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Memorial service for Gretta Fenner, 8 May 2024: 
Peter Maurer’s address 
 
Dear Lukas and Lorenz, Franziska, Kathrin and Anne-Sophie, dear Christian, dear Martin, 
dear other family members and partners, colleagues and friends: 
 
Shock and disbelief at Gretta’s passing are still omnipresent; sadness is deeply entrenched 
for a lifeline suddenly torn apart; anger against a world unfair and unjust is as intense as 
when the tragic news reached us more than four weeks ago.  
 
And yet, we know that these are inadequate words and feelings to commemorate a person 
who fought throughout her life against resignation, despair, hopelessness and cynicism.  
 
Gretta meant a lot, and a lot of different things to each one of us – we miss her dearly.  
 
We miss her first and foremost for her ability to offer hope and perspectives in a time, when 
both are in desperate need, and the “malaise” of living in a disrupted world is widespread. 
We miss Gretta for the way she so generously embraced life in all its expressions and 
nuances. 
 
Personally, I miss most the frequent and spontaneous coffees here, there and elsewhere, 
often in one of Bern’s coffee bars, where we met to discuss everything from big strategy to 
finer details of a contract or a letter.  
 
Coming together today, here in Zurich, connected around the world in commemoration of an 
extraordinary woman and an outstanding professional, may not be consolation enough. It 
may help us though to be strong by being together and inspired by the memory of a life too 
short, but immensely rich, intense, and accomplished. 
 
Hundreds of testimonies over the past weeks have given shape to what I would call Gretta’s 
magic. 
 
Gretta’s magic is first and foremost about her personality –  

• her captivating energy, her interest in the person next to her, across or at the table; 
• her natural empathy and humbleness, her quick instinct for the right word placed at 

the right moment to soften tensions, so that agreements could be reached; 
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• her galvanizing charisma, which transformed the dynamics of meeting rooms, and 
which turned the random conversations in the hallway into a debate on new ideas or 
the solution of an intricate problem; 

• Gretta’s magic was also her telling silence, when nonsense came her way, and her 
spontaneous spark of humour and frequent laughs. 

 
Nobody is born with such a rich and multi-faceted personality. While a happy family and 
youth are helpful, becoming an accomplished personality in mid-life is the result of an intense 
and fast-paced life, of experience, an open mind, unprejudiced approaches to human 
relationships, a learning journey with drive, successes, professional fulfilment, but also 
doubts and inevitable bruises. 
 
What was so contagiously positive was Gretta’s ability to explore and embrace all the facets 
of life – a new piece of music in a concert, a surprising idea in a book or article or a flash of 
inspiration leading to a new way of looking at a complex case; a tough bike tour with 
Christian, a funny moment with her sons, a spontaneous idea popping up in a conversation. 
Gretta defied physics with her boundless energy even in moments when she sat back in the 
train from Basel to Bern and relaxed from daylong hectic activities. She defied space by 
being able to navigate seamlessly between her private and public roles, her professional 
colleagues and her family and friends here and there. 
 
Gretta’s magic was also very much about her dedication to anti-corruption, leaving a mystery 
to all of us, whether the issue found her, or whether she found the issue. In the end it didn’t 
matter. She dedicated her professional life to the cause and put her sharp brain and quick 
speak in its service. Unlike many other dedicated people in the world, she seemed more 
astute to navigate the inevitable tensions and dilemmas – between principles and 
pragmatism, between compromise and rotten concession, between public advocacy and 
sober professionalism. 
 
She was driven by a commitment to help victims of corruption, those negatively impacted 
because others have misused power and misappropriated resources: from the early 
experiences with the victims of the Indian Ocean tsunami, to Latin American and African 
communities, and to Ukrainian or Bulgarian citizens under pressure from aggression and 
corrupt systems – they all had their place in Gretta’s heart. Where others gave up seeing the 
challenges and systemic failures, she pursued, whenever there was a glimpse of hope, a 
small step forward, which could make the life of victims easier.  
 
In ten years of work in the humanitarian sector, I rarely encountered anybody as imbued with 
humanity as Gretta and as steadfast in her commitment without compromise to the victims of 
injustice and corruption. In twenty-five years as a diplomat, I rarely met a diplomat as 
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talented as Gretta, who moreover did not actually want to be one. She knew the imposters 
and pretenders and remained unimpressed by them. 
 
Gretta did not have a romantic or idealistic take on victims; she was sober, realistic and to 
the point; she was strategic in prioritizing action which would ease the life of populations and 
communities – as much as she was obsessed by the very details of problems and obstacles 
in her way. Being action-focused allowed her to stay above the water and not drown in 
complexity as many do.  
 
At the same time, she was never simplistic and one-dimensional, because she knew about 
the many steps needed to build evidence, to define concrete ways forward, to build 
consensus along the road, to overcome the difficulties of implementing and enforcing the 
law, norms, and standards. She knew that if victims needed support, she could never 
achieve progress linearly and instantly – she worked her way from the bottom up to the head 
of the hydra, and top down to influence policies and politicians so they would make a positive 
difference for the people. She knew how to transform professional and factual insights into 
politically understandable messages, to be close to power and critical of power, to use her 
privileged insights to shape impactful action and programs.  
 
While Gretta referenced laws and principles, she knew that changing realities needed more: 
innovative legal thinking, opening-up to different methodologies and approaches, like 
behavioural science, and of course, negotiations, when power realities made it necessary to 
negotiate. 
 
Gretta’s professional identity was best visible in the method she shaped and developed: she 
knew that if corruption was everywhere, the tools to fight it needed to be sharper, faster and 
better adapted. Concrete action came from proximity to problems, from on-the-ground work 
with people, organisations and structures - from patient dialogue to convincing and nudging 
the resisting forces into action and positive behaviour. She put the Basel Institute on a long 
journey, which has only just begun, and which will need the continued energy of many others 
to keep that legacy alive. 
 
Gretta was not an institution builder by design, but she became one by default: When I first 
met her, the Basel Institute was essentially Mark Pieth and Gretta with a handful of 
colleagues. She grew professionally by responding to the devastating impact of stolen 
assets, of corrupt institutions and individuals; and in doing so, she built the tools, the 
organisational capacities, the expertise, the trainings, the programmes, the fundraising 
streams that, within a decade, transformed the organisation into a highly regarded and 
respected address for anti-corruption around the world. She had the courage to seize 
opportunities and to engage when things were still unclear and risky. That’s how she started 
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the “green corruption program”, leaving details to subsequent development, but allowing a 
first step to be taken. She embraced technological innovation and digital transformation, 
which allowed the Institute to scale its training and learning offer to an impressive dimension. 
 
Everybody working at the Basel Institute is deeply committed to the cause we stand for, but 
nobody would be there without Gretta. And while Gretta had a special relationship with each 
and every one who passed by the Institute over the past two decades, her personality 
transcended professional skills. She was an inspirational leader, a model of commitment, a 
person engaging from big to small, professional to private. A trusted friend and partner. And 
Gretta herself recognized that she owed much of her development to Mark Pieth, who 
accompanied her during so many milestone moments in the past 20 years of their joint work 
at and for the Basel Institute. 
 
Dear family, colleagues and friends 
 
When I was a boy at high school, the teacher made us visit a women’s covenant to give us 
an insight into religious life. In a rare conversation with the nuns, we challenged their daily 
prayers, which seemed to us an utterly useless and ineffective tool to change the terrible 
things happening in the world.  
 
I still remember the nun’s response in defence of prayer: “you don’t know” – she said, “how 
much more awful the world would look like if we did not pray”. 
 
I have always thought that Gretta had that determination, conviction and faith herself, and in 
her mission, and with her youthful and energetic drive she combined all this to change the 
world. We will deeply miss her but be forever grateful for the inspiration and legacy she has 
left behind. Gone, but with us forever. 
 

 


