Partners in Action

Radio Documentary Series

Brandon-Ukiriguru AIDS Awareness Project

Introduction:  December 1 is World AIDS Day. It’s an opportunity to reflect on the devastation AIDS has wrought, particularly in Africa, where fifteen million have died from the disease, and over 20 million are infected. The governments of the world’s industrialized nations have discussed large-scale measures to combat AIDS in Africa. Facilitating access to drugs has been discussed. So have economic approaches such as increased investment, elimination of trade barriers and debt forgiveness for Africa’s poorest.  While world leaders talk about AIDS in Africa, communities across North America are engaged in small-scale assistance projects of their own. Dave Kattenburg put together this report, about a group of Canadians, from the prairie province of Manitoba, who've traveled to Tanzania, in east Africa, to raise AIDS awareness.

SFX: The sound of downtown Mwanza ... bustle ... yelling ...

Narration: Mwanza is a bustling city -- Tanzania's second largest -- on the south shore of Lake Victoria.

SFX:  yelling, sounds of traffic.

Narration:   Mwanza has another, darker claim to fame. When AIDS struck Africa, it struck here the hardest, orphaning over a million children and devastating Tanzania's rural economy. But local leaders are fighting back.  An AIDS prevention project has been launched just south of Mwanza.  A group of Canadians are on their way to help out.

SFX: Airport sounds

Narration: Three of these Canadians are sitting in an airport lounge, on their way to Mwanza. Lynn Slobogian works with the Marquis Project, in Brandon, Manitoba. Marquis teaches global issues, and supports projects in Africa.  Cathy Steven works with Brandon's Sex Ed Resource Centre.  She figures her trip to Tanzania will help her teach AIDS awareness in Manitoba, in new and more interesting ways.

Cathy Steven: It feels very surreal. It doesn't feel like we're going to Tanzania. It just doesn't seem like we're actually in Germany, or that we're going to end up in Ethiopia in a few hours and then on to Tanzania!"

Lynn Slobogian: It is very surreal. Like I'm just going to wake up and we're actually back in Brandon.

SFX: More airport sounds

Narration:  The third Canadian on her way to Mwanza is Donna Debassige.  Donna also works at Brandon's Marquis Project.  Last year, she spent six months just south of Mwanza, in Ukiriguru. Donna can't wait to return, and help her friends launch the Brandon-Ukiriguru AIDS awareness project.

Donna Debassige:  I think the Tanzanians are really excited about this project. They realize that there is a problem there and something needs to be done. 

SFX:  Airport engines 

Narration:  It takes Lynn, Donna and Cathy 5 days to travel to Mwanza.  They walk across the sun-drenched tarmac, and are greeted by an amiable man named Beny Mwenda.  

SFX:  Arrival sounds. Greetings.

Narration:  Mwenda is Vice-President of the Tanzanian Society for Agricultural Extension and Education -- TSAEE for short -- and coordinator of the Brandon-Ukiriguru AIDS awareness project.  

SFX:  Donna and Beny chatting briefly in Swahili.

Narration:  Cathy, Lynn and Donna pile into a pickup with Beny Mwenda, for the drive to Ukiriguru -- project home base. Over the next two weeks, they'll teach AIDS awareness skills to a team of TSAEE volunteers.  The Tanzanians, in turn, will teach AIDS awareness to youth leaders throughout rural Mwanza District. 

SFX:  Vehicle sounds.  Sounds of friendly greetings.

Narration:  The big challenge the Tanzanian trainers will face is the stigma of AIDS.   Beny Mwenda wants to break this "wall of silence." 

Beny Mwenda:  Unfortunately people aren't discussing about HIV/AIDS. They are not discussing about symptoms, the parents cannot discuss with the children, the youngsters themselves cannot discuss about that, so we think if we break the silence, we will allow people to discuss it, and definitely, if you know something, you can know even to defend against it.

Narration:  AIDS awareness work begins with a meeting of local leaders.

SFX:  sounds of hellos, intros

Narration:  The traditional chief in this region is a tall, elegant man named Charles Kaphipa.  Chief Charles suggests elder women have to be involved in the project.

Chief Charles Kaphipa: "I believe women are very clever. They can teach much than what men can do. While we are working on this, let us try to incorporate elder women, some who've got education and some who've not education. As long as we convince them, they will be great promotors of this project."

SFX:  Meeting sounds

Narration:  However, some have concerns. A local religious leader worries that condoms promote promiscuity.

Cleric:  a brief clip.

SFX:  Sounds of stakeholders meeting. 

Narration:  Outside, three dozen young people sit beneath an acacia tree.  These are the rural youth leaders who will receive AIDS awareness training.  Today, they've come to meet Cathy, Lynn and Donna. 

SFX:  question in Swahili ... laughter ...

Interpretor:  His question is, to you in Canada, this sexual act, is this just for leisure or to produce children ... how is it there?

Cathy:  In Canada it's just an enjoyable activity sometimes [laughter]

Interpretor:  Translation into Swahili ... laughter ... follow up question ... louder laughter

Cathy: What did he say?

Interpretor:  He said leisure, he said leisure!

Cathy:  Entertainment!

Narration:  Cathy, Lynn and Donna will face lots of questions like this during their visit.  When they depart, the Tanzanians they've trained will continue to spread the word on AIDS. Beny Mwenda is impressed.  Mwenda is aware of upcoming talks on Africa at the G-8 summit in Kananaskis.  This grassroots connection gives him greater hope.  

Beny:  This is what we call people-to-people linkage. It's unlike bilateral relationships and big projects happening all over the world. The community in Brandon, working together with the community in Mwanza, and at the people's level. Volunteers in Canada, volunteers in Tanzania. Coming from NGOs in Tanzania, coming from NGOs in Canada. Qualitatively, I would say, this type of relationship, community to community from Canada to Tanzania, has more impact than the way we see this G-Jow, big projects. Yah."

SFX:  Drumming, bells & whistles

Narration: In honour of the visiting Manitobans, a local group has come to perform, accompanied by a six-foot python. Donna Debassige will savour this moment, and the memory of rekindled Tanzanian friendships, for a long time to come.

Donna:  "It's quite amazing, you know. Just the connections between Brandon, and like southwestern Manitoba. You feel more connected to it, really. You can see the difference that everything that we're doing is making on an individual basis. You see people's lives improving, instead of our funding just going to corporations, and you never really find out what happens on a personal level."

SFX:  drumming

Narration:  The Brandon-Ukiriguru AIDS awareness project is small -- just a drop in the bucket compared to the action plans under discussion amongst the world’s leading industrialized nations.  But for several hundred people in Mwanza District, Tanzania, and in Brandon, Manitoba, this community partnership is as meaningful as a helping hand from friends.  In Ukirguru, Mwanza District, northwest Tanzania, I'm Dave Kattenburg.

SFX:  Laughter of dancers fades away.

