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It’s been nearly a decade since the World Health Or-
ganization released findings about gender violence, 
including the jaw-dropping figure that 1 in 3 women 
on the planet have experienced “physical and/or 
sexual violence by an intimate partner or non-part-
ner sexual violence.”
Like so many women around the world, Marya 

Meyer didn’t see it as a statistic from which to recoil. She 
saw it as a moment to move forward—and change the 
narrative.

In 2013, she headed the Miami celebrations for One 
Billion Rising, the mass action to end violence against 
women that estimates (based on the global population) 
1 billion women and girls have been or will be beaten 
or raped in their lifetime. To this day, she serves as the 
movement’s global coordinator in Miami; in a given week, 
she’ll speak to women in Guatemala, Croatia, India and 
other countries around the world about women’s safety 
and opportunities to make a difference.

However, the ripple effects emanating from Meyer’s 
thoughtful, empowering work on behalf of women extend 
far beyond gender violence. She’s emerged as a rock star 
in advocacy circles—and not just because her former 
career in music/entertainment included overseeing Latin 
American marketing for PolyGram/Universal. Back in the 
day, she not only helped convince U2 to play Mexico and 
South America for the first time, but she also went on 
tour with Metallica and Bon Jovi.

After years of partnering One Billion Rising with 
the Women’s Fund Miami-Dade on programming and 
initiatives, Meyer joined the Fund’s board in April 2019 
and one year later became board chair. Last October, 
the Women’s Fund named Meyer as its interim executive 
director, a transitional tag she hopes will be removed.

“I can’t imagine being anywhere else,” says Meyer, 59. 
“I’m madly passionate about the people I’m working with 
and this community.”

For the past three decades, the Women’s Fund has 
championed women and girls throughout the county, 
providing some $4 million worth of grant funding for ap-
proximately 500 programs. In recent years, the Fund has 
focused on collaborative initiatives that make a difference 
in four core areas: economic mobility, leadership, health/
well-being and freedom from violence. Those initiatives 
involve the Women’s Fund with countless nonprofit orga-
nizations and businesses that share a common purpose.

“People with a good heart come together, like in a 
village square, and they put on their gender lens to focus 

on women and girls—because you have to look with a 
different lens to see things clearly,” she says. “And you 
ask, what are the issues and how can we help? 

“We need housing for girls graduating high school 
and aging out of foster care. We need to look at climate 
change because it’s affecting outcomes of pregnant 
people, especially women of color in parts of the city that 
don’t have the financial wherewithal to have air condition-
ing on all the time. 

“We’re all about collaboration. We bring these things to 
light, and then we create change.”

Meyer spoke with Lifestyle about some of these issues, 
including a subject with which, unfortunately, she’s 
familiar.

You were one of the core organizers in 2013 for the first year 
of One Billion Rising celebrations in Miami. Had something 
happened in your past that made ending violence against 
women personal for you?
It’s crossed my path, at several different stages of my life. 
I can’t say that [her episodes are] as poignant as the sto-
ries of a lot of women I know. But, yes, more than once.

Did it involve verbal abuse? Physical violence?
Both. Not long term. But one-offs. And that’s bad enough. 
… I’ve been fortunate to live a life of privilege; I’m the 
daughter of a lawyer and musician. I got to study in Spain 
for 10 years and live abroad. And I also had the luxury 
of being able to share anything with my parents. They 
never judged. So, the things that happened to me did not 
dramatically mark my life.

But when you look around any one room [filled with 
women], there are so many stories. It doesn’t mean that 
they’re all life-crushing. But gender violence isn’t good for 
anyone. Our friends at the Department of Children and 
Families will tell you that children are the ones who suffer 
the most. ... And, yes, [the victims can] be marked for life.

I was on a conference call with the state attorney, 
Katherine Fernandez Rundle, and she was bringing up all 
the neuroscience [regarding violence against women]. It’s 
proven. It changes your brain. Dr. JoNell Potter, director of 
the Thrive Clinic at the University of Miami Miller School of 
Medicine [one of the nation’s few health clinics for survivors 
of human trafficking] will tell you that it radically changes 
your brain structure and people’s capacity to react. 

Before, we could have shared anecdotal stories about 
this. But now, there’s [scientific] proof. We need to break 
the chain. Life is hard enough without gender violence.
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UN Women, the United Nations orga-
nization dedicated to gender equality, 
has reported an increase of domestic 
violence around the world during the 
pandemic. Does the Women’s Fund have 
evidence locally to support that? 
Last April, I got calls from Ivon Mesa, 
[director] of the Coordinated Victims 
Assistance Center; from the state 
attorney, Katherine Rundle; and from 
Judge Carroll Kelly [Miami-Dade 
County Domestic Violence Divi-
sion]. And they were all saying the 
same thing. Nobody was calling the 
domestic violence lines [early in the 
pandemic]. Domestic violence was 
going up across the globe because 
people were in isolation. But, 
locally, people were afraid of 
COVID. They were afraid the 
organizations or programs 
that offer help weren’t open.

So, the Women’s Fund put 
together a virtual Impact 
Collaborative [one of the 
Fund’s topical presentations] 
on domestic violence in 
times of COVID—and we 
provided information about 
all these different places 
to go for help. We had Dr. 
Brook Bello speak; she’s a 
brilliant survivor champion 
[and the founder of More Too 
Life, which offers programs 
and resources to help em-
power survivors of human 
trafficking]. We did a public 
awareness campaign in 
Spanish, in English and in Creole with 
all these different messages. It was us 
working collaboratively with all of our 
partners and all of our friends to get 
the word out. 

And, you know what? [Domestic 
violence] calls went through the roof.

Miami-Dade County remains the largest 
human trafficking hub in the state. What 
can the Women’s Fund and One Billion 
Rising do to support law enforcement?
We did the official “Stop Sex Traffick-
ing” campaign of the Miami Super 
Bowl Host Committee last year. We 
had a major public awareness cam-
paign; we worked with so many differ-
ent organizations. But it’s individuals 
who ultimately make the difference. 
If you don’t know what you’re seeing, 

if you don’t feel like you’re capable of 
calling, that’s how trafficking keeps 
on going. People need to be educated 
and understand the humanity—to 
see each other as human. That’s when 
things will shift. 

We worked with survivor leaders 
and partners who are in the field, and 
they helped us change the imaging 
around what people think human/sex 
trafficking looks like. Most people don’t 
self-identify as “I’m being trafficked.” 
Often, it’s somebody who’s vulnerable 
because they’re having issues of inti-
mate partner violence that grows into 
a lack of self-worth, or they’re having 
problems at home, or they’re looking 

for support and for attention. Preda-
tors prey on those vulnerabilities. 

So, it’s important for us to un-
derstand what it looks like—and 
then not be judgmental. We want to 
offer support and reduce demand. If 
there wasn’t so much demand, there 
wouldn’t be so many horrific traf-
fickers, wielding incredible tools of 
manipulation to engage victims.

As part of its economic mobility pillar, 
the Women’s Fund is re-introducing a 
public campaign this month with spon-
sor Kaufman Rossin that asks the ques-
tion, “Daddy, why do you pay women 
less?” It’s 2021. What are the arguments 
against women having equal pay?
When you look at differences in eco-
nomic compensation, it’s unbelievable. 

We’re doing an Impact Collaborative in 
early March with female attorneys. [A 
2020 Status of Women in Miami-Dade 
County report] found that there’s a 
[41%] difference in median earnings 
between men and women in that 
industry. Forty-one percent! It’s crazy. 
I’d never think that in a million years. 

More than anything, you hear [the 
refrain] that it’s nobody’s business. 
But it’s the lack of transparency that 
allows it to be perpetuated. 

It’s putting on a job interview form 
that you have to have at least seven 
years of such-and-such experience, all 
these old-fashioned barriers that ar-
en’t true. So, what happens? You have 

someone who’s been an 
assistant in the HR depart-
ment for 10 years—who’s 
trained 12 men who’ve 
[vaulted] ahead of her in the 
company. 

Often, [working] women 
have the great majority of 
childcare and home-care 
responsibilities. There’s a lot 
of wage theft of women who 
aren’t being paid overtime 
or who aren’t being paid 
what they’re due—but 
those women are afraid [to 
speak up] and risk losing 
their jobs. There’s also a 
lack of access for women in 
business when it comes to 
bigger paying jobs.

Obviously, some things 
have gotten better. There 

are more men who aren’t afraid to put 
on the gender lens, and that’s huge. It 
used to be an us vs. them thing, but 
I know many amazing men who are 
willing to take a hard look at this. Still, 
there’s a lot of work to do.

How has the climate of racial and polit-
ical tensions impacted issues important 
to the Women’s Fund?
In a really positive way. The time is 
now for racial and gender equity. 
When things start crashing to the 
ground, so many of us—very diverse 
groups of people—come together 
and say, “We’re not going to rebuild 
the same way.” We’re not just going 
to take that footbridge and put those 
bricks back together. 

We’re going to design a new bridge.

Is it frustrating when female legislators 
at the state and federal level are working 
against initiatives that the Women’s 
Fund supports?
I welcome having more opportuni-
ties to bring data and facts to bear. 
I believe in conflict resolution based 
on that. If you look at the economic 
mobility Impact Collaborative we 
did, it’s better for the entire economy 
if you’re compensating women and 
girls, and giving them a leg up. No 
question. It’s factual. And facts can 
sometimes take away fear.

In my personal life, there are very 
progressive and very conservative 
people in my close friend and family 
circle. It’s a diverse group, and I’m 
not judgmental. What I care about 
are the outcomes and the ethics of 
the ability for everybody to thrive. 
I also believe in baking bigger pies. 
We don’t have to be fighting over just 
one slice. By working together, you 
can make bigger and better pies. 

We’re making the Women’s Fund 
an easier and easier place for people 
to come together and get stuff done. 
Nobody does anything alone. I can’t 

tell you how much we value our 
partnerships with the YWCA, the 
Overtown Youth Center, the Honey 
Shine program, the South Florida 
Human Trafficking Task Force, Lotus 
House and countless other groups. 
There are so many amazing people 
coming together to do amazing work.

In February, your Impact Collaborative 
focused on smashing glass ceilings. 
How important is this moment in 
history as far as setting positive ex-
amples and encouraging women to get 
involved and follow their dreams?
It’s critical. It’s life-changing. And it’s 
a catapult. We had the first female 
president of Miami Dade College 
[Madeline Pumariega] as one of our 
speakers in February. We had the 
first black female executive editor of 
the Miami Herald [Monica Rich-
ardson]. We had the second Afri-
can-American female commanding 
officer in the United States Coast 
Guard, [Lieutenant Karida Harris], 
who’s 24.

If you can’t envision yourself in 
that role, it’s hard to get there.

POWER OF THE 
PURSE EVENT

When: Thursday, April 8; noon to 2 p.m.
Where: Virtual event
What: The annual fundraising luncheon for the Women’s 
Fund Miami-Dade typically draws upward of 1,000 
attendees. Expect a similar audience this year, as the 
organization that creates opportunities for women and 
girls to thrive in the community pivots for an online 
Zoom event. The luncheon promises guest speakers and 
a silent auction with a designer and one-of-a-kind items 
donated by female entrepreneurs, private room giveaway 
prizes and virtual swag bags.
Tickets: Individual, $50; private breakout room groups 
of 10, $1,500
Contact: Visit powerofthepurse.info for details, sponsor-
ship packages and registration information.


