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ZOAZ: Opportunity in Crisis

Address to Annual General Meeting
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M. J. Kelly

Let me begin by saying what a pleasure it is to meet so many old friends at this ZOAZ Annual General Meeting and to make so many new ones. Since ZOAZ is all about children, and children thrive best in a family setting, I like to think of ZOAZ as a large extended family, with our relatives in various parts of Zambia trying to protect the well-being of disadvantaged children, and our relatives in the United States and the United Kingdom helping all of us in our efforts to do so.

The Outgoing an Incoming Chairperson

For internal and external reasons, this is a special AGM. Internally, this is a year of transition for ZOAZ when Bob Liebenthal, who has served as Chair of the Board for more than five years, will step down from this position and, with the approval of this AGM, will hand over the reins to Gertrude Zulu. 

I am sure all of you will join me in extending a hearty word of thanks to Bob for all that he has accomplished on behalf of ZOAZ during his period as Chair. He was utterly selfless in the way he dedicated himself to ZOAZ throughout the years. Whether it was managing the Board and its affairs, considering reports and applications for assistance, monitoring the implementation of projects, ensuring accountability and transparency in the use of funds, stimulating fund-raising by our partners and within Zambia, thinking deeply about ZOAZ and how to protect its future, or extending a heart of love, compassion and care to children at a disadvantage – you name it, Bob showed it! Energy, commitment, resourcefulness and a warm human heart, these were Bob’s trademarks from the very start of his engagement with ZOAZ. Wonderful qualities! Wonderful dedication! A wonderful man! ZOAZ, each one of us here, each one associated with ZOAZ, whether in Zambia, the US or the UK, and above all the women and children whose lives are better now because of Bob’s dedication and hard work, are truly grateful to him. Thank you, Bob – mwangira nchito! Mwacita kabotu. Twa lumba! And thanks be to God, you are staying on the Board as immediate past Chairperson and are not leaving us.

And as happens in so many families, when the father steps back from the limelight, the mother takes over. And so the ZOAZ family is happy to welcome Gertrude whom we know so well for her outstanding diligence, integrity and deep personal care. We all look forward to working closely with her during the years ahead. And to you, Gertrude, I say: look after us as a mother and energize each one of us to do even more than we are able for the orphans and disadvantaged children we are trying to serve.

The Financial Crisis

Externally, this is a special AGM because it is taking place at a time of very severe economic crisis, in Zambia and throughout the world. This is not a remote crisis. It is being experienced in hundreds of thousands of households, with mines closing, jobs lost, prices rising, local money losing value, empty stomachs, children not going to school, clinics without medicines. If a woman at the side of the road cannot sell her tomatoes or fritters where is she going to get what she will need to feed her household? This morning you were discussing income-generation activities, but with so little money circulating among the people, even these are at risk.

But it is not only we here who are vulnerable. Our international partners are also being badly affected. Governments, civil society and even individuals are having to look again at their financial situation and decide whether or not they will be able to continue to support what we are trying to accomplish. The paper from the Chair has advised us already that this economic crisis will not spare ZOAZ. There will be no additional funding from our partners in the US and the UK; indeed we will be fortunate if funding is maintained at the same level as last year.

In my remarks last year, I made a strong plea that we do everything in our power to increase the amount of local money, from Zambian individuals and enterprises, which goes to ZOAZ. All the more reason for this now, even though this time of financial crisis might seem a strange time to be saying that we should increase our local resources. But let us not forget that even though we have a huge number of poor people in Zambia, we also have many who are very wealthy. Maybe we should be looking more aggressively to them to support what we are doing? 

Social Protection

Maybe, also, we should be raising our voices more strongly and telling our politicians and leaders that more of our national resources should be going to our orphans, vulnerable children, and the elderly who look after so many of the young. During the past twenty years we have seen something remarkable occurring in many of the poorest households. Despite their poverty, they have been taking in orphans and reaching out to elderly people left with no one to support them. It’s not that their incomes have increased. No, but in the selfless generosity of Zambians, the poor have been helping the destitute by sharing with them what they cannot really afford.

Wouldn’t it be great if our Government could do as much? Wouldn’t it give a very powerful message to the world if our Government were to say, yes we are having great economic problems, but at the same time we have a responsibility in justice to children who are hungry, to old people who have no form of support, and so we will share some of our meagre resources with them? And if they did so, they would reap the benefits in time as health costs reduced and people became more productive. But the Government is not likely to take such a step unless we the people make it clear that this is our wish and that we want them to spend in this way what is, after all, our money.

Keep Parents Alive and Families Intact

In this economic crisis we must also use whatever other strategies will make it possible to do something on behalf of children. And there are things we can do at no financial cost:

· The best of all ways to support children is to keep their parents alive. One way of doing this is to get a pregnant woman to agree to an HIV test and after that to take whatever medicines her condition may need. But many women are afraid of this, partly because of the stigma and shame they might experience in their communities, and partly because they are afraid of beatings or rejection from their husbands. Could we work very strongly to overcome these two fears? This does not cost money, but it takes courage on our part to speak out against every form of stigma, discrimination, and the abuse of women because they are HIV-positive. The present economic crisis challenges us to seize the opportunity to reduce the number of vulnerable children by doing this, so that we can to keep their parents, especially their mothers, alive.

· Secondly, the best place for children is in a family. Through income generating and other activities, ZOAZ is doing what it can to strengthen families and help them manage, especially in these hard times. But there are things that cost nothing that we can do to strengthen families. One of them is to ensure that families stay together; that they remain closely bound together, united by strong feelings and care for each other, with whatever resources they have being used to meet the family needs for food, daily supplies, health and education. But we often see the opposite happening, with men going for sex with other women, and women going for sex with other men. This breaks up families. It is also a sure way of bringing HIV into a family. Ending such practices is not easy, but it is something that does not cost any money. It is something that needs all our voices, our strong words of disapproval for anything like this. It costs no money to speak out, but speaking out can save families and thereby give children the kind of home they need where they can grow and develop into mature and healthy human beings.

Children who are HIV-Infected or Sexually Abused

Before I end, let me underline the needs of two groups of children who are very common in our midst and on whose behalf we just must do something, no matter what the economic crisis:

1. First, there are children who are living with HIV. Because of improvements in the access to antiretroviral drugs of young children who contracted HIV through their parents the number of these children is increasing. Be on the lookout for them. They need more food and better food than children who are not HIV infected. Is there anything we can do to help them, even in the present financial crisis?

2. And second, there are abused children. One of the saddest things in today’s world is to learn about the extent of the sexual abuse of children. They are being abused in their homes. They are being abused in their schools. They are being abused in their communities. They are being abused in their churches. This is a shocking situation and is something we must do everything in our power to wipe out of our families, communities, schools and churches. It doesn’t take money to do so. But it does take courage: the courage to allow a case go to the police and the courts; the courage to speak out and say we will not tolerate this; the courage to protect our children from this which is worse than any hunger they may experience since it destroys their lives for ever afterwards. And girls are more at risk than boys. I entreat you to do everything you can to make sure that no child in your community is ever sexually abused, that your community will not tolerate anything like this, and that those who do abuse are justly punished. 

Conclusion

Thank you again for being with us. Thank you for listening to me. And thank you, over and over again, for what you are doing on behalf of Zambia’s disadvantaged children. 

May God bless all of you and all that you do. And after this meeting may God bring each one of you safely home.

