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FOUNDER’S MESSAGE 2009
Two dreams for the invisible children of Darfur – a child to have a blanket and her mother to be able to read
Somebody said to me recently that they felt sorry for me visiting Darfur so often.   That it must be soul destroying to go to such sad places, where gutters in the sordid streets would be piled with rubbish, where stray dogs would snarl, washing flapping in the wind on crumbling walls, where there would be smells and dirt and all the signs of people living in the depths of misery.

It is not like that.  Yet when my son and I went to Darfur in 2001 we were shocked that children were living lives of inconceivable hardship – many mothers had no alternative but to send even small 9 year old children to walk for endless hours, under the searing sun, for the water, they could not survive without  – but no one in the world was being told about them.  
I had no choice – I had to do something.   I could not turn my back and walk away.  I have children I love, how much harder to love your children, and be helpless to help them.  I sensed, even then, that this would change my life.   What I was told was shocking, stark.  “No child could live a harder life, and survive”.  
They were wrong.  The continued conflict in Darfur is taking a terrible toll in the villages.  Not just in direct deaths, although you will know that when one of our villages was attacked this year, 86 of our goats were killed, but by the stealthy onset of total deprivation.   
Can you imagine knowing your little girl is ill, and not being able to help her? There is no help available.  When a simple drug will cure her, and you have no means at all of providing it?  There is no one to turn to, to ask for help to feed your children when your one crop has failed.  The only thing you have, is the seed you can plant – or eat – or, if you are lucky, your animals.

Those goats killed at Marriyo belonged to 18 families.   Can you imagine the loss this meant?  The goats we lend to families are indescribably valued.  There is no chance of the poorest families saving for even one goat – our loan of 6 is almost unbelievable riches.  Their milk is often the only source of protein for the family.
In Darfur, without our little goats, there is nothing, except the chance of your seeds growing – or collecting firewood from across the desert.  Nothing else to sell, to feed your family.  If you do go to hospital you pay for your food and medicine, so you will not go.  You would prefer to pay for food for your children. Our little goats mean milk – “It’s the first time I have had anything I can rely on”   said Khalida.  She will find that she will have a little extra money, enough to enable her to start making choices.  The sale of a kid, means not just medicine for her sick child, it means she can choose to buy shoes for her children, and she can send them to school.  She can make decisions for the first time in her life.  Fatima proudly told me that she had been able to give yoghourt to her whole community during Ramadan.  The first time she had been able to contribute anything. Our goats are helping her change her life.
Most of the money we get comes from individuals, many from small children, who are setting us all such a good example!  They are so proud of donating me a goat – and they are so right.  
One mother in Darfur said to me “Thank you for giving me my husband back”.  I was a little surprised!  I did not think I had such a bad memory!  Who was he?!  He was one of the many fathers who have to leave their homes, their children, every summer, in the long hungry hot months.  He is another mouth to feed, and there is not enough food for him, and for his children.   His wife had had her goats for 19 months and they enabled her to save enough to be able to feed her husband, as well as her children – and he is home, all year now.  The children have their father back, and he too is able to help his little family.  Just 6 goats, on loan for 2 years.

The villages of Darfur are not sordid dirty places.  If I ask what people need, they smile and say they need nothing.  They are not used to asking for help, there is no one to give it to them.   There is only hard, endless back breaking work, from the moment the sun rises, until it is dark. The endless hours to walk for every drop of water, the exhaustion of clearing the desert scrub, to plant each valuable seed, the scavenging for firewood, grinding the grain, and all in the fierce sun and hot wind.   And the dark nights, without any means of light, cold in the desert at this time of year, and getting colder, until the nights become unbearably hot again.  

There is no one else telling the world – telling you – what it is like beyond the camps in Darfur.  Visiting journalists speed through the villages, if they bother to go there, and do not stop to see how people are living.  The smiles and bright colours of the dresses of the women, mislead the cameras.  They think there is no story for them there.

They are wrong.  At last we have a film and I want to ask you to show it to the world – but start with your friends.  It was my wonderful friends who first heard me, and now their friends are helping, and new friends too.  Let’s tell people we need their help.  We are all feeling the affects of the current world financial crisis, but perhaps the villagers of Darfur can help us to put it into perspective.  Our film is beautiful. Joanna Lumley is the narrator.  She did it for love, because she believes that what we are doing is so important.  

It is the story of how Kids for Kids is helping people to help themselves, not handing out charity, but helping people in the ways they have shown me, enables them to do the best for their children. Small direct things, a package of help for each village, because, combined, they make a dramatic difference to the whole area  -  6 goats and a donkey, a midwife, because there is no health care in the villages, and the young mothers are so very afraid of childbirth, veterinary care for the animals – there is no point providing goats and then not looking after them – and now, blankets and mosquito nets, and water.  Simple basics, and our film shows the transformation we are making in Darfur.  Please see it. Please show it.
The lesson I have learnt in the 7 years since I founded KIDS FOR KIDS is that you need to look beyond the images of smiling faces, bright colours, clean villages, and see the other side of reality.  Both are true.  There are no drains or gutters, because there is no sanitation.  There is no washing hanging to dry, because there are few spare clothes to wash.  There is no rubbish, because there is nothing to throw away.  There is nothing.  And most telling of all, look at the ankles of the women and children, under their bright coloured clothes.  They are so thin, stick thin you wonder how people can walk.   
I came back from Darfur determined to do more.  And now, as Martin Luther King said “I have a dream……”  The more I see of the mothers of Darfur the more I know we can help them, and their children.  My dream is to teach mothers to read and write.  It is shocking to find that virtually no mother can read or write in villages.  Is there someone who can fund a pilot scheme for women’s literacy?   Your children have shown us how they are helping families with the goats they are providing – now it is your turn!
My dream this year is full of goats and donkeys, midwives and, I pray, some handpumps.  And my dream too, is for a simple basic it is hard to imagine living without.  
I have said how the nights are cold.  They can be bitter.  Children at Southbank International School recently asked me an important question – they said “What do the children own?” The answer is – nothing.  They have no toys, no books, only the clothes they are wearing.  In many of the huts there is no furniture, no cupboard or bed, nothing on the hard impacted sand, and no bedding.  No blankets.  Nothing to sleep under.  
It is difficult to tell you how I felt when they took me into their homes, to show me the first blankets KIDS FOR KIDS has given them.  During the day, they are used as decoration.  When you are malnourished, chest infections are a great risk.  They said that there are fewer chest infections now. They said that children are no longer waking up with inflamed eyes, because of the smoke from the fires that they have to burn on the coldest nights, inside the huts.  There are no windows.  And the mothers proudly said, that their own status had gone up in the village, because they now have ‘household furniture’.   A blanket. 

Help does come – and from many sources!  Ruth Lorenzo is at the start of her career.  She has been the sensational star of the X-Factor and she came to see me in the middle of it all to ask how she could help.  Two little boys – another little 9 year old -  had told her about KIDS FOR KIDS, and she said she wanted to do something to help children.  She is asking for help to provide blankets – just £12 to make a child warm.
Her plea is my plea.  Please can you help us provide blankets for children in Darfur?  The Ruth Lorenzo Blanket Appeal for the invisible children of Darfur, will run all year – please tell people.  
I said people don’t ask me for things in Darfur  – but I was asked for one thing.  An old man heard me say, I wanted blankets to keep the children warm, and he said  - “What about the old people?”  I had no answer.
Patricia Parker MBE   -  Founder of Kids for Kids                                                                                                                                                           

    For further details log on to www.kidsforkids.org.uk              email: contact@kidsforkids.org.uk 
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