women and marginalised groups benefit equitably from sustainable development, climate adaptation, and local economic initiatives.




Specific Objectives
1. Promote gender-responsive climate action and environmental sustainability in communities and local governance.
2. Support women’s economic empowerment through entrepreneurship, access to finance, and leadership in climate-sensitive sectors.
3. Strengthen local and regional capacities to respond to climate risks, including extreme weather events, food insecurity, and water scarcity.
4. Integrate gender perspectives into economic development policies, budgeting, and planning at local, national, and regional levels.
5. Build multi-level partnerships with civil society, government, regional bodies, youth-led organisations to coordinate climate and economic justice interventions.
6. Document and disseminate evidence of effective interventions, promoting best practices and informing policy and advocacy.

What We Have Achieved (2020–2025)
· Implemented gender-sensitive climate action programmes in Zimbabwe, Lesotho, Mauritius, Madagascar, and Botswana, addressing food insecurity, water scarcity, and climate-related displacement.
· Supported women’s economic empowerment initiatives, including local entrepreneurship programmes, cooperatives, and climate-smart livelihood projects.
· Collaborated with local governments to mainstream gender into economic development and climate adaptation planning.
· Developed evidence-based research and knowledge products on the gendered impacts of climate change, including sector-specific reports on agriculture, water, and health.
· Built partnerships with regional networks, including civil society and youth organisations, to strengthen advocacy and mobilise resources for economic and climate justice.
· Engaged in multi-country campaigns and community awareness initiatives to build resilience to climate risks and enhance women’s participation in decision-making.

What We Have Learned:
· Climate change disproportionately affects women and marginalised groups, particularly in agriculture-dependent and rural communities.
· Economic empowerment and climate resilience are interlinked; supporting women’s livelihoods strengthens community-level adaptation.
· Multi-level collaboration—from local councils to regional bodies, is critical for integrating gender into economic and climate policies.
· Data gaps and limited awareness of gendered climate impacts hinder effective policy and programme design.
· Partnerships with youth-led organisations, and local leaders increase reach and social uptake of interventions.

What We Will Do (2026–2030):
· Expand gender-responsive climate action initiatives, including renewable energy, water management, and disaster risk reduction, in all programme countries.
· Scale up women’s economic empowerment interventions in climate-sensitive sectors, linking entrepreneurship, finance access, and leadership development.
· Strengthen local government capacity for gender-responsive budgeting and planning in economic development and climate adaptation.
· Conduct regional research and monitoring to track climate impacts on women and marginalised communities, and to inform advocacy for policy reform.
· Enhance multi-level partnerships with government ministries, local councils, regional bodies (SADC, Pan-African Parliament), youth-led organisations, and international agencies to drive coordinated economic and climate justice efforts.
· Promote knowledge sharing and learning platforms to disseminate successful models across Southern Africa and influence continental climate and economic policies.

How We Will Measure Change:
· Number of women and marginalised individuals benefiting from climate-resilient livelihoods and economic empowerment programmes.
· Integration of gender-responsive planning and budgeting in local governments and national policies.
· Evidence of community-level resilience improvements, including access to water, food security, and climate risk reduction.
· Quantity and quality of research outputs, case studies, and best practice dissemination.
· Number and diversity of partnerships established or maintained across civil society, youth, government, regional, and international stakeholders.
· Policy influence at local, national, and regional levels, including adoption of recommendations in climate adaptation and economic development strategies.



4. Women’s Political Participation (WPP) 

[image: ]Goal
To accelerate progress towards 50 percent representation of women at all levels of political decision-making in Southern Africa, in line with the SADC Protocol on Gender and Development and the Sustainable Development Goals, by strengthening women’s leadership, advancing gender responsive electoral systems, and transforming social norms that undermine women’s political participation.




Specific Objectives
1. Strengthen the evidence base for advocacy through research, monitoring and policy analysis that tracks progress towards gender parity in political representation.
2. Promote gender responsive legal and electoral reforms, including enforceable quota systems and financing mechanisms that incentivise political parties to advance gender parity.
3. Build the leadership capacity of women in politics, particularly young women, through training, mentorship and cross-generational learning.
4. Address structural barriers to women’s leadership, including violence against women in politics, discriminatory social norms and negative media portrayals.
5. Strengthen partnerships with political parties, electoral institutions and regional bodies to institutionalise gender equality in political systems and governance processes.

Context
Women’s equal participation in political decision-making is a fundamental pillar of democracy and inclusive governance. The SADC Protocol on Gender and Development and the Sustainable Development Goals set a target of achieving 50 percent representation of women in decision-making. Despite progress in several countries, women remain significantly underrepresented in political leadership across the region.

Barriers to women’s participation are multifaceted. They include patriarchal political cultures, discriminatory party structures, limited access to campaign financing, and persistent violence and harassment directed at women candidates and leaders. Cultural norms and media stereotypes also undermine women’s credibility as political leaders.

Gender Links has long recognised that increasing women’s representation requires a comprehensive approach that addresses both structural and societal barriers. This includes strengthening the evidence base for advocacy, influencing legal and electoral reforms, building the leadership capacity of women candidates, and challenging social attitudes that discourage women’s participation in politics.

The organisation’s 2025 organisational assessment reaffirmed the importance of Gender Links’ research driven advocacy and regional networks in advancing women’s political participation. However, it also highlighted the need to strengthen monitoring and evaluation systems, enhance communications to amplify impact, and build stronger alliances with political parties and electoral institutions. The next phase of work will therefore prioritise evidence based advocacy, leadership development and institutional reform to accelerate progress towards the 50 percent target.

What We Have Achieved
Over more than two decades, Gender Links has established itself as a regional leader in promoting women’s political participation through research, advocacy and leadership development.

Groundbreaking research and monitoring
Gender Links has produced influential studies that have shaped regional debates on gender and politics. Landmark publications such as Ringing up the Changes: Gender in Southern African Politics have provided critical insights into women’s representation and the barriers they face in political systems.

Through the SADC Gender Protocol Alliance, Gender Links has systematically monitored progress towards gender parity in political representation. This monitoring has provided governments, civil society organisations and regional institutions with credible evidence to track progress and identify gaps.

Regional research and partnership
Between 2019 and 2024, Gender Links contributed to multi country projects in partnership with international organisations, including International IDEA. These initiatives strengthened research, advocacy and knowledge production across countries including Botswana, the Democratic Republic of Congo, Eswatini, Côte d’Ivoire, Kenya, Senegal, Tanzania and Zimbabwe.

Regular Women’s Political Participation Barometers, election gender audits, regional fact sheets and policy briefs have informed public debate, policy discussions and legislative reforms across the region.

Policy advocacy and legal reform
Gender Links’ advocacy has contributed to several important policy developments. These include the constitutional entrenchment of a 30 percent quota for women in local government in Zimbabwe and the inclusion of gender parity considerations in Botswana’s constitutional review processes.

Leadership development and capacity strengthening
Gender Links has supported women politicians through structured leadership training, mentorship and networking initiatives. These programmes have strengthened women’s confidence, public speaking skills, media engagement and policy advocacy capacities.

Media engagement and visibility
Recognising the critical role of the media in shaping public perceptions of women leaders, Gender Links has conducted media training and engagement programmes that promote fair and balanced coverage of women in politics. These initiatives have contributed to improved visibility and representation of women leaders in the media.



What We Have Learned
Gender Links’ long term work on women’s political participation has generated important lessons that inform the next phase of the strategy.
Political will is essential for reform
Progress towards gender parity depends heavily on leadership commitment within governments and political parties. Sustained advocacy and coalition building are therefore critical to generating political will for reform.

Evidence strengthens accountability
Credible research and data provide the foundation for effective advocacy. Monitoring tools such as the Women’s Political Participation Barometers and election audits enable civil society and policymakers to track progress and hold institutions accountable.

Political parties are key gatekeepers
Candidate selection processes within political parties significantly influence women’s representation. Engaging party leadership and advocating for gender responsive internal policies are therefore essential strategies.

Intersectional approaches are necessary
Women’s experiences in politics are shaped by intersecting factors including age, class, ethnicity and disability. Inclusive strategies are needed to ensure that women from diverse backgrounds can access political leadership opportunities.

Violence and backlash remain major barriers
Violence against women in politics continues to undermine women’s participation and safety. Addressing harassment, intimidation and online abuse must be central to efforts to increase representation.

Mentorship and intergenerational exchange strengthen leadership
Sustained mentorship and cross-generational learning have proven effective in supporting emerging women leaders and strengthening solidarity among women in politics.

What We Will Do (2026–2030)
Between 2026 and 2030, Gender Links will intensify efforts to accelerate progress towards gender parity in political representation through research, advocacy, leadership development and public mobilisation.

Strengthen research and evidence-based advocacy
Gender Links will continue producing Women’s Political Participation Barometers, election gender audits and policy briefs to provide credible data on trends in political representation. These tools will inform engagement with governments, political parties and regional institutions.

Advocate for gender responsive electoral reforms
GL will advocate for the adoption of enforceable quota systems and legal frameworks that support gender parity in political representation. Advocacy will also focus on electoral funding laws that incentivise political parties to nominate women candidates and comply with gender equality commitments.

Strengthen women’s leadership and capacity
Training and mentorship programmes will be expanded to support women politicians at local, national and regional levels. Particular attention will be given to supporting young women leaders, ensuring intergenerational learning and leadership continuity. Safe spaces and peer learning platforms will enable women leaders to share experiences, develop strategies and build networks of support.

Address violence against women in politics
Gender Links will work with governments, electoral bodies and civil society organisations to address violence against women in politics through research, advocacy and public awareness campaigns.

Transform social attitudes and media representation
Public awareness campaigns will highlight women political leaders as role models while challenging stereotypes and cultural norms that undermine women’s leadership. Engagement with the media will promote more balanced and constructive coverage of women politicians.

Strengthen regional partnerships and alliances
Gender Links will continue working through regional networks and partnerships with governments, local councils, civil society organisations and intergovernmental institutions to sustain momentum towards gender parity.



How We Will Measure Change
Progress towards gender parity will be measured using both quantitative and qualitative indicators.

Key indicators will include:

Representation and leadership
· Increased percentage of women in local, national and regional political offices across SADC countries.
· Progress towards the 50 percent representation target at different levels of decision making.

Policy and legal reform
· Adoption of gender responsive electoral reforms and quota systems in additional SADC countries.
· Integration of international commitments, including UN Security Council Resolution 1325, into national legal and policy frameworks.

Leadership development
· Number of women politicians trained, mentored and supported through Gender Links programmes.
· Increased participation of young women in political leadership initiatives.

Media visibility and public attitudes
· Improved media coverage and visibility of women political leaders.
· Increased public awareness and support for women’s political leadership.

Reduction of violence against women in politics
· Increased recognition and reporting of violence against women in politics.
· Adoption of policies or mechanisms to prevent and respond to political violence targeting women.

Annual Women’s Political Participation Barometers and progress reports will provide a transparent framework for tracking progress, strengthening accountability and informing adaptive strategies.



5. GENDER AND MEDIA 
[image: A microphone and gender symbols

AI-generated content may be incorrect.]Gender Links has worked in Southern Africa, challenging stereotypes and increasing women’s representation in the media since its founding in 2001. Under the slogan Advancing Gender Equality in and through the Media, Gender Links recognised that the media remains a powerful force in shaping public opinion.  

GLs work seeks to challenge entrenched gender stereotypes, increase women’s voice and visibility, and undertake media monitoring to build evidence that drives policy and practice across the regional media landscape. However, despite decades of advocacy, women still account for just 21% of news sources in SADC, a marginal 4% since 2003.  

These findings underscore the urgency of GL’s work. While representation of women in media has inched forward, progress remains slow and uneven. The 2024–2025 period reinforced the importance of sustained advocacy, strategic partnerships and hands-on capacity building to ensure the media serves as a force for inclusion and gender justice in Southern Africa.  

Goal
We will work with media houses, journalism schools, regulators and civil society to push for inclusive, accountable and gender-aware journalism, amplifying women’s voices and advancing inclusive media policy through research, advocacy, training and partnerships.

Specific objectives
· Strengthen media capacity to improve gender practices in both institutional and editorial practices.
· Contribute to strengthening the gender and media movement in Southern Africa and beyond. 
· Contribute to knowledge dissemination and strengthening of content on gender, Sexual Reproductive Health and LGBTQI Rights. 

What we have achieved
Strengthened media capacity on gender and WPP
Journalists across Botswana, Eswatini, Zimbabwe, and South Africa were trained to strengthen gender-aware political reporting, resulting in more than 120 stories on WPP Workshops tackled barriers to women’s political participation, including quotas and diversity in politics, while media monitoring of Botswana’s 2024 elections exposed a major gender gap, with women making up only 4% of news sources.

Increased genderaware reporting on Sexual and Reproductive Health and Rights (SRHR)
In partnership with UNESCO’s IPDC and other networks, the programme expanded gender‑aware SRHR reporting by producing 27 stories in 2021, training 19 journalists in 2022, and generating 33 multi-platform published stories.
Large-scale gender sensitivity training in media houses
The programme delivered large-scale gender sensitivity training—training 164 media practitioners, developing a practical manual, and strengthening journalists’ ability to report GBV sensitively and apply gender‑equality principles in daily reporting.

Advancing digital rights & Tech Facilitated GenderBased Violence (TFGBV) 
The initiative advanced digital rights and responses to online GBV across Botswana, Namibia, and South Africa by launching a regional programme, conducting policy reviews, convening multi-stakeholder dialogues, surveying 361 women on online violence, and advocating for stronger digital‑rights frameworks.

Strengthened regional media networks and partnerships
The programme strengthened regional media networks by maintaining strategic partnerships, building capacity within the Gender Protocol Alliance, and implementing the Media Parity Programme with 22 outlets across five SADC countries to mainstream gender in media and ICTs.

What we have learned[image: A phone with a megaphone and speech bubbles
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· To become more demand-driven, GL has shifted from primarily conducting research and training to responding more directly to stakeholder requests for media training and research services. This demand-driven model helps sustain the programme amid declining resources for media development.

· Flexibility in media engagement in a rapidly evolving landscape, shaped by new technologies and shifting journalism practices. Advancing gender equality, therefore, requires approaches anchored in institutional commitment rather than one-off interventions. Because media practitioners frequently move between newsrooms, embedding gender‑sensitive training at an institutional level ensures consistency, broader reach, and longer‑term impact.

· Diversifying and strengthening approaches: While women’s representation in news content has grown slowly, there have been clear qualitative gains. More under-reported issues are receiving coverage, newsrooms are increasingly conscious of the need to amplify women’s voices, and overtly stereotypical portrayals have declined significantly compared to two decades ago. These shifts demonstrate the value of diversified strategies that combine monitoring, advocacy, and capacity‑building to drive deeper, sustained change in media practice.

· Peer exchange remains a powerful driver of professional growth in the media sector. Structured opportunities for practitioners to share experiences, such as those created through SADC Gender Summits, have fostered cross-newsroom learning, strengthened networks, and deepened engagement with gender equality issues. These platforms also enable media to connect with other sectors, broadening perspectives and enhancing collaborative action.

· Ongoing monitoring is essential for tracking progress, identifying gaps, and showcasing examples of good practice. GL’s long‑term media monitoring, sustained since 2003, continues to generate critical insights into how media coverage is evolving and the extent to which these shifts translate into real-world change. This evidence base underpins strategic advocacy and strengthens accountability across the sector.

What we will do
· Expand evidence-based advocacy and ongoing monitoring: Conduct media monitoring focusing on representation patterns, particularly during elections.
· Advance gender-aware reporting on SRHR and LGBTQI Rights: Produce cross-country story grants to increase gender and SRHR coverage. Create and update practical manuals for gender-aware journalism (building on the existing manuals)
· Strengthen regional media networks and alliances through the Gender and Media working group of the Southern Africa Gender Protocol Alliance.
· Lobby for transparency and accountability in how states and corporations handle personal data; create a Regional Data Protection Framework aligned with human rights principles.
· Expand work on digital rights & tech-facilitated gender-based violence (TFGBV): Conduct national and regional surveys on online violence trends and convening stakeholder dialogues with regulators, tech platforms, CSOs.
· Develop a demand-driven service model: Establish a request-based training and consultancy service menu.

How we will measure change
· % of women as news sources in monitored media (annual change).
· # of SRHR and LGBTQI stories produced as a result of GL’s support.
· # of training and research requests received and fulfilled.
· Income generated through demand-driven services.
· # of journalists receiving thematic training per country.
· # of TFGBV policy briefs or advocacy papers produced.
· # of multi-stakeholder dialogues convened regionally or nationally.
· Network strength index (e.g., attendance, activity levels, engagement).



GL’S FIVE PATHWAYS TO CHANGE
To achieve its vision of gender justice across Southern Africa, Gender Links adopts a set of complementary pathways that translate advocacy, evidence and partnerships into sustained social change. While the organisation’s five programme pillars define the thematic focus of its work, these pathways describe how Gender Links drives impact across local, national, regional and global levels. They bring together community-based action, feminist movement strengthening, leadership development, policy advocacy and knowledge exchange to ensure that gender equality efforts are both grounded in local realities and influential in broader policy processes.

These pathways reflect key lessons from Gender Links’ experience over the past two decades: sustainable change requires strong local ownership, empowered feminist organisations and leaders, strategic alliances across sectors, and platforms that connect grassroots experience with regional and global decision-making. Through local action programmes, grants and fellowships, regional and global advocacy, movement coordination through the Southern Africa Gender Protocol Alliance, and linking and learning platforms such as the Voice and Choice Summit, Gender Links strengthens feminist movements while ensuring that evidence from communities informs policy and accountability processes.

Together, these pathways create an integrated ecosystem for change, connecting local innovation with regional influence, strengthening feminist leadership and organisations, and building partnerships capable of advancing gender justice across the SADC region and beyond.

1. Movement Building 
Regional advocacy[image: ]: The Southern Africa Gender Protocol Alliance
The Southern Africa Gender Protocol Alliance is a critical vehicle for advancing gender equality across the SADC region. Between 2026 and 2030, Gender Links (GL) will strengthen the Alliance to operate as a coherent, credible, and intergenerational regional movement. In a context of political uncertainty, shrinking civic space, and persistent gaps in gender equality implementation, movement building is essential. The Alliance provides a platform to consolidate governance, operationalise thematic clusters—including an LGBTIQ cluster—integrate young women leaders, enhance advocacy influence, and aggregate national evidence for regional accountability.

Goal
To consolidate and strengthen the Southern Africa Gender Protocol Alliance as a credible, inclusive, and effective regional movement that drives implementation of the SADC Gender Protocol and amplifies feminist advocacy across Southern Africa.

Specific Objectives
· Strengthen governance structures and clarify leadership roles at regional and country levels.
· Operationalise thematic clusters as centres for coordination, knowledge exchange, and evidence-based advocacy.
· Integrate young women into Alliance leadership and promote intergenerational continuity.
· Enhance the Alliance’s influence on regional policy and accountability mechanisms.
· Aggregate national evidence to inform regional advocacy, reporting, and policy dialogue.

Key Actions (2026–2030)
1. Consolidating Governance and Leadership
· Strengthen regional and country governance structures with clear mandates.
· Formalise cluster coordination roles with standardised terms of reference.
· Introduce structured reporting cycles linking national to regional platforms.
· Institutionalise integrity, compliance, and transparency mechanisms.

2. Operationalising Thematic Clusters as Centres of Coordination
· Develop annual workplans aligned to SADC Gender Protocol targets and GL’s five programme pillars.
· Produce thematic briefs to inform advocacy.
· Coordinate cross-border campaigns and policy submissions.
· Serve as knowledge-exchange platforms linking grassroots evidence to regional advocacy.
· Introduce an LGBTIQ cluster to provide a safe advocacy platform, integrate sexual orientation and gender identity considerations, and strengthen intersectional analysis.

3. Intergenerational Leadership and Inclusion of Young Women
· Integrate young women into Alliance governance and cluster leadership.
· Establish youth co-chairs or deputy roles.
· Create structured mentorship pathways linking senior leaders with emerging activists.
· Align with the Grants and Fellowships Unit to channel fellows into leadership opportunities.

4. Strengthening Regional Advocacy Influence
· Formalise structured dialogue with the SADC Gender Unit.
· Collaborate with the SADC Parliamentary Forum on accountability oversight.
· Leverage platforms such as the Southern Africa Council for Non-Governmental Organisations (SAfCNGO) to broaden civil society influence.
· Coordinate advocacy around Heads of State Summits and Ministerial meetings.

5. Aggregating National Evidence into Regional Accountability
· Enhance tracking tools for national Gender Protocol implementation.
· Produce consolidated regional shadow reports and thematic scorecards.
· Integrate evidence from Centres of Excellence, Barometer processes, and thematic clusters.
· Standardise reporting templates across country platforms.

Expected Outcomes / Impact
· A unified, credible Alliance functioning as a coherent regional actor.
· Active thematic clusters serving as hubs for coordination, knowledge exchange, and evidence-based advocacy.
· Clear leadership roles, accountability structures, and intergenerational continuity.
· Enhanced visibility, credibility, and influence in regional policy and decision-making processes.
· Evidence-driven legitimacy and stronger negotiating power with SADC institutions.
· Strengthened feminist advocacy networks and capacity to inform national and regional policy.

How We Will Measure Change
Progress will be assessed through indicators that capture governance, participation, advocacy influence, and evidence use:
· Active thematic clusters with documented outputs.
· Inclusion of young women and LGBTIQ representatives in leadership roles.
· Regular consolidated policy briefs, shadow reports, and accountability submissions.
· Increased coordinated advocacy engagements with SADC institutions.
· References to Alliance submissions in regional policy documents.
· Enhanced visibility of the Alliance at regional and global platforms.
· Measurable improvements in SADC Gender Protocol implementation and monitoring.

Global Advocacy: Generation Equality Action Coalition 6 - Feminist Movements and Leadership

[image: Accelerating Progress for Gender Equality by 2030]Gender Links contributes to global advocacy for gender justice through participation in the Generation Equality Action Coalitions, a global initiative convened by UN Women to accelerate progress on gender equality during the UN Decade of Action. The initiative brings together governments, feminist and youth-led organisations, international institutions and the private sector to mobilise collective action, increase investment and deliver concrete progress for women and girls worldwide. 

The Generation Equality framework is organised around six Action Coalitions addressing critical priorities for gender equality: gender-based violence; economic justice and rights; bodily autonomy and sexual and reproductive health and rights; feminist action for climate justice; technology and innovation for gender equality; and feminist movements and leadership. 

Gender Links is an active civil society partner in Action Coalition Six: Feminist Movements and Leadership, which focuses on strengthening feminist movements, protecting civic space and increasing the leadership and decision-making power of women, girls and gender-diverse communities. 
Through this platform, Gender Links brings regional perspectives from Southern Africa into global policy discussions while connecting local feminist movements to international advocacy processes.

Goal
To strengthen feminist movements and leadership in Southern Africa by influencing global gender equality agendas, mobilising resources for feminist organisations and amplifying regional voices in international policy spaces.

Specific Objectives
· Contribute to global advocacy on feminist movement building through participation in Generation Equality Action Coalition Six.
· Amplify the voices and priorities of Southern African feminist movements in global policy platforms.
· Advocate for increased and sustained funding for women-led and feminist organisations.
· Promote and defend civic space for women human rights defenders and feminist activists.
· Strengthen leadership opportunities and participation of women, young feminists and marginalised communities in decision-making processes.
· Build connections between global commitments and regional advocacy through the Southern African Gender Protocol Alliance and other networks.

What We Have Achieved
Positioning Southern African feminist voices in global forums
Through its participation in the Generation Equality Action Coalitions, Gender Links has contributed regional perspectives and experiences from Southern Africa to global discussions on gender equality, ensuring that local realities inform international policy commitments. 
Strengthening feminist movement advocacy
As a civil society partner in Action Coalition Six, Gender Links has contributed to the global agenda for strengthening feminist movements and leadership. This includes advocating for increased investment in women-led organisations and the protection of civic space for feminist activists and human rights defenders. 

Advancing commitments on feminist leadership and participation
The coalition’s commitments include expanding women’s leadership and decision-making power across political, economic and social institutions and strengthening the role of young feminist leaders in shaping gender equality agendas. 

Promoting global commitments to feminist movement financing
Through Action Coalition Six, Gender Links supports global efforts to increase funding for feminist movements and organisations, including those led by trans, intersex and non-binary people, recognising that sustainable movements require predictable and flexible resources. 

What We Will Do (2026–2030)
Over the next five years, Gender Links will deepen its engagement in global advocacy platforms to strengthen feminist movement building and connect regional activism with global policy processes.

Strengthen participation in global gender equality platforms
Gender Links will continue to contribute to the Generation Equality process and other global gender equality platforms, ensuring that Southern African experiences and priorities inform international commitments.

Advocate for increased financing for feminist movements
Gender Links will advocate for increased public and private investment in women-led and feminist organisations, including those led by young women and gender-diverse communities.

Promote civic space and protection of feminist activists
Through global and regional advocacy networks, Gender Links will support initiatives that defend civic space and protect the work of women human rights defenders and feminist organisers.

Strengthen leadership pathways for young feminists
Gender Links will support initiatives that expand leadership opportunities for young feminist leaders and girls, ensuring their meaningful participation in policy and decision-making processes.

Connect global commitments with regional action
Gender Links will translate global commitments made through the Generation Equality framework into regional advocacy initiatives through networks such as the Southern African Gender Protocol Alliance, the Women of the South Speak Out (WOSSO) fellowship programme and other feminist movement platforms.

How We Will Measure Change
Progress will be measured through indicators that capture advocacy influence, movement strengthening and participation in global gender equality processes.

Key indicators will include:
· Participation of Gender Links and regional partners in global gender equality platforms and policy processes.
· Evidence of Southern African priorities reflected in global advocacy commitments and policy discussions.
· Increased financing commitments for feminist movements and women-led organisations.
· Increased participation and leadership of women, young feminists and marginalised communities in decision-making processes.
· Strengthened linkages between global advocacy platforms and regional feminist networks.




2. [image: ]Local Action for Gender Justice
Local action has proven to be one of the most effective pathways for advancing gender justice across the SADC region. Gender Links’ experience shows that interventions rooted in local contexts, through partnerships with councils, communities, schools and civil society organisations, produce the most sustainable and measurable results. Evidence from programmes in Zimbabwe, Mauritius, Lesotho and Madagascar demonstrates that initiatives built on strong local ownership, collaborative planning and integrated approaches to economic empowerment, gender-based violence (GBV) prevention and inclusive governance achieve both community legitimacy and lasting impact.

Local action enables gender equality commitments to translate into practical change in people’s daily lives. By working directly with local authorities and community structures, Gender Links strengthens accountability, promotes inclusive governance and ensures that gender justice initiatives respond to the realities faced by women, girls and marginalised communities.

Through the Centres of Excellence for Gender in Local Government, community action plans and partnerships with councils, Gender Links will continue to translate regional advocacy and policy commitments into practical local change.

Goal
To advance gender justice across Southern Africa by strengthening local governance, community participation and economic empowerment initiatives that translate gender equality commitments into tangible local change.

Specific Objectives
· Strengthen partnerships with local authorities, communities and civil society organisations to implement gender-responsive local action programmes.
· Integrate gender equality priorities into local governance processes, including local economic development plans and gender action plans.
· Promote community-based initiatives addressing gender-based violence, economic empowerment and inclusive governance.
· Strengthen youth leadership and participation in local gender justice initiatives.
· Ensure inclusive and intersectional approaches that engage marginalised communities, including LGBTQI persons.
· Generate evidence from local initiatives to inform regional advocacy and policy influence.

What We Have Achieved
Gender Links’ local action model has demonstrated measurable impact across several SADC countries by linking governance reform, community engagement and economic empowerment initiatives.

Strengthening local governance and partnerships
Gender Links has built strong partnerships with local councils, government ministries and community organisations to advance gender equality at the local level. Through the Centres of Excellence for Gender in Local Government model, councils have developed gender action plans, implemented gender-responsive budgeting initiatives and integrated gender equality priorities into local governance processes.

These partnerships have strengthened accountability and created platforms for collaborative planning between local authorities and communities.

Promoting integrated community-based interventions
Programmes implemented in countries such as Zimbabwe, Mauritius, Lesotho and Madagascar demonstrate that integrated approaches addressing gender-based violence prevention, economic empowerment and inclusive governance achieve stronger outcomes than isolated interventions.

Community-level initiatives have included safe housing for survivors of violence, community awareness campaigns, economic empowerment programmes and local policy advocacy. By linking protective services with economic opportunities, Gender Links has supported survivors of violence to rebuild their lives while strengthening community-level prevention efforts.

Advancing economic empowerment through entrepreneurship
Entrepreneurship initiatives form an important component of Gender Links’ local action work, particularly in South Africa. By supporting women survivors of gender-based violence to achieve economic independence, these programmes address both the immediate and structural drivers of gender inequality.

Working closely with local councils, Gender Links integrates entrepreneurship initiatives into municipal Local Economic Development plans, ensuring that economic empowerment strategies align with broader community development priorities.

Since 2023, the programme has engaged women across ten local councils in Gauteng, Limpopo, Northern Cape and Western Cape. Participants receive training in financial management, marketing, leadership and business planning, as well as seed funding to start or expand businesses. Ongoing mentorship and digital skills support, including the use of ICT tools for marketing and communication, help participants strengthen their businesses and expand market access.

The programme has demonstrated measurable impact through increased income, business growth and improved digital engagement. Participants also report increased confidence and decision-making power within households and communities, illustrating the link between economic empowerment and gender justice.

What We Have Learned
Gender Links’ experience implementing local action programmes across the region has generated several key lessons.

Local ownership strengthens sustainability
Interventions that are co-designed and implemented with local authorities and communities achieve stronger accountability, relevance and sustainability.

Partnerships enable scale and credibility
Collaboration with government institutions, private sector actors and community organisations strengthens programme legitimacy and enables expansion to additional councils and communities.

Evidence-based planning improves impact
Using data from gender-responsive budgeting processes, community surveys and GBV studies provides a strong foundation for informed planning and policy advocacy.

Inclusivity strengthens local relevance
Engaging youth, young women and marginalised communities, including LGBTQI groups, ensures that programmes reflect diverse experiences and strengthen community ownership.

Economic empowerment strengthens GBV prevention
Linking economic empowerment initiatives with GBV prevention efforts enables survivors to achieve independence and reduces vulnerability to further violence.

What We Will Do (2026–2030)
Over the next five years, Gender Links will strengthen and scale its local action model to deepen impact and strengthen links between community initiatives and regional advocacy.
Expand the Centres of Excellence model

Gender Links will strengthen partnerships with additional local councils across the region to expand the implementation of gender action plans and gender-responsive governance practices.

Strengthen economic empowerment initiatives
Entrepreneurship programmes will be expanded to additional councils, with stronger digital and financial literacy components and structured mentorship networks to support women entrepreneurs.

Strengthen youth leadership and participation
Programmes will deliberately integrate young women and youth leaders into local governance and community initiatives to promote intergenerational leadership and innovation.

Strengthen intersectional approaches
Gender Links will deepen engagement with marginalised communities, including LGBTQI groups, ensuring that local action programmes reflect inclusive and intersectional approaches to gender justice.

Strengthen evidence for regional advocacy
Evidence generated through local action initiatives will be systematically documented and consolidated to inform national and regional policy advocacy through platforms such as the Southern African Gender Protocol Alliance.

How We Will Measure Change
Progress will be measured through indicators that capture improvements in local governance, economic empowerment and community engagement.

Key indicators will include:
· Increased number of local councils implementing gender action plans through the Centres of Excellence model.
· Increased integration of gender equality priorities into Local Economic Development plans and municipal policies.
· Increased income, business growth and financial independence among women participating in entrepreneurship programmes.
· Improved participation of youth and marginalised groups in local governance and community initiatives.
· Evidence of strengthened local responses to gender-based violence, including access to support services and prevention initiatives.
· Increased use of local evidence to inform national and regional gender equality advocacy.


3. The Grants and Fellowships Unit (GFU) 
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Gender Links advances gender justice not only through its programme pillars but also through strategic investments in feminist organisations and leaders. The Grants and Fellowships Unit (GFU) provides an important pathway to strengthen feminist movements by resourcing women’s rights organisations, nurturing feminist leadership, and supporting networks capable of influencing policy and social transformation.

Through feminist grant-making and fellowship programmes, Gender Links supports grassroots organisations, emerging leaders and regional alliances working to advance gender equality across Southern Africa. Grant-making strengthens institutional capacity, sustainability and advocacy impact among women’s rights organisations, while fellowships cultivate leaders who connect grassroots realities with national, regional and global policy spaces.

Together, these approaches amplify women’s voice, leadership and agency, foster collaboration across movements and ensure that resources contribute directly to long-term systemic change.

Guided by lessons from programmes such as the Renewed Women’s Voice and Leadership (RWVL) initiative, the Marang Fund and the Women of the South Speak Out (WOSSO) fellowships, Gender Links will continue to strengthen feminist movements through core funding, leadership development and strategic partnerships between 2026 and 2030.

Grant Making
Goal
To build strong, sustainable feminist movements in Southern Africa by providing multi-year funding and institutional support to women’s rights organisations working to advance gender justice.

Specific Objectives
· Provide multi-year core and opportunity grants to women’s rights organisations across Southern Africa.
· Strengthen governance, financial management and monitoring and evaluation systems among partner organisations.
· Support evidence-based advocacy and programming around GL’s 5 key pillars. 
· Facilitate peer learning, networking and collective feminist action among women’s rights organisations in Southern Africa.
· Increase women’s visibility and voice in media and public discourse through supported advocacy initiatives.
· Promote organisational sustainability and resilience among feminist organisations.

What We Have Achieved
Through programmes such as the Renewed Women’s Voice and Leadership (RWVL), the Marang Fund programme and the Women of the South Speak Out (WOSSO) fellowships, Gender Links has strengthened feminist organisations across the region and supported collective action for gender justice.

· Expanding support for women’s rights organisations
Gender Links has successfully disbursed grants to organisations working across diverse thematic areas, strengthening grassroots activism and community-based advocacy.

In South Africa, grants have reached organisations across all nine provinces, supporting local initiatives addressing gender-based violence, economic empowerment, political participation and social justice.

At a regional level, Gender Links has also strengthened its inclusive grant-making portfolio through targeted support for organisations advancing the rights of sexual and gender minorities. This work recognises that gender justice requires movements that address discrimination based on sexual orientation and gender identity.

Through a regional flagship funding initiative supporting LGBTQI organisations, more than €1 million in direct grants has been deployed to support 20 organisations across Botswana, Lesotho, Namibia, Madagascar and Mauritius. Implemented through a regional partnership between Gender Links and the Botswana Network on Ethics, Law and HIV/AIDS (BONELA), with support from the European Union, the programme has strengthened grassroots organisations advocating for equality, dignity and access to sexual and reproductive health and rights.

These initiatives have supported organisations to:
· Strengthen community support systems and safe spaces for LGBTQI persons
· Advocate for legal and policy reform and protection from discrimination
· Increase the visibility of marginalised communities in public discourse and media
· Contribute to norm and narrative change around gender, sexuality and human rights

Strengthening organisational capacity
Through targeted capacity development initiatives, supported organisations have strengthened governance structures, improved financial management systems and enhanced strategic planning processes. These improvements have increased organisational accountability and sustainability.

Capacity strengthening initiatives have also supported smaller and emerging organisations, including those working in politically sensitive or marginalised spaces, to develop stronger institutional systems and sustain advocacy work in complex political environments.

Building networks and collaborative platforms
Linking and Learning and Voice and Choice summits have provided opportunities for partner organisations to exchange knowledge, build partnerships and coordinate advocacy initiatives. These platforms have strengthened collaboration among feminist organisations and amplified their collective voice.

Regional initiatives have also fostered partnerships between women’s rights organisations and LGBTQI organisations, strengthening intersectional feminist alliances and cross-movement collaboration.

Advancing joint advocacy initiatives
Grant-supported organisations have worked collaboratively to advocate for policy reforms and raise awareness on critical gender justice issues. These efforts have strengthened public engagement and policy dialogue on gender-based violence, SRHR, economic justice and the protection of marginalised communities from discrimination and violence.

What We Have Learned
Gender Links’ experience in feminist grant-making has generated several important lessons.

Long-term core funding drives sustainable impact
Multi-year core funding enables organisations to plan strategically, strengthen internal systems and sustain programmes beyond short-term project cycles.

Capacity strengthening builds resilience
Investments in governance, financial management and monitoring systems significantly improve organisational stability and effectiveness, particularly for emerging organisations operating in resource-constrained environments.

Intersectional approaches strengthen feminist movements
Supporting organisations that work with diverse communities, including youth, rural women and LGBTQI communities, strengthens the inclusiveness and reach of feminist movements and ensures that advocacy reflects the realities of those most affected by inequality.

Regional partnerships strengthen grant-making impact
Collaborative grant-making models involving regional partners strengthen programme governance, contextual understanding and reach. Partnerships with organisations working directly with marginalised communities improve accountability and deepen impact.

Narrative change is central to advancing rights
Beyond policy advocacy, grant-supported initiatives demonstrate the importance of shifting social norms and public narratives around gender, sexuality and equality. Strategic engagement with media, storytelling and public dialogue plays a critical role in challenging stigma and advancing inclusive human rights frameworks.

What We Will Do (2026–2030)
Over the next five years, Gender Links will strengthen its grant-making approach to deepen the impact and sustainability of feminist organisations across the region.

Expand multi-year feminist funding
Gender Links will increase the scale of multi-year funding for women’s rights organisations and other gender justice actors to support long-term movement-building and institutional growth.

Strengthen leadership and institutional capacity
Grant programmes will incorporate structured support for organisational leadership development, governance strengthening and monitoring and evaluation systems.

Deepen intersectional and inclusive grant-making
Gender Links will continue to support organisations working with diverse and marginalised communities, including LGBTQI organisations, recognising their role in advancing inclusive sexual and reproductive health and rights and strengthening broader feminist movements.

Scale advocacy on priority gender justice issues
Funding streams will prioritise advocacy initiatives addressing gender-based violence, sexual and reproductive health and rights, economic justice and climate justice, Gender and Media, Women in Politics, while strengthening initiatives that promote equality, dignity and protection from discrimination.

Strengthen regional partnerships and collaborative funding models
Gender Links will expand partnerships with regional civil society organisations and networks to strengthen grant governance, improve reach and deepen collective impact across Southern Africa.

Promote norm and narrative change
Grant programmes will increasingly support initiatives that engage media, storytelling and public dialogue to shift harmful norms and strengthen inclusive narratives on gender equality, diversity and human rights.

How We Will Measure Change
Progress will be measured through indicators that capture organisational growth, network strengthening and advocacy influence.
Key indicators will include:
· Number and diversity of organisations funded through grant programmes across Southern Africa
· Total value of grants disbursed to feminist and gender justice organisations
· Increased support to organisations working with marginalised and under-represented communities, including LGBTQI groups
· Improvements in organisational governance, financial management and sustainability indicators among supported organisations
· Evidence of policy engagement and advocacy influence generated by partner organisations
· Expansion of regional networks and collaborative advocacy initiatives among grantees
· Increased media engagement and evidence of narrative change on gender equality, SRHR and diversity and inclusion issues


[image: ]Fellowships: A Pathway for Feminist Leadership and Movement Building
Fellowships are a key pathway through which Gender Links nurtures feminist leadership, strengthens movements and amplifies the voices of women from the Global South in regional and global policy spaces. By investing in individuals as change agents within organisations and networks, the fellowship programmes complement Gender Links’ broader programme work. They ensure that leadership development, advocacy and knowledge generation are integrated into wider efforts to advance gender justice.

Through structured fellowships, Gender Links equips emerging and established leaders with the skills, networks and platforms required to influence policy, shape public discourse and strengthen feminist movements. Fellows serve as connectors between grassroots realities and regional and global decision-making spaces, bringing lived experiences into policy debates while also translating global commitments into local action.

Gender Links’ experience with programmes such as the Women of the South Speak Out (WOSSO) Fellowship demonstrates that deliberate investment in individual leaders generates multiplier effects. Fellows strengthen organisations, mobilise communities, contribute to evidence-based advocacy and build alliances across movements and sectors. Lessons from these experiences inform Gender Links’ broader fellowship strategy for 2026–2030, which positions fellowships as a strategic tool for feminist leadership development, movement strengthening and policy influence.

Goal
To strengthen feminist leadership across Southern Africa and the Global South by supporting fellows who can influence policy, strengthen movements and connect grassroots advocacy with regional and global decision-making processes.

Specific Objectives
· Develop feminist leadership and advocacy capacity among women leaders and gender justice advocates.
· Position fellows as movement actors and policy influencers in national, regional and global spaces.
· Strengthen connections between fellows, feminist movements and civil society networks.
· Promote intergenerational leadership and mentorship within gender justice movements.
· Generate evidence, knowledge and advocacy narratives that inform policy and strengthen public discourse on gender equality.

What We Have Achieved
Gender Links has demonstrated the value of fellowships as a tool for leadership development and movement building through programmes implemented over the past decade.

Strengthening feminist leadership
Fellowship initiatives have supported women leaders from diverse sectors and countries, strengthening their advocacy skills, leadership confidence and policy engagement capacity.

Connecting grassroots realities with global policy spaces
Fellows have participated in major regional and international platforms, contributing perspectives from the Global South to policy dialogues on issues such as the care economy, gender-based violence, sexual and reproductive health and rights and climate justice.

Strengthening movement linkages
Fellowships have strengthened collaboration between individual leaders, feminist organisations and broader movements, creating networks of advocates who work collectively to advance gender justice.

Generating knowledge and advocacy content
Fellows have contributed to research, storytelling and policy dialogues that bring lived experiences into global debates, strengthening evidence-based advocacy.

What We Have Learned
Gender Links’ experience with fellowship programmes has produced several important lessons that shape the future direction of this work.

Investment in individuals creates multiplier effects
Fellows often become catalysts for change within their organisations, communities and movements. Supporting individuals therefore strengthens broader institutional and movement-level impact.

Strategic engagement in policy spaces strengthens influence
Fellows are most effective when they are supported to participate in key regional and global platforms where gender equality agendas are negotiated.

Structured support and mentorship are essential
As fellows gain visibility and influence, ongoing mentorship and coordination are critical to sustain leadership development and strategic engagement.

Linkages with movements increase impact
Fellowships are most effective when fellows remain connected to grassroots organisations and feminist networks, ensuring that advocacy remains grounded in lived realities.

Collective advocacy strengthens legitimacy
Fellows have greater influence when they engage as part of broader feminist movements and alliances rather than as individual advocates.

What We Will Do (2026–2030)
Between 2026 and 2030, Gender Links will strengthen fellowships as a strategic pathway for leadership development and movement building.

Expand fellowship opportunities
Gender Links will mobilise resources to increase the number and diversity of fellows supported, with particular attention to emerging feminist leaders and advocates from underrepresented communities.

Integrate fellowships into grant programmes and programme pillars
Fellowship opportunities will be embedded within major grant initiatives and linked to Gender Links’ five programme pillars to ensure stronger alignment between leadership development and programme outcomes.

Strengthen mentorship and leadership development
Structured mentorship, coaching and peer learning platforms will support fellows in developing their leadership and advocacy capacities.

Increase engagement in policy spaces
Fellows will be supported to participate in national, regional and global policy processes, ensuring that feminist perspectives from the Global South shape international debates.

Strengthen movement linkages
Gender Links will facilitate stronger connections between fellows, civil society organisations and feminist movements to promote collective advocacy and knowledge exchange.

Strengthen monitoring, evaluation and learning systems
Improved monitoring systems will document fellows’ advocacy work, leadership development and policy influence, strengthening accountability and learning.

How We Will Measure Change
Progress will be measured through indicators that capture leadership development, advocacy influence and movement strengthening.

Key indicators will include:
· Increased number and diversity of fellows supported across programmes.
· Evidence of leadership growth and advocacy initiatives led by fellows.
· Increased participation of fellows in regional and global policy platforms.
· Strengthened connections between fellows, civil society organisations and feminist networks.
· Increased visibility of feminist voices from the Global South in policy debates and media discourse.




4. Diversity and inclusion 
[image: ]
Several forms of exclusion intersect with gender to compound the misogyny associated with patriarchal norms. These include race, class, the rural/urban divide, age, disability, occupation (especially sex work), sexual orientation and gender identity. These multiple burdens of exclusion result in even higher levels of violence for certain categories of women. 

Women from marginalised groups, for example women with disabilities, indigenous women and LGBTI persons, experience multiple and intersecting layers of discrimination, violence, stigma and exclusion. Social gender norms that see SGBV as acceptable persist. Women and girls with disabilities form a critical category of women facing multiple forms of discrimination based on their multiple identities. While there are targeted policies and programmes for persons with disabilities, challenges related to access to basic services, buildings, housing, and transport remain a challenge. 
 
Laws and policies toward LGBTQI+ people vary dramatically across the 16 SADC countries, ranging from very progressive to highly repressive. Five countries – Angola, Botswana, Mozambique, Seychelles, and South Africa – have removed or struck down laws criminalising consensual same-sex acts. Southern Africa includes both the first country in the world to ban sexual orientation discrimination constitutionally (South Africa in 1996) and to legalise same-sex marriage (South Africa in 2006), and countries where consensual same-sex activity is still criminalised with harsh penalties (for example, up to life imprisonment in Tanzania and Zambia). Many of these punitive laws are remnants of colonial-era penal codes that outlaw “unnatural acts”.  

The tide of global backlash has had devastating effects in our region. Foreign aid for women and LGBTQI organisations and programs has been drastically cut or frozen, forcing many organisations to shut down.  Programs supporting sexual and reproductive health, gender equity, and LGBTQI rights in developing countries face severe funding gaps. This has resulted in reduced access to healthcare, increased unintended pregnancies, unsafe abortions, and worsened human rights conditions for women and LGBTQI people globally. Other governments have been emboldened to adopt similar rollback policies, amplifying the global backlash against these rights.   According to the 2025 Women’s Rights in Review - 30 Years After Beijing Report, almost one-quarter of countries reported that backlash against gender equality is hampering the implementation of the Beijing Platform for Action.

In 2025, GL took a bold move to realise the aspirations of its vision: an inclusive, equal and just society for women and girls in all their diversity.  With support from the European Union, GL launched the Euro 3 million Marang LGBTIQ fund in five Southern African countries: Botswana, Namibia, Lesotho, Madagascar and Mauritius.   
Marang means “rays of light” in Setswana. This Fund is a collaboration between Gender Links (GL) and the Botswana Network on Ethics, Law and HIV/AIDS (BONELA). While implementation, including strategic litigation, is in the five countries, the fund has a bold vision: to champion diversity and inclusion from within the women’s movement, notably the Southern Africa Gender Protocol Alliance. 


The Marang Fund combines grantmaking, movement accompaniment, research and institutional reform. Following an open regional call for proposals, twenty LGBTIQ-led organisations across the five participating countries were selected and supported through a structured onboarding process that emphasised safeguarding, accountability and movement legitimacy.
Goals: Southern African countries make significant progress towards recognising the human rights and inclusion in LGBTIQ persons in all spheres of public and private life.
Specific goals 
· LGBTIQ organisations in five Southern African countries strengthened to conduct advocacy, provide services to their constituents and engage regionally	
· Significant progress towards legal and policy changes for LGBTIQ rights	
· Changes in attitude and behaviour towards LGBTIQ persons 
· Institutional change within Gender Links.  

What we have achieved
Strong organisations and movements: Each organisation receives financial support alongside technical accompaniment. Gender Links established grant management systems, multilingual resources, reporting tools and governance mechanisms to support this work. A rotational Project Steering Committee ensures that grantee partners, allied organisations and regional stakeholders participate in programme oversight and strategic direction.
Capacity strengthening is a central pillar of the model. Organisational Development Scorecard assessments conducted with partner organisations revealed strong community legitimacy and activist leadership, but also highlighted areas requiring support, including financial sustainability, security protocols, digital infrastructure and institutional learning systems. These findings inform tailored accompaniment rather than one-size-fits-all training.

[image: ]Gender Links’ learning platforms play a critical role in this process. The GL Academy has supported partners through courses including Fundraising and Sustainability and Mainstreaming SOGIE: Changing Discourse and Shifting Narratives, equipping activists and organisations with tools to strengthen governance, advocacy and institutional resilience. Technical support provided through country-level coaching on monitoring and evaluation, communications and financial systems reinforces this learning in practice.

The Marang Fund demonstrates how Gender Links connects local advocacy efforts with regional movement building. Partner organisations in Botswana, Lesotho, Namibia, Madagascar and Mauritius pursue advocacy strategies tailored to their national contexts, including legal reform initiatives, policy dialogue and community mobilisation. These national efforts are strengthened through regional platforms that allow organisations to exchange strategies, share evidence and coordinate advocacy efforts.
A key institutional vehicle for this regional alignment is the Inclusion and Diversity Cluster within the Southern African Gender Protocol Alliance, which Gender Links convenes as part of its broader movement ecosystem. Through this platform, Marang grantee partners work alongside feminist, governance and human rights organisations to ensure that LGBTIQ inclusion is integrated into wider gender justice advocacy across the region. 
Members of the Alliance designated as Champions of Marang play a particularly important role in advancing this agenda, helping to connect LGBTIQ priorities with broader campaigns on democracy, SRHR, accountability and social justice. This intersectional approach has been reflected in several regional advocacy processes supported by Gender Links and its partners, including civil society inputs to the SADC Heads of State Summit, engagement with the SADC Parliamentary Forum, and the adoption of civil society declarations that frame LGBTIQ inclusion as inseparable from broader struggles for democratic governance and human rights. A central theme across these platforms is the need to address the enduring impact of colonial-era penal codes across much of the African continent. 
Legal and policy work: By situating decriminalisation within a Pan-African conversation about colonial legal legacies, bodily autonomy and equal citizenship, Gender Links and its partners are helping to build a broader coalition for reform that recognises how these inherited legal systems continue to shape exclusion across multiple identities and communities. In this way, the Marang Fund contributes not only to strengthening LGBTIQ organisations, but also to advancing a more intersectional and decolonial vision of justice within regional gender and governance movements. These spaces reinforce solidarity across borders and situate LGBTIQ inclusion within broader struggles for gender justice, democratic participation and human rights.
Through this model, Gender Links helps ensure that LGBTIQ advocacy is not isolated but integrated into wider regional movements working to advance equality.
Changing attitudes: A distinctive feature of the Marang approach is the combination of research, storytelling and media engagement to shift public narratives. Across the five countries, Gender Links conducted a Diversity and Inclusion Survey that reached 1,762 respondents. The findings revealed an important paradox: while many individuals expressed personal support for equality, social norms and public discourse often remain constrained by stigma and silence.
GL also works with media practitioners to strengthen responsible reporting on sexual diversity and gender identity. Training initiatives equip journalists with the knowledge and language needed to report ethically and accurately on LGBTIQ issues. Together, these strategies help shift public discourse from silence and stigma toward recognition and dignity.
The fund is collecting a data base of I-Stories or personal accounts. Through this initiative community members share lived experiences of resilience, identity and belonging. These stories humanise issues that are often discussed only in abstract policy terms and contribute to a growing body of narrative evidence that supports advocacy efforts. These are not treated as isolated testimonials, but as programme learning and accountability tools. A preliminary thematic analysis has been undertaken, identifying recurring patterns related to discrimination in health, education, family and faith spaces, as well as pathways of resilience, collective care and leadership emergence. These insights are being used to inform advocacy priorities, strategic litigation sequencing and public communication, ensuring that qualitative evidence meaningfully complements quantitative indicators in the Logical Framework. 

Dissemination has been carefully paced and curated. During the 16 Days of Activism, Gender Links published one I-Story per day on the GL Events website, using a thematic approach that sustained visibility while respecting contributor safety. 

[bookmark: _Toc220342401]Institutional transformation within Gender Links
Beyond strengthening partner organisations, the Marang Fund has catalysed significant institutional transformation within Gender Links itself.
As the organisation expanded its work on LGBTIQ inclusion, Gender Links undertook deliberate steps to embed inclusive practice across its internal systems. Policies, training programmes and operational tools have been reviewed to ensure they reflect the diversity of communities served by the organisation.
Staff across programmes have participated in SOGIE awareness and inclusion training, strengthening the organisation’s capacity to engage respectfully and confidently with diverse communities. Monitoring and evaluation systems have been updated to include more inclusive registration and data collection practices. Safeguarding protocols have been strengthened to ensure that convenings and regional gatherings are safe and inclusive spaces for all participants. GL has strengthened participant data gathering to include various LGBTIQ categories, not just the conventional “other”. Ten percent of GL staff across various countries identify as LGBTIQ. 
Next steps: Cross‑country takeaways
[image: ]Through the Marang Fund, Gender Links is contributing to the emergence of a stronger and more connected movement for equality in Southern Africa. By embedding LGBTIQ inclusion within its programmes, policies and partnerships, the organisation is helping to cultivate leadership, solidarity and collective action toward a future in which all people can participate fully and with dignity.






5. Linking and Learning- across the generations 

[image: ]The Voice and Choice Summit
Since 2004, the Voice and Choice Summit has served as Gender Links’ (GL) premier platform for linking, learning, and sharing best practices on advancing gender equality across Southern Africa. The Summit brings together local authorities, civil society organisations, grassroots practitioners, media, youth, and government actors to exchange innovations, reflect on lessons learned, and collectively strengthen feminist movements. Beyond its role as an awards event, the Summit functions as a strategic mechanism for evidence gathering, knowledge sharing, and reinforcing accountability across SADC member states.

Goal
To facilitate cross-sectoral learning, strengthen feminist movements, and link local action to regional and global policy influence through a structured platform for knowledge exchange and evidence-based advocacy.

Specific Objectives
· Promote the sharing of best practices and innovative approaches in gender equality and women’s empowerment.
· Consolidate evidence from local initiatives, grants, fellowships, and community programmes to inform national and regional policy.
· Strengthen partnerships between women’s rights organisations, local authorities, and mainstream actors.
· Recognise and amplify the contributions of champions of gender equality across Southern Africa.
· Support the replication and scaling of successful strategies across communities and countries.

Key Actions (2026–2030)
1. Facilitate Knowledge Exchange and Learning
· Host the Summit as an annual platform for sharing case studies, innovations, and lessons from across SADC.
· Highlight practical approaches in domains such as gender-responsive budgeting, local economic development, sexual and reproductive health and rights, leadership, youth engagement, and media advocacy.
· Ensure multi-level participation, including local authorities, grassroots actors, civil society, media, and youth leaders.

2. Integrate Evidence from Programmes and Initiatives
· Consolidate insights from grant-supported organisations, fellowships, and local action programmes.
· Document outcomes and impact to inform policy and strengthen advocacy at national and regional levels.
· Showcase evidence-based strategies that can be adapted or scaled in other contexts.

3. Strengthen Partnerships and Networks
· Facilitate dialogue between women’s rights and mainstream organisations.
· Promote peer-to-peer learning and cross-sectoral collaboration.
· Build lasting networks that extend beyond individual projects or countries.

4. Amplify Voices of Marginalised and Emerging Leaders
· Ensure deliberate participation of youth, LGBTIQ+ leaders, and other underrepresented groups.
· Recognise contributions of women champions to inspire replication and community engagement.
· Embed mentorship and intergenerational exchange in Summit activities.

5. Align the Summit with Strategic Pillars and Advocacy Goals
· Integrate Summit programming with Gender Links’ five programme pillars and broader regional priorities.
· Use insights from the Summit to reinforce accountability, inform policy submissions, and support evidence-driven advocacy.
· Promote structured reflection to guide future programme design and regional interventions.

Expected Outcomes / Impact
· Increased knowledge sharing and learning among local authorities, civil society, and grassroots actors.
· Stronger linkages between local initiatives and regional and global policy processes.
· Expanded networks and collaborations across sectors and countries.
· Recognition and replication of successful gender equality strategies.
· Enhanced evidence base for advocacy and policy development.
· Greater visibility and leadership opportunities for emerging and marginalised feminist leaders.

How we will measure change
Progress will be tracked using indicators that capture participation, knowledge dissemination, and policy influence:
· Number of organisations, fellows, and participants attending the Summit.
· Quality, diversity, and replication of case studies and documented best practices.
· Uptake of lessons learned in national and regional policies or programmes.
· Strengthening of networks and alliances across Southern Africa.
· Evidence of increased collaboration and cross-sectoral engagement.
· Amplified visibility and influence of youth, LGBTIQ+, and emerging leaders.
· Documentation of policy submissions and advocacy initiatives informed by Summit outcomes.
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1     GL’s  PROGRAMME OF ACTION   202 6 to 2030     O VERVIEW    The period leading into the Gender Links (GL) Strategy 2026 – 2030 represents an important moment in the global gender  equality movement. Over the past five years, the international  community commemorated the 30th anniversary of the Beijing  Platform for Acti on through the Beijing+30 review process,  culminating at the sixty - ninth session of the Commission on the  Status of Women (CSW69). This milestone was informed by  regional review processes across Africa and other regions,  highlighting both progress made and   persistent challenges in  advancing women’s rights.     During this period, Africa also witnessed notable milestones in global and regional leadership.  For the first time, the G20 Summit was hosted on African soil under the leadership of South  Africa, signalling the continent’s growing influence in global gover nance. Major global  convenings on gender equality, including the Women Deliver Conference, were hosted in  Africa, reinforcing the continent’s role in advancing gender justice. At the national level,  several African countries elected women to the highest po litical office, including Tanzania and  Namibia, demonstrating important gains in women’s political leadership.     Despite these developments, progress toward gender equality remains uneven. The global  commitment to   Sustainable Development Goal 5   is far from being realised for women and  girls in all their diversity. Structural inequalities persist, including discriminatory social norms,  economic exclusion, gender - based violence, and contradictions between progressive statutory  laws and customary le gal systems that continue to undermine women’s rights.     At the same time, the operating environment for civil society has become increasingly  complex. Since the implementation of the GL 2020 – 2025 Strategy, the sector has faced  growing backlash against women’s rights, shrinking civic space and significant fundin g  constraints affecting organisations across the Global South. These dynamics have resulted in  programme contractions, job losses and increased competition for limited resources, requiring  organisations to adapt and strengthen their strategic focus.     The GL Programmes Strategy 2026 – 2030 builds on 25 years of experience while responding  to emerging global and regional realities. It aligns with the organisation’s revised vision of an  inclusive, equal and just society for women and girls and places greate r emphasis on  integrated, results - oriented programming. Key strategic shifts include:      A holistic approach to sexual and reproductive health and rights (SRHR), recognising  its links to economic empowerment and freedom from violence.      Strengthening gender mainstreaming within media and local governance systems to  promote institutional accountability.      Expanding opportunities for women’s participation in social, economic and political life,  particularly for marginalised groups.      Strengthening partnerships to sustain and scale gender equality initiatives.      Deepening youth engagement by positioning young people as leaders and change  agents.      Diversifying resource mobilisation strategies to ensure long - term sustainability.      

