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ZIMBABWE -Stargazing  

Imagine being hundreds of kilometres from the 
nearest town, staring in wonder at a clear navy sky 
dotted with thousands of bright sparkling stars, 
knowing there is a clean bedroom nearby to spend the 
night. Davis Dube and his wife, Nelly Tapelo had a 
twinkle of an idea and decided to explore it further. 

With orphaned children, as well as their own family of 
five and two grandchildren to look after, they needed 
to find something to raise more income. 

The Institute for Rural Technologies (IRT), a Christian 
Aid partner, works in Bulilima District. This area was 
devastated by the effects of HIV a few years ago. 
Communities lost their mums and dads, those who 
were the breadwinners. Many grandparents and 
distant family members have taken up the 
responsibility of caring for the orphans. In some cases, 
a family unit may be led by a child but supported by 
the community.  IRT looked for such groups to find 
ways of encouraging independence through effort. 

Working with IRT, Davis and Nelly realised that many 
people travel a long distance to their area and it would 
be much easier to stay overnight. The idea of ‘The 
Votel’ was born in 2015. Although not overrun with 
bookings, they have had 8 visitors in the last 2 
months. With a charge of 10-15 US$ a night, 
development agency staff, stargazers from Japan and 
birdwatchers have all sampled the delights of this 
remote accommodation. The extra income has 
improved their lives as well as putting money back to 
grow the business. Nelly recently bought new 
bedspreads and sheets with their profit. They feel they 
are gradually improving and are now looking to 
advertise farther afield. In the summer, they want to 
upgrade the accommodation by adding a TV and a 
light to read by at night. However, this would mean 
buying a generator as there is currently no electricity 
in the homestead.  

“As a community, we might be able to come together 
to buy a transformer. Alternatively, we could pay for 
the poles for electricity wires from the nearest 

junction point which is 15 kilometres away,” explained 
Nelly. 

IRT have not only helped the community set up a 
village bank but also created the Masendu Enterprise 
Development Fund. This provides loans to the most 
vulnerable. They help them manage their loans and 
support those who are in default on the repayments. 
The loans are provided at an affordable interest rate, 
decided by the community leaders. The community 
also agreed that half of the proceeds from the interest 
be kept by the bank and the other half reinvested in 
the revolving fund. 

IRT work with those who have taken loans to improve 
their business. In the case of Nelly and Davis, they are 
getting help on attractive and healthy meals suitable 
for international visitors. So how does a night 
stargazing, with meals delivered, appeal? I am sure 
Nelly is open for business. 

CENTRAL AMERICA 
For the Common Good 
Working with local community groups and church 
groups on advocacy and action is Christian Aid’s 
partner UNES.  The groups meet in a hall given to the 
community by an Italian priest who helped them 
understand that the church must work on behalf of 
the poor. Named after him, it continues to be a place 
where people can meet and serve others.  His desire 
was to defend the poor and that is what they continue 
to do. 
 
Together with UNES they are exploring the meaning of 
advocacy and action.  Marches, fairs, simulation 
games and visits to areas of most concern have all 
been arranged to highlight environmental problems 
such as dumping and erosion. Participants have been 
encouraged to write letters to the Government and 
file complaints to the Mayor. However, despite all this 
action, they often do not make progress. They share 
ideas on how to help the community, especially as it is 
situated in an area vulnerable to earthquakes and 
flooding, made worse by overcrowding and 
deforestation.  
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Blanca Alicia Díazs describes herself as an 
environmentalist.  When she saw how businesses 
were dumping rubbish illegally up the mountain 
directly above their homes, she decided she wanted to 
take action. She asked for help from UNES and 
arranged a cleanup walk to inform people of the 
dangers to them and to the environment. The group 
that was formed looked at the dump and then issued 
a complaint letter asking the Mayor to move it from 
the mountain as it was threatening their homes.  
 
“If it slips it will threaten our homes and would bury 
us.” she said. When asked about the Mayor’s 
response, Blanca replied, “He did not do anything. He 
said that the land it was on was privately owned.” 
 
The group held a press conference and got support 
from the community health teams with some success. 
They also arranged for an article ‘denouncing’ the 
dump to be in the local newspaper. This made a few 
of the companies who were dumping there find 
alternatives. The group have recently renewed their 
efforts with help from UNES. 
 
“This is our struggle,” she said, “Sometimes it is 
dangerous to complain: we have been threatened 
with guns, but we will continue to tell the Mayor to 
get rid of this garbage and construction waste.” 
 
There is a very different attitude to community work. 
They understand that they are working for ‘the 
common good.’ If the government says they will not 
do something, they keep on campaigning and are 
prepared to roll up their sleeves and do it themselves 
if needed. 
 

BANGLADESH - It just kept raining 

After three months villagers are slowly returning to a 
village in Satkhira district, south west Bangladesh, 
following floods in which three people died. During 
that time, many families have been camping out on 
embankments beside the busy road.  

The village is reached from the main road by an 
uneven and slippery brick path. Carts, pulled by the 

male villagers, carry goods along the path which looks 
out over vast areas of water. The shrimp farm ponds 
are getting back to business with the night 
watchman’s huts occupied. Other areas had been 
paddy fields but had not yet been replanted. People 
wash their shoes and plates in the flood water as 
there is no access to clean water from the village 
pump. The school was on higher ground and seemed 
to have come through with only minor damage. A 
rickety bamboo bridge leads to the main part of the 
village.  

Jowser Ali Sarder’s home used to be at the end of the 
village but that is still completely under water. He 
used to work as a daily labourer but, at present he is 
busy building a new home for himself and his wife. His 
two grown up children live away from this area now. 
He has not been able to take anything from his old 
home yet but hopes he will find some things that are 
salvageable. 

“It just kept on raining,” he said. With the waters 
rising to between 2-3 feet he received emergency 
rations from Shushilan, which were a life saver. The 
months on the embankment have not been kind to 
Jowser; with very little food he is painfully thin. As the 
weeks progress, Sushilan will organise the villagers 
into a forum and help them with ways to minimise the 
effects of disasters, as they have done in other areas. 
A little help goes a long way. 

Global Justice Now Activist Gathering 

Quaker Meeting House, Edinburgh, 21 April  10-5pm 
The all-day event will combine open discussions with 
practical training on how to make a difference through 
activism. Participants will also get an introduction to 
Global Justice Now’s current campaigns around trade 
justice and access to medicine, and a chance to shape 
the future of these campaigns. Clare Hymer from 
Novara Media will lead an intensive workshop on the 
Scottish climate bill and the human side of climate 
change. There will also be plenty of opportunities to 
meet and learn from fellow activists. The programme 
for the day can be found here:  

http://www.globaljustice.org.uk/scottish_gathering.  
To book jane.herbstritt@globaljustice.org.uk. 

mailto:lmeadcforl@gmail.com
http://www.globaljustice.org.uk/scottish_gathering
mailto:jane.herbstritt@globaljustice.org.uk

