
Page 1 of 11 
 

 
 
PROGRAM DATE: 2015-10-01 

PROGRAM NAME: WOMANITY WOMEN IN UNITY  

GUEST NAME: AMBASSADOR BRIGITTE ÖPPINGER-WALCHSHOFER 

 

SPEAKER TRANSCRIPTION 

DR. MALKA 
(INTRODUCTION) 

 

Hello, I’m Dr. Amaleya Goneos-Malka, welcome to ‘Womanity – Women in unity’. 
The show that celebrates prominent and ordinary African women’s milestone 
achievements in their struggles for liberation, self-emancipation, human rights, 
democracy, racism, socio-economic class division and gender based violence.  

DR. MALKA 
(GUEST 
SYNOPSIS) 

Joining us in studio today is the Ambassador of Austria to South Africa Brigitte 
Öppinger-Walchshofer. The Ambassador not only has South Africa as part of her 
jurisdiction in terms of managing, but she is also responsible for Namibia, 
Mozambique, Botswana, Angola, Mauritius and Lesotho.   

DR. MALKA Welcome to the show Ambassador. 

AMBASSADOR 

BRIGITTE 
ÖPPINGER-
WALCHSHOFER 

Thank you very much. 

DR. MALKA Ambassador, on a personal level you have served your country for almost 25 years in 
the Ministry of Foreign Affairs.  It’s a lifelong career, and throughout that you have 
held various positions. Can you share with us some of key landmarks in your career? 

AMBASSADOR 

BRIGITTE 
ÖPPINGER-
WALCHSHOFER 

Yes, I have joined the Ministry of Foreign Affairs in 1983 actually, so it nearly 
makes 32 years in the meantime and I am an economist by training so I have a 
Masters in Economic Sciences.  So at the beginning actually I wanted to join a 
multi-national company or any other company and then I discovered the 
Diplomatic Academy in Vienna and this made me very interested in Foreign 
Policy. So after my post graduate studies at the Diplomatic Academy in Vienna, 
I joined the Ministry of Foreign Affairs.  For some reason, right from the 
beginning I had a very strong interest in the African continent as this is the 
biggest neighbour continent we have, we are just separated through the 
Mediterranean Sea, so I made it very clear to the Ministry of Foreign Affairs 
that I would like to concentrate on two continents – the one is my own Europe 
and the second one is Africa.  So I started off in Turkey as my first posting 
which is for Austrians particularly fascinating because of our joined history, 
partly as allies partly as adversaries.  Then we went on to Paris which is also 
very fascinating and then we started with Africa.   

DR. MALKA What was your particular interest that attracted you to Africa as a continent? 

AMBASSADOR 

BRIGITTE 
ÖPPINGER-
WALCHSHOFER 

Well neighbouring continents, we are very close and it is for me a continent with 
enormous perspectives, enormous beauty – on a personal level I find Southern 
Africa is the most beautiful region of Africa, but of course other people might 
differ from that – I just think the diversity that you have here in cultures, in 
climate zones in the whole of Southern Africa, the jurisdiction which I have at 
the moment is just the most beautiful and the most fascinating.  No but I was 
very interested in history, in politics, in culture and of course also in trade.  And 
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as I am an economist, I always found that the economic perspectives of these 
continents are enormous and I was not sure whether we really use them to the 
full as Austria, although particularly Southern Africa is the area where the 
majority of the Austrian trade goes and the majority of the imports are from the 
African continent come because without Africa we do about one third of our 
trade with Africa in general and with the SADC region this was very interesting 
for me.  

DR. MALKA And in terms of the trade, the commodities - what are the type of exchanges? 

AMBASSADOR 

BRIGITTE 
ÖPPINGER-
WALCHSHOFER 

Well we do all sorts of things.  We by semi-finalized products from South 
Africa, we buy cars from South Africa because of the car industry here, we also 
do buy commodities such as iron ore for example or other commodities you 
have, and the good thing about it is that it’s half-half.  So you are balanced in 
our trade volume, it’s about €500 million in one direction and €500 million in 
the other directions, so it gives us a €1 billion of euros of bilateral trade with 
South Africa alone.  So when I ended up in South Africa for the first time, this 
was between 1989 and 1992 it was a particularly fascinating time, because this 
was the time when the future president Mandela came out of prison under 
house arrest, this was the time when this transformation slowly started to begin.  
And for me personally it was a fascinating time, because my two sons are born 
here. After my assignment in South Africa at that time as Deputy Head of 
Mission I went back to Austria and was the Director for Sub-Saharan Africa.  
So again Africa.  Africa never left me and I never left Africa.  I am sort of 
addicted to cooperation with the African continent because I find it absolutely 
fascinating.  And during this time we have developed also an African strategy; 
we called it Africa 2000 because it was developed in 1993 so 2000 was still seven 
years away and we did it because in 1995 Austria joined the European Union.  
And when you join the European Union, you sit around the table with countries 
that have much more, had much more contact with the African continent 
because Austria never had colonies on the African continent. But the British 
had, or the French had, the Germans, the Spanish, the Portuguese – so we had 
to make very clear what does Africa mean for us – do we think we should put 
our priorities - is it development cooperation is it in trade, is it in cultural 
exchange, is it in science?  And we developed this strategy Africa 2000 which 
was then step by step implemented which I found particularly gratifying, 
because if you write something and later on you see that your politicians your 
masters accept it, sign it and then give orders to be implemented.  This is a 
gratifying thing.   

DR. MALKA That’s a wonderful element of having – it’s almost your legacy that is coming into 
play and I think there is nothing better when you know you have made a meaningful 
contribution. 

 AMBASSADOR 

BRIGITTE 
ÖPPINGER-
WALCHSHOFER 

Yes, you did something which made sense, not also to yourself but also to others. 
The next post then led me to Great Britain, again as Deputy Head of Mission 
then, I opted for Ethiopia as ambassador.  Ethiopian Permanent Representative 
to the African Union because at that time the OAU developed into the AU which 
is a particularly fascinating continent-wide organization and it’s always 
interesting to observe the birth of such an organization. 

DR. MALKA And Ethiopia is the hub. 

AMBASSADOR 

BRIGITTE 
ÖPPINGER-
WALCHSHOFER 

And Ethiopia is the hub was also the seat of the OAU before the Organisation of 
African Unity and Ethiopia is also an absolutely fascinating country 
geopolitically because look where it is on the continent in the whole of Africa 
and also culturally of course.  It is a very, very interesting country and I was 
their ambassador for five years and Permanent Representative to the African 
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Union only starting with 2005 I think, because before that they didn’t really 
have Permanent Representatives from non-African countries.  Coming back 
then to Austria in 2006 and when I got there, the chance to apply for the 
Managing Director of the Austrian Development Agency  I took it.  This is the 
agency like USAID for the Americans or GIZ for the Germans or SIDA for the 
Swedish wich implements all the official development cooperation of the 
Austrian government. That means we had to reach out to the African continent 
again, because on Africa the Austrian Development Cooperation has four 
countries as so-called priority countries or four key countries and within SADC 
this is Mozambique but also partner countries, partner countries within the 
SADC region would be South Africa, Lesotho, Zimbabwe, Namibia and 
Mozambique, but also in other areas like in Western Africa it’s Burkina Faso 
for example and then Eastern Africa it’s Ethiopia and it’s Uganda.  

DR. MALKA And I would, I definitely would like to touch more on some of the work that you did 
there a little bit later in our discussion. 

AMBASSADOR 

BRIGITTE 
ÖPPINGER-
WALCHSHOFER  

And then after my assignment, I felt the urge of going back to Africa.  And it 
was a joint decision with my sons to go back to South Africa and of course in the 
meantime also as after 1994, South Africa became a different place; it was also 
possible as an embassy to cover the former Frontline States because before that, 
because of the tension between these countries and South Africa it was not 
possible.  My first term had to concentrate on South Africa, but now I can cover 
actually ten countries of the region of SADC. This is particularly fascinating 
because it is so interesting to see how different countries develop differently but 
also what they have in common and how they strive to have regional policy, 
because SADC has 15 countries I mean the European Union has 28 in the 
meantime, but all the regions in the world try to do something on the regional 
level.  Cross border try they think about maybe a common visa area, they think 
about some like in Western Africa about the common monetary area, like we 
have also in European Union with some countries, so it is very interesting to see 
this or a common Energy Policy for example; energy it’s particularly important 
also for the region or a common Water Policy because water is a challenge with 
all this climate change which happening.   

DR. MALKA And those are not geographic specific.  It affects everything now so globally and I 
heard recently that there’s been a lot of talk in terms of what’s happening in our 
aquatic life and the oceans and over-fishing and what belongs to which area and 
looking at this as regional demarcation that ultimately, we as global citizens have to 
take responsibility for what is happening.  It doesn’t depend on one entity in 
isolation. 

AMBASSADOR 

BRIGITTE 
ÖPPINGER-
WALCHSHOFER 

No absolutely, we absolutely have to work together.  

DR. MALKA Ambassador you have had a fascinating journey thus far in terms of the different 
assignments and posts that you have had the responsibility for, as well as the 
different areas of the world.  Now our program is all about gender equality which is 
increasingly a global focus, building female leadership capacity is obviously a very 
important component, because it means that things are happening at the top level and 
being able to filter down. In your opinion how do you see female leadership? 

AMBASSADOR 

BRIGITTE 
ÖPPINGER-

Well the basis is we are 50% of the world population and as we are 50% of the 
world population, we are also 50% of the talent pool of the world.  And it would 
not make sense any at all not to tap into this talent pool to the full because each 
and every society needs its whole population to build it up and to run it nicely.  
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WALCHSHOFER The basis of course for equality between the genders is that it starts off with 
equal chances, meaning in education.  Now education for me also coming from 
development in general, but absolutely because later on I will maybe tell you a 
little bit more about my personal way into development.  Education is absolute 
key and it’s absolutely key that we educate the girls.  Because an educated 
mother will have educated children; she will be particularly keen in trying to 
give both the boys and the girls she has as children a very good education 
because she will know that education is the basis for their future.  The best we 
can give our kids is education.  We might not give them money, because we 
might not inherit anything, but we can give them education. And with this 
education they can build up their lives.  

DR. MALKA Absolutely, it is something which you can’t take away; you own it as an individual.  
As you say money can come and go but education is something that remains with 
you for you to utilize as a tool.   

AMBASSADOR 

BRIGITTE 
ÖPPINGER-
WALCHSHOFER 

Yes and you can see also when countries are in some economic crisis when 
education is there, they muddle out of the crisis a little bit better because their 
population becomes very creative and they have the basis to think how can we 
get out of this with all sorts of inventions or activities.  Now, for me being a 
woman of course, equality simply pays off. 

DR. MALKA Do you find in your role that being a woman that gender equality is perhaps closer to 
your heart? 

AMBASSADOR 

BRIGITTE 
ÖPPINGER-
WALCHSHOFER 

I think it will be close to all our hearts because the transformation of gender 
roles and I come from a pretty conservative society believe me, the 
transformation of gender roles is key and we cannot concentrate on us women 
alone. We need the other half of the population for that.  We need to closely 
cooperate with the men in our society, the boys in our society and this is the 
reason why I think training for equality or awareness raising for the need of 
equality starts in the school, starts in kindergarten.  Because when we grow up 
with this idea you are a woman I am a man – wonderful, great let’s work 
together and many things are easier.  I think we have to start at a very, very 
early age because equality is just a natural thing and it would be a very sad 
thing if we wouldn’t concentrate on that.  Now how does one achieve it?  On the 
international level there are already many rules in place. 

DR. MALKA We talk about things like the millennium development goals or sustainable 
development goals. 

AMBASSADOR 

BRIGITTE 
ÖPPINGER-
WALCHSHOFER 

Yes on the international level, on the UN level on the Regional level we have 
thought about many things already, to make equality possible.  On the national 
level you know in all our different countries how many laws we have about 
equality.  But the problem lies in implementation. You need people to be strict 
to implement it.  You need governments to make sure that the laws are 
implemented and you need a population who really thinks it makes sense to 
implement this because they are aware that this is needed.  So it has different 
layers of course.  It is not so much that we have a lack of rules and laws also not 
in Austria.  The question is how is it implemented? 

DR. MALKA And you are so right when you talk about the different layers, because we have to 
have buy-in from all of the stakeholders that are responsible for making things 
happen, but also being recipients of the value of having equality.   

AMBASSADOR 

BRIGITTE 
ÖPPINGER-
WALCHSHOFER 

Yes. 
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DR. MALKA You mentioned that you come from a very conservative society.  Can you tell us a 
little bit about the state of gender equality in Austria? 

AMBASSADOR 

BRIGITTE 
ÖPPINGER-
WALCHSHOFER 

Number one like you we have a very good Constitution.  The Constitution 
makes it very clear that everybody is equal. We have equal before the law, equal 
in education – education is obligatory at least for nine years in Austria and 
everybody has to go.  So parents who do not send their kids to school are 
actually fined and the kids are taken away from them because we all know that 
education is very important.   

DR. MALKA Really? 

AMBASSADOR 

BRIGITTE 
ÖPPINGER-
WALCHSHOFER 

No they have to have a very good reason not to send the children to school.  
They might say well my child has certain disabilities, I prefer to have him/her 
educated at home.  

DR. MALKA So there’s a home schooling alternative? 

AMBASSADOR 

BRIGITTE 
ÖPPINGER-
WALCHSHOFER 

Yes, but then this child still has to undergo the normal exams, to make sure that 
it’s not left out for the future because if he/she doesn’t haven’t an education, 
what is he/she going to do? 

DR. MALKA What future do they have? 

AMBASSADOR 

BRIGITTE 
ÖPPINGER-
WALCHSHOFER 

Exactly.  So we have the legal framework there, school is obligatory for nine 
years and what is also important, girls are more and more encouraged to enter 
gender A type typical fields of study. 

DR. MALKA So we’re talking science, technology, engineering, and maths. 

AMBASSADOR 

BRIGITTE 
ÖPPINGER-
WALCHSHOFER 

Exactly, that not every girl born becomes a seamstress or a hairdresser, because 
this is typically female job for example or teachers – primary school teachers, 
you still have more ladies in there than men in there.  Now when you look a little 
bit – we have come a long way I think also with gender equality - when you look 
at our employment rate, 70% of our women are active, are employed but 45% 
work part time mainly because their household chores are still seen to be 
female, looking after children is still seen to be the role of the mother and not 
much of the father.    

DR. MALKA Today we are talking to the Ambassador of Austria to South Africa Brigitte 
Öppinger-Walchshofer. 

AD BREAK 
DR. MALKA You’re listening to Womanity – Women in Unity on Channel Africa, the Voice of 

the African Renaissance on frequency 9625 kHz on the 31 meter band, also available 
on DSTV channel 902.  Today we are talking to the Ambassador of Austria to South 
Africa Brigitte Öppinger-Walchshofer.  We would love to receive your comments on 
Twitter @womanitytalk.  In our previous segment, Ambassador shared some of her 
moments in her 32 year long career, stemming from being an economist and the 
work that she has conducted in terms of trade, culture and economics and her 
particular interest in Sub-Saharan Africa.  Moving on to the next wave of our 
discussion.  Ambassador taking into consideration the challenges and the successes 
that women’s legal rights have achieved over the last few years.  What areas do you 
think we need to build on the most in terms of women’s development? 
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AMBASSADOR 

BRIGITTE 
ÖPPINGER-
WALCHSHOFER 

I think the area where we have to concentrate most and actually, is actually 
implementation of what we have already. Because there are a multitude of legal 
arrangements world-wide and also within the different national jurisdiction, so 
the laws are all there.  We need to implement them, this seems to be the biggest 
challenge that what we do have good in our constitution, what we do have good 
in our equality laws that it’s actually implemented everywhere.  In society in 
general, in the families sometimes also in new legislation like inheritance law to 
make sure that a woman can inherit like a man can, marriage law, divorce law 
these are all laws which impact directly on a woman’s welfare when there is no 
equality element in there.  But the main thing is in our everyday lives, we have 
got to make sure that what our governments did already in legislation is actually 
implemented.  

DR. MALKA And it’s having that translation factor, being aware of what the rules are, what the 
legislation is and being able to implement it on a personal level and looking at your 
situation to say if something is right or if something is wrong.  Sometimes I don’t 
think people’s individual voices are strong enough.  When we were talking off-line, 
we spoke a little bit in terms of some of the legislation that is in aid of women’s 
equality and from a South African point of view – I know it’s already been 
implemented in Malawi in terms of gender empowerment and women’s equality and 
this is legislation where in essence it is about attaining the magic number of 50/50 
parity with women 50/50 opportunity within the government space, within the 
business world and although we are doing well from a South African point of view in 
terms of a woman in parliament, in the business sense it is still seriously lacking.  So 
I think in the 2012 study by Business Woman South Africa, there was a census done 
and approximately 3.6% of South African CEO’s are women.  What is your point of 
view in terms of equality based legislation and quotas? 

AMBASSADOR 

BRIGITTE 
ÖPPINGER-
WALCHSHOFER 

I think we do have similar problems.  When you look at our statistics we do 
have an employment rate of 70% of women but 45% work part time only 
because of family chores, secondary education 75% of our women have but 
when it comes to tertiary education, colleges or universities, it comes down to 
15% of our women  

DR. MALKA One five? 

 AMBASSADOR 

BRIGITTE 
ÖPPINGER-
WALCHSHOFER 

One five – of our women have university degree or more university degrees.  
Now when you look at the workplace, horizontal segregation meaning which 
sort of jobs do women have and which sort of jobs do men have you still have 
very clear focus on typically female jobs for women such as primary school 
teachers, kindergarten teachers, hairdressers, a person in cosmetics and in these 
areas are shop attendants –there you find the majority when you go into a shop 
the majority.  

DR. MALKA So it’s still the stereotyping. 

AMBASSADOR 

BRIGITTE 
ÖPPINGER-
WALCHSHOFER 

Yes exactly, lots of stereotypes. This is the reason why in school we try to 
convince girls that they should have a broader horizon – why are they not 
interested in technical training and the more and more you find girls also in 
technical schools, and in technical studies.  When you look at the vertical 
segregation that means who is the boss and who is just a worker, you can see 
that in Austria women are still under-represented in decision making positions.  
For example the share of women on boards, is only about 12% and in 
management positions only a little higher than 30%.  So there’s still lots to do. 

DR. MALKA And that statistics seem to be repeating themselves irrespective of country from a 
South African point of view again on the executive management level, it’s 22% and 
approximately 80% of the female workforce is in low-skilled, underpaying positions 
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and it does seem to be a world-wide phenomenon.  
AMBASSADOR 

BRIGITTE 
ÖPPINGER-
WALCHSHOFER 

And it has to do with education, awareness and the willingness to implement 
what we all have put in laws already.  For this one needs the whole population. 
There are quite good initiatives also on the European level also like He for She – 
that means without the willingness of men in our society, we will not have this 
transformation of gender roles, so when we have a young father for example 
and he insists that his female partner stays home with the kids and she cannot 
convince him otherwise, that we will always have what we had traditionally.  So 
I think it’s a whole society and that’s the reason why we have to start at the very 
early stage. 

DR. MALKA You have raised such an important point that transformation cannot happen with 
women pursuing their agenda alone.  It has to come through from men as well. 

 AMBASSADOR 

BRIGITTE 
ÖPPINGER-
WALCHSHOFER 

Yes, yes.  For example I love to work in mixed teams.  I would not like to have 
just a women team or just a men team.  We are mixed and it make sense 
because the ideas are sometimes different, the style is different, we lead 
differently and in fact in order to make an enterprise successful, you have to 
have this combination of leadership. 

DR. MALKA It provides multi-dimensionality. 

 AMBASSADOR 

BRIGITTE 
ÖPPINGER-
WALCHSHOFER 

It does and it’s good for harmony.  

DR. MALKA And increasingly what I’ve come and this is stereotyping, that there seems to be a 
great percentage of men that pursue more of a linear approach and women have a 
tendency of a consultative, broad- scaping approach from a leadership perspective.  

 AMBASSADOR 

BRIGITTE 
ÖPPINGER-
WALCHSHOFER 

Yes and the combination of it is what makes the enterprises successful because 
you need a little element of both, for the harmony but also for the efficiency of 
an organization.   

DR. MALKA Now Ambassador turning more towards your personal perspective, you have been 
professionally engaged in Foreign Affairs for over 25 years in fact you said you are 
going to 32 years now. With several assignments spread across different countries, 
can you give us some insight into the demographic changes in your – during the 
course of your assignments - if any in terms of female representation in these 
countries occupying various positions, whether it is a consul or ambassador. 

AMBASSADOR 

BRIGITTE 
ÖPPINGER-
WALCHSHOFER 

You know I was actually astonished when I started very early in Turkey for 
example, that at time in the mid-80’s, I found an enormous amount of women in 
high positions; be at universities, be it in the Ministry of Foreign Affairs, be it in 
society in general. So at that time I though wow, we have to imitate this because 
we back home, when I started, when I applied for being accepted in the 
Ministry of Foreign Affairs and we have a career service, so we do have to 
undergo an exam which is quite a difficult one – I was the only woman in the 
year we joined. 

DR. MALKA Wow. And when you joined, what year – you were the only woman, what was the 
rest of the cohort how many people were in that? 

 AMBASSADOR 

BRIGITTE 
ÖPPINGER-

It was a small group which joined at my time, they only accepted six candidates 
– well the candidates were many, many more, but six passed the exam.  
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WALCHSHOFER 

DR. MALKA So it’s very selective. 

 AMBASSADOR 

BRIGITTE 
ÖPPINGER-
WALCHSHOFER 

And I was the only female at the time.  Now this has changed in the past.  
Because when I now have a look at how many young female diplomats do we 
have, then we are at least one-third if not more in the meantime so this has 
changed. But this did not have with real discrimination from the point of view 
from the Ministry of Foreign Affairs, because our Public Service is very on the 
equal – equality wave.  We get same pay for same work, very much compared to 
private industry where women still earn according to the statistics I have in 
front of me -25% which is unacceptable.  So the Public Services don’t have this. 
And we had of course discussions how does it come and the problem at the time 
was that many women who were educated, thought that diplomacy is such a 
difficult job with all this moving around, we are very nomadic because every 
four years we are somewhere else.  They did not want to do this to their children 
and their family. 

DR. MALKA So lack of stability. 

 AMBASSADOR 

BRIGITTE 
ÖPPINGER-
WALCHSHOFER 

But it means also the fact that we have more ladies now in the diplomatic 
service, has to do with the fact that the Ministry of Foreign Affairs has adapted 
to this challenge.  They are very forthcoming for families. 

DR. MALKA Do you also think that’s also part of our globalization culture in terms of how the 
world has become much, much more connected and if you think in the past where we 
didn’t have the technology that we have today, that you have to rely on a dreadful 
telephone maybe calling an operator and you had extensive static on the line whereas 
now we have mobile, we have Skype, we have video, it’s effectively allowing us to 
have greater connections and cohesion. 

 AMBASSADOR 

BRIGITTE 
ÖPPINGER-
WALCHSHOFER 

It’s definitely helped, but the main concern of the women at the time was that 
they could not have a family when they became a diplomat.  Now I am one of the 
examples, I think we were the pioneering couple at the time because we decided 
both in the Ministry of Foreign Affairs that we want to have a family. 

DR. MALKA And given the transformation, do you think that there is scope for more women to 
come into Foreign Affairs?  Do we need more women? 

 AMBASSADOR 

BRIGITTE 
ÖPPINGER-
WALCHSHOFER 

Well for me it doesn’t really have to do with a woman or not with a woman.  It 
is a very, very personal decision what job one tries to do because you spend so 
much time in your job that you really have to like it.  And particular in our 
nomadic job, you need to like this job because you are permanently on the 
move.  If you are deeply rooted in your own country, it is impossible to do. So 
this is a very individual decision to become a diplomat because it can be from 
time to time, pretty challenging.  I think the mix we have at the moment, with 
nearly 50% female recruits which are actually cadets and then undergo this 
two-year training, before they are accepted into the Ministry of Foreign Affairs, 
I think at the moment the proportion is a good one.  This might change again 
you know.  Societies keep changing.  In Austria we have this tendency of young 
women now back into the home, back into the house, stay with the children it is 
very interesting.  We have the counter-tendency for quite some decades now and 
all of a sudden young women tend to rather stay longer at home with the 
children and maybe later on only work part time and as a diplomat you can’t 
work part time – this is impossible the is a full time job. 

DR. MALKA Do you think that it’s about the function of having the choice that maybe this is 
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where it is coming into their choice to stay at home? Because in the past I think 
there’s nothing worse when you have no choice and you want to go and do 
something and you are just prohibited simply because of discrimination in a word? 

 AMBASSADOR 

BRIGITTE 
ÖPPINGER-
WALCHSHOFER 

Some young women also stay home with the children and keep on studying in 
order to improve their chances for after that time. 

DR. MALKA It is continuing their development.  And whilst we are on that note of development, 
one of the roles that you had was with running the Austrian Development Agency 
and you mentioned that in terms of your role you were looking at it from an African 
point of view and some of the partnerships included with South Africa, Lesotho, 
Zimbabwe, Namibia, Mozambique – can you tell us about some of the initiatives that 
you did particularly with reference to women’s development? 

 AMBASSADOR 

BRIGITTE 
ÖPPINGER-
WALCHSHOFER 

With SADC and through UNIDO you know Vienna is one of the four seats of 
the United Nations and UNIDO is one of the organizations that are based in 
Vienna - 

DR. MALKA Could you just give us the – what does the acronym stand for? 

 AMBASSADOR 

BRIGITTE 
ÖPPINGER-
WALCHSHOFER 

United Nations Industrial Development Organization – they are headquartered 
in Vienna, so the Austrian Development Agency works particularly close with 
those organizations which are headquartered in Vienna.  And there is one 
organization which is called UNODC the United Nations Organization against 
Crime and Drugs, and they also do have a program the Fight Against Domestic 
Violence against Kids and Women – so through these UNODC we work on a 
SADC–wide level to protect women and children from violence.  And otherwise 
we try not only in Southern Africa, in all of the world wherever we do have 
programs and with the priority countries such as Mozambique, we do have a 
country strategy which is agreed jointly with the government of Mozambique. 
And gender budgeting comes very strongly in there, we call it gender 
mainstreaming so we try that whatever we do that this is also in favour of 
women, if possible.  When we assist a country with developing legislation, we 
also try and have this gender mainstreaming in there, no matter what it is, 
nothing that we do, should be against women.  If possible it should support the 
role of women.  But what we do on the SADC level, with these five countries and 
in future Botswana will be incorporated although upon their request, we mainly 
concentrate on renewable energy.  Austria is one of the countries in the world, 
which produces energy only from renewables. That means simply because we 
don’t have coal - 

DR. MALKA But that is incredible and we need to have sustainable solutions so in part of the work 
that you are doing, it’s bringing in ideas and concepts that have worked and I always 
think from an African point of view we have sun, we have solar, we have wind as 
potential solutions. Please elaborate on some of those elements.  

 AMBASSADOR 

BRIGITTE 
ÖPPINGER-
WALCHSHOFER 

And you have plenty of sun compared to us sometimes we think we should 
import your sun. 

DR. MALKA And with all the load-shedding that has literally become a daily function of people’s 
lives; we need to have insight into these sustainable elements.   



Page 10 of 11 
 

 AMBASSADOR 

BRIGITTE 
ÖPPINGER-
WALCHSHOFER 

We do work closely with SADC on that but let me go a little bit why we are so 
fond of renewable energy.  We are also lucky because Austria is the so-called 
water-castle of Central Europe.  Water castle meaning we have so much 
running water that we can have hydro power stations on the short stretch of the 
Danube which is the – I think we share 370 kilometres of the river Danube with 
12 other river end countries, we have ten power stations, ten hydro power 
stations.  And in all the other big rivers we do have hydro power stations which 
we partly when they are on the border, share with our neighbours – we share 
one with Germany for example, we share one with Hungary which is at the 
other end of our stretch of the Danube and then of course we try to use solar, 
wind, biomass mainly.  We even convert waste into energy and here South 
Africa is blessed, is really blessed.  I understand that for some time electricity 
production will still very much depend on coal and you have it.  We don’t have 
coal, so we can’t use it we would have to import it.  So you do have it in big 
sense.  And it make sense in each and every country to have a good mix for 
whatever sources you have for energy, to use it all and sun is here in abundance.  
Also when I go to Namibia or to Botswana and I can see or we can see that 
slowly, slowly, slowly the thinking goes into this direction with solar power 
stations, with wind parks so it’s more and more used and we do lots of 
awareness raising on the SADC side.  We have quite good regional programs 
which we share with SADC where sometimes only Austria finances like Sole 
Train project but sometimes we do it together with some other partners like the 
so called EEP this is the Energy & Energy Efficiency Project. So we try to share 
our experience as far as we have it in Europe already, and I think increasingly 
countries in the regions start making use of it 

DR. MALKA I think that’s wonderful that we can be able to implement learnings that have come 
through from other countries.  Ambassador we are coming into the end of the show 
now.  One of the questions that I ask all of my guests on the program who have made 
successes in their respective fields, whether it is in the political state whether it is on 
the sport field or in the business arena – is about their factors of success.  Can you 
tell us in your opinion what have been the key drivers to your success? 

 AMBASSADOR 

BRIGITTE 
ÖPPINGER-
WALCHSHOFER 

I think a combination. A combination of things. I grew up on the country side.  I 
was born into a family where both parents did not have matric.  So I was lucky 
to have a clever mother and she made sure that we got a good education in the 
local high school.  So one of the bases for that is of course education, which later 
led me on to university.  The second one is it helps when you come from a 
balanced, warm home because it gives you self-confidence, and self-confidence is 
needed in whatever life we lead.  Another element is certainly a sort of 
determination that one thinks - What would I like to do? – Then one really tries 
to do it, not just to dream it up, but implement the dreams, live your dreams.  
Hard work definitely comes into it and a good sense of humour which 
sometimes really helps. And then of course I must say that my family my own 
family, with my children gave me an enormous amount of strength.  It is just 
wonderful after a hard day’s work to come back and have two children around 
you which are happy that you are back home.  So this gave me enormous 
strength – family is also very important. 

DR. MALKA So from your point of view, it is about having the right home environment to nurture, 
to help advance and for parents to be very conscious about thinking ahead for their 
children’s development and factors of determination.  

 AMBASSADOR 

BRIGITTE 
ÖPPINGER-

Yes, true. 
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WALCHSHOFER 

DR. MALKA And who would you say influenced you the most in those years or had the biggest 
impact to make you the person that you are today? 

 AMBASSADOR 

BRIGITTE 
ÖPPINGER-
WALCHSHOFER 

Well during childhood, definitely my mother.  Because she had this ability like 
my grandmother also, to make the best out of what was there. So she showed me 
even if there is not much, you can make much more out of it.  

DR. MALKA So being creative. 

 AMBASSADOR 

BRIGITTE 
ÖPPINGER-
WALCHSHOFER 

Being creative, use to the full what abilities you have got yourself, for that one 
needs to know what are your own abilities and then really use them. And then of 
course I come back to the good luck factor again, because it’s the others who 
also helped you along.  So it’s the team in which one works, it’s also the people 
who sometimes are prepared to support you or to give you an idea.  The fact 
that I ever went to the Diplomatic Academy was not my own idea, it was the 
idea of the professor at the university with whom I tried to do a doctorate.  He 
said – and I didn’t finish because of some reasons.  So he said why don’t you try 
the Diplomatic Academy – I said try what?  You know I didn’t even know about 
it, sometimes you need others to give you an idea and then of course you have to 
march on yourself, do it and find out whether you like it. So it’s a mixture of in 
my case – my mother, which definitely was very important, my education and 
then also the other people around you because we are not just a single stone on 
the beach.  We are the beach.  So you need everything. 

DR. MALKA I think that is a wonderful metaphor, that we are the beach.  And now in closing the 
discussion could you please share a statement or words of hope that you would like 
to pass on to all the women who are listening to our program today? 

 AMBASSADOR 

BRIGITTE 
ÖPPINGER-
WALCHSHOFER 

I can pass on my own motto, which is: We might not be able to achieve 
everything we strive for, but we at least have to try. 

DR. MALKA I think that’s very important words to live by.  Thank you very much for joining us 
today and for sharing all of your experiences and what we can expect in the near 
future in terms of advancements for women in particular, but also into the continent 
as a whole. 

 AMBASSADOR 

BRIGITTE 
ÖPPINGER-
WALCHSHOFER 

Thank you very much. 

DR. MALKA You have been listening to Womanity – Women in Unity on Channel Africa, the 
voice of the African Renaissance and we have been talking to the Ambassador of 
Austria to South Africa, Brigitte Öppinger-Walchshofer. 

END OF PROGRAM 
 

 


