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WOMAN IN THE NEWS CATHERINE BERTINI 
....... _.................... -.... 

Fighter of famines u 
The head of the World Food Programme has an understated manner. But it conceals a 
determined reformer who believes in finding things out for herself, writes Mark Turner 

I n the drought-s t r icken Her supporters argue that the s t a r t ed  fund-raising for the pursued a textbook political 
Somali region of Ethiopia, a WFP has become notably more Republican party at the age of 13. career. She sh r t ed  in 1970 as a 
d iminu t ive  da rk -ha i red  e i f d v e ,  a s  well as bigger, under She was a talented clarinettist secretary in Nelson Rockefeller's 
woman enters a seething her control. It is now a mighty as a child, and had ambitions of office - a position that was s o m e  

swirl of aid workers, local offi- logistical machine, capable of fly- becoming a professional musi- thing of a disappointment. ''1 was 
cials and reporters. . ing, shipping and truckmg hun- ciaq but she  was drawn to poli- supposed to be on special pr* 

She is quietly-spoken, and  her dreds of thousands of tonnes of tics by a Republican seminar for jects, but then I got there and 
conservative attire attracts some supplies to the most remote and teenagers that  she  attended a t  they said: 'Can you type?'." 
comment.  Her thlck. woolly insecure global regions. the age of 15. 'That  is what really She soon became a statewide 
socks and shapeless ski r t  give Between 1993 to 1998 the share caught  my life-long interest In organiser for Republican youth. 
the impression of a Girl Scout of global food aid contributed by government." says Ms Bertini. 'It After three to four years she  
leader rather than the  person the WFP rase from '22 to 36 per was  absolutely fascinating: I moved to the national party, then 
despatched by Kofi Annan, the cent, and it served 75m people. decided I was going to change my rebuil&ng itself in the wake of 
Cni ted Nation's sec re ta ry -  Ms Bertini has worked hard to career[ambitions]." the Watergate scandal. 
general, to be the UN special increase the voluntary contribu- At college in Xlbanv. where By 1937, she was acting assis- 
envoy to the Horn of Mrica. tlons made by governments, as she studied political science. 31s tant secretary m the Department 

But Catherine Bertini i s  far  opposed to the funds they con- Bertini was active in student pol- of Health, in charge of ~mple -  
from htlident. There has been a tribute through the  UN. The itics and worked part-time at the menting welfare reform for single 

............................................................................................................... spate of security incidents over mothers. In 1989, she became 
?revlous months, includmg the assistant secretary in the Depart. 
n u d e r  of a dnver for the b e n c h  '1 believe government shouldn't be to0 ment of ~g i~cu l t - .  where she 
relief organisation Medecins sans updated the food stamps system 
frontieres. bt%at are the authori- complicated, but I also believe there is a and promoted breast feeding 
:les golng to do about the p rob  rather than the use of formula 
' ~ 3 .  and ,when are they going to responsibility to provide for poor people' baby mllk. In 1992, she was 
3r;n:: thcse responsible to justice, .......................................................................................................... appointed head of the  WFP. 
:he demands. If things are  not Sls Bertini p r ~ d e s  herself on 
:&en in hand. she u41 be reluc- focus on famine relief has helped sta:r legxlarure, then under Se!- taking a denocratlc approach In 
:ant to send in aid workers. to boost voluntary contributions son Rockefeller. the modera:e her current job. She desc r~bes  

The uorld has seen such con- to $l.ibn a year. Republican governor. how. in her previous job, dunng 
frontations before. Figures such Ms Bertini's role has given her "1 decided that the basic tenets a tislt to a focd bstribution cen- 
i; Bob Geldof. the pop star, who a minor presence on the world in which I believe were moctl:: !o tre for mothers. she only under- 
:rr:* 3:trnrion to a f a n i n e  in stage, allowing her to converse do with the nght.; of the indivtd- irljod thelr problems once she 
Ethil)pla !n 1 W .  Geldof was not with leaders such as Rdel Castro ual and indvidual freedom. and irent rhrough the procedure her- 
shy ,3f shaming officials publicly. of Cuba and Edward Shevardnaze the role of the  governmest :n seli . I  iald I ,A-as a single mother 
3ut  ,.Is B e n l n ~  does not deliber- of Georgia. She is not shy of t e r m  of macagng  lorelm :?:a- .\::!i .I ,,ne-year-,,Id g r l ,  who :<as 
=yo! ; .  ic)CrT 'r~ntroversy - she has lmposlng her views - even some tions. keep~ng the peace and prl: Sreadeeding. So the:.. said 'here 
i:-,,iiird crjrnaenting on whether times holding back shipments of vidmg basic social services." she yoti go' - they loaded me up w t h  
F!h~~jpia ' s  xar uith Entrea has food. She halted feeding pro- says. "I felt being a Rppubiicsr! d ~ f r ~ r ~ c r  k~nds  ~f food. t h e  :a\? 
-.:tie xat::rs u ~ r j e .  grammes in schools in Afghan- was a usually a comfortabie me cheeses and cereals. I had two 

S o r  1s she a public figure using istan three years ago in protest a t  place." bags to carry home for the  
her fame for a good cause. She the decision of the Taliban lead- Has she changed her politics month. 
has spent e ~ g h t  years In the busi- ership to exclude girls from edu- since? She bursts out laughnp. "Then they said u-e uere  not 
.-xs of farn~ne relief. since being cation. "It's hard to say. From 18 to j0 going to another par t  of the  
lppolnted executive director of Ms Bertini was well trained in you must change somethmg . . .  l room. where there were huge 
:he UN's World Food Programme holding her own in political cir- s t i l l  bel ieve government  piles of infant formula. I said 
3 1992. During her tenure, she  cles. She was brought up in shouldn't be too complicated. but why not. and they said: 'Because 
52s focused the organisation on upstate New York where her  I a l so  believe there is a basic you are breastfeedmg and aren't 
famine relief rather than agricul- father ran for the city council in responsibility of government to eligible.' I thought wow - here's 
ural  development,  a n d  h a s  Cortland, and imbued his daugh- provide for people wbo are poor." a reason why poor women aren't 

reformed its bureaucracy. ter with a love of politics. She In the intervening y e a s ,  she breastfeeding. If you're poor, you 

think you should do everything 
pussible for your baby: and they 
would have given me so much if 1 
w ; t s ~ ~ ' t  t~rcbastfcetling tha t  I 
coul(l11'1 cve11 carry it home." 

She wlnh plaudits at the WFP 
for her ~)l.;ic,tical forus, open-door 
po1ic.v a ~ ~ t l  desire to listen to 
thosc8 t llr c~rgan~sa t ion  serves. 
Shc I I ~ I ~  srl.r!arnlilled a forrnerly 
b111att.tl l l l ; r ~ ~ ~ g e ~ n e n t ,  as well a s  
introtlucing Inore women. But 
her c le ter l l~~nat iun to change 
things has 11ot nratle her univer- 

sally popular. Some staff speak of 
her strong temper. occasionally 
heavy-handed style,  and a ten- 
clellcy towards mlcro-managing 
the organisation. 

Despite her sometimes reticent 
public manner.  Ms Bertini has 
ensured that the WFP gets across 
its message by hiring skilled pub- 
lic relations professionals. That  
could help with her next career 
move, a s  she  approaches the end 
of her tenure a t  the organisation. 
Some of those around her suggest 

she  could be heading for political 
office in a future Republican 
administration. if elected. 

But Me Bertinl 1s too well. 
tralned In political ways to admit 
publicly to such ambitions. When 
asked what she  will do next, the 
outspoken UN official reverts to a 
quiet, even shy, manner. "I don't 
know," she  says. "I've always 
been clear in my mind that I 
want to make a difference. but 
I've never been clear in my mind 
what my next job will be." 


