Mozambique story
John Roberts has been a volunteer with Save the Children for 3 years. He helps in the Mold shop (North Wales), and also chairs the Retail Advisory Group (RAG). John is a speaker for Save the Children, attended Springboard in January 2010, and has been involved in a number of initiatives related to the Volunteer Vision since. With four Save the Children colleagues, he visited our programme in Mozambique in June 2010.

We walked into the terminal building in Johannesburg to be greeted by a cacophony of vuvuzelas. For a moment - and probably affected by a sleepless 11 ½ hr flight -  we were rather overcome by the warmth of our welcome, until it dawned on us that our arrival had just happened to coincide with the start of the 2010 World Cup! South Africa, however, was but the first step on our journey…
… a further hour’s flight over a brown, ochre and only occasionally green landscape saw us descending into Maputo, the capital of our destination – Mozambique. The plane flew low over the ‘townships’ of the capital, a seemingly endless crush of small houses, separated by impossibly narrow alleys, the only open spaces full of children playing football. The journey from the airport to the city centre enabled us to see these houses from ground level. They didn’t improve on closer inspection.
This was the start of a ten day visit, as together with four other Save the Children companions, I had arrived for a short visit to our programme in Mozambique. Although Mozambique is a member of the Commonwealth, it was in fact a former Portuguese colony, ruled by Portugal for centuries, until it gained independence in 1975. It was then immediately plunged into a bloody conflict that lasted for nearly 2 decades – hardly the start a new country needed.

Today, Mozambique is a stable, multi-party democracy, but whilst the surf and white beaches of its 1600 mile coastline are an increasingly popular destination for tourists, and economic development is at last a reality (albeit a slow one), it remains one of the world’s poorest countries. Excuse the list of statistics, but an average life expectancy of 42 years; ¾ of families living on less than £1 a day; 1 doctor per 25,000 people (1:500 in the UK); four out of 10 children under 5 severely malnourished; a fifth of the country’s children not reaching their 5th birthday, and 1.5 million children are orphaned…. paints the picture.
A visit of this nature is both a privilege, as well as a responsibility. We felt really grateful to have been given the opportunity to undertake the visit – essentially on behalf of all Save the Children volunteers – as well as the responsibility to learn as much as we could about our work in Mozambique, so that we could spread the word as widely as possible on our return.

Save the Children began working in Mozambique in 1984 – helping children and their families affected by the conflict, and helping to rebuild the healthcare system. In 2008 Save the Children UK, Norway and the U.S.A. formally unified their programme in the country.

In 2009, and in partnership with local partners, international organisations and the government, we work in 5 provinces, and directly helped 1.2million children get food, healthcare and education, as well as protecting them from harm and exploitation. 
Ours was a short visit, and our impressions therefore something of a snapshot. Below I have set out an expanded version of our project visits in the form that I wrote them up in my journal in the hope that it gives at least a flavour of an amazing experience.

June 16th.

Accompanied by Carmen Ramos the Mozambique Programme Implementation Officer, and Richard Dixon, the Regional Programme Manager we travelled from Nampula – where StC has its Northern Office, to Monapo, a medium size town some 2 hours away. Journey on good roads, but sobering to see children between 5 and 15 positioned by the roadside, and often running out into the road to offer nuts, cooking oil, firewood etc to passing motorists. You wonder what other prospects they may have, and what else life has to offer them.
Stopped for a drink at a roadside market -  blaze of colour - every other stall seemingly selling shoes…offered/declined a 3 foot long tuna….!

We drove through Manapo town, and were soon on a wide, dusty red dirt road. On past people walking, with the inevitable load carried on their head – water, thatching, firewood etc, or cycling….past women on a river bank spreading their washing out to dry on the rocks...then onto an even narrower track, barely wide enough for the vehicle, and on into the bush. Home, Johannesburg, even Maputo all of a sudden a long way away!

At last, our first project – Community of June 25th (named after the date of Mozambique’s independence in 1975). As we were to find out, an ‘external’ visit is a real occasion for a relatively isolated rural community, and everyone turns out to meet the visitors! We were met by a large group of women, singing and dancing a welcome, accompanied by a drum band. Then, escorted to a semi circle of chairs to be seated, whilst the more prominent members of the community were introduced, and we responded.

This pattern was to be repeated in most of the communities that we visited. Facts and figure about the community, often a map of the community layout, details about the community’s main problems, the planting and harvesting pattern etc etc – everything you ever needed to know about the Community of June 25th.
Save the Children was supporting a healthcare programme ‘Saving New Born Lives’, and aiming to reduce infant mortality rates, and mortality in newborn babies. A number of Health workers – all volunteers – sporting StC t-shirts, worked in the community, focussing particularly on expectant mothers and newly born babies. As the nearest hospital was in Manapo some 12 kms away, with little available transport, so the majority of babies were home births. Much of the work focussed on basic health care practices, cleanliness, nutrition, and looking after newly born babies in the first few crucial months. 

In this context, StC had introduced a new practice, particularly where babies were premature or particularly weak. The traditional African ‘way’ is for the baby to be wrapped to the mother’s back, thus freeing her hands to do essential tasks in the fields or the home. However, research has shown that the babies body warmth is lost more quickly this way, and Save the Children’s health workers are now trained to advocate wrapping the child to the ‘front’ of the mother’s body, which is much warmer for the child. This is particularly important if babies are premature and therefore more vulnerable.
This practice has given rise to the phrase ‘kangaroo mothers’ – for obvious reasons! Indeed later that day, we visited a training centre, where health care workers were being trained in the kangaroo method – one of the trainers using an inflatable plastic baby to demonstrate the technique!

As the meeting concluded, children from the morning ‘shift’ at the local school were on their way home. Time to bring out some gifts – a couple of footballs and frisbees - and to get a 50 a side game going!! That was also the point when I found out that the children (and adults!) just love having their picture taken. They may look very serious when you’re taking the photo, but the instant recall that a digital camera provides, totally delights them, and they explode with laughter as they identify their images and those of their friends on the camera screen! 
Before leaving June 25th we called into a home (branch-framed, covered with mud walls, and thatched roof) to visit a newly born baby and her mother. Both looked extremely weak, and the health workers had this ‘case’ down as one to watch carefully.
We then visited Manapo hospital – and the maternity unit which Save the Children supports. This was a particularly poignant moment, as we were introduced to 4 mothers who had very recently given birth – one to triplets, one of which had died that morning. Another had lost one of the twins that she had given birth to. In the corner, a girl was resting after giving birth to twins. The nurse told us that she was 18, whilst we were all convinced that 14 was a more accurate estimate. This was one of those really uncomfortable moments – we were there to take photographs and speak to the mothers, yet we all felt somewhat intrusive.

We spent that night in Escondinho, on Ilha (the Isle of) Mozambique. 

Reflections on the day – hugely impressed by our staff (Carmen Ramos from the Maputo office, and Richard Dixon from Napula (via Berwick on Tweed!  ) and their excellent relationship with their staff as well as the communities that we visited. It was also great to see the dedication of local staff and volunteers, who were so pleased to have the opportunity to show us their work, and so proud that their efforts really were saving lives.
At the end of a memorable day, the looks on all our faces, the occasional faraway looks and private smiles were all pointers to a very full, often tiring, but extremely satisfying day. We all felt well and truly ‘into’ the visit by now. Confronted by the impact of the funds that along with so many fellow volunteers, we help to raise back home, it was wonderful to see the positive and practical end product at first hand.
June 17th
Early morning pre breakfast walk around Escondidha, mixing with children on their way to school, women drawing water from the town well, and through the square where a group of women were sitting in a line, and already into their daily task of weeding between the patterned surface of the square. At least 2 of the group had very white ghost like faces, the result of a face mask made up of local ’ingredients’ and frequently used by the women of the area as it was supposed to improve the complexion.

Past the fort from where Vasco de Gama had sailed many centuries earlier, alongside a beautiful white sand beach broken only by rows of jagged rock jutting out into beautiful turquoise water. Dhows in the background made up a perfect photograph – until Richard pointed out that the rocks doubled up as the community toilets. Colourful rags spread on the rocks, which in our innocence we had thought were clothes laid out to dry had another less savoury purpose ( clue: Andrex hadn’t reached this part of Mozambique! ).
Once across the 3km causeway that linked Ilha to the mainland, the first project of the day was in the community of Namitatar. Largely grant funded by US Aid it sought to reduce household food insecurity in an area of high malnutrition. The programme works in 14 districts in Namupla province, and results to date are impressive – net production of cassava, the staple diet crop, now generates a net value of $30 million, food reserves have increased from 7.9 – 10.2 months, and exclusive breastfeeding (mother’s milk instead of water and the thin porridge previously fed to new-born babies) up from 5% to a staggering 69%. The babies that accompanied their health visitor mothers that we met on this project were certainly a real advert for this approach!
Greeted with the familiar song of welcome by a group of health workers, they then explained their work with the local community. As in most places that we visited, the health workers were selected by the local communities, which immediately helped their status and credibility amongst their peers. All members of the group were volunteers, committed to their work – their only reward, apart from ‘job satisfaction’ a Save the Children t – shirt, cap and bike which they used to get around their ‘patch’. 
Save the Children also provided the visual aids that they used, a folder of colourful diagrams on the various themes that they focussed on; nutrition and breast feeding; balanced diet; malaria prevention/treatment; prevention of HIV/Aids etc.
The staple crop cassava comes in 2 varieties, sweet and bitter. The bitterness in the latter comes from the small quantity of cyanide in the plant – not enough to be fatal, but hardly conducive to perfect health. We were treated to a demonstration of processing the bitter cassava, the various stages moving through grating the root, then wetting it before wringing out the diluted cyanide by twisting a piece of material. The cassava, at this stage looking rather like a pile of coconut, was then laid out to dry in the sun, before being mixed with other local plants and fried. The results looking remarkably like chicken nuggets, were then offered for us to taste – excellent! 
This was then followed by further’ tastings’ of several other variable local crops, all central to improving the nutritional standards of the local communities. 
En route to our next port of call, we stopped off at another Save the Children supported project - a Savings and Loan project. Even in a country where families live on less than £1 per day, saving is not impossible! This project was based on Credit Union lines - loans were made to members of the scheme at 5 – 10% interest, with guarantors required to ensure that repayments would be made. The scheme was cleverly linked to Save the Children’s health and nutrition work in the area as loans were conditional on people following certain nutritional standards before a loan was made to them! Many of the loans were for small, local entrepreneurial schemes, but also helped to build up funds for times when food was in short supply.

The scheme had a Management Committee, 2 Treasurers, each carrying a separate key to the cash box which needed both to be opened, and which was kept by a third person! Everything was recorded meticulously. I reflected that if the world’s banks ran their business as tightly as this project then in all probability we wouldn’t have been plunged into recession!
The scheme also had a Social fund – used for community wide initiatives. This was boosted by a system of ‘fines’, levied when people were late for meetings. As we arrived rather late for the meeting, the Social Fund got a significant contribution that day!

On to Munda Community - with at least 200 people waiting to greet us with the increasingly familiar singing and dancing. Women in the north of Mozambique are known for their colourful clothing, and the whole scene was a riot of colour and a real sense of occasion.

We were led to the inevitable semi circle of chairs laid out and watched a ‘ lesson’ by one of the Save the Children health workers, speaking to a group of mothers. It was clearly not a new lesson – and as the health worker asked her questions, the answer came back from the mothers in unison and in rote fashion – but it was an approach that seemed to be effective. Almost all the mothers were accompanied by at least one young child, the majority looking extremely healthy!

The obligatory (!) presentation by community leaders was followed by more food preparation demonstrations and tastings, the emphasis again on maximising the nutritional value of local crops and plants.

Sitting in the middle of Munda community, completely surrounded by the local people, the bright colours of the women’s clothing everywhere, the children playing or eating at their feet was a truly magical experience. Our ‘normal life’ seemed a lifetime away.
We were then taken a couple of kilometres to see the communal sesame plot, where the crop was planted, harvested and sold on a communal basis, with all this involved receiving a proportional share of the profits. In addition to working on their own ‘plot’ or m’shamba, families spent time each week on the communal plot.

Overnight in Naccala.

June 18th.
If the previous 2 days were health and nutrition focussed, we now switched to education.

In the community of Murrupulane, close to the town of Nacala, we visited a pre-school. The obvious comparison is with our own playgroups, and they are set up with the same general purpose – to introduce children to the world of education before they enter the more formal system. Pre- schools are a vital component of a major Save the Children initiative in Mozambique called Early Child Development ( ECD ) and due to be launched in early 2011. ECD is based on the fact that unless children in the birth to 8 years age group are provided with adequate care and support, critical development windows will close, and no amount of help in the future will make up for this lost time.
The pre school in Murrupulane was one of 8 built in the region by StC since 2005. Teachers are funded by the Provincial Governor, and supported by local volunteers. Save the Children also provided initial supplies of books and other material, but parental savings schemes were developed to ensure longer term sustainability.

We watched the children, split up into small groups, playing with shapes, learning basic letters and numbers, and singing songs. Close by was the community water pump, also provided by StC, and a feature of all the schools we supported. It was surrounded by people of all ages, waiting to be supplied with their daily needs of water. The latter was also used to support the nearby school garden, from where produce was sold and the money used to sustain the school.
About 75 yards away from the pre school was the junior school – also recently refurbished by Save the Children. Primary education in Mozambique has only been free since 2005, and there is still a significant drop out rate, particularly amongst the girls. 
The first 3 years groups were all sitting on the floor – the single desk in the room reserved for the teacher. The upper 3 years all had a desk each. When I was shown around the classrooms by the head-teacher, everyone stood up immediately in perfect silence (not always a feature of the UK schools I visit from time to time!) The walls of the classrooms were completely bare - no charts or pictures – and the only sign of books were the exercise books in front of each child. I was told that school uniforms were optional (and depend on parents’ means) whilst school trips just were unknown.
The head-teacher explained that he looked after 5 schools in the area, with a total of some 1100 pupils. Most schools run a 2 ‘shift’ system – 6.30 – 12 noon and 12.30 to about 5.30pm, when it gets dark. Where electricity was available, a further evening shift was often organised from 6 – about 8. A 3 –shift system had just been started in Murrupulane. Incidentally the same teachers take each shift!!

If primary school attendance is increasing, a secondary school is still unattainable for the vast majority of children in Mozambique. Secondary schools cost parents money. Uniforms and books have to be paid for, and in practical terms are often several miles away, particularly in rural areas, with walking the only means of reaching them. For families on less than £1 per day……………
Later that day we visited another school in Matalane community where the finishing touches to a completed re-furbished school were being applied. We were introduced to the local PTA – several still carrying wet paint brushes in their hands. They were hugely proud of the new school, and explained their plans to keep it running after Save the Children support had come to an end. 2 classes remained to be completed, and whilst the parents worked on them the children sat under a couple of shady trees outside to receive their education.
A fundamental point comes across so clearly – when families have to live on less than £1 a day, when resources are so scarce, when food supplies are often unpredictable, when job/regular income prospects are so limited how on earth can people afford to build a school?! The skills are there, the will is present, so is an appreciation of the importance of education, but without external help how can the dream of a school be realised? This is the role of organisations like Save the Children. We contribute the resources – local people contribute their time, their skills and put in all the effort necessary to get things moving and to sustain the project in the longer term. We are the pump vital primers that get things started – only local will and effort can ensure things continue in the longer term.
Most of the communities that we visited in Mozambique had little idea of where the UK was, still less of the difference between England and Wales. Standing in front of a blackboard in Matelane, I saw my chance, and via a 3 way translation – the local dialect into Portuguese – into English I drew a map of Great Britain, pointing out where England was and then Wales. Made me feel a little better, but I fear with hindsight that I might have put education in Matelane back a generation!!

Farewells to the excellent Richard Dixon and his staff in Nampula. Back to Maputo overnight.

June 19th. – last day of project visits.
Travelled to Xai Xai (pronounced shai shai) in Gaza Province. - in the south of the country. Save the Children pre schools had been running in this part of Mozambique for some 3 years. Landscape noticeably different in this part of the country, and the pre-school was built out of bamboo – the materials again supplied by Save the Children, but constructed by the community. As we approached, a singing lesson was taking place, the voice of one child at least 100 decibels louder than his peers dominating – wonderful!
Behind the school a well constructed play area was established with, swings and a see-saw. Designed by students from a local college but constructed by community members using local timber. Facing the school was the thriving school garden.

The School Committee here had links with the Community Council, as well as the Council for Orphans and Vulnerable Children, and carried out regular surveys on sick parents with an eye on the potential impact on the school’s pupils. HIV/Aids was prevalent in the area, affecting some 20% of the population, including children. HIV/Aids is a real problem in Mozambique, as in most countries in Sub-Saharan Africa – but rarely referred to. I thought back to the many communities that we had visited, and where community leaders had recited long lists of the main problems facing their community – with never a single mention of HIV/aids, as if they were ashamed or in denial.
In the school, and after the singing lesson, the children split up into small groups, each carrying out different activities. All were dressed in warm winter clothes, contrasting somewhat with the t-shirts (Save the Children naturally!) that we were wearing, and reminding us that 70 degrees plus is cold by Mozambican standards! Speaking to a village leader later that day, dressed in shirt, sweater, scarf and topcoat I asked why he needed so much clothing. His reply:” you are better fed that we are, and better able to stand the cold” Teaches me to ask a silly question, I thought!
*  *  *  *  *  *  *  

End piece.

2 days later, sitting in Johannesburg airport, eating the largest piece of cake (and not just me!) I had ever seen, and trying to take in everything that had happened over the previous week.
I took 3 pretty basic questions with me to Mozambique: Would I be impressed by our staff; would I be impressed by the projects that we visited; and would I genuinely feel that they were making a real difference to the lives of children and their families? The answers to all 3 questions are actually quite easy – an unequivocal ‘yes’! 

We were all hugely impressed with the expertise, the commitment and dedication of the staff that we met. They are daily confronted by enormous challenges, long distances to travel, and more problems and situations than they have the resources to respond to as they would wish.

The projects that we visited were equally impressive - tackling the basic problems that affected the daily lives of people in the communities that we visited in the most practical way. Initially resourced by Save the Children but fully involving local people on whose efforts and commitment the future sustainability of the projects depended. From what we saw these qualities were in plentiful supply.
It was great too to see the commitment of volunteers throughout the projects that we visited, which somehow developed a real feeling of connection between us. Like so many Save the Children volunteers in the UK, they shared a belief that what they did was important and was helping to make a real difference.

And was it? I have been asked several times since I returned…” what’s the poverty like ....is it really awful…?” In reality it isn’t. Mozambique is largely populated by people who have very relatively little material resources in their life. They are often forced to focus on survival, and to do the best that they can with what little they have. That said, their hopes and aspirations are very similar to ours – jobs and income security, food security, good health, education and the best possible future for their children, and what Save the Children does is help them to take small but gradual steps towards realising their hopes.
We get things started, they carry them on, and every healthy baby born, or child educated in a newly built or re-furbished school, or every water pump established is a step in this direction. 
Maybe best summed up by a woman that we met in Munda. She pushed past her peers to show us her incredibly healthy looking baby and telling us …” this is because I have been taught (by a Save the Children trained volunteer) how to feed my children properly - thank you”.

Save the Children? In Mozambique we certainly do – and this piece is dedicated to everyone who works to achieve that objective.
John Roberts: August 2010.

