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PROJECT SIERRA — A PROJECT TO BE PROUD OF!

S| Quadrennial Project STUDY TOUR January 2010

Nine Soroptimists from around the world made their different journeys to Sierra Leone to
visit Project Slerra. They had prepared themselves for an informative and exciting time
but the experience was profound! The tour enabled us to visit different centres around
Sierra Leone both in towns and rural areas. We met many beneficiaries of the Project
and were welcomed in an amazing way by them all! Joe and Kirsty from Hope and
Homes for Children - who accompanied us - enabled us to understand and appreciate
life in a country which is one of the poorest in the world. Alison Sutherland - our Sl
Project Liaison and resident in Sierra Leone was a wonderful source of information as
well as of cash! It is a cash society and our credit cards were of little use to us.

We all know that our lives have been changed in many ways by the visit and would like
to share highlights with you.

“I don't really know why visiting the Kissy project, situated in Freetown, was any more
moving for me than any other of the experiences we had during our stay. Perhaps it was
because the teenagers demonstrated the impact of the programme on them so directly
with passion and enthusiasm. We saw a play about young boys and girls being helped
off the street and away from prostitution, alcohol and drugs. We heard a song and
danced along as they described how HANCI-SL helps everyone with everything they
need. The girls were extravagantly posing during the dance and showing off how their
clothes, shoes and hairstyles were made possible by the help they received. Perhaps it
was just that the confidence these girls possessed was clearly a result of the
programme. Their eyes twinkled as they proudly performed their dances, delivered their
speeches and welcomed us into their lives. Maybe it was because | just had so much
fun!

Armed only with enthusiasm and children’s songs, | banged on the drums and led
raucous versions of ‘Ajuga Jai’ and ‘The Hokie Pokie’. Everyone was very keen to join in,
giggling and singing along as best they could to the unfamiliar words, and smiling
encouragingly in response to my attempt at drumming. In the girls and boys at the Kissy
project | saw the future leaders of Sierra Leone. It saddens me that they would have the
world at their feet if they were born somewhere else. They would be asked to go to
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leadership courses, invited to conferences, and have opportunities to have their voices
heard in the public sphere. In Sierra Leone they have already faced challenges that
seem impossible from the comfort of the developed world. For them opportunity means
something quite different. It means learning to sew, weld, or make batik to earn a living
and become independent. It means having access to a medical clinic, and somebody to
care for their child while they finish school. For these teenagers and children it means
HANCI-SL, Hope and Homes for Children and Soroptimist International. It means Project
Sierral”

“It is difficult to explain all the emotions that the people, the children and the girls have
given me. They thanked us for our support but | wanted to thank all of them for their
smiling faces and kindness. | have better understood that now is the challenging time for
that country, eight years after the end of a terrible war, and the children are the first
challenge for a better future. International cooperation does not succeed without
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collaboration with the local community: this is the best way and HANCI-SL in Sierra
Leone works in this way! Sierra Leone is improving a woman'’s life with education and
empowerment with the help of NGOs like SI and Organisations like HANCI-SL. They are
helping people to become responsible of their future- not giving a fish but giving a fishing
rod!”

“My happiest memory of the Study Tour was seeing our Sl International Liaison Alison
Sutherland waiting for us at Lungi Airport and the amazing "welcomes" that we received
when visiting both our Sl projects and meeting with local people. While Sierra Leone
may not have basic infrastructure and many people live below the poverty line, their
generosity, resilience, warmth and determination to build a better life for themselves and
their children highlights how much they value our Sl contributions and our interest in
their country. We were very pleased to meet some of the recipients who have been
helped by HANCI-SL and hear their personal success stories and dreams for the future. |
would encourage SI members to reach out to any Sierra Leonean members in their local
community to help build a bridge of reconciliation that shares the work that Sl is doing in
Sierra Leone and to find out more about how they have into their new countries.”

“Think about your biggest complaint where you live. Is it traffic? Is it the weather? My
biggest “aha” in visiting this beautiful country is that most of us in this wonderful
organisation of Soroptimist International have it so easy compared to the women and
girls in Sierra Leone! The infrastructure of the country is just beginning to be re-
established following their civil war. The capital of Freetown got its first hydroelectric
plant within the past year. Prior to that only people who could afford generators had
electricity. Even now electricity throughout the country is very sporadic- the fortunate
ones have it from 7pm until 7am the next morning.

We were only on two paved roads whilst in Sierra Leone. Most of the time we were
travelling on dirt roads that were full of rocks and ruts so the drivers had to be extremely
vigilant. Our trips each day ranged from riding 2 to 3 hours each way because our
drivers had to drive slowly because of the condition of the roads. Tyres have to be
replaced every 3-4 months. With all of the hardships of life in Sierra Leone that |
witnessed on a daily basis, | was in awe of the spirit and resilience of every woman,
man, and child whom | met. They are not looking for a handout, BUT they are so
appreciative of whatever assistance they can receive as a hand-up! HANCI-SL is so



well-respected throughout the country. At a community meeting in the village of
Tambakha, we were told that HANCI-SL is the only NGO they will work with. Why?
Because other NGOs came in, made many promises, then when they realised the
desperate level of need, they pulled out.

We met women whose lives have been transformed through this project. The HANCI-SL
staff is all from Sierra Leone and they are highly qualified to be working with these young
girls. They know the needs of the women and girls and can provide the services that
these young women need from education, to job training, to counselling! 100% of our
Soroptimist money is going to help these teen mothers! This is women helping women to
become their best! | will always remember the time | got to spend with Lois Kamara,
Programme Manager for the Kissy Project in Freetown. Watching Lois with the girls at
the projects in Kissy and in Bo was like watching a mother hen who is so proud of all of
her baby chicks! Her energy and enthusiasm are so infectious that everyone around her
is uplifted and motivated. Hearing the stories of how Lois survived with her family during
the civil war was totally awe-inspiring. Their stories, | discovered, are not unique or
unusual. Women throughout Sierra Leone experienced similar (and worse) nightmares.
What struck me is that their courage, resilience, and incredibly positive attitude are a



model for women everywhere. For me, visiting Project Sierra was a life altering
experience.”

“Pretty difficult to highlight just a few things, everything was so special and so emotional,
one returns home with another view of the world. Why don’t we share more, why is more
than half of the world starving, and the rest having much too much.....?

To start with | would like to say what a nice experience it is to go on this study tour in a
small group of two Soroptimists from each Federation. Even more special for the two
Europeans not having English as mother tongue, following conversation can be quite
hard! The tour was well balanced though very tiring divided on 4 days, very long drives
on dusty tracks but each arrival was made worth it by the warm welcoming of the
youngsters dancing and singing....I needed my sunglasses not to show tears coming
down. Each project welcomed us with a lot of speeches and thanking from their official
and traditional leaders or elders, the families and youngsters filled the space, we stood
on the platform. We were told how HANCI-SL helps the “needy children”, the smaller



“pikins” get a uniform and off to school, next come those who receive tutoring in
carpentry, cooking, sewing, hairdressing, tailoring, tie dying and many other skills.

Teenage mothers have a Drop-In Centre where they can leave the baby during the day.
Healthcare and nutrition are also taught. Education and preparing them to be
independent and self-supporting is definitely working. We visited in Bo families back
together in their community and self sufficient thanks to the programmes of HANCI-SL .
They do fantastic work, their enthusiasm has to be seen and told to all Soroptimists.
Every penny we send is really worth it. HANCI-SL and Sl share the same vision and the
same passion to educate women and children because they will make the difference in
the future. The visit to Tambakha, hours of jeep and crossing the water on a “ferry” (each
crossing one car) pulled by hands was great, a new project located in an area very
difficult to reach, was a highlight to me. The welcome was very special, one could feel
the needs there are enormous, they have land so they can grow lots of crops, and there
we offered tools, and were offered the traditional cola-nuts and....goats!!!”



“The thing that inspired me most about Project Slerra was how much care is taken by
HANCI-SL and Hope and Homes for Children to collaborate with the communities in
which they have a presence. They don’t go into a community with a lot of assumptions or
preconceived notions about what needs to be done. Instead, they spend time assessing
the needs, listening to and talking with the people in the community, and then developing
programmes and activities to respond to identified needs. It's so simple—and yet the
approach has a profound effect on the level of trust communities have in our partners.
HANCI-SL has a reputation that is superior to many other NGOs operating in Sierra
Leone. They become part of the community—and the lives of women and girls are
transformed because they are part of it. As Soroptimists, we deserve to be proud of this
partnership. We should follow the model that HANCI-SL and Hope and Homes for
Children use so successfully- assess needs, talk and listen to the women and girls we
want to help, and look for the little things that will have a big impact.”

“What a privilege to experience the colour, sound and excitement of the welcoming
ceremony, which awaited us at Bo. Smiling girls, smartly dressed in their yellow and
green uniforms chanted, clapped and danced to the beat of drums as we progressed
from the gate of the compound to the covered area of the training centre. There the girls
entertained us with songs and dancing accompanied by a music group of drummers and
tumblers. It was hard to remember that these young happy teenagers were mothers but
the occasional sound of a baby’s cry coming from the nursery served as a reminder.
Later we saw some of these toddlers going to their mothers in the workshops — a quick
visit for comfort or reassurance from Mum.

In Makeni after another delicious lunch prepared by the girls in the catering class, we
made our way round the various workshops. The girls were keen to show off the skills
they were learning: tailoring, hairdressing, batik and gara tie-dying not to mention the
patterns painted on toenails by the manicurists. In talking to these young mothers it is
very evident that they are working hard to take full advantage of the opportunities
opened to them by Project Sierra. In contrast to the exuberant dancing and singing and
the speeches of gratitude hope and optimism of the welcoming ceremony, the babies in
the day nursery gave us quite a different welcome. When this group of strange ladies
appeared, some stared wide-eyed, one burst into tears, others gave us a passing glance
and carried on eating their lunch and some smiled shyly at attempts to engage them in
jingles and clapping rhymes. There were a few who slept soundly the whole time we
were there. These are the children cared for at the day centre at Makeni while their
young teenage mothers attend school or a vocational training course. These children are



simply enjoying their childhood and are unaware that through HANCI-SL and Project
Sierra, they can look forward to growing up in a secure family and a bright future.”

“I met Hanna an 18 year old mother living in Bo where she was brought up by her
parents. She didn't take her school work seriously instead spending most of her time in
friends’ houses. Hanna became pregnant by one of those friends and her parents asked
her to leave home. She lived on the street then gave birth to her son. Hanna still wanted
to attend school. Her parents refused to help, they hadn't gone to school and thought
they would be wasting their money. When Hanna was selling for a friend’s mother so
she could eat she learned about HANCI-SL because that friend was already in the
programme. Hanna went to HANCI-SL , was visited by a social worker and enrolled in
the programme to study catering. She was reunited with her parents when studying.
After 15 months training she worked for 3 months in a hotel and graduated in April 2009
being awarded a Certificate of Merit in Catering and Hotel Management and receiving a
start up kit to enable her to set up a private business. Hanna sells basic cooking items to
her community from a stall beside her home which is rented and where her son and
family members are living. She wishes to have a small restaurant there. Hanna has told
2 young unsupported mothers living in her community about HANCI-SL and both are
now in the Teenage Mothers Programme. Hanna's experience highlighted the quality of
Project Sierral”

“If anything conveyed the importance of this project to me it was the two young women |
met on our travels. Both of them had been in the teenage mothers programme. Both had
taken the catering course and had been supported and helped to become independent.
Both had jobs in hotels we stayed in and could not praise HANCI-SL enough for turning
around their lives. They can now afford to keep themselves, rent accommodation and
pay for care for their children. Their thanks to us, for the difference we had made to
them, was humbling.

We learnt much in Sierra Leone - how Muslims and Christians live happily together
without suspicion, how the communities support each other, the integrity of the people,
the trust of the communities in HANCI-SL and how much we can change lives around
through our support of Project Slerra.”



Alice, Cathy, Wilma, Evelyn, Liz, Anne, Gina, Chris and Margaret hope to have
conveyed a little to you how important it is that Project Slerra succeeds in changing the
lives of so many women and girls in Sierra Leone. They have so little and WE can make
the difference for them and the future of the country.
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