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Dear Commissioner Kos,
Dear Guests,
Ladies and Gentlemen,

Let me begin by expressing my sincere gratitude to Commissioner Marta Kos, 
European Commissioner for Enlargement, for the honour of presenting this 

award. Your presence makes this moment especially meaningful – for me, for my 
organization, and for everyone in Azerbaijan who believes in dialogue, fairness, and 
a peaceful future. I am also deeply grateful to my friends and colleagues in the EaP 
Civil Society Forum – those who nominated WARD, who voted for us, and who have 
stood by us throughout all these years.

It is a privilege to accept the EaP CSF Award on behalf of the Women’s Association 
for Rational Development (WARD). For 23 years, we have worked on the frontlines of 
women’s empowerment in Azerbaijan – advancing reproductive rights, strengthening 
economic participation, building legal literacy, and amplifying women’s roles in 
peacebuilding. We work quietly and consistently, because every woman’s dignity, 
safety and future matter.

This award honours the thousands of women whose lives we helped protect from 
gender-based violence, and the thousands more whose futures we helped rebuild. It 
is also recognition of the courage of women human rights defenders in Azerbaijan, 
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who continue their mission despite uneasy conditions – with patience, resilience and 
dignity.

This award also belongs to the Azerbaijani National Platform, uniting 67 civil society 
organizations. Today, five of its leaders remain under arrest, others work resiliently and 
with commitment. This commitment and integrity embody the best of our civic spirit, 
and this award is shared with our Azerbaijani National Platform.

So today is not only about our organization or our Platform. It is about my country – 
Azerbaijan.

Azerbaijan, which has an extraordinary history and warm, resilient people.
Azerbaijan, which became the first secular democratic state in the Muslim East more 
than a century ago.
Azerbaijan, which has always been my passion and the compass of my work.
Azerbaijan, which I dream of becoming a country where people want to be born, want 
to stay, and want to build their lives.

Currently, Azerbaijan is shaping its place in the region, strengthening cooperation 
with neighbours, and is closer to peace with Armenia than at any time in the last three 
decades – a long-awaited moment that could finally open a new chapter for our societies. 
At the same time, Azerbaijan is restoring life and rebuilding the regions affected by the 
conflict – investing in infrastructure, connectivity, and the peaceful reintegration of 
communities in Karabakh.

Azerbaijan, which stands today at an important crossroads – a country whose partnership 
with the European Union can bring deeper stability, stronger institutions, and greater 
opportunities for our people. But we must also acknowledge the challenges.

Civic space has tremendously narrowed; many organizations have closed; professionals 
have left; and communities remain underserved. Human rights defenders, independent 
journalists, and activists often work under pressure – or behind bars. Women in public 
life experience these barriers twice: as activists and as women.

Gender disparities persist, and new vulnerabilities – early marriage, trafficking, violence, 
sex-selective abortion – continue to emerge alongside deeply rooted stereotypes. 
These realities show how much work remains ahead. But they also remind us why we 
continue.

Because no society can be strong or resilient without dignity, without openness, and 
without the participation of its own people. And this brings me to the words that guide 
my work:

Resilience is not born in crisis – it is born in dignity. 

And dignity grows where women are not merely present, but free to shape the course 
of their lives and the communities around them. Women have held this quiet strength 



for generations, long before the world learned to recognise it.

I believe deeply that Azerbaijan will become a country where this dignity is real for 
everyone — where equality, peace and justice are not aspirations but lived realities. And 
we will continue working for the future our people truly deserve.

Dear Ladies and Gentlemen, with all my heart, I dedicate this award to my country – 
Azerbaijan.

To its people, to its women, and to the future we are building with courage, dignity and 
hope. Thank you for this award, for your trust, and for your solidarity.

Thank you so much!

Shahla Ismayil

Founder and Chairperson

Women’s Association for Rational Development
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