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SAVE THE DATE - Sunday, May 2 from 6 - 8 PM

ANNUAL WMI POTLUCK FUNDRAISER AT THE CARDEROCK CLUB.  Join us for this fun event featuring good food, good company and an audio-visual update on the ladies in Buyobo!  See how the loan program is expanding and how your generous support is changing the lives of impoverished families.  
 
HIGHLIGHTS: ANNUAL TRIP TO UGANDA AND KENYA

Click to view slide show:
http://www.wmionline.org/newsupdates/WMI_Short_Trip_Presenation3.pdf

WMI's President, Robyn Nietert, spent 3 weeks in Uganda and Kenya this past January and reports on her trip:

The WMI loan program is thriving.  It was thrilling to be with the ladies of Buyobo once again, sharing their hospitality and seeing how their business success has built a local economy in the surrounding villages.  Highlights of the visit included:

·    Graduation ceremony.  I arrived in Bulambuli village to a crowd of 500 plus, that had gathered to celebrate the graduation of the first WMI borrowers to bank loans.  After 24 months of loans, training and business operations, the 20-member Blue Group was moving on to loans from PostBank Uganda, which WMI will guarantee for 1 year.  In January 2011, the Blue Group will be eligible for entirely independent banking with PBU and then will enter their country's formal economy as independent businesswomen.

·    Celebration march.  To commemorate this important occasion, the entire phalanx of WMI borrowers - 360 strong - assembled, dressed in shirts that matched the color of their borrowing groups.  Carrying color-coded banners we marched 2 miles to the local trading center and back again, led by the brass band from Mbale.  Villagers turned out along the parade route cheering us along, while children danced and scrambled along the road side.  High fives filled the air.

·    Speeches and guests.  The guest of honor for the ceremony was the Hon. Nathan Nandala Mafabi, the Member of Parliament for the Budadiri West District, which encompasses Buyobo.  He gave a riveting speech and then slung a WMI tote bag over his shoulder and proceeded to cajole donations from the guests for construction of a resource center in the middle of the village.  The ladies danced and sang as he moved through the crowd collecting funds.  Then he made a personal donation of 1 million shillings.  He also donated new hoes to each WMI borrower, which his staff distributed on the spot.  This brought down the house and the ladies surrounded him applauding.  He was extremely supportive of the ladies' business efforts and they were grateful for his interest in their welfare.  The Local Council members, village elders, and other local dignitaries congratulated the ladies on their hard work and success.

·    Olive's Speech.  Since it's inception in January 2008, the WMI loan program has been administered on the ground by the Bulambuli Widow's Association, under the leadership of Olive Wolimbwa.  Olive's speech to the graduates was inspirational and moving.  It was also practical and funny.  Here are some excerpts:

     *** I am pleased to report that since we started the loan programme, the recovery rate has remained at 100% and at the same time members are saving. We are confident that this will continue like this. We have not faced any serious problems, yet probably because we first give members skills in managing businesses, record keeping, budgeting, and saving. Above all, I must thank my members for having a high sense of integrity, responsibility, maturity, commitment and self discipline which has saved us from the inconvenience of using guns, running after people and grabbing property defaulters.

     ***The pioneer group (BLUE) of 20 beneficiaries got their first loans in January 2008. Basing on their wonderful performance of 100% recovery rate, more groups joined the loan programme and to date, we have 16 groups with 320 members. By the end of this week, two more groups will be joining and membership is going to increase to 360. These groups come from Buyobo, Buteza, Butandiga, and Buwalasi. They cover the whole constituency and beyond.

     ***Summary of the Impact of the WMI Loan Program
               a) Women make money on their own, which was not the case       before.
               b) They are smarter, happier, self-confident and contribute to the family budget.
               c) They have demonstrated ability to run business.
               d) They have acquired skills in budgeting.
               e) They can Bargain.
               f)  They have developed a saving culture.
               g) Their status in the community has generally improved.
               h) It has created friendship, co-operation and members have also  gained leadership skills.

     ***Besides loans, the programme has also brought in other benefits:
               a)  Library.
               b)  Fuel efficient stoves.
               c)  Mosquito nets.
               d)  Internet services.
               e)  Soon internet café is coming.
               f)  Tutoring in reading to children.
               g) Continuous training in business skills and management.
               h) There are also proposals for solar power.

·    PostBank Transition.  PostBank representatives came out to Buyobo to help the Blue group ladies complete their loan applications, which were then processed in Mbale.  The ladies came to town several days later to access their new accounts.  There are kinks to iron out in the operating procedure, but the PostBank reps were extremely helpful and easy to work with, so we are looking forward to a long and beneficial relationship. This is the first time a program such as this has been instituted by PostBank and we are grateful for their enthusiasm.

·    Kenya Loan groups.  Representatives from 2 villages in Kenya traveled 9 hours over dusty roads to visit Buyobo and see the WMI loan program in action.  Olive, 2 senior Blue Group borrowers, and I then traveled to Siaya, Kenya to meet the new borrowers to whom WMI will extend loans to in April 2010.  The Siaya ladies were enthusiastic and well organized. We believe they will be excellent borrowers.

·    Visit to the President's grandmother.  Kenya is home to President Obama's grandmother, Sarah Obama, who is a long time local activist. The women organizing the Siaya self-help group had grown up with her and arranged for a meeting with the WMI contingent. She was extremely interested in the loan program and cautioned us not to issue loans without training, which of course is a critical component of the WMI loan program!

·    Bududu District Loan Group.  The WMI contingent travelled to Bumwalukani village, about 2 hours southeast of Buyobo, to meet the Mayi Agiri loan group which is being sponsored by the Arlington Academy of Hope (AAH), a model school established with funds from schools in Arlington, Va. AAH's founder, John Wanda, requested that WMI make a visit to consider helping the ladies in the village obtain loans to start businesses. Again, the ladies were well organized and enthusiastic. Their preliminary business ideas were very sound and WMI will be issuing launching a loan program in Bumwalukani in April 2010.

·    Review of loan program local operations. While in Buyobo, I had time to meet with Olive and the ladies who help run the loan program. WMI now has 11 full and part time staff. They include local coordinators, librarians, trainers, and tutors. We had a chance to streamline procedures to operate      more efficiently as the program grows.  I was in Buyobo for a loan issue to 40 new borrowers and 160 follow-up borrowers. The training that WMI's trainers provided was truly impressive. Women who attended the World Bank training- to-train program that WMI held in October ran all of the sessions. They used a variety of techniques including skits, songs, and dance to teach the women about bookkeeping, budgeting, marketing, and business operations.  I am very pleased to report that the loan program is operating smoothly.
  
NEW ADVISORY BOARD MEMBERS JOIN WMI

WMI is very pleased two have to new advisory members, both attorneys, join WMI's team.  

Lillian Hagen, Potomac, MD, is an attorney at the U.S. Securities and Exchange Commission.  She specializes in federal securities law and has broad experience in the corporate finance and financial services areas, particularly with securities trading and distributions, broker-dealer regulation and corporate disclosure.  Prior to her service at the SEC, she was a litigator in private practice.  Her previous involvement in non-profit work has included serving on the Steering Committee of the Homeless Children's Tutorial Project in Washington, DC and providing pro bono legal representation through the D.C. Prisoners' Project.  She is a graduate of Georgetown University Law Center and Ithaca College.  

Beth Tomasello, Chevy Chase, MD, is an attorney who spent 12 years with the U.S. Environmental Protection Agency, specializing in cost recovery issues and advising regional case teams on complex litigation.  She clerked with both U.S. District Court and MA Supreme Court justices.  She served on the Executive Committee of National Cathedral School's Parents Association and on the Organizing Committee of St. Patrick's Day School's Gifts for Good.  Currently she serves as a legal consultant to Women for Women International and is on the Advisory Board of Foundation for Faces of Children.

Beth has been instrumental in organizing and supervising WMI's strategy for handling foundation grants and she spearheaded WMI's participation in holiday gift fairs.
Lillian was responsible for developing WMI's mosquito net initiative and establishing WMI's relationship with Vestergard Frandsen, which donated 100 nets to WMI.  She is also handling WMI's research regarding the Combined Federal Giving campaign.

We welcome both of these human dynamos to the WMI board and are grateful for the energy and enthusiasm they bring to WMI's mission.
BUYOBO INTERNS RETURN TO TOWN

In November 2009, Margot van der Vossen (a Walt Whitman High School alum) and Brian Miller traveled to Buyobo to spend six weeks interning for WMI.  Sheparding 1000 donated children's books up to Buyobo from Kampala, they expanded WMI's library, and continued the tutoring program introduced by Danica Castraith and Tobin Jones last May. They traveled all over the Sironko District to visit with WMI borrowers.  Working with Buyobo parents, they organized a PTSA/educational committee to take charge of the tutoring programs and institute other educational endeavors.  Margot and Brian report on the library books:

"Thanks to the extremely generous donations from WMI supporters, the 1000+ books that were added to the library brought much excitement to the children and families in Buyobo. Parents expressed their gratitude for helping their children develop such a valuable skill, and were immensely happy to see their children spending their free time reading. The books were also of great help in running the tutoring program, with the high number of non-fiction books being welcomed with exceptional enthusiasm, as they help fill the void of science and history educational resources available at the local public school. The entire community was extremely grateful for WMI's dedication to helping its children learn."

Aside from working directly on WMI projects, Margot and Brian spent as much time as they could meeting the people of Buyobo. Brian spent many evenings playing soccer with the local young men, and Margot got to know the children and other spectators, engaging in conversations ranging from favorite Champions League teams to American politics to the upcoming elections in Uganda.  Interns are a very important component of WMI's outreach program.  Check out the links below for more information about Margot and Brian's work and the tutoring program.

WMI Tutoring Program PowerPoint - December, 2009
WMI Tutoring Program Video, December 2009 (YouTube)
Buyobo, Uganda Education Assessment - December, 2009
 

Please feel free to contact any board members with your input.  Thank you so much for your ongoing interest and support.  We are all helping change the face of poverty, one loan at a time.
We look forward to seeing you at the Annual Potluck on May 2nd. 
 

Gratefully,
 

 
WMI Board of Directors
 

Robyn Nietert         rgnietert@aol.com
Betsy Gordon         betsygord@mac.com
Deborah Smith       deborahwsmith@yahoo.com
June Kyakobye       junekyaks@verizon.net
Trix Vandervossen  bvandervossen@imf.org
Jane Erickson         ericksonjn@verizon.net
Terry Ciccotelli       teresa.t.ciccotelli@saint-gobain.com 

 

  




