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Ricarda Rieger, Country Director, UNDP Ukraine (Germany)

Bio notes. After spending 6 years as a child in India, Nepal and Singapore as well as in her native Germany, Ms. Ricarda Rieger studied economics at the University of Heidelberg in Germany, where she obtained a Master’s Degree in 1988.  She complemented her education at the German Development Institute in Berlin.  In 1989 she began her career with the UNDP in the Democratic People’s Republic of Korea, followed by increasingly responsible assignments in Thailand as Assistant Resident Representative for Environment, UNDP Headquarters in New York as Policy Officer, Egypt as Capacity Development Advisor, Philippines as Deputy Resident Representative and most recently in Cambodia where she was Deputy Country Director of UNDP from January 2005.  She is joined in Ukraine by her husband and two sons. 

I spent my childhood in exotic countries. As I was very young, I didn’t have any choice and couldn`t change either the place of birth or the countries I lived in, but I don`t have any regrets. I spent three years in India to be followed by two years in Germany and then two years in Nepal. These were extremely educational years of my life and had an enormous influence on the choice of my profession.

My family lived in the city of Varanasi, the center of Hindu culture. I was the only foreigner at school and had to learn Hindi quickly and at the age of six I started interpreting for my parents. I spent two years in a girls` public school in Nepal. At school we were often punished for spending insufficient time praying since there were wars going on, people were suffering and there were other social issues. Basically it was the years I spent in Nepal and India that molded my life principles and values and formed the desire to help people, as I saw how hard the life of people there was. I think I was lucky to have finished my high school in at the United World College in Singapore, where the principles of international understanding played a large role.
In addition to formal education my parents were keen on giving me informal education in the countries we lived.  Most memorable was a trip from Nepal to Germany overland. This included travelling through Pakistan, Afghanistan and Iran, countries which today dominate the headlines.  As I was almost 12 years old then, I still remember many scenes and can picture the areas in my mind when fighting or floods are depicted.  .

Another thing I can`t forget is crossing the Eastern German boarder and extremely bureaucratic procedure of passport control. We had a special car-plate and that made it even worse. After having traveled through many countries over land, I had seen the different approaches to border management and knew that bureaucracy is not always necessary or the same.  Maybe this is a reason why I am interested in introducing efficient systems with minimal controls? 

By the time I finished school I was sure that I wanted to live and work abroad. It looked that the first thing you had to do for that is to study foreign languages, in my case it was Chinese and Hindi but my parents and my parents` friends believed that I could study languages anytime and thought that I should take up something more sensible. My father is an economist and that was a decisive factor for the choice of my profession. In other words, I wanted to please him and picked up Economics. Later, in my fifth and sixth term when I started developing health problems I was sorry about it and often talked about this with my Dad. Eventually, I decided to make a carrier in economics but where the name of my father wasn`t known and I turned my eyes to the UN.
… I enjoy my work and I am happy I made this choice. In 1989 I was offered to go either to North Korea or Liberia. Since I had never lived in a socialist country and it was unlikely that I could live in East Germany, I chose North Korea. While I graduated from the department of Economics I have not practiced economics at work, but used the experience at university to merge it with common sense.  Most of my jobs have required me to focus on management and environmental protection issues. I got a certificate on environmental management and have always been able to apply knowledge in my UN service.

At UNDP we are required to rotate after four-five years they spent in the country. Every UN officer has to apply for a position. After spending many years in Asia, (four and a half years in the Philippines and in Cambodia) I felt that it was time to learn anew and to contribute my knowledge and experience in another region.  I therefore applied to posts in Africa and Europe. UNDP’s European office was quicker to process the papers and thus I was offered the vacancy in Ukraine. I am very happy to have received it, firstly, Ukraine is a fascinating country but it is situated in Europe and is part of European culture and history. I have been telling my children about European traditions for years and I am very happy that now my children can see them with their own eyes.

I have two sons, both were born in Germany but one of them considers himself a Pilipino and another believes that he is a Cambodian. My kids are my constant inspiration but there is another person whom I greatly admire, it is my 70-year old aunt. She has been a housewife for many years but when her husband died, she joined an NGO in Romania, received a driving license and now she is collecting medicines and delivers them herself to Romania. To save money, as she doesn`t have much, she drives her truck and spends nights in the car on the highway as long- distance truck drivers do. By the way, she came to visit me here in Ukraine having spent 36 hours on the train. I admire what my aunt does and I often think that she does more in terms of helping other people than I do in my job having a good salary and good retirement benefits.
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