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About the cover image "Imagine Rotary"


The 2022-23 Rotary Presidential theme logo was designed by renowned Australia-based Indigenous artist Riki Salam to represent Rotary International President Jennifer Jones' theme and initiatives. 


The logo represents key elements of Rotary while honouring Indigenous culture: 



		
	The circle signifies connections to one another. 

	

		
	The dots around the circle represent people, one for each of our areas of focus. 

	

		
	The circle and the dots together become a navigation star, which signifies Rotary’s guiding light. 

	

		
	The solid line underneath signifies a digging stick used for hard work — a tool that Rotary’s people of action use to get things done. 

	




While the logo relates specifically to the Rotary 2022-23 year, we use it here as a sign of the continuity and consistency in the spirit and purpose of Rotary.
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Introduction


Darcy Geale





I have been a Rotarian for 16 years. I have been a member of conventional clubs and other e-clubs since before COVID brought the concept of "Zoom meetings” to everyone’s lounge room. I have visited clubs across the globe, from meetings in bowling alleys and wine bars, to formal dinners with over 250 members attending plus joined other, then emerging, e-clubs.


Each and every Rotary Club is different, reflecting the aims and aspirations of its members. When Paul Harris established Rotary in 1905 he could never have envisaged the reality of and the challenges of today’s world. But he did, in 1905, acknowledge that Rotary would always need to change to maintain its place and the value it adds to the world and those in need.


Rotary’s first project was a public toilet, and some things never change, many people in our world still need public toilets, in so many parts of our world. How we achieve that end is what has changed and will continue to evolve.


In acknowledgment of that constant drive to change and adapt, Rotary in Australia, New Zealand and the Pacific is going through a process at the time of writing, to revitalise the organisation while maintaining its value in our emerging world.


The Rotary E-Club Serving Humanity is part of that change. It meets on Zoom, and its members are all involved in local but mainly international projects. There are no coffee and biscuits unless you bring your own to the monitor. Meetings are short and focused.


Membership is about helping others through helping each other, by sharing experience, skills, mistakes and learning. Egos are left at the virtual door - helping others is our primary driver. Membership does not require that you undertake or have a project, but members are encouraged to join and work with others in a shared experience environment.


The stories in this book are the stories of our Club and its members. Some of these stories started elsewhere, in other Clubs, and even outside Rotary. We decided to tell our stories this way to honour those with whom we have worked in communities around the world and to inspire others to take that first step that you have been thinking about.


Most of these projects started very small with just one or two people behind them. As they grew, the founders drew on Rotary in different ways to help expand their reach and impact. Some of us found our inspiration in Rotary and some of us came to Rotary with a project already underway but looking for the support that would enable us to grow. Rotary and Rotary Australia World Community Service (RAWCS) together provide that support.


As a reader you may be a Rotarian or you may be thinking about serving others and looking for inspriation, ideas, and support. If so, you have come to the right place. 


For those not familiar with Rotary, as a global organisation Rotary has five areas of focus.


The map below shows where our Club's projects are based and the Rotary areas of focus that each of them respond to.





If you would like to know more about our Club or any of these projects, just visit our website. We are a group of passionate and collaborative Rotarians and you would be most welcome to join us and find your path in serving humanity.










 


A trip that changed my life


By John Roberson





In 1987 a friend of mine, Richard Newland who was a member of the Rotary Club of Wagga Wagga Kooringal invited me to volunteer on a team to build a school in Solomon Islands. This was a project sponsored by RAWCS. This three-week experience was to change my life in many ways. At the time of this trip, I was a farmer and not a member of Rotary. It was because of this experience that I eventually joined Rotary, as a way to repay a once in a lifetime experience. I also met the lady who was to become my wife in Honiara but that is another story.


Solomon Islands achieved its independence from Britain and became a member of the Commonwealth of Nations on 7th July 1978. 


On 15th May 1986, Cyclone Namu considered to be one of the worst tropical cyclones to impact the Solomon Islands ever recorded, was responsible for at least 150 deaths, mostly from flooding and landslides. It was estimated that it caused US$25 million property damage and US$100 million in economic losses across the Solomon Islands.


The Australian Government, through the Australian International Development Assistance Bureau (AIDAB) agreed to assist the Solomon Islands Government in the reconstruction of Primary School Buildings throughout the Provinces hit by the Cyclone. During 1987-88 over 100 schools were built under the supervision of RAWCS teams.


The prefabricated building kits were manufactured by John Hollands in Honiara and transported to the various sites. In some areas the kits were able to be delivered to the exact site while in others the materials were dumped over the side of the ship and the local villagers had to swim the materials to the shore and then carry them to the site.


During the period of RAWCS involvement Supervisors were kept busy in both Honiara and Auki, on Malaita Island, meeting teams, providing briefings and organizing transport to the sites. Many teams will long remember the trips on the IU MI NOU and Princess 2, two of the local “boats” used. 


Our team of three members, Richard Newland - a builder, John Stanyer - a farmer, and myself, with a second team from our Club travelled from Wagga Wagga to Brisbane by overnight bus, a night in Brisbane, then a flight to Honiara, the capital of the Solomon Islands. During two days in Honiara we attended briefing sessions, visited some of the World War II heritage sites near Honiara, and attendd a reception at the Australian High Commission in our honour. The Solomon Islands had recently celebrated ten years of independence. 





John Roberson, Richard Newland & John Stanyer


Our third night was spent travelling from Honiara to Auki, Malaita on the Iu Mi Nao loaded to capacity with freight and about 300 people. Not much sleep on the 12-hour crossing as it was rolling and rough. It was a pleasure to arrive in Auki early morning. We had another briefing and loaded our supplies on the back of a truck and then travelled seated on the back of the truck on the gravel roads north to Dala.


About halfway across the island we had to change trucks as a bridge was under repair and we took our supplies by hand over to the new truck before moving on to Atori. We were met by our canoe driver who took us to Kwai Island where we re-fuelled and fixed our outboard motor which had been misfiring.


Our team of three members, Richard Newland a builder, John Stanyer a farmer, and I, with a second team from our Club, travelled from Wagga Wagga to Brisbane by overnight bus, a night in Brisbane then a flight to Honiara the capital of the Solomon Islands. During two days in Honiara we attended, briefing sessions, sightseeing some of the WW2 heritage sites near Honiara and a reception at the Australian High Commission in our honour. We were in the Solomon Islands just after the celebration of their tenth year of independence. 


Our third night was spent travelling from Honiara to Auki, Malaita on the Iu Mi Nao loaded to capacity with freight and about 300 people. Not much sleep on the 12-hour crossing as it was rolling and rough. It was a pleasure to arrive in Auki early morning. We had another briefing and loaded our supplies on the back of a truck and then travelled seated on the back of the truck on the gravel roads north to Dala.





“IU MI NAO” ship between Honiara and Auki.


About halfway across the island we had to change trucks as a bridge was under repair and we took our supplies by hand over to the new truck before moving on to Atori. We were met by our canoe driver who took us to Kwai Island where we re-fuelled and fixed our outboard motor which had been misfiring.





Workers repairing bridge where we change trucks


After lunch, we proceeded to travel just outside the reef in intermittent rain showers for about 12 kilometres north of Kwai Harbour to our destination Manu. We had to surf into a river mouth over the reef and onto the beach at Manu. The location was spectacularly beautiful with forests coming right down to the beach, the coral reef right on the beach with small mushroom shaped islands adjacent to the entrance to the river. 





Canoe for trip to Manu


We were in awe at the remote location that we found ourselves in. The Rotary personnel briefing us had warned that we were on our own for the two weeks as our location had no road vehicle, phone, radio or medical facility and the only way in and out was by boat or a two-day rugged walk. Even then we were still a day from Auki by road when a vehicle could be organised. They said if we were to die at Manu we would be buried there, and our body repatriated at a later date. 





View from Manu of islands at river entrance


The children who had never left the village had not seen a vehicle and they were fascinated by wheels. They loved their soccer and loved climbing trees. Children even had a competition to see who could place a flag on the highest branch of a tree. Quite often this was a very thin branch and bad injuries, and death did occur. 





Local children outside our accommodation


We were met by about the local chief James, the school headmaster and about 100 villagers including many children. After greetings we were taken to our accommodation, through Manu village which was located adjacent to the beach. The walk up the hill was through well-manicured hibiscus hedges maintained by the women and children with their machetes. We were accommodated in the one room banana palm hut belonging to the school headmaster. 


It was to become home for the next two weeks. Outside the residence we had a separate kitchen and fireplace where we could cook our meals with local fruit and vegetables supplemented with Australian Army ration packs supplied to us. We were only about 10 metres from where the new prefabricated school was to be built. 





Kitchen with Richard, John Stanyer, and Chief James


Our toilet facility was a patch of mangroves about 150 metres back toward the village reserved exclusively for us. It was right alongside a tabu area that we learnt later was their burial ground.


The prefab kit and supplies for the school had been dropped off at Gagalu by the Australian Navy about 10 kilometres north of Manu three months before we arrived. The villagers of Manu and surrounding six communities whose children attended the school in Manu had been tasked with the responsibility to move all the timber, roofing iron, bags of cement, timber roof trusses, galvanised steel stumps, hardware and other supplies in the prefab kit to the building site. 


This included one two hundred litre drum of creosote. The villagers had to move it through about 3 kilometres of mangrove swamp and then floated the various parts of the kit down the river to the river mouth and then the last 300 metres up the hill to the new school site. They were required to stack the items neatly under cover. We found our kit was presented better than most building jobs in Australia. Truly a credit to their pride and appreciation in getting a new school. 


Work started immediately next morning with Richard and John Stanyer supervising the layout and positioning of the holes for the galvanised stumps. Local villagers were tasked to fetch and carry sand, fresh water and aggregate for the concrete for the footings. This they did with enthusiasm, but it was mostly women and children who did the work. 


A group of the men took on coating all the timber with creosote. We tried to warn them that the creosote would burn their bare feet but to no avail. We really did not have to worry as these men had never worn shoes and the callouses on their feet were so thick, they did not have any ill affect. 


My first job was to take a 30-metre hose down to the beach with lots of children to fill the hose with sea water so that Richard could use it as our level for the footings. I had a lot of trouble getting them to keep the other end under water. All air had to be expelled so the level would operate correctly. Eventually after much laughter and hilarity I had to take both ends and hold them under while some of the adults moved along the length of hose moving the air out.





Prefabricated building kit laid out prior to our arrival


Once the layout was complete Richard asked for assistance to dig the holes for the foundations. We were amazed that the women and children arrived with half coconut shells and proceeded to dig the holes. I am not sure that anyone owned a shovel. It took less than three hours to get all the holes dug to the required depth just by hand. By the end of the first day, we were ready to start setting up the stumps and bolting the bearers onto them. 





Women and children digging foundations


The new school took shape quickly as we had a willing work force and we worked long hours. It was noticeable that the men assisted us in the morning but of an afternoon they disappeared to chew on their betel nut. A few of the women and children assisted in the afternoons. When the flooring and roof iron needed to be hammered into place the men found hammers from somewhere and Richard showed them what he required. They became enthusiastic and competitive trying to make the most noise and this meant they got the job done quicker. 





Completed new school classrooms decorated for the opening ceremony


In about 8 days we completed the building of the two classrooms, then plans were put in place to bless and dedicate the new building. 


Quite a few local men were given building lessons and advice by Richard, but he found many of the men had some knowledge of building as they had worked in Honiara as building labourers. 


The various villages were very Christian, and villages belonged to different denominations. Manu was Anglican Church of Melanesia while the village across the river was Seventh Day Adventist and a nearby village Roman Catholic. At Manu we had prayers every morning and evening. We attended on the first day but as it took up a lot of time, we decided to only attend the Sunday service. This was a 3-hour marathon with us seated at the front. The singing was fantastic without any accompaniment, just voices. The service was attended by about 100 adults and children and the sermon was quite fire and brimstone in a manner to frighten the members to be Christian. 


All the villages that sent their children to the Manu school originally worshiped pagan gods and many years ago were cannibals, but they were now all Christian and very immersed in their new religions. We were told that Chief James was still Pagan and we believe this was because he was responsible for maintaining a link with their old cultures and beliefs. 


The opening and dedication of the school was a big affair. All seven villages whose children attended Manu School travelled to the opening. I would estimate over three hundred people attended. A procession from the Church to the school was led by the local Pastor, the school headmaster, Chief James, our team and local elders from each village. 


The school was blessed by the Rector and many speeches were made by village dignitaries and Richard before the official opening and cutting of the ribbon took place. 





Rector blessing the new school


After the opening we sat down to a village feast for all attendees. The feast for the dignitaries was laid out on banana palm leaves and consisted of chicken, sago pudding, boiled rice, kumara, sweet potatoes and a curry dish.





Our feast


The villagers stood behind their feast and grace was said. Within seconds the food was eaten, and the banana leaves were bare of food.  Our table was reserved for dignitaries, and we ate slowly watched by the gathering who apparently had eaten on a first-in-best-served basis and had finished their feast.


Later in the afternoon we were guest of honour as each of the village groups entertained us with marching bands, pan pipe recitals, comedy acts and tremendous singing. We sat on the only 3 western style chairs in front of all the performances. More speeches were made by the villagers, and we were presented with necklaces to honour our work. The entire day was humbling as we were in an extremely remote location and poor community being honoured by the locals. Some wore traditional dress and others were in uniforms that made the occasion more festive.





Children in dancing band


Adult dancing band


As we had finished the school project early Richard asked Chief James if we could walk up into the mountains to visit some of the pagan villages. After a couple of days, he finally said he would take us to a village in the hills to meet the pagan High Priest and see the lifestyle they followed. Chief James took Richard and me on the walk as John Stanyer did not feel well enough to do a strenuous walk. We walked about ten kilometres mainly up hill. James set a fast pace and it was quite an effort for us to keep up.


We eventually came upon the village which had a view over the ocean about 5 kilometres away. The village appeared deserted, and James explained how the village was traditionally set out. There was a large hut that housed all the females and young children of the village. There was a large hut for all the men of the village and on the edge of the village, remote from the main area was the female menstrual hut where women during that time of month were required to isolate until over. We believe that all villagers had been told to stay out of the village while we were there.


The only person we saw was the Pagan High Priest. He spoke broken English and in 1988 was about 70 years old (born about 1918). He told us that he remembered as a child of about 8 years old how Australian & New Zealand navy ships shelled their villages in retribution for the District Officer and others being killed by local villagers who did not want to pay taxes.





High Priest


This is verified in Australian navy records: “On 4 October 1927 the matter came to a head on Malaita when the District Officer, Australian born William Bell, his British assistant Kenneth Lillies and 15 local policemen, were attacked at the village of Gwee’abe, near Sinalanggu Harbour, while collecting the tax. Basiana, a Malaita warrior, and several of his followers killed Bell, Lillies and nine local police.”


On reflection it was a great honour to meet with the pagan High Priest, to hear his stories and to hold the large ebony club that signified his office. Chief James nervously told me not to drop the club and it was obvious that he held it and the High Priest in high esteem.


On the way back to Manu by a different track we entered two more traditional villages. At the first one the local men made it obvious that we were not welcome, and after a heated exchange of words and threats to fight with James and us, we were allowed to continue out of their village.


We believe they did not want us in their village while their women folk were working there without men in attendance. Along the way we travelled through a cacao tree planation. Cacao seed is used to make chocolate.





Richard and Chief James with cacao tree


In the second village we were made very welcome. We were offered some pork to eat that had been heated in a bamboo tube over a fire but we declined as we were not sure how long it had been in the tube. No refrigeration without electricity!


The village was grieving the death of a small baby that occurred while we were there. After giving our condolences to the parents and the community we returned to Manu just as it became dark. We had walked a total of about twenty kilometres over about 8 hours for what was a highlight of my volunteer trip.


On the day we were scheduled to return to Atori by the motorised canoe we had an emotional farewell on the beach by all the villagers. Not a dry eye in sight including us. We had made lifelong friendships in just a short period of time.





Farewell to our team on the beach


The trip back to Kwai Island was spectacular gazing back across the waves breaking onto to the reef with the backdrop of coral beaches, coconut palms and mountains.


We lunched at Kwai Island and then met our Rotary driver at Atori about 2:00pm. The first thing he did was to shout us all an ice-cold beer from his esky. The first alcohol in two weeks as it was not permitted on our stores list travelling in. We travelled the road over the now completed bridge to Auki where we boarded the “IU MI NOU” for our return trip to Honiara.


In Honiara we were de-briefed, attended a meeting of the Rotary Club of Honiara and a social games night that was organised while we were there. We did an informal tour of the old underground hospital from WW2. It was built by the Americans but used by the Japanese when they invaded and again by the Americans when they liberated Honiara. The wooden shoring for the roof and walls had been pilfered so it was extremely dangerous. We saw quite a few rooms where earth had fallen from the ceilings.  We had no torches, so our guide lit a palm frond to provide light. It was not long before we had to get out as the smoke got lower and lower.


One highlight was a visit to Betikama War Museum established by the Seventh Day Adventist Church. They not only had some wonderful displays but also some art works and carvings for purchase. They also had a pet crocodile in a pen so we were able to view him up close through the mesh fence.


We visited the American and Japanese War memorials and saw the battle lines held during the WW2 battle for Honiara. Richard organised a walk up to the Tenaru waterfall behind Honiara about a 4 kilometre walk through rainforest, some farming fields and an area near the falls that contained weapon pits remaining from WW2 complete with rusted ammunition and equipment. Our guide informed us that a Japanese team of searchers looking for the remains of Japanese soldiers buried near the falls had been there the week before and cremated any bones found so that they could return the soldiers ashes to Japan. We actually saw the remains of the fires lit to cremate their bones, an important cultural task for them.  Richard and I, guided by local guides decided to walk and swim out to the ravine below the falls to get back to our vehicle at the start of the walk.





Climbing down the face of the waterfall


Our guides frightened us by telling us about the local crocodiles and where they frequented while swimming across a deep pool much to their amusement and our anxiety. We made it back unscathed.


This extraordinary experience volunteering on the team to Manu made me determined to join Rotary and when I was able to, in 1994 I joined the Rotary Club of Wagga Wagga Kooringal, D9700 who sponsored me on the trip. I later took took on a role in RAWCS and continue to work as part of the RAWCS organisati0n. More recently I became one of the founding members and the first President of Rotary E-Club Serving Humanity, D9705.


I can thoroughly recommend travelling and experiencing another culture and being of some assistance to developing countries as a way of spreading peace and goodwill. RAWCS volunteer teams are a great way to do this. I am and will be eternally grateful for my experience.


Try Rotary - it could change YOUR life!



 




 




 









 


From Nambour, Queensland to the Amazon


by Bev Cooney





My story


I was born on the Sunshine Coast in Queensland in a little town called Nambour. I was number five of six children. We went to school in the Nambour Public School. Wayne Swan and Kevin Rudd both went to Nambour School. That school is still in the same place but is about ten times the size. My parents had a dairy farm. It was about 3 miles from the school and we walked to school mostly bare footed. Every Friday night we used to listen to a program on shortwave radio that came from Quito, Ecuador, South America. It was called "The Voice of the Andes". There began a lifelong dream.


We moved around quite a bit and I started work in Canberra on my 15th birthday in the Department of Health. Then I transferred to The PMG Department in Brisbane. I started nursing on my 17th birthday and worked in that trade for 50 years. I loved being a nurse. It was the job I just knew I wanted as I always wanted to help people.  


When I could afford it, I bought myself a beautiful Yamaha guitar and learned to play it at the Conservatorium of Music in Brisbane. I did that because my mum, who was a very smart woman, told me it was a waste of money because I would never learn to play it. I just had to prove her wrong. I had singing lessons at the Bernard King School of Music and joined a band and we used to play in Brisbane when I had days off. I even travelled to Perth with the band and sang there for 3 weeks. That was fun.   


I eventually moved to Melbourne where I got married and had three daughters. I was married to a cop. He had a massive accident on his way to work and ended up with terrible injuries. That was just seven years into our marriage. So sad. I moved to Newcastle which was about halfway between Melbourne and Brisbane where the grandparents from both sides lived.


I started work in the Royal Newcastle Hospital where I worked for most of my life. Then the earthquake happened and BHP closed which were the two things that changed Newcastle and turned it into a wonderful city. I joined a choir there and had a great time doing that. Travelled the world with them and recorded an album and still listen to it regularly. All the time getting the kids through school and working two full time jobs. I got transferred to John Hunter Hospital and worked in the kid’s hospital there. 


Eventually my kids all moved out to go to uni or work and my middle daughter said “Mum it’s time for you to go on your holiday to Peru” and I thought about it for five minutes and went to the travel agent and had it booked within half an hour. Six months later, in 2003, I flew to Peru to walk the Inca Trail. One of the guides in Lima told me he worked in a children’s hospital in Lima as a volunteer on his days off. I asked if it would be possible to have a look through the hospital when we got back from the tour. And he organized it. I said to the doctor who took me through “I’m a nurse in a Children’s Hospital in Australia. What can I do for you?” and he said “Bring us people to teach us”. I promised I would and to cut a long story short, it actually took me two days to get the team together when I got back to work. Less than a year later we were there working with that doctor. He took us to the jungle for a great experience and that started my journey in Peru. 





Coming to Rotary


I joined Rotary in 2004. I have taken twelve teams of doctors and nurses over the years. It’s been wonderful. Then Covid hit and we haven’t been able to go since.


It was interesting visiting lots of places in the Central Amazon. What we saw was incredible. In 2004 we operated on about 100 children and helped in a tent for rehabilitation. This is where I saw about 500 children with disabilities. And these kids couldn’t go to school - somewhat like Australia was fifty-odd years ago. That worried me. So how could I fix that? Could I fix that? Is it possible to do that in a foreign country? 


In 2005 I went back to the town of Satipo to see if it was possible to do something. When I came home, I spoke with twenty-one builders on the Sunshine Coast and a year later, after they raised $80,000 and I retired and drew down my superannuation, we went to Satipo and built a school for the disabled kids.





After we built the school, the President of Peru came and had a look at it and promptly went around Peru and built schools for the disabled kids in all the big towns.


When they closed the old Royal Newcastle Hospital, I was able to take 40 beds, that they no longer needed, in a container to the hospital in Satipo. The owner of Scorpion Shipping, a Newcastle company, phoned me and told me she saw an article in the paper and said they would like to ship them for free. Incredible!




I moved to Peru in 2006 and spent three and a half years there and it was amazing. While living there I started a factory for the adults with disabilities by buying lots of sewing machines, getting a guy to come out from Lima to teach them how to maintain the machines and run a business. They are no longer living on the streets as they sew clothing and sell it at the local markets. I also gifted an ambulance boat to a village on a very big river the Rio Ene, in a town called Valle Esmeralda, where there were no cars. They called it Beverley, Australia. It is helping save lives every day.





Launching the Beverley


I came home from Peru in 2010 and went back to work at John Hunter Hospital in Newcastle, and 6 months later I flew back to Peru for a holiday. I picked up a bloke at the airport, fell in love, and a few months later moved to Westmead Hospital and worked in the Breast Cancer Institute and finally retired in 2015. He’s a young thing and still works and lives in the Blue Mountains so I moved to Bathurst to be close but not too close, and there began to work with the Director of Nursing at the hospital. We started a program called CHOPS which stands for ‘Confused Hospitalised Older Persons', for volunteers to work at the hospital keeping the people with dementia who had been admitted to hospital for some reason. We keep them awake through the day so they sleep all night. It has stopped the falls in the hospital.


In 2016 I went back to Peru and there was a of group of 6 women and 48 children who had just been rescued by the Intelligence Police from The Shining Path, a rebel group who had spent many years killing people and are now making drugs to sell in the US. I found out about it on the TV when they had a big telethon to get clothes for them as they had nothing. They were not allowed to wear clothes for the 30 years they were with the Shining Path and were used as baby making machines. They couldn’t even cook their food as the smoke from the fires would alert the police as to where they were. So very sad for them.  They were gifted lots of clothes in the telethon and sadly most of the clothes were synthetic, which doesn’t work in the Amazon Jungle.


I went to the Police base where they were staying, asked if I could meet with these women and I spoke with them through an interpreter. They do not speak Spanish. I asked them what they wanted and they said they wanted cotton material, needles and thread so they could make themselves some Ashininka clothes. By hand! So, I got on a bus and travelled for 14 hours into Lima and bought them a Singer treadle sewing machine as there was no electricity. I paid $100 for it brand new. Then I got a seamstress, a friend, who   came and taught them to use it. I bought all the material they would need to make 2 outfits for 54 people and cotton to use on the machine for the sewing.  That made me happy and I was able to come home knowing I had helped a little.





After I returned home, a friend in Rotary spoke to me about a Rotary project in Sydney called Dementia Cafes. I understand there are 5 of these in Sydney so I thought I would look into it and started one here in Bathurst. That has been running since 2019. This week we are expanding things here in Bathurst by turning the town into a Dementia Friendly Community.


In those years of working at volunteering my time for others I have been awarded a Merit of Honour, Peru [MOHpe] in 2007 by President Garcia, an OAM here in Australia in 2013, Citizen of the Month here in Bathurst January 2020, NSW Volunteer of the Year for the Central West 2020 and NSW Senior Volunteer of the Year for the Central West 2020. What an honor.


Just waiting to get back to Peru with a doctor from Bathurst and a group of nurses.


Dream big - it can come true!


Click here to donate to Operation Los Ninos, Peru.







 


Go where? The Solomon Islands of course!


Mal and Rosie Dunnet





The day in Buala starts with the sound of roosters crowing then the wooden drum resonates through the village. It is time to get up. The village stirs as people head to the gardens, church, work, or school.


The children attend the local kindy and primary school. School is closed when it rains as it is not safe to cross the fast-running rivers that rise quickly. Schools have limited resources, a couple of textbooks, a blackboard and chalk, some desks, and occasionally a fan that slowly moves the hot air depending on when the generator is on. Classes can have up to 50 students. The school libraries have a few outdated books affected by the dust and humidity.


A young boy sits in the dirt playing the drums on saucepan lids, making cars from old cans to race with his friends. Laughter rings out as they run happily together. The primary school children left early for school and are now returning to do homework before the night sets in as the generator is unreliable. Older youth without education opportunities sit around chewing betel nut, talking, and laughing, helping with families, or looking for work. They are waiting for soccer, netball, or volleyball practice, keen to be the best at the next competition.


Adults may have paid employment, but this is limited. Others spend time in the garden, a hike up the steep hill in 35-degree heat and 85% humidity to pick what is in season, weed and plant what can survive tropical rain and cyclones as this is the main source of their food.  Some head off to fish in dug-out canoes, fibreglass canoes or a small tinny with an outboard motor. Others set up stalls in the market or outside their homes with seasonal fruit and vegetables such as lemons, betel nut, pawpaw, pineapple, mango, coconuts, and root vegetables. The lagoon is the local highway with constant activity as everyone moves along the coast to school, work, and family. Laughter comes from the river where women are washing clothes, a piglet has escaped and children chase it. Groups are gathering, formal and informal to sit and share stories.


The sound of children singing is the backdrop as the day comes to an end, they are practising for an upcoming celebration. The women are nearby laughing as they learn cultural dances. Traditional dance and singing are part of every group celebration.  A couple of young men continue to weave the thatch for the roof of a nearby home hoping to get some more finished before dark. From a house comes the sound of music, a phone, laptop, or TV, powered by a small solar panel out the front.


The drums signify the end of the day, followed by the church bells for evening prayer. Everyone heads for home, stopping to talk to friends and relatives along the path.  Time to swim (shower) at the communal outdoor water pipe, or head for the river, the smell of fires, outdoor kitchens, and sleep on woven mats on the floor.Some have a mozzie net as malaria is a constant threat. It’s not if you get it but when.


Subsistence living is hard as cyclones, drought and flooding hit the whole area at the same time, destroying gardens and impacting fishing. Small shops provide basics, but goods are expensive and money is required. Some have family members who work in Honiara or overseas and help with education costs but for many, opportunities are limited without local education and health support.


Internet and wifi have recently been available, from megaphones in communities to share information to smartphones and laptops, the world has opened but with this comes more challenges. The local hospital has limited resources. Serious illnesses are sent to Honiara, via a 13hr ferry ride unless a plane seat can be obtained but this is too expensive for many. Basic items are not available, yet the Drs and nurses do an amazing job caring for the people.


We walk alongside, with a focus on education, health, and leadership, working with them to identify challenges and open opportunities for the future while protecting the culture, and celebrating the relationships, pace of life, and beauty that is unique to the Solomon Islands.





The Beginning


In 2007, Mal and our eldest daughter, who was then 13, were invited to go to the Solomon Islands with a group from the Anglican Diocese of Canberra and Goulburn looking at partnership opportunities.


Go where? Some research opened our eyes to not only the location of the Solomon Islands but also the history of the connections with Australia. Mal and our daughter headed on an adventure to Honiara, the capital of the Solomon Islands.


On their return, they were adamant we would go to Ysabel as a family the following year to begin a parish-to-parish link. While the idea of heading into the unknown with three young children (aged 14, 11, and 8) was daunting, we took a team of 9 from the Anglican Parish in Kooringal to begin this journey.


Getting to Santa Ysabel involved travelling to Canberra, a flight to Brisbane, overnight in Brisbane then a flight to Honiara. We stay in Honiara and fly to Fera as soon as possible. However, this flight is regularly cancelled due to the rain, requiring extra nights in Honiara. Once in Fera, we travel across Maringe Lagoon to Buala.


We were the first white family to stay in the village. At this stage, there was no phone connection, unreliable generator power, a couple of toilets, multiple languages we didn’t understand, heat, humidity, dust, and an unknown culture. We were embraced by people who were probably just as uncertain as us, with overwhelming generosity and grace as we bumbled our way along, learning together. The welcome we were given, the care shown as we were invited into the rhythm of the village, into the lives of the families, the church, and the community impacted us all. After just three weeks, the initial team left with tears in their eyes, and a desire to come back and develop not only the ideas but the relationships that had begun. 


The first thing said the following year on our return to Ysabel, was “you came back!” This began a relationship that has developed over the years into deep friendships through all aspects of life in Australia or the Solomon Islands. What has become evident over time is the connections we can build even though our life experiences are different. This was seen during the Black Saturday Fires when the parish of Buala did fundraisers for the affected people because of their relationship with us.


Solomon Islands


When we first went, we had no idea of the deep connection between Australia and the Solomon Islands throughout history. Only three hours from Brisbane, the Solomon Islands are made up of over 900 islands, over half uninhabited. The Queensland sugar cane industry was built on the blackbirding of people from Island nations, including Santa Ysabel. This is still reflected in the custom welcome when asked if you are Traders or Churchman, as traders were unwelcome because of the damage they did to the culture. The Solomon Islands was a major campaign during World War II (‘Big Fella War’ in Pijin) as the Japanese tried to cut supply chains between Australia and the United States. The battle is visible, with over 50 ships sunk and thousands of unexploded bombs that still kill or seriously injure more than 20 people each year. Due to the tensions that began in 1998, the Australian-led Regional Assistance Mission to Solomon Islands (RAMSI) was formed in 2003. RAMSI assisted the Solomons across all areas, helping lay the foundations for long-term stability, security, and prosperity. RAMSI withdrew in 2017. In 2021 tensions again increased, resulting in riots and the burning of many buildings. Recent international attention has increased awareness and aid promises.


But our focus is the people. The Solomon Islands is one of the poorest countries in the region, with the majority in rural villages with subsistence living. Female access to education and health is low, with high violence and abuse of women and children.  In Ysabel Province, sanitation rates sit at a very low 6%, with many going to the toilet out in the open. This is why our focus areas are education, health, and community development programs. By committing to long-term involvement, we have seen change. We are now seeing girls top their year at school as they have been able to attend every day of the month due to the Sister Helpem Sister program. We have seen students accepted to university as they have had access to a school library for additional study resources donated by rural Australian schools. The activities of regular teams have seen an increase in confidence across all generations with the community programs.





Preparation


Since 2007, we have taken over 20 teams to Ysabel. Programs are developed in consultation with the community leaders which include the Diocesan Bishop, Parish Priests, Mothers Union, and Chiefs, identifying areas for resources, training, support, and partner opportunities. Programs are designed around the skills and contacts of the team members, providing opportunities for specific focus areas. All team members attend multiple training days, providing information on practical considerations, cultural aspects, Pijin lessons, preparation, program development and sourcing resources. Respecting Ysabel’s culture, developing trust and working alongside the people of Ysabel have been essential to the partnership’s success.


Partnering with communities


Teams have shared various skills and experiences, preparing programs to meet the needs of communities in Ysabel with a focus on education, health, and development. Training is provided in consultation with the leaders in the church and community and adapted to ensure it is culturally appropriate. Where possible, Train the Trainer models are used to equip local leaders to continue training programs.


Programs have included: Drug and alcohol awareness, Women’s Health, Respectful relationships, Marriage preparation, English lessons, Cooking, and nutrition lessons using local produce, soccer clinics, netball clinics, referee training, teacher development – phonics, math, reading, science (Kindy, Primary and High school), Tasia Bible College lectures, leadership sessions, technology and cyber safety, business software, Youth leadership, Craft and cooking, Aussie afternoon teas, children’s programs, movie nights, sports days, cyber safety, Facebook use, and conversational English


Why would we teach knitting in 38-degree heat? The ladies made bags, and beanies for newborn babies, crocheted food throws and made items to sell in the market to raise money for their children’s education. Movie nights provided a safe place for families to gather, drinking at the pubs decreased, and the community gathered. Facebook and internet usage was a new thing, so the awareness of potential danger was unknown. Team members attempting to paddle in a dugout canoe in the lagoon was hilarious to watch, allowing the kids to teach us new skills.





Cultural understanding


Teams engage in all levels of the community to develop a greater understanding between our two cultures.


This has included, meetings with Government Ministers, local chiefs and leaders, kindergarten and local school visits, Diocesan visits, Vocational education, village visits, boarding school visits, cultural dance, music, celebrations and festivals and hospital visits.


Understanding does not come overnight or over a few visits. It is continually growing as the layers are unpeeled. One word has a different meaning in a program resulting in different expectations. Clarifying understanding is a constant. We were told a friend had to climb a steep ladder to his house. We went looking for a house with a ladder which we were unable to find. The ‘ladder’ was a steep flight of stairs. This was cause for much laughter as we shared our search for a building ladder in the village.


To ensure respectful relationship development has required constant open and transparent communication. This has been a challenge, especially when minimal email and phone communication is available.


Participating in visits to local schools, training centres, businesses, and celebrations helps the team better understand the culture and challenges. When high school students from Australia visit a school with wooden bunk beds with a woven mat as a mattress, long-drop toilets and a river for bathing and washing clothes, where students grow their own food, cook, and clean the school as well as study, to raise money to help build a toilet or sending across library books is seen as important. 


Extensions of the original MOU saw more Australians involved, broadening the opportunity for connections, resourcing and understanding Solomon Island culture. In 2009 the Riverina Anglican College established connections with local high schools for the Duke of Edinburgh program. In 2011 the program integrated with Rotary when a RAWCS project was established. And in 2017, Sisters Helpem Sisters was established with Mothers Union, teaching women’s health awareness workshops while distributing washable sanitary kits.





Resources


On return to Australia, cultural re-entry was, for some, confronting as they faced our abundance. Collecting resources and raising funds for projects has been an opportunity to continue contributing. 


We have organised three shipping loads (of approx. 7 tonnes) containing library books, hospital supplies, medical books, teacher resources, sewing machines and supplies for washable sanitary kit components, disaster relief items, textbooks, classroom readers, netball and soccer uniforms, sports equipment, tools, and vocational educational items.


We have provided laptops for leaders and community education, data projectors for schools and community training centres, iPads and data cards for communication and speakers as well as community items such as a gas stove, kitchen cooking items, utensils and equipment, electrical items, rest house items, a water tank for a school and generator for a hospital.


In addition we have given financial assistance for training expenses, maintenance, fuel costs, salaries, scholarships and program support.


Why Rotary?


We did not belong to a Rotary club until joining the E-club in 2011. Due to full-time employment commitments, we are limited in what we can do, and each trip has required sacrifice and pooling of resources from family and friends along with fundraising to make each trip as cost-efficient as possible and ensure a diverse team for each trip where cost is not prohibitive. We value the network of Rotary, the support of the e-club and the value of belonging to a wider organization. Since 2011, Rotary has provided support through the RAWCS Project. In 2017, Kooringal Rotary built a mechanical shed at Garanga Vocational Centre. In 2022, we shipped two Rotary Solar Kits ready for distribution and training in remote health clinics in early 2023. 


What we have gained


For each person who comes on the team, the experience is different, but everyone has stories to share and areas that have challenged them. Common threads include the passionate faith of the Solomon Island people, the rhythm of the village life, with the drums and bells rather than a watch letting you know what is next, the importance of wontok (family), the importance of stories, sharing experiences, listening to each other, and laughing together, exploring culture and expectations and a greater appreciation for what we have as Australians. Bishop Richard said on our first trip, “In Australia, time is your master. In Ysabel, we are the master of our time”. This allows focusing on what is important in our lives.





What we have learnt


Projects have a greater impact when they are long-term and when relationships and trust are developed.


Eager volunteers can do much damage through a lack of awareness or understanding of their actions and words.


It is a privilege to work alongside our friends in the Solomons and learn from them and we hope to see this work continue.


The project is funded by donations and we are always looking for more contributions. A small amount can go a long way to making a long-term difference.


Go where you are called.


Click here to donate to the Santa Isabel Project, Solomon Islands.


 







 


It all started with one school


Donna Vaughan





Partners in Micro-development Inc. (PIMD – www.microdevpartners.org ) is an Australian registered charity working in the field of primary grade English literacy in village schools in Sri Lanka. The organisation was founded in 2004 by the late Dr. Mahesan (Tony) Kandaiya (1937-2019), his partner – Rotarian Dr. Donna Vaughan, and her sister – Rotarian Monica Vaughan. PIMD’s project became a RAWCS project in 2005. The organisation is 100% volunteer and completely virtual – no office, no physical assets, no paid employees. We are a small team of about six with expertise in different aspects of education and language learning. We make extensive use of technology to train and support teachers in Sri Lanka. Much of the development of our teachertraining occurred during COVID and is now the basis for a significant expansion of our work.


Our rationale and focus from the start have been that the small, remote, village schools are most in need and mostly forgotten by larger top-down programs. As Tony, our founder, often said – “there could be another Einstein ploughing the paddy fields”.





Tony, Monica, and Helen - Kilinochchi 2004


This is his story. This is our story.


Just one school


It all started with one school. PIMD’s founder, Tony, simply wanted to help his ancestral village in Jaffna, in the North of Sri Lanka. Within 12 months PIMD was formed and a program for English and computer literacy for children in Grades 1 and 2 was running in 50 schools across the North and East of Sri Lanka.


In those early years we managed to build relationships with schools and teachers that last to this day. How did one school become 50 in such a short space of time and how were those relationships forged? One of our biggest challenges has been learning to say ‘No’ and in those early days we just kept saying ‘Yes’.   


The original plan was to recruit an Australian teacher to work in one school, in Tony’s ancestral village in Jaffna, for six months. Even though at that time a ceasefire in the long running civil war was in place, we were told by local Government officials in Jaffna that the Liberation Tigers of Tamil Eelam (LTTE) needed to give approval for our plan. Eventually we made contact with the LTTE through a Catholic charity in Jaffna. A meeting was held in Kilinochchi with the LTTE Education Department officials and the Government representative for the Provincial Department of Education for the North-East Province and permission was granted on one condition: that we also run a teacher training course for 30 English teachers. Tony said yes. 


Best laid plans ...


The volunteer who agreed to travel to Kilinochchi and run a three-week workshop on her own, prepared a course suitable for qualified English teachers. The teachers who attended however, were not as we had assumed, all trained English teachers due to shortages (which continue today). Within three days of starting the workshop our volunteer sat down and rewrote the whole thing overnight. Well, not quite overnight because the hotel she was staying at had no electricity after dark.


That first workshop was hugely successful not least in establishing a firm foundation in relationships of trust, empathy, and mutual commitment to a shared goal. Several of the teachers in that first group continued to work with us and are still helping us today.


That first teacher training course was held in a school outside Kilinochchi in January 2004. Teachers stayed at the school, sleeping on desks but this did not prevent them from presenting for class every day in their beautiful saris as required of any female – teacher or parent – who enters school grounds. Today there is a public debate raging about the practicality of this dress code.


We were then asked by the Government representative to do the same training for another 30 schools in Trincomalee (in the Government controlled area in the East) later in the year. We said yes.


Technology - beware!


Technology in education, and in particular remote areas in village schools, sounds like a good idea and gets teachers and students very excited but is often a poor use of money and delivers little in terms of real learning outcomes without appropriate teacher training and funding for maintenance and support. That was true in 2004 and remains true today. Back then it was desktop computers. Today smartboards are all the rage.





Computer laboratory - Kilinochchi 2004


Our program reach today is expanding through technology – Zoom, online learning, e-publishing software. But these are simply used to deliver training and resources, not to teach. Our program is about developing teacher skills and student reading skills.  





PIMD Lotus ebook library developed with the help of IBM Sri Lanka launched 2021


Nevertheless, back in 2004, given that our program at the time encompassed English and computer literacy, we set about sourcing desktop computers and educational software for learning English for the schools. So, between January and October 2004 we organised 30 second hand computers to be shipped from a charity in the US, World Computer Exchange, arranged a donation of children’s educational software from IBM Australia (Tony and I were both former employees), copies of Microsoft Office from Microsoft Sri Lanka, and some local phonics software from an Australian company, Advanced Software. We also developed a complete curriculum and syllabus for English and Computer Literacy for Grades 1 and 2 in Sri Lankan Village Primary Schools.


In October 2004 we returned to Kilinochchi to do more teacher training. A makeshift computer lab was setup using the second-hand computers shipped from the US, in a classroom in a village school with a leaky roof and a reluctant generator. Over the 3 days of the workshop, we ran lectures and they took turns in groups in the ‘lab’. When it was changeover time in the lab there was a near riot as the incoming group charged in and the outgoing group hung on to the last! 





Monica in training session, Kilinochchi 2004


After Kilinochchi, we moved onto Trincomalee to run a similar workshop for the additional 30 schools we had promised to train in the East. Almost without thinking we leapt from an initial small project involving one school to 30 after the success of January 2004 and within months of that to 50 including a new group from the East. On the last day in Trinco, the teachers asked us if and when they would receive their computers. We said yes – we would organise it.





Teacher training - Trincomalee 2004


A tsunami of devastation


When the tsunami hit in 2004, some of the schools we were working with were badly affected. They had barely recovered when the war escalated. After the brutal end to the war in May 2009, and after some of the teachers we still had contact with were released from internally displaced persons (IDP) camps, we started to hear stories of how they had packed up all the materials – computers, software – we had given them and moved them from the schools close to the fighting, to a safer place. One teacher later told us that she had carried some of the software and books with her into the swamp where people were fired on as they tried to escape the fighting – she apologised for losing the materials. When we next met some of these teachers face-to-face in 2010, we heard of their harrowing stories and suffering and personal loss. Another teacher showed us the one small photo album she had managed to rescue and in this album were pictures from one of our workshops.


These stories and thousand like them are a tribute to the resilience of these teachers who held onto their professional selves and returned to their role as teachers after the war to help rebuild their communities. I think that is what they may have been trying to share with us. They wanted us to see them not so much as war victims but as people to be supported and invested in for the future. And so we did.





Back in business - the Lotus Program


After the war ended in 2009, we sat down to take stock and decide how we could move forward. New team members brought fresh eyes and ideas and recommended that we focus on English literacy using methods and techniques commonly adopted in our own schools and those of other English speaking countries. In July 2011 we ran the first teacher training workshop for all English and grade 3-5 teachers from 6 pilot schools. During the course we ran a competition to name the program and from this it became known as the Lotus Program. We were back in business.





Looking back over the 20 years since we started our work and all that has happened, any difference we have made has been mostly due to the hard work, commitment, and perseverance of teachers in remote village schools who carried on even as their world was torn apart by a brutal ethnic conflict and its aftermath.


This feedback from one of the teachers we have worked with tells us that we are on the right track:


“My school is situated in Trincomalee district. There are more than 35 children in each classes. I am one and only English teacher in my school. I faced a lot of issues in my teaching career. I am a university graduate but I haven’t had any training for primary teaching. I want to tell something about our Lotus program. I have learned and am learning a lot of teaching strategies from the Lotus program. 


It’s an amazing experience for me. Every day I learn step by step through this program. I always try to learn new things and I always try to use them with my beloved students. I started my journey under the guidance of PIMD group. In grade 2 I begin by teaching only phonics sound through big books and posters given to us by PIMD. Every day I sing and dance with them and show how to pronouns all sounds. They all were interested. I always follow the guidelines and videos given by Lotus program. They were very helpful to me. In grade 3 I started to give dictations as the students learnt to write the sounds. First I gave them only two or three letters words and then one sentence, two sentence. Now they can write paragraphs. I am so happy about that. My grade 3 students can write long paragraphs as dictations. I tell them sounds and they can identify the sounds and write. It’s an amazing. 


The Lotus program is a very successful method. After the students start writing dictations I used the story books given by PIMD. Even today I am learning lot of things from this program. I have no words to thank them. My students are learning English very happily and joyfully. I can do lot of things in my school through this program. Thank you very much again and again.”


In August 2018, Tony and I met with the Provincial education departments and they asked us to expand the program. We said yes. Tony passed away a few months later in January 2019 and by September that same year we had expanded the program to 40 schools and as of November 2022, 48.  





When COVID hit we took all our teacher training online. This sowed the seeds for what is shaping up to be the next major expansion of our work. We ran the first six-week online training course in October 2020. This was followed by two more courses in 2021. In 2021 we also received a Rotary District Grant to provide resources to the schools for teaching phonics. 





Phoncis teaching resources being delivered to schools


In November 2022 another team member, Radhi who is also Tony’s niece and trilingual (Tamil, Sinhala, English), and I returned to Sri Lanka to nudge some new initiatives over the line. And this is where we made our next big leap.  


Our next big leap forward


The latest developments in our work are sowing the seeds for sustainability by partnering with local education institutions and expanding our core team to include local teachers. In November 2022 we reached agreement in principle with two universities in Sri Lanka to offer our teacher training curriculum as university short courses. When advertised by the University of Jaffna in December 2022, 700 teachers from all over the country applied. The first course launched on 2nd January 2023 and at the time of writing we have completed four rounds of the first course on Phonics and launched two new courses on reading instruction and teaching language comprehension. In August 2023, we signed a formal Memorandum of Understanding with the University of Jaffna.  


Member numbers, as this story shows, are not always a good guide to what can be achieved. Focusing on how to maximise reach and impact is the key to our sustainability and to Rotary’s. If we just kept growing the schools in our program, one by one, our reach and impact would be limited, but we have found a way to leverage our very limited resources and relationships to achieve much more.


We started with one school – and see where it has taken us. As you embark on your journey, be open to the opportunities that come along – start small but keep looking forward. The next step is just ahead.





“The lotus rises with the water. So does a man with his will.” (Thiruvalluvar, Tamil Poet)


Click here to donate to the Lotus English Literacy. Program, Sri Lanka







 


Shine a solar light


Darcy Geale





I have been a Rotarian since 2006, a Group Study Exchange leader, RYLA Chair and a participant in many other Rotary Projects.  I have also been a President twice and served as a Director for many years.  Together with several other Rotarians, I have also been responsible for the restoration of a Both Polio Respirator now touring Australia to maintain, raise awareness of and funding for the Rotary fight against Polio.


The Rotary Solar Case was created as a consequence of discussions with a fellow Rotarian working in women’s health in PNG, Wendy Stein OAM, concerning the challenges faced by village birthing assistants in remote areas delivering babies by spirit lanterns or mobile phone light (as long as the battery lasted).




The project was initiated in 2017, with the first Australian cases being available for field testing on the cusp of COVID. Despite some initial challenges, there is now 1 Case in Nepal, 2 in the Solomon Islands, 1 in the Philippines and 13 in PNG. 


Joining the E-Club Serving Humanity opened doors for the project to shared experiences, to Rotary’s tax free donation facility that also allows for GST refunds (RAWCS) and to share in the successes and challenges of all member projects, not just my own. The project has been made possible by the donations from many Rotary Clubs around Australia and donations from individual Rotarians. Companies like Durst Industries (Aust) Pty Ltd and KNOG have helped guarantee the ongoing quality of the project.


The Solar Cases are being used as intended - to help deliver babies, giving them a better chance in life and helping to ensure their mothers receive the best chance of a full recovery. To date over 100 babies have been delivered using the lights from our first pilot Case.




However, our challenges are far from over. We need a better, more robust clinic / led light. I would also like to tell the story of Rotary and this project in local dialects to accompany each Case - on a USB stick, on paper, or as a simple app.


We also need a better project structure to give us new thinking and broader expertise both to develop the idea for different settings, and to ensure the project's longevity.  As at the time of writing this is a one man show! If you are reading this and wish to be involved, either as a Club or an individual please contact me by email to rotarysolarcase@gmail.com. You can also visit our blog on the Rotary solar case and learn more about the project and our requirements. You can also contact us through our website. 


UPDATE: Following my visit to the Rotary Convention in Melbourne and discussions there with many Rotarians, a further idea for the future of this project was germinated - a Solar Base Station.  How does this differ from the existing Case? The battery or batteries are on the outside, instead of contained within the Case.  This will reduce the upfront cost  and significantly reduce the weight. It will also be easier to transport. The external batteries and solar panel could be sourced locally. This design also facilitates placement on a clini wall. An initial prototype has been built for demonstration. (Please note that the batteries used in the Case are lithium ion phosphate LiFePO4, not the lithium ion batteries often seen in the press as causing fires etc.  While all batteries when misused may create a hazard, LiFePO4 batteries are considered far safer than lithium ion batteries.)


Your feedback and involvement is welcomed!


Ideas start with conversations and sometimes ... they save lives.


Click here to donate to the Rotary Solar Case.







 


On your bike!


Bruce Foley





Hi, my name is Bruce Foley from Rotary E-Club Serving Humanity, District 9705. I am the Founder of Ladybikes International.





First group of applicants in Bungoma


In 2011, I was invited by the owner of an orphanage in Bungoma, Kenya to go and sort out problems she was experiencing with management and some staff. I ended up working as the administrator for three months. I returned to Kenya each year for the next four years  working at the orphanage as well as consulting private and public-school Principals about finances and management, the Kenyan Cricket Association which was providing finances for development of cricket in the western region in Kenya,  and a national football club (called Leopards) which was bringing two Kenyan boys out to Australia to play with the Newcastle Jets youth team.


It was during this period I discovered a large number of disadvantaged young single women - most with babies and children - who were not employed and who were struggling with life. Yes, they were on the bottom of the pile in society, the most disadvantaged members of Kenyan society. Many of these women had left primary school in grade 1 or 2 for various reasons. They didn’t finish primary school nor did they attend secondary school. This meant their employment opportunities were limited to picking up rubbish, paid domestic work (if they were lucky), manual work on a farm and prostitution. All of them struggled with paying rent and paying for school fees for their children and were lucky if they had one meal a day.


In Kenya there are over 5 million taxi riders (commonly known as boda body riders) 99.9 percent are males riders. Boda Boda riders and couriers riders make very good money. During my research I found eight females riders in Nairobi, two in Nakuru, and none at all in Kisumu and Eldoret. I came up with the idea of training these women to become Boda Boda riders.


I was doing some work with a past professor of Newcastle University who suggested I approach her Rotary Club. It was Newcastle Rotary Club and so I did. Over the next two months period the directors decided to take on Ladybikes International as a project. Please note this was the first overseas project this club took on, even though the club had  been in existence for 97 years. I was very grateful to the club in taking on Ladybikes, especially the opportunity to offer tax deductions through RAWCS.


The vision statement for the project was “To empower young disadvantaged African women to be self-employed Boda Boda riders and employed courier riders” .


We had one rule for the applicants – they  must be able to ride a bicycle before they get on a motorbike.





First training session


I had to raise money to purchase the motorbikes and find a suitable rider training company to teach the women about a motorbike, teach them how to ride a motorbike, teach them how to ride on the local roads, and arrange for them to do the written and driving license test.     


We then employed local riders to teach the women to become boda boda riders. All of the training was conducted at a disused airport, which was an excellent place for the women to learn before they rode on the normal local roads.


All of the above was at no cost to the women, plus they were covered by personal accident insurance (PAI) should they be unfortunate enough to be injured during their training.


In 2018 we held our first graduation ceremony for eight graduates. The women we so excited and for some it was the first time in their life they achieved something. Graduation certificates were issued to each graduate. All together we have trained thirteen women to receive a Kenyan rider’s licence.


The next stage was leasing a motorbike to each of the seven women for them to earn money for themselves and repay the lease (no interest charged) each fortnight. Once they pay 90% of the cost of the motorbike, they keep the motorbike – yes, they own an asset to do whatever they like . The money they have paid has allowed us to purchase 2 extra motorbikes.





Our first lot of boda boda riders


The whole Ladybikes project has had many challenges and it has not been an easy process to do this important work. We had to register Ladybikes International with the Kenyan Government, employ a supervisor, appoint a solicitor, establish a Ladybikes office in Bungoma and open a bank account. We also registered Ladybikes International in Uganda and Tanzania and in 2023 launched in Zimbawe. We plan to move to Zambia, Malawi, Botswana, Namibia and Western Mozambique when sufficient funds are available.  





The first group in Zimbawe, May 2023                   


I am grateful for Newcastle Rotary Club for taking on the Ladybikes project and appreciated their initial support. Ladybikes is a registered RAWCS project. 


Opportunities come when you least expect !


Click here to donate to Ladybikes Kenya.   


Click here to donate to Ladybikes Uganda.


  Click here to donate to Ladybikes Tanzania.







 


Are you OK? Supporting our youth


John de Ridder and Geoff Basser





Most projects have a champion and ours would have to be Geoff Basser, a long-time Rotarian and Apexian, who was awarded the Order of Australia Medal in 2020 for his community service over many years; culminating with the establishment of this project. He is 93 years old and still the driving force in the project – although he would say that no project succeeds without it being a team effort.





Geoff and Nan Basser, 2022


The other key member of our team is John de Ridder, a telecoms economist who joined Rotary in 2013 for the same reasons most people join Rotary: to make a difference and support the community.





John and Lynne de Ridder, 2022


In the Rotary EClub Serving Humanity we have found like-minded souls and support for each other's projects. Our club has 16 members and 9 Rotary projects in various countries – as described in this book. At present, Jupiter is the only project in our E-Club’s stable of amazing projects which has a focus on Australia. It is aimed at supporting the mental health and wellbeing of youth aged 12 to 25 in Port Stephens, NSW - a geographically disadvantaged rural and remote region covering 979 kms2 of New South Wales. 


The focus is on youth because mental health issues are likely to be first experienced in younger years. Early intervention provides skills for coping better now and averting problems in later life.


Imagination


Geoff’s inspiration for the project was the Kuringgai Youth Development Service (KYDS), a similar youth project that he helped establish with the Rotary Club of Lindfield in Sydney.


The project did not come under the wings of Rotary until 2021 when it became a RAWCS project. Geoff and I are two of the Jupiter project founders now in the E-Club Serving Humanity. Being an E-Club, the project has a local Port Stephens partner in the Rotary Club of Medowie-Williamtown, D9670.


Preparation


The first thing that Geoff and a few other like-minded Rotarians did was to register Caring for Our Port Stephens Youth (COPSY) Inc. in 2015 as an incorporated assoication with its own ABN. All the members of its management committee continue to be volunteers. This meant early progress was slow but measured and professional.


While everyone must be only a few degrees of separation from youth suicide, we needed solid evidence of the need to help youth in our area. Fortunately, the Port Stephens Council and our local primary health network (the HNECC PHN) provided the funds to commission a needs analysis study. This was before the PHNs became responsible for headspace; a national service for youth mental health. The research was conducted by the Centre for Rural and Remote Mental Health (part of the University of Newcastle).


COPSY managed the research team which met many local stakeholders to ascertain what services were already available and what gaps existed. After many interviews and some workshops, the report was completed in December 2016. The research study would be important for securing grants and funds to support the project.


It was no surprise to us that the 2016 study found that affordable and accessible youth mental health services were too far away: the nearest free headspace services are in Maitland and Newcastle which are at least 2 hours each way by bus.


In early 2017, we workshopped the recommendations of the report with local community leaders: schools, police, counsellors and others. We agreed that our first priority would be to establish a local counselling service for youth.


We were persuaded by a local creative marketing agency, Headjam (not to be confused with headspace) to brand the support service "Jupiter". The agency felt that COPSY was too location specific and had police connotations! Our tag-line is “Jupiter – a safe space to talk”.







Launch


Starting a new service with no track record and no money is very hard. As all the members of the COPSY management committee were volunteers, getting traction in establishing the service took time.


Our Port Stephens Council offered two dedicated rooms in the Salamander Bay Library and Community complex. This location was ideal. It is almost next door to the two major local high schools on the Tomaree Peninsula. This site was opened formally in March 2019 with financial assistance from the Newcastle Permanent Charitable Foundation – which provided its third major grant in late 2022.


In June 2021, jupiter opened rooms in Tanilba Bay on the Tilligerry Peninsula as a cooperative venture with the Tomaree Neighbourhood Centre. This was made possible by a local businessman, Bruce Mackenzie, making a shop available rent free for two years.


Then in 2022 the Port Stephens Council offered rooms in Raymond Terrace. Some members of the COPSY management committee (which included me) were hesitant, not only because the nature of the market is more challenging but also because it would stretch management resources.


According to the ABS 2021 Census, 11.8% of the Raymond Terrace population is Aboriginal and/or Torres Strait islander (of which one third are in our targeted youth segment) compared to 3.4% for NSW as a whole. 


By this time, we had a paid permanent manager for jupiter, Paul Pearton, who persuaded me that he could manage these issues – and he does. We began the Raymond Terrace site in April 2022. Paul has been working with the two Raymond Terrace high schools, Irrawang and Hunter River, as well as local indigenous organisations such as Awabakal and the Wahroonga Aboriginal Corporation, who have been very supportive.


What is Jupiter?


The Jupiter service is an early intervention service. The most common issues faced by our young clients are anxiety and depression. The most common treatment is cognitive behavioural therapy administered by paid professionals who are all accredited with the Australian Counselling Association.


Client outcome assessments are produced by reviewing the counselling experience through monitoring the young person’s wellbeing with Child Anxiety and Depression Scores (RCADS) and YES - Experience of service feedback forms. These are widely accepted mental health and wellbeing measures for counsellors who strive for a best practice clinical practice.


The demand for the service has grown with our ability to support it. Up to March 2019 Jupiter delivered just 6 counselling sessions. This has grown steadily to 25 in 2020, 78 in 2021, and 170 in 2022. 


We had 1,075 consultations in the 12 months to December 2021. Our budgeted target for CY 2022 was 1,400 attendances but in fact we had 1,739. 


It now costs over $250,000 pa to operate the service. The ongoing support of the community is vital and fantastic. After 4 years of operations, our financial position is sound. We aim to have one year’s worth of expenses in reserves.


Partners, donors and interested parties are kept informed of jupiter’s progress through on-line newsletters and jupiter’s social media: Facebook, YouTube, Instagram and LinkedIn.


During 2022, we extended our range of support activities to include recreation and mindfulness. The trial was very successful with over 100 individual sessions for 20 youth in Terms 1 and 2. Funding has been secured to continue this programme with four major local high schools indicating that they wish to implement this programme in their respective schools in 2023.


The Jupiter service was also showcased in the Mental Health Commission’s newsletter.


In this audio clip from our Club meeting of 26th September 2023, Geoff Basser gives a compelling rationale for the project as well as the latest news. 





 


How to contact the service


The jupiter service can be reached on talk@jupiter.org.au and by phone on 0490 716 265. Bookings can also be made through https://jupiter.org.au/


For more information about the registered charity COPSY go to https://www.copsy.com.au/


All it takes is drive and passion and the rest will follow.


Click here to donate to the Jupiter project.







 


Orkeeswa - more than just a school


Sharon Daishe





At Orkeeswa (Or-kay-swa) School in a rural Maasai area of Tanzania, students learn to become thoughtful decision makers and creative problem solvers to equip them with the skills to address issues in their community and beyond. Orkeeswa is more than just a school. Students and alumni in the Orkeeswa Outreach program spread learning to local primary schools, and Orkeeswa Incubator supports alumni to become economically independent. 


In a country where less than a third of women are literate and only 3.2% of children are enrolled in years 11 and 12, Orkeeswa students are topping national exams and the school routinely achieves 100% pass rates. Girls make up over half of Orkeeswa students. I was there at the beginning, in 2008 when the first classrooms were being built.





Education in Tanzania


Tanzania is one on the world’s least developed countries, where low levels of education are a barrier to progress. Poverty, living in a rural area and being a girl are all factors that decrease access to schooling and limit knowledge development.


Whilst access to primary school in Tanzania is free and universal, attendance drops in poorer rural areas. Children are kept home for domestic chores and to do paid work to help support the family. Girls look after younger siblings and may walk for many hours each day to collect firewood and water. Boys tend to the family livestock herds from a very young age. Even when children do attend school, chronic hunger and malnutrition can limit their ability to learn. With over 100 languages in Tanzania, starting school may also bring the additional challenge of learning a new language as the primary curriculum is taught in Kiswahili. Children may come from a home where one or both parents have no formal education or literacy. For the Maasai, the Maa language had no written form until recently.


Together with a rote teaching style, these factors contribute to poor primary learning outcomes with low literacy and numeracy and even lower life skills including problem solving and confidence. Less than half of primary students in rural areas move on to secondary education. If they do, the challenge of language is renewed because the secondary curriculum is taught in English, often by teachers who themselves have low levels of English. Less than 40% of eligible students complete secondary O level (first four years) and girls are particularly vulnerable to dropping out due to early marriage or pregnancy.


Birth of Orkeeswa


Orkeeswa was born from the vision and passion of international educators who partnered with the local community to build a secondary school so children could complete their education. Rural students commonly walk 2 or more hours to attend primary school, and often there is no secondary school within walking distance. Primary school leavers shared heroic stories of leaving their home and walking hundreds of kilometres to find somewhere to live where they could attend a secondary school.


The teachers consulted with village elders, who donated 20 acres of their land on which to build a school. From the outset, the model for Orkeeswa has been built on engagement with elders, community, and student’s families. In the words of Orkeeswa founder Peter Luis, ‘the potential of secondary school to be fully realised requires a socio-cultural shift’. This includes parental and community support for children to attend school, have time for homework and extra-curricular activities including sport, and for girls to delay marriage and pregnancy. This change can only come from within the community.


Orkeeswa school opened in 2008, built with funds raised from around the world and a curriculum taught by volunteer teachers from several countries. The philosophy of Orkeeswa and dedication to exceptional governance garnered immediate support from individuals, groups, family trusts and other giving partners around the world.





Opening Day 2008


Why Orkeeswa is different


Students at Orkeeswa receive a holistic, collaborative high quality education commencing with an intensive focus on English acquisition and enhanced by access to a suite of sporting, life skills and other extra-curricular programs. Nutritious meals are served every day to ensure children have the energy and nutrition their bodies require for their minds to learn.


In Orkeeswa’s rural setting, village life goes on in and around the school. There are no compound fences and no boarding campus. Whilst boarding campuses can protect girls and provide a favourable study environment, they also disconnect students from their families and the exigencies of their home environment. At Orkeeswa, students return to their homes (often a Maasai mud and dung boma camp) where they share their learning with their families and explore ways to improve health and wellbeing in their family and community.


My journey to Orkeeswa


[bookmark: _Hlk130928868]Orkeeswa has shaped my own life and career and is tightly bound to my Rotary journey. Motivated by a strong desire to give back to the rural community in NSW where I lived, I joined a newly chartered Rotary club around fifteen years ago although I knew nothing about the institution of Rotary. Shortly afterwards, I met Australian Gemma Sisia OAM at a Rotary District Conference and heard how, with the support of Rotary, she founded the School of St Jude in the city of Arusha in Tanzania in 2003 with a class of just three students. Twenty years on, the acclaimed School of St Jude fights poverty through education for thousands of students across three campuses.


In the meantime, I became involved in a Rotary fundraiser which took me to Tanzania and the School of St Jude in 2007 where I spoke to Gemma about volunteering opportunities. My background is in organisational leadership and governance and Gemma connected me with an American educator, Peter Luis, who was opening a community based school in a rural Maasai area a few hours from Arusha. Peter was seeking a volunteer to establish the governance systems Orkeeswa would need to attract serious donors. An hour or so on the phone with Peter was enough for me to take a leap of faith and commit to volunteer in-country for the inaugural year. I believed strongly in the Orkeeswa community-based model and I knew I had a personal safety net a bus ride away if needed through my connection with Gemma and the School of St Jude.


As it turned out, I mostly used the refuge of St Jude to seek wisdom from Gemma and her team and enjoy a shower under hot running water in the visitor accommodation! Peter and we volunteers lived in a comfortable concrete home in the rural town of Moduli. Comfort however is relative. We had no running water, no fridge in the early days, cooked on a camping stove, often ran out of water completely in the dry season, did our washing by hand (when there was enough water for the luxury of washing clothes) and walked two hours each way to school in gumboots during the rainy season as the roads (including our own driveway and access road) were impassable. These conditions were the height of luxury when compared to living conditions of Orkeeswa students.


Along with my formal role at Orkeeswa I became the team girl Friday, attending to every non-teaching task. (I did once notoriously take a class – not my core skill set!) Probably my most illuminating support role was to take sick or injured children for medical treatment and begin to understand the challenges of an under-resourced health system.


Orkeeswa ignited my interest in development, leading me to undertake formal study and change the focus of my own career. I spent several years in leadership roles in outback Indigenous communities and now work in the multicultural sector in NSW. When living in outback WA, I joined the then Rotary Club of Geraldton where the invincible Di Gilleland was President. Di wanted the Club to support Orkeeswa, and I suggested members should visit to understand the value of the program. In 2013, we took a group of 10 to visit a range of development programs in Kenya and Tanzania, including Orkeeswa and the School of St Jude. Not surprisingly, in Monduli, the group were most confronted by their visit to the local hospital and most inspired by the students at Orkeeswa and St Jude’s.


Geraldton Rotary went on to raise funds to build Orkeeswa’s modern library and computer room in 2015. This was the focus of our initial project registration with RAWCS (Rotary Australia World Community Service). Geraldton later raised funds for a much-needed 4WD for student transport. Access to safe transport for after-dark travel increases girls’ access to sport and extra-curricular activities. Note that Geraldton is now incorporated into the amalgamated Rotary Club of Greater Geraldton.





Orkeeswa now


From humble beginnings, Orkeeswa School now ranks in Tanzania’s top 10%. In 2021, students ranked in the top 7% nationally in several subjects and all 27 graduates qualified for university. Of 65 new students, 68% were female. Goals for 2022 include a comprehensive teacher development program and upgrades to IT infrastructure.


Through Orkeeswa Outreach, students and alumni are trained to deliver academic support, life-skills, sport and extra-curriculars in under-resourced local primary schools. Whilst the school has 360 students and around 400 alumni, the outreach program has already reached 7,000 primary students. Orkeeswa is seeking to expand the outreach program into more primary schools. Goals for 2022 include integration of the life skills element into primary school timetables.





The Orkeeswa Incubator program provides post-secondary support to alumni through scholarships, entrepreneur programs and professional development. Alumni in the incubator program are required to contribute their services to the outreach program and other community service. This creates pathways for alumni to apply their education for broader community benefit, whilst providing opportunities for their own independence. Compared to a national average of 1%, over 80% of Orkeeswa alumni transition to post-secondary education. Orkeeswa aims to support 65 students in post-secondary education in 2022. Orkeeswa’s assistant head of school is one of the original group of students.  


Orkeeswa uses education to catalyse communities to find their own solutions to local challenges. Orkeeswa’s impact was clearly demonstrated at the beginning of the COVID pandemic when students and alumni mounted their own community response with a voluntary lockdown and program of support to take food and other necessities to vulnerable and elderly people.


Orkeeswa is more than just a school. Students who attend and graduate from Orkeeswa learn how to share the skills and knowledge they gain to increase capacity across their communities.





Orkeeswa youth


Imagine if development was driven by youth, and led by the community - what might the future look like?


Click here to donate to Orkeeswa.







 


Helping disabled children in Cambodia


John Roberson







People and projects come to Rotary via many paths. One path is through RAWCS for projects looking for support in managing and attracting donations. Rotarians often volunteer to sponsor such projects within the Rotary family. The Lighthart project in Cambodia is one such project. 


The members of the Lighthart Project Committee are mostly non-Rotarians. The project was first established in 2010 when members of the NSW Law Society decided to fund and support a school for disabled children, near Phnom Penh in Cambodia. The project came about after a visit to Cambodia in 1994. On this visit we saw the work being done by a French NGO, Pour un Sourire d’Enfant (PSE), which translates as "through the smile of a child". 


PSE feeds and educates more than 6000 young people over the age of 18, 2000 of whom are orphans living on the PSE site.  On our first visit we saw the need to provide more intensive support for a small group of children with disabilities. Since then the Lighthart Committee has provided teaching resources and equipment for these and the other children whom PSE care for.


The project has developed and changed since it was first established but the funding is still provided by the original group and sponsorship of the RAWCS project is by the Rotary E-Club Serving Humanity, District 9705. Past President John Roberson is currently the Project Manager and Denyse Moxham is Deputy Project Manager.


Denyse Moxham has been on the committee from day one and has made numerous visits to the project in Cambodia to ensure funds are being spent correctly and to identify better ways to assist the children.  Denyse is now over 90 years of age but enthusiastically supports this project. The last visit to the project was in September 2022 by Dr. Glenn Dawes and his wife Christine who support the project. Christine Dawes has recently retired from a position in Australia providing for the needs of severely disabled children in Brisbane, so she has knowledge of what is required for the education of disabled children.


Dr. Glenn has reported that Lighthart members are supporting a group of 40 impoverished, disabled, Cambodian children and young people to reach their fullest potential and become as independent as possible. The support consists of the purchasing of specialised equipment, individual and group physical resources and the preparation of teacher resources for classroom use.


The Rotary E-Club Serving Humanity continues to support this project. The project provides approximately AU$20,000 in donated funds annually to supporting these vulnerable children and young adults.


You can read more about PSE on their website. 


Click here to donate to the Lighthart project.









 


Be astonished


By Brolin Castellino





While sitting at the controls of the beautiful "Queen of the Skies" 747-400 Jumbo Jet and flying at 34,000’ over the Indian ocean during one of my frequent flights to Johannesburg I was invited to share a conversation. This short chat would become the start of a movement, set to change the world for the better, one person at a time.


Chatting with Karen and Janet, the flight attendants who were serving the flight deck, they told of their excitement in meeting their long-term friend Astonishment.


Their eyes filled with joy as they told me of this amazing man. This man, initially burdened with the name "Rejection" due to his father's abandonment of his pregnant mother, had a life story that was nothing short of astonishing!


I went on to learn that Astonishment's Uncle was sincerely 'astonished' and as such immediately changed his newly born nephew's name to Astonishment. A baby who would grow into a man who would make it his purpose to visit orphanages and maternity wards to seek out any children with names like Rejection and provide a positive influence in changing their names. This would, he hoped, provide them a start to life with a glimmer of hope rather than a seed of despair.


We arrived in Johannesburg some 13 hours later where I was both honoured and privileged to accompany Karen and Janet to meet Astonishment and in turn the Grandmas of Soweto.


We drove some 35-40 minutes out from arguably the wealthiest neighbourhood to Soweto, to where people lived in makeshift corrugated iron shanties with electricity fed from coat hanger wire distributed from power poles.


Astonishment guided us through Soweto to the community centre where we saw a man sitting by a small stand selling some bananas and other fruits in the hope of making a few dollars a day for a living. We quickly decided that we would come back and purchase some fruit to donate for the centre.


We were welcomed to the centre by a group of youth who immediately broke out in song accompanied by a group of elderly, South African women affectionately known as the “Grandmas” who selflessly volunteered their time, providing day-care to babies born with HIV, thereby allowing their teenage mothers, some as young as 12, to attend school.




We were given a tour of the centre and finished up in the Grandmas' room where Karen and Janet proudly presented the Grandmas with the luxury of new underwear, sanitary items, nappies and stationery.





Moved by the grandmothers' dedication and then learning of a big celebration planned for the next morning, we asked about their food needs as the centre would be a buzz of people gathering to celebrate Mother’s Day.


We were swiftly introduced to the Chef who was overjoyed and at the same time humbled to say “We would be grateful for any food at the moment”.


It was with that humble request, and in the company of the centre’s chef, that we embarked on an impromptu journey to a nearby mall to visit the local grocery store. Upon arriving at the mall in a moment guided by divine energy I went to the ATM and withdrew as much as I was able.


In the spirit of 5 loaves and 2 fishes we went into the supermarket and together we asked the chef to, without any embarrassment, fill the trolley with as much food as was needed.


We filled two trolleys with bread, spreads and butter, some rice, eggs, tea, coffee, milk some canned fish and soft drinks. We got to the checkouts with our trolleys and between us and the generous discount from the store we had exactly enough money to pay for the food.





We proceeded back to the community centre with a car full to the roof with food and the overjoyed Chef. We carried the food into a large room with empty shelves. It was there that we found through tears of immense joy that the centre had merely a few tins of fish on shelf and that’s all the food they had before our spontaneous act of kindness and generosity which they had never asked for.



Our day's journey continued with a visit to a school where we learned of Astonishment's contributions as a university scholar who spent much of his time educating social work students. It was at this school where the students were gaining practical experience whilst at the same time providing vital support.





Whilst at the school we noticed a man who was lying in the hot sun outside the fence of the school wearing a dirty pair of jeans and no shirt. He seemed to be homeless and drunk. He was reaching out to a lady who had a table setup under the solace of a large tree. On the table some popcorn, soft drinks and basic sweets. This was the school canteen. We walked over to learn that the man was infact mentally challenged. He was lying in the dirt and whilst reaching out his arm for some sweets, at the same time was keeping the canteen lady company in the quiet of the hot and dusty afternoon. We bought him some sweets to find that he wouldn’t speak at all but instead ran off.


Shortly thereafter this young man’s mother grateful for our gesture came to the school and found us to express her gratitude. She shared her son's story revealing his brain injury and shyness. He had run home overjoyed and she had come to invite us to visit her home to say thank you.


We went and Astonishment immediately arranged contact with a support service for the young man to be looked after at a government funded brain injury centre and thus forged an amazing bond which would see us all later return that year to drop off a Christmas food hamper and a gift for this underprivileged family. Our simple outreach to this man was a small act that led to a heart-warming connection.


The following day we took to the skies leaving Johannesburg on our flight back home to Australia. 


Karen came up to the flight deck during her break to reflect on the amazing day that was, and while the other pilot on duty seemed to stare into space, Karen and I reflected on the events of the day.


Much to my surprise and delight this same pilot would call me weeks later to advise that the conversation shared between Karen, and I had led him to reflect on his own livelihood and it edged him to make a choice and sponsor a charity of his own accord — a testament to the ripple effect of small actions.


My flight to Johannesburg and subsequent flights to various destinations reshaped not only my life but also the lives of countless others. I went on to visit Johannesburg many times and alongside Astonishment, together we extended our efforts to nourish and clothe the most vulnerable in the city's roughest corners.


It was upon my return and a few weeks later that I made a phone call to a very good friend, Mr Garth Smith, the CEO of a Johannesburg-based tech company. Sharing my observations of Astonishment's remarkable qualities, I politely asked him if he would consider a meeting to perhaps learn more.


Garth came back to me after a few meetings with Astonishment, excited to describe the potential opportunity to satisfy his burning long-time desire to assist deprived children in his home country to support in providing an education akin to the one his parents had worked tirelessly to provide.



Our initial conversation as a simple phone call sparked a synergy that would set forth a transformative collaboration which would move mountains and embark on a journey to change the world, one person at a time.




Several months later, Youth Opportunities South Africa (YOSA - https://youthopportunitiessouthafrica.org/) came into existence—a brainchild born from the vision of a baby named Rejection.


Astonishment’s vision articulated during YOSA's inaugural board meeting is to help one person at a time. His vision stems from the philosophy that poverty is not a sentence with a full stop. While his endeavour is to change young people’s lives, he also believes that young people still have opportunities to change their lives – hence ‘Youth Opportunities’.  This entails improving the participation of young people in academic spaces and in the economy. Consequently, there is a need to marry the social, emotional and academic to enable young people to face the challenges of life with hope. Through research based practice, the long-term vision is to see the project developing a model that impact youth and childcare across Africa.


YOSA now lives and breathes to empower young people in South Africa by providing them the tools to navigate life's challenges with hope, pride and integrity.



This holistic approach aimed to intertwine the social, emotional, and academic aspects, facilitating the participation of young people in education and the economy. Fuelled by research-based practices, the long-term vision of YOSA is aimed to establish a scalable and transportable model that will impact youth and childcare not just across the African continent but to all corners of the world.


Indeed, this captivating journey unfolded due to the resilience of one man and the steadfast commitment of those who rallied around his cause. The story of Astonishment, borne from rejection, became a beacon of hope, illuminating a path toward a brighter future for generations to come—one person at a time.





Now at the age of 49 I am extremely grateful, not only for being husband of my beautiful wife Erin, and father of two beautiful, healthy and very happy children, Rocky and Daisy, but also as a an airline pilot enjoying 26 years receiving the ultimate gift of flying Jumbo Jets around the world and now an entrepreneur of a Fin-tech start up.


I can look back and see these most truly valuable lessons in life. I have worked in soup kitchens in many different countries. I have taken clothes to those living on the streets in the roughest parts of town. I have visited Skid Row in Los Angeles and fed the people living in parks. I have bought sleeping bags for the homeless and very happily donate to over 30 charities across the globe.


I helped to form a charity, YOSA, of which I am truly honoured to be a board member. Our focus right now is to formalise the process to scale our charity towards a model that we can transport and recreate all over the world but furthermore to inspire others to achieve the great sense of purpose - what we are all here on earth to do. 


Change lives for the better, just one person at a time ... and you too will be astonished.


Click here to donate to Youth Opportunities South Africa.











 


Fatima's story


Darcy Geale and Geoff Basser





In 2013, I visited Oecusse, Timor Leste to deliver components for water purification and to observe the Green Youth Games - each in part funded by the Rotary Club of Nelson Bay.  Oecusse is a small enclave of Timor Leste located within Indonesian West Timor, an overnight coastal trader cruise from Dili and the location of the original Portuguese settlement.


While there I was also introduced to a young lady then completing high school who had aspirations of becoming a nurse - Fatima Sufa Nono. 


Long story short, the Rotary Club of Nelson Bay, Rotarian Geoff Basser, OAM, the Paul Harris Foundation (PHF) and I funded Fatima to undertake and complete her course to eventually qualify as a Registered Nurse.


Fatima attended the Crystal University, a Catholic run organisation, in Dili. She completed the degree successfully and graduated in December 2017.





Life in Timor Leste is rarely easy, and Fatima's path to graduation reflected the many challenges there.  Fatima had to put up with changes to the program, the University’s loss of accreditation, addition of extra practical hours and field work by the Education Ministry plus major changes to the university itself. With much perseverance, Fatima made it to the end, taking five years instead of three, through no fault of her own!


Fatima’s difficulties did not stop there as the Timor Leste Government and Department of Health then decided that the qualifications were not enough so Fatima, along with all the students in her course, had to complete volunteer work for a year in a hospital to ensure her training was compete. Actually I’m sure this was to get some free labour into the inadequate hospital system. Still Fatima persevered and succeeded.  After a further two year wait, she was appointed as the sole nurse in a clinic in Boaknana, in the far western district of Oecusse.


During these years Fatima married a student whom she had met at University and had two children now aged 4 and 2. Sadly, her husband died suddenly, a suspected heart attack. She now works in Boaknana alone. Her mother, who lives in a small village in the mountains, looks after the children as Fatima is often away from the clinic as she has a large district to look after by herself. She has not been supplied with a vehicle so spends much of her day walking to and from the villages under her care. Despite this she continues to love her job and all the people she is helping. Now and then she gets time off to visit her children in the mountains.


Feedback from Oecusse speaks of a very impressive, wonderful, caring, strong young lady


Sometimes it is not easy to do good, sometimes obstacles are thrown in the way of the best intentions by all parties - but then you see the reason for perseverance - the reason an initial scholarship by Rotary and the ongoing support of Rotarians can change lives in a small, remote part of our world.  This was not a big project, it did not cost a lot of money, but it was about placing faith in a young girl with a huge ambition over and extended period and seeing the results.


Help one and you help many.







 


Conclusion


Ruth Barber








Rotary has played a role in my life for the past 53 years. It has presented an opportunity to be involved in my local community in a practical way. It has allowed opportunities for service that has changed lives. As long as there are people joining Rotary these opportunities will always be available.


However change is vital to maintain relevance in a rapidly changing world. I have seen much change in Rotary over my 53 years of involvement, e-Clubs being one of many, and the new regional model which breaks down geographic boundaries even further is another. Our e-Club Serving Humanity, shows what can be achieved across countries, continents, and cultures, when people come together with passion, humility, and a spirit of collaboration. 


To all those with whom we work in Africa, Sri Lanka, Peru, Solomon Islands, Cambodia, and Port Stephens - thank you for giving us the opportunity to serve.


October, 2023
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