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The graduation ceremony for the Ikizere Mutete Working Group was a joyous celebration of the amazing 

accomplishments of the young family leaders and their siblings.  Their special day was filled with prayer, speeches, 

testimonies, and thanksgiving.  Of course, reflecting the expressiveness of the Rwandan culture, there was also much 

dancing.  Community leaders were present to provide words of encouragement and receive gifts from the graduates.   

 

It is a tradition for ZOE Rwanda working groups to make a donation to members of the community who are poor and 

vulnerable.  However, they usually do not give food or clothes because they believe this lowers dignity and is not 

appropriate.  Instead, the gift is likely to be livestock, seeds or a grant of money.  It is powerful to see these once 

vulnerable children not only thriving but now giving gifts to the poor and contributing to the well-being of the entire 

community! 

 

The ceremony concluded with a party where the 

members of the working group proudly fed the 

other children of the village and shared soft drinks 

with community members. 

 

To the left is a picture of some of the members 

taken during the graduation celebrations and the 

following is special message from the group. 

 

 

 

 

Dear Supporters and Parents! 

 

We would like to thank you for support and compassion you have given us, you accepted to be our parents the time 

some of us have been rejected by our own communities and others became orphans for the reason we couldn’t deal 

with. 

 

We thank you for supporting us; surely you improved our life.  We no longer beg or labor for food, instead we grow 

our own food and we can hire other people to work in our farms.  We run small businesses that help us to raise more 

incomes. 

 

Thank You, May God Bless the work of your hands! 

 

The  Ikizere Group 



 

What your partnership provided: 

Each head of household received a grant to start a business, and seeds and hoes to begin agricultural projects.  ZOE 

staff assisted in procuring land for household vegetable gardens and farms as well as for group farming projects.  

When necessary, ZOE paid school and medical expenses until the children themselves were able to cover these costs.  

Your partnership also provided the initial funds for a savings and loan account to which the group continues to add 

money as projects progress.  This type of revolving account is used to provide loans or grants to members, begin a 

group project, buy materials to help build or repair a member’s home, or purchase items in bulk that all members 

need.  This usually continues even after graduation.   

  

Other resources provided by your partnership and distributed through ZOE: 

• Goats (25).  These have reproduced so that there are now a total of 72 held among the families. 

• Cows (3). ZOE provides the initial cows to selected families.  The cows are passed on to other member after a calf 

is born.  Currently there are six cows and the breeding continues.  

• School fees for secondary school were provided for 2 children every term in 3 years 

 

Of course, your partnership also provided non-material resources which included many hours of training in business 

development, financial management, agriculture, health, and child rights.  Additionally, there was one-on-one 

assistance provided by ZOE program facilitators to make sure each participant received the advice and help needed 

to succeed, as well as counselling for emotional trauma as necessary. 

 

How the graduates are supporting themselves: 

The working group discussed and approved funds for 

individual income generating activities and group projects 

that all could work on together. Their group activities 

included ones which reinforced the group’s commitment 

to each other like doing mutual help activities of farm 

work and house repair and running a merry-go-round 

fund.  The Ikizere Group’s income generating projects 

include a maize and a potato farm for which your support 

through ZOE provided land, seed, pesticides, fungicides, 

and fertilizers.   

 

After business training and sharing their business plans 

during group meetings for open discussion, each member used their grant to begin income generating activities as 

follows:   

• Buy and sell food items like beans, cassava, rice, fruits and vegetables (15)  

• Selling sorghum and banana juices (8) 

• Knitting (1) 

• Welding (1) 

 

Additionally three members completed vocational training in welding (2) and using a knitting machine (1) and then 

began their businesses.  

 

Other life improvements: 



The greatest improvements are not quantifiable, but are evident to all who visit the children:  dignity, hope and 

potential.  After even a short amount of time, participants in the ZOE empowerment program walk taller, make eye 

contact, and are eager to talk about their future plans.  They are proud, but with a pride that acknowledges the help 

they have received and a desire to bring that same feeling of self-worth to others.   

 

Also not quantifiable, but of immense and lasting importance, is the strengthening of faith that all the children 

experience.  Most children come into the ZOE program feeling that God has abandoned or forgotten about them 

because their lives are so difficult.  Through the gentle guidance of their ZOE program facilitator and the support of 

their working group they begin to understand how God, as their heavenly father, loves and cares for them and wants 

their lives to be better.  Their ZOE program facilitator noted: “Within three years OVC [orphans and vulnerable 

children] from the Ikizere Group have shown a significant improvement in spiritual  growth; all group members 

attend church regularly  and many of them were baptized. In addition, all OVC now believe that God cares for them  a 

lot in their progress and life improvement.”  

 

The following are some examples of other improvements: 

• Average number of meals prior to ZOE involvement was only one every other day; now the children average two 

or three meals daily. 

• Twenty-one children who were not attending school at all were fully reintegrated and are now attending school 

regularly; previously, illness, hunger and lack of resources had made class attendance difficult if not impossible. 

• With resources from made available by your support through ZOE, two homes were constructed and twenty-five 

families were benefited through mutual help activities such as house cleaning and toilet construction.  

• Twenty-five families opened bank accounts and began saving money. 

• Twenty-five families have been able to buy medical insurance for their family members. 

 

Community involvement:   

The empowerment progress the youth of ZOE make would not have long term resilience if their status in the 

community did not also improve.  As the youth progress from a recipient of charity to an economic contributor they 

become role models to others.  However, their full acceptance and rise to leadership positions within their 

community is achieved because ZOE teaches them the importance of contributing to the general welfare and caring 

for others.   For example, each household of the Ikizere Group has been able to hire someone to help them in their 

fields.  They pay these laborers a fair wage, unlike how they were often treated prior to ZOE   

 

What happens next:  

Graduation marks an important milestone for the group, but it is by no means the end of the project.  ZOE Rwanda 

working groups have forged such strong bonds during their three years in the program that they remain committed 

to each other and, with rare exception, continue their regular weekly meetings.  Additionally, they have come to see 

themselves as the agents of change in their own lives and their community.   Instead of resources from ZOE, they 

now have their own ingenuity and each other. 

 

ZOE does keep in contact with graduated members and has observed that the graduates continue to:   

• Protect each other from mistreatment and provide a safety net in times of hardship. 

• Reach out to others, teaching what they have learned and helping empower the poor and vulnerable.    

• Grow businesses and employ others, with an emphasis on hiring orphans and widows. 

• Adopt other children into their families. 

 



Your partnership has been a manifestation of God’s love for the children.  With your support they transformed their 

lives, discovered hope, and learned of God's love for them.  Now they are not only prepared to take care of 

themselves and their siblings, they are caring for those around them as a way of sharing the blessings they have 

received.  Your commitment may have been limited to three years for a specific group of children, but its effects will 

last a lifetime and ripple forward to many, many others in need.  

 

 

Ikizere Mutete Working Group:  24 households, 66 total children  

Aline 20 
 
Alphonse 20 
 
Clarisse 23 
Muberangabo 23 
Ndayisenga 22 
Mukandayisenga 22 
Mukansengiyumva 19 
Ikundabayo 16 
Irebabyose 11 
 
Dative 17 
 
Dative 17* 
Jean Claude 13 
 
Diocres 20 
Beatha 18 
Beatrice 16 
David 13 
Mediatrice 11 
 

David 18 
Wellars 15 
Damas 8 
 
Domina 19 
Sandrine 12 
 
Egide 21 
D'Amour 25 
Jean de Dieu 18 
Elise 16 
 
Enatha 18 
Olivier 13 
 
Eugenie 19 
Albert 16 
Mervienne 6 
 
Evangeline 19 
Jean Lambert 17 
Ndituwe 14 
 

Consolée 20 
 
Florence 23 
Seraphine 21 
Odette 19 
Denyse 14 
 
Francine 21 
Pacifique 7 
 
Gerthilde 24 
Reponse 10 
 
James 17 
Delphine 15 
Diane 10 
Julienne 12 
 
Jean d'Amour 21 
Clarisse 16 
 
Jeannette 17 
 

Stephanie 22 
Jean de Dieu 15 
Pascaline 11 
 
Julienne 19 
Felicien 16 
Elie 12 
Anitha 9 
 
Leodomile 22 
Denyse 15 
 
Pacifique 21 
Liliane 19 
 
Thierry 22 
Etienne 21 
Francine 15 
 
Verene 24 
Chantal 20 
Walser 16

 
 
 
Alphonse moved to another area for work reasons, however he received many benefits from ZOE before seeking 

other opportunities. 

  



Summary Report for Rwanda Third Year Groups, October 2016 

The following report, written by Rwanda staff with only minimal editing for clarity, provides an overview of the 

activities and achievements all 26 working groups have experienced during the third year of the ZOE 

empowerment program.  Following this information is some general background material about ZOE’s approach to 

protecting children’s rights and forming community connections.  In the third year groups there are a total of 847 

households with 2508 children.   

 
TRAININGS 

• February - Small Business: Children learned how to calculate the costs of their products or services, market their 
business, create a cash flow plan, and identify new opportunities for additional sources of funds. 

• April - Cooperative Management: In collaboration with the  Rwanda Cooperative Agency (RCA), ZOE taught the 
children how to work in cooperatives and why they are important in terms of getting support and loans for  
creating small businesses.  [According to the RCA website:  “A cooperative is an autonomous association of 
persons united voluntarily to meet their common economic, social, and cultural needs and aspirations through a 
jointly-owned and democratically-controlled enterprise, according to internationally recognized co-operative 
values and principles.”] 

• June 2016 - Trauma Healing: Children were trained on how to diagnose trauma symptoms and approaches to 
healing.  They also received information about existing services related to trauma healing in their community.  

• Children from 100 families represented their group mates and attended a training  on “Entrepreneurship  and 
Loans.”  This training was organized and facilitated by the “Business Development Fund” (BDF), which is a 
government agency. 

 

FOOD AND NUTRITION:  During March and September, six groups with 214 families planted Irish potatoes on eight 

hectares (Ha)*, two groups of 59 families planted beans, and seven groups with 234 families planted banana (3 Ha).  

In addition other eight groups planted maize (9 Ha) during February and September.  In January, one group with 26 

families planted sorghum.  All the crops are doing well and supply sufficient amounts of food for the families to 

consume and sell for income.   [*Note:  one hectare (Ha) contains about 2.47 acres.]   

 

Also, during the months of March and 

September, all 847 families renewed 

their kitchen gardens and planted  

vegetables. 

 

In June 2016, all 26 groups received 

one cow each (26 cows). During the 

period of January to September 2016, 

all 847 families who received goats 

from ZOE earlier experienced two 

breeding seasons. This means the 

return has doubled.  In addition, the 

working group members got animals 

from their group funds (merry-go-round funds) and every household received at least one hen and one rabbit. These 

hens and rabbits also started reproducing.  Animals help the households by both increasing income and producing 

manure for their farms.  

 

INCOME GENERATION: During this period, 225 children who run the following small businesses received top-up 

grants to improve their businesses which include:  



• 61 selling vegetables and fruits in the community  

• 18 selling fruits and vegetables as wholesalers to the main city 

• 38 selling dry goods  (beans and sorghum)  

• 14 supplying chickens and goats to restaurants and pubs  

• 12 processing and selling sorghum juice and banana juice  

• 28 selling bananas as suppliers to the main city  

• 10 supplying sweet potatoes and 8 supplying avocadoes to the city market  

• 4 selling second hand clothes as retailers 

• 16 running  mobile groceries 

• 3 selling barbecue  

• 10 running canteen projects  

• 3 running a multipurpose shop/boutique project including groceries, drinks, cell phones services (airtime and 

charging batteries), and TV services (selling TV viewing of games, movies, etc.) 

 

An additional 622 children were breeding livestock and growing cash crops as their income activity.    Between May 

and July, 12 children completed vocational training and were supported with start-up kits:  four in haircutting and the 

other eight in sewing and tailoring.  

  



 

HYGIENE AND DISEASES PREVENTION:  During the period of January-September 2016, ZOE helped four children 

suffering from chronic illness get medical treatment.  In August, 167 children were assisted with health insurance.   

One of the Executive Secretaries from the operating region commented on hygiene standards the ZOE kids practice 

when running canteen projects that serve boiled milk: “this could be taken as innovation and best practice for 

community.”  

 

NETWORKING: ZOE participants continued mutual help activities in which they helped one another cultivate and 

plant crops and also clean and make repairs to each other’s homes. The local community now has a chance to have a 

market for their agriculture products since these kids created new businesses.   This interaction between children and 

their neighbors has been an opportunity for community reintegration.  Also, some of these young people have been 

significant contributors to their community as preachers in church and elected leaders.  

 

 

HOME CONSTRUCTION: ZOE supported 12 families 

with house construction by providing construction 

materials such as nails, iron sheets, doors and 

windows and paying for a professional builder.  Group 

members provided labor as needed.  Sometimes the 

Rwanda government provided the land for the 

homes.   

 

 

 

 

 

 

EDUCATION: ZOE covered the fees and material expenses for 43 children to attend secondary school and for school 

reintegration, 14 youth are currently receiving vocational training. 

 

 

  



Focus On:  Child Rights and Community Connections 

 

Orphans and other desperate children who qualify for the ZOE empowerment program are some of the most 

vulnerable in the world.  All the awful things that you hear or read about happening to young people are especially 

prevalent in this group.  Their extreme poverty and lack of an effective guardian leaves them voiceless in the face of 

multiple abuses.   

 

A major focus of ZOE’s empowerment program is teaching children about the rights their local government and 

international law promises.  Such training is often conducted by the local officials in charge of enforcing child rights 

so the children get know those who are responsible for their protection.  By the second year, ZOE children 

understand what their rights are and how to report offenses.  Most importantly, they have a large group of fellow 

children to back them up and support them.  Working together, these children are often better able to defend their 

rights than others in their village.  If someone abuses or threatens abuse to a child in a ZOE working group, the entire 

group rallies to their aide.  This continues past graduation. 

 

In the many communities where ZOE works, young girls are particularly vulnerable to abuse.  Protecting the rights of 

girls includes educating the entire community about the dangers and harm inherent in all forms of mistreatment, 

especially child marriage, sex trafficking, and female genital mutilation.  ZOE starts addressing these issues by 

bringing young people, male and female, together in working groups where all are treated equal and provided with 

equal opportunities.  Friendship and respect grow out of the work they do to help each other prosper.   Together, the 

group can then reach out to educate others in the village, making life better for all children in the community. 

 

Finally, to ensure that the young people can continue to protect their rights after graduating from ZOE, the program 

facilitators help group members become connected to resources in the community.  These include:  

• School administrators so that the heads of households feel welcome in the schools and are better able to 

keep their younger siblings enrolled. 

• Local leaders who can help settle disputes over property improperly seized by relatives and can address acts 

of abuse or discrimination. 

• Government representatives who can provide expert advice and even assistance in areas of business 

development, agriculture or higher education. 

 

ZOE’s goal is to ensure that all children are able to stand up for themselves and their rights in the community.  Often 

children in the ZOE group learn this lesson so well that they not only defend their own rights, but also the rights of 

others who may be abused or neglected in their communities. 

 

  



The following report highlights the activities and achievement of one family from your working group.  Although 

each child is unique, most of the children in the Ikizere Group have faced similar challenges and are making 

comparable progress through the ZOE empowerment model. Following this case study is some additional 

information about ZOE’s comprehensive approach to empowering and transforming the lives of orphans and 

vulnerable children. 

 

Verene and her sister Chantal with goats and a cow they 

received from ZOE. 

 

Head of Household:  Verene, 22      Siblings:   Chantal, 18; Walter, 11 

 

Challenges:      When their father died eight years ago, the family was left impoverished; with the death of their 

mother in 2013 they became total orphans.  The illness of both parents drained the resources of the family.  Often 

ZOE works with children from families that have sold off all possessions to pay for food and medicine.  By the time 

the parents die, the children are left with nothing but the roof over their heads, if that.  In this case, the children had 

to move in with an elderly aunt, for whom they now care.  They dropped out of school to work for food, but many 

times they were not even paid for their work.  Instead, they received a small amount of produce or nothing at all.  

The children ate only one meal a day, usually cassava and beans.  To get even this one poor meal they sometimes had 

to beg which led to stigmatization and resentment from members of the community.  The children became outcasts; 

isolated and ashamed.  Verene thought God had abandoned them.  

 

The Dream: Each vulnerable child in the ZOE empowerment program begins their journey out of extreme poverty by 

creating a “Dream” document to set goals and provide motivation.  These are the responses of Verene and her family 

to the Dream questions: 

• What makes you feel sad?  The death of my parents. 

• What makes you happy?   Football. 

• What happens in the community that you do not like?   Child abuse. 

• What is your dream for the future?  To keep hens, rabbits and goats. 

• What will be your guiding principles to achieve your dream?   Working hard; praying; keeping chaste.  
 

  



Achievements 

 

Food Security:  The first step towards attaining food security for Verene and the other members of her working 

group was to learn how to grow their own food.  With high quality seeds, hoes and training provided by ZOE, they 

had soon planted a small vegetable garden (called a kitchen garden) at their home which produced carrots, cabbages, 

amaranth, and spinach. They also planted staple crops of potatoes, sorghum, and corn on land to which they had 

access.  Additionally, ZOE provided a goat that has produced one kid and then a cow that provides milk for the family 

and manure for their garden. The family will share the offspring of the cow with other members in their working 

group.  They have been so successful in their farming endeavor that they now hire two workers to provide assistance. 

 

Income Generation:  So that the family could purchase supplemental food as needed and cover other family 

expenses, ZOE taught Verene how to start an income generating activity and manage money.  With an initial grant, 

Verene purchased bananas, avocados, and food stock items that she could resell in her community at a profit.  The 

family also sells their surplus produce and livestock for additional income.  They make enough money that they are 

now able to set aside a portion of their earnings in a bank account. 

 

Health:  Good health and hygiene is paramount both for the children’s well-being and also for their acceptance by 

the greater community.   So Verene and her group peers received training and then helped each other complete 

tasks to improve their home environment.  Group members visited Verene’s home to help her clean around her 

house and build a latrine; she in turn traveled to other members’ homes to do the same.  ZOE also helped Verene 

register her family for health insurance.    

 

Group Involvement:   “Mutual help” projects, like assisting each other with home maintenance or field work, occur 

each week and not only enable the children to complete difficult tasks, but also foster a sense of community and self-

esteem through friendships.  Together, the Ikizere Group learned how to plant crops on their group farm and then 

decided to grow potatoes.  They also learned how to set up a merry-go-round savings fund which has enabled all the 

families in the group to receive a hen for egg laying. 

 

Community Connections - Education and Faith:  Empowerment includes education and faith development for their 

future.  With ZOE’s help paying their school fees, all three children have returned to school to complete their 

education.  In this way they have also reconnected to the community from which they had felt so alienated.  Now 

they go to church with a renewed faith in God, a result of the group devotions and prayers they share each time they 

meet.  Verene said, “God’s love is amazing; we can see it through our life’s changes now.” 

 

 

Since joining ZOE, Verene’s and her sibling’s lives have radically changed and their dreams are being realized.  They 

eat two nutritional meals a day, have a healthier home, have friends for support, and are reintegrated into the 

community.  “Our lives are better now and we hope the future will be the best,” said Verene. The family asks that 

you pray for other kids who have not had a chance to be in the ZOE program because they suffer a lot. 

 

General Information About ZOE’s Empowerment Approach 

 

Transforming lives through Health, Housing, Education, and Faith  

ZOE’s approach to empowering children is comprehensive, touching on all the areas that hold them in poverty.   Only 

in this way can the children truly break free from the extreme poverty which holds them in bondage.  In ZOE’s 



empowerment model there are seven or eight areas in which ZOE helps the children to help themselves.  Listed 

below are explanations of a few of these areas. 

 

Health and Disease Prevention 

ZOE’s goal is to address immediate health needs, teach the children how to live healthy lives, and connect them to 

medical resources.  Preventative education includes basic hygiene practices such as encouraging children to wash 

their hands, boil water, and keep their home and surroundings clean.  The trainings also include in-depth instruction 

on topics such as: 

• Nutrition (especially important for children who may have had accesses to very limited diets in the past) 

• How diseases are transmitted and, prevention and treatment of diseases; especially for malaria and HIV/AIDS   

• Dangers of substance abuse  

• Specialized training for girls personal health and safety 

 

As a reward for meeting certain basic health and hygiene standards in their homes, ZOE will initially provide mosquito 

nets (after training on how to use them appropriately) as well as blankets.  ZOE also assists the children or group in 

obtaining soap, water storage tanks, and pots for boiling water, especially during the first year of the program.  In 

later years the children need to purchase or replace items out of their own profits.   Similarly, ZOE will help the 

children enroll with health insurance plans or access medical care by providing partial initial financial assistance, but 

the children are taught that they need to save money to cover these kinds of expenses on their own.   As needed, 

ZOE will also help with the cost of constructing toilet facilities. 

 

Part of the health training also involves helping the children understand the importance of improving their physical 

appearance and extending to the appearance of the home (in Rwanda the children are encouraged to plant flowers 

on their property) to increase their status in the community.  When the children look “smart” their confidence 

increases, they feel better about themselves, and others in the community begin treating them with respect and 

acceptance.   In the 2nd and 3rd years of the program you can actually pick out the once-ragged ZOE children because 

they are often the cleanest looking children in the village and hold themselves with pride and dignity. 

 

Housing 

Often, children entering ZOE are living in houses, left by their deceased parents, which are in disrepair.  At other 

times the orphans and vulnerable children are working in fields or other tasks in exchange for a room, which leaves 

them little time for any other activities.  There are also street children in the program who sleep homeless each night. 

Without a safe and secure place to live it is difficult for children to achieve and maintain economic and social stability 

in their lives. In certain emergency situations ZOE will provide a housing grant to the working group of children for a 

family in great need.  This grant is not enough to pay for the entire amount of the home, but for the expensive 

window, doors and roof.  The working group then meets to decide who in the group is in the most dire need, and the 

group comes together to help construct a home for that child and the siblings for whom they care. In some areas ZOE 

is even able to partner with local governments or villages to assist with finding housing for these children. ZOE’s 

emphasis for the majority of the group is on helping the children find appropriate housing while also teaching them 

how to save money to repair or purchase their own home.   Sometimes this means moving in with another child in 

the group or finding a reasonable renting situation while they save profits from businesses to buy land and build their 

own home. 

 

Education 

ZOE does not need to teach the children and young caregivers who join working groups about the importance of 

education.  These children desperately want to attend school.  Prior to joining ZOE, many children participated in 



school, but were forced to drop out due to chronic illness, hunger, social ostracism, lack of clothing, and/or lack of 

money.  Once in the program, the young heads of households (many of whom have been out of the educational 

system for too long) are eager to see their younger siblings back in school as soon as possible.   

 

So that children can quickly return to school, ZOE will meet with school administrators and assist with some of the 

expenses such as uniforms, fees, and materials.  The working group can also help to secure some of these materials 

to help their members return to school.  As with all other aspects of the ZOE program, the emphasis is on 

empowering the children to pay for their own educational expenses.  It is a great source of pride and self-esteem for 

the children to be able to share how they are able to work to send their younger siblings to school.  It is like hearing 

parents brag about the accomplishments of their children and very moving to see in a sibling. 

 

Faith 

Often the isolation that the children feel when they begin the ZOE program extends to their thoughts about God.  

Because they are abused and discriminated against by their community - and often this includes Christians in their 

village - they believe God has also abandoned or even cursed them.  At other times they believe that maybe God 

does not exist, or if God does exist that they are somehow beyond God’s love.    In the very first meeting the program 

facilitator often addresses the Lord ’s Prayer with the children, and talks about what it means, as an orphan, to call 

God “Father.” They learn that they are not truly orphans because they have their heavenly Father who loves them. 

 

ZOE shares the gospel with these children, but this sharing goes beyond words to deeds.  The children both hear and 

see the very best of the Christian message, and often respond to this in inspirational ways.  At each meeting they 

begin with Scripture readings, prayer and devotions given by a group member, but while this is available to the 

children they are never coerced into the Christian faith.  ZOE’s program is religiously non-restrictive, but offers a 

compelling view of the love Christians show to others. 

 

One of the most powerful parts of the empowerment program is the way these children put their faith into action in 

their own community.  They forgive those who have harmed them; feed others who are even poorer than 

themselves; adopt other children and share their resources and knowledge with them; pray and care for one 

another; and pay fair wages to those who had once taken advantage of their situation with hard labor and poor pay.  

These children return good for evil and can be examples to all of what it means to live our faith. 

  



 

 

The following are the notes and pictures taken by ZOE Trip Leader Carol Watson during a ZOE Trip of 

Hope to Rwanda in August 2015.   

 

We made a long, dusty trip into the mountains to the Mutete sector north of Kigali, an 

extremely impoverished and isolated area of the country where we were to visit two 

second year groups that were meeting together: the Icyuzuzo and Ikizere. 

 

On the way, Epiphanie discussed some of the challenges which Zoe faces in serving this 

area. The greatest challenges are the remoteness of the area and the high rate of 

homelessness. Homelessness in the area is about 50%, and there are few resources.  

Polygamy is still practiced, although it is illegal, which makes it very difficult when a 

parent dies. Motherless children may be rejected by other wives and kicked out of their 

homes; fatherless children lose home and family and have confusion about siblings.  So 

there are many orphans without homes or resources.   

The government is helping by giving land for farming and housing. The community has been given a large plot of land 

on which to build homes. Community members must pay for land on which to build their homes. Because of its 

empowerment program serving orphans, ZOE has no cost to build a home on the land.  

ZOE is also receiving a large plot of land on which to farm. The ZOE groups in the area will work the land together 

thus forming a cooperative. When they graduate from ZOE, they will be eligible for government help with seeds, 

fertilizer and pesticides because they will be a cooperative, thus insuring continued support and sustainability after 

ZOE. 

Leodemile, 20, is with the Ikizere group. He has 3 siblings, the youngest 6 years old. After losing his parents at 15, "I 

was alone.  I looked everywhere for work in construction and was poorly paid.  I found out about ZOE and my life has 

changed." His first IGA (Income Generating Activity) was selling avocados and tomatoes. He started a savings account 

and participated in the group's merry-go-round savings fund with his profits. Now he can pay for his siblings’ school 

fees and supplies.  

He has bought a bicycle which helps him with his business. He buys bananas from 

farmers for 10,000 and sells them for 18,000 in the market where he lives and in 

town. The town, where he also goes to vocational school, is a three hour walk but 

takes only 1.5 -2 hours with a bicycle. He is taking a welding course so he can build 

doors and windows. Development is coming to his area soon, and he wants to be the 

first to get business.   

From the profits of banana sales he has bought a goat. He gives thanks to ZOE 

"because it took me from a very critical situation--abused and hungry--to a good 

situation.  Now I am very clean."  He used to take food from farms because the 

family was so hungry, and he would get beaten when he was caught. Now he eats 

three times a day. Now the community respects them. Now he is no longer ashamed. 

  



We then visited the groups which were together working 

on a mutual help project.  Each group sets aside one day 

a week to help one of the families in the group solve their 

problems on a prioritized basis. It creates a sense of 

community in the group, helps the families and raises self 

esteem. Their project this day is building a home for 

Cecile from the Icyuzuzo Group whose mother is mentally 

ill and has run away leaving her with two babies (her 

mother’s and her own, the result of abuse) and living in a 

house about to collapse.   

 

The children were hacking off excess mud from the bricks 

and carrying them up a hill to the house site. This project 

is a cooperation between the government, which provides 

the land; the church, which made the adobe bricks; and 

ZOE which provides the doors, windows, plaster, and roof. 

The children provide labor with builders from the 

community. 

 

 

 
Ikizere Group 

(Not all the children were present because of school vacation.) 

 

The chairperson gave the report for the group. When the children came to the first meeting, they were told to get in 

a line for food or for work. They all got in the food line. Then they were told that they would get food but they would 

have to grow it themselves, ZOE would give them resources and hope. He said "Hope is bigger than food."  So they 

decided to work together. Now the group has five hectares provided by the government on which to plant corn next 

month. 



They have a merry-go-round fund to which each family contributes 50 francs a week. This fund is a type of group 

savings account to benefit members of the group.  Decisions about how the money is allocated rest with the group.  

From this fund they first bought rabbits for each family, then hens, then goats. ZOE also gave them a goat so each 

family has two goats now. ZOE also provided one cow for the group. When it has a calf, the cow is passed on to 

another family until they all have a cow.  

ZOE provided start up grants for businesses. The group has five business owners, two in vocational training, two in 

secondary school. Others in the group have IGAs (Income Generating Activities). 

David,12: "When I came to ZOE I got a goat, hen, rabbits and a hoe.” He is in 

school and sells his rabbits when he needs something. 

 

 

 

Evangeline,17: "Since we met ZOE, 

we have a lot of changes. Now we 

have a goat and enough to eat."  She 

has a business selling sorghum drink. 

 

 

 

Carol brought greetings from church members who had visited Ikizere previously and pictures drawn by children in 

her church. 

Evangeline from the Ikizere Group gave Carol a poem for her church which she 

read. Epiphanie's summary is: 

Thank you ZOE.  You are loved by everyone.  

Thank you for what you have done. 

They used to cry every day. 

Now they are happy. 

They are studying, doing business and 

building homes. 

They are happy and thankful. 

 

 

 

 

  



Ikizere gave us a basket of potatoes. Icyuzuzo gave us a basket of vegetables. 

 

 

Epiphanie lectured the group on hygiene after seeing Cecile's home. She asked what they had learned in their 

hygiene class and that they needed to practice what they had learned. They promised to do better. She also told 

them that they need to visit and help Cecile because her life is so hard. 

  



The following report was written by the ZOE staff in Rwanda.  It provides an overview of the January through June 

2015 activities and achievements of all the working groups now in their second year of the ZOE program. 

The second year groups focused on six main areas:  food security, income generating  activities, hygiene and disease 

prevention, house construction, education and trainings. 

 

FOOD SECURITY 

The first farming season began in March and all OVC [orphans and vulnerable children] have been engaged in group 

farming activities such as planting and weeding food crops of vegetables, Irish potatoes, sweet potatoes, beans, 

maize [corn], and sorghum. They also focused on nutritious gardens at their homes called kitchen gardens. Many 

groups which have planted bananas during the past farming season have worked on maintenance by spreading 

manure and weeding. 

 

This season has been a good one for farmers since 

they have had good rain as they wished.  All groups 

and individual households started harvesting in June 

and will continue until August.  Some kids stated 

that this has been the best farming season they ever 

had. “Now I believe in Jeremiah 29, 11, God has a 

plan for us,” said one of the youth when they 

harvested sorghum, as pictured above. Before they 

begin to harvest, the youth gather together for a 

prayer and to thank God for the harvest.  

The government provided land to ZOE participants 

and ZOE provided seeds, tools and fertilizer.  ZOE 

also provided some groups with cows that will help by providing manure to increase food production.  They eat the 

produce from their farming and have surplus to sell in their community. They no longer need to beg or steal for food 

and as such are not viewed as burden to their communities as they were before.   

 

As for animal keeping training, ZOE invited a vet officer who 

taught the members how to keep animals, how to build cow 

sheds, and how take care of cows and pigs. 

 



INCOME GENERATION 

Some ZOE kids began vocational classes in tailoring, mechanics, 

and welding.  

 

During this period these groups received grant funds to further 

develop their current businesses or to start new ones. Before 

receiving the support, ZOE  helped  the young people create  

business plans and did audits of the businesses they had 

started last year to see if they were making a profit or not.  

Some of the businesses they are running include selling 

vegetables and beans, chickens, bananas and avocadoes, and 

general merchandise shops. Some chose to breed rabbits, 

chickens, and pigs to sell when they have reproduced or 

matured. 

After the audits, the participants noticed that most of their businesses were progressing well, but the income of  

group members with big families did not progress as well because they had to spend so much on buying food and 

clothes. In a few cases, their profits were taken by the people/relatives with whom they live. This keeps them from 

progressing with their independence, but with the advocacy that ZOE provides through their working group, things 

are changing.  The children learn about their rights and assert them. 

The good news is that the children can buy food, school materials for siblings, and clothes thanks to their businesses.  

Many of them even started savings with community banks.  

HEALTH:  With hygiene and disease prevention activities, children who were facing serious diseases were given 

needed assistance for medical treatment and trip costs. Some households who could not afford health insurance 

have been helped by ZOE. 

 

HOUSING:  During this period, those who were homeless or who had houses that were about to collapse were 

helped to get proper homes. Through their mutual help projects, group members participated in making bricks and  

building homes by helping the mason hired from the community. ZOE provided cement, doors, windows, lumber and 

iron sheets. In some cases, the government donated plots for house construction.  These building efforts have 

reduced the number of children who used to sleep under bridges or on verandas.  The goal is to have safe housing for 

all of ZOE’s children. 

EDUCATION:  In education, those who had dropped out of school were helped to reintegrate into school. ZOE paid 

school fees for them. They are now passing their exams because they are safe and secure.  

CHILD RIGHTS: ZOE taught the the second year groups about about child rights using the international convention on 

child rights. ZOE invited a legal officer at the sector level to help train on topics regarding their right to an education, 

food, and medication. He/she showed them how they can claim their rights if they have been violated, mistreated or 

abused.   

The children were also trained on trauma healing. They were taught about trauma wounds:  signs of someone who 

has been abused, consequences of living with trauma, strategies for trauma healing. 

  



 

 

The Ikizere Working Group weeding a sorghum plantation during their mutual help day. 

The Ikizere Working Group of 25 households and 67 children was formed in February 2014.  Since then they have 

participated in numerous trainings and have planted gardens and developed businesses, most of which involve 

selling vegetables, eggs, livestock.  ZOE has provided hoes, manure, goats, vegetable seeds, and start-up grants for 

their small businesses.  The group project is a potato farm.   

Training provided by ZOE has not only taught the young people how to run a business and manage money, it has also 

educated the group members on the importance of saving money both in their group fund and in individual savings 

accounts.  As a group, they also have a “merry-go-round” fund.  Each member family makes a weekly contribution of 

100 Rwandan Francs (about 15 cents) at the weekly group meetings.  This group fund has helped families buy 

chickens, rabbits and additional goats for group members.  Last year they began with chickens for each family.  Now 

all the families have chickens and rabbits and they are working to buy a goat for every family.  So far six families have 

goats.   

Not only do they help one another through their savings fund, they spend one day a week as a group helping each 

other with projects at homes or in the gardens, such as the picture above.  This activity creates a sense of community 

and caring that most of these orphans have never known. 

Special achievements in the group include a decrease in infectious diseases, and no longer needing to beg for food.  

Before joining ZOE, many were not eating every day.  Now they eat two meals a day. 

In past, these orphans were considered a nuisance to their community.  Now leaders in the community report that 

“by now ZOE’s kids are considered as strong examples to their community.”  It is a wonderful statement to the power 

of your partnership in transforming their lives. 

May 2015  



 

Becoming food secure and generating an income are usually the most urgent needs of the children identified for 

ZOE.  The information below discusses ZOE’s empowerment approach to overcoming these challenges. 

 

Focus On:  Food Security 

Children entering the ZOE empowerment program struggle every day to alleviate their hunger.  Usually they try to 

find work, but because they lack status or an adult advocate in their community, they are paid extremely low wages 

or small amounts of food.  They might try growing their own food, but they do not have the resources or knowledge 

to succeed.  It is not unusual for these children to go two or three days without eating.  Occasionally they must resort 

to begging or even taking from a neighbor’s field just to survive.  Even those children who do manage to eat daily 

suffer health consequences from the poor nutritional value of their meals.  

 

With guidance from ZOE program facilitators, new working groups learn what foods they need to eat as well as 

explore different ways to attain a stable food source.  Because ZOE is an empowerment program, the children are 

not told what to do, but are instead given options and training so that they can devise their own approach to 

becoming food secure and self-sufficient.  

  

Children in rural areas who can access land will learn about the best agricultural practices for their region and then 

be given the seeds, fertilizer, and tools to begin vegetable gardens and/or plant crops like corn.  Other ZOE 

households might start with raising small animals, like rabbits or chickens, after learning about animal husbandry.   

All children are encouraged to begin earning money as soon as possible to increase their food security.    

 

Focus On:  Income Generation 

Young family leaders are encouraged to develop multiple income sources.  Working groups usually take on a joint 

business project, like growing a cash crop, raising small livestock, even running a restaurant.  These projects will 

produce profits that all can share.  Individual households also start small income generating-activities like buying and 

reselling food items, phone air cards, clothing, etc.  Later, ZOE helps the children dream larger dreams about how 

they can provide for themselves and their siblings in more secure ways.  For example, ZOE may help a child enroll in 

vocational classes to start a trade business (like tailoring, auto mechanic, or hair styling), open a kiosk business to sell 

dry goods or enlarge their farm or livestock breeding to produce surplus they can sell.  It is typical for an ambitious 

young person in the ZOE program to run several income-generating activities simultaneously.  

 

Before being given resources to start these small businesses, ZOE trains all working group members on how to craft a 

business plan and manage money.  After this training, the group takes the following steps:  

• Discusses what businesses could succeed in their community and how they can cooperate to serve the 

market if multiple children want to try the same business. 

• Creates individual and group business plans, presenting these to the group for discussion.  

• Votes to approve the proposals or help the members create a better plan. 

 

Once the business plan is approved, the individual will receive a micro-grant and/or a start-up kit to begin.  

Throughout this process the ZOE program facilitator is available to provide guidance, but not to tell the group what 

to do or make decisions for them.  In this way the children begin to learn how to make their own decisions while 

assisting one another so they may continue this process beyond the three-year ZOE program. 

  



Six month report on the 26 first year working groups in Rwanda, July – December, 2014 

 

FOOD SECURITY 

In July, all households harvested food crops from the previous season which included beans, potatoes, corn and 

vegetables from individual plots.   In August, children started collecting manure and loosening the soil to prepare 

their farms so that between September and October they were ready to plant new crops.   In November, the children 

continued with weeding and adding fertilizer to their individual crops. 

At the same time five working groups planted corn as a 

group project and four groups received land and planted 

bananas.  These have been their first group projects.  

ZOE provided seeds, chemical fertilizers and truckloads 

of manure for these projects.  Additionally, for the 

banana plantations, the group members received special 

training in crop management (pictured to the right).   

 

INCOME GENERATION & FINANCIAL SECURITY 

Using grants supplied by ZOE, many working group 

members run small businesses buying or growing and 

selling things like sorghum, beans, bananas and 

avocados.  They also generate income from raising small 

livestock like chickens, rabbits and pigs. 

 

HEALTH, HYGIENE AND DISEASE PREVENTION 

• ZOE paid the health insurance costs for the children who needed coverage, but could not afford it.  Insurance in 

Rwanda is prorated based on earnings.  Once families have a regular source of income they are able to cover this 

expense themselves and are proud to do so.    

• In some cases, ZOE provided support for medical treatment fees for illnesses which were not covered by health 

insurance. If needed, ZOE helps with transportation and food for those admitted to a hospital. 

• Materials and uniforms were provided for anti-AIDS clubs. 

 

GENERAL ACCOMPLISHMENTS 

• Between August and November, ZOE worked with community leaders to help homeless children in the program, 

who did not have other options for housing, construct homes.  ZOE provided iron sheets, nails, doors and 

windows.  Fellow ZOE group members helped make the bricks and participated in construction to reduce the 

cost.  With housing secured, some of the families whose siblings had been separated were reunited. 

• Children who had dropped out of school, which often happens when the parents have passed away, were 

assisted by ZOE to reintegrate.  Some were provided resources to attend vocational school and then provided 

start-up kits upon graduation.   

• During this first year, children in the programs have been able to cease begging, stealing or working for unfair 

wages in order to survive.  Instead they now have a more self-sufficient approach to food security.  They have 

also learned how to discuss and find solutions to the challenges they face. 

 

TRAINING HIGHLIGHTS 

Health, Hygiene and Disease Prevention.  September trainings focused on proper hygiene and HIV/AIDS.  The hygiene 

training covered basic topics like boiling water, not keeping animals in the house, and the importance of using 



mosquito nets.  Training also included educating the children as to the importance of keeping themselves and their 

homes neat and clean as a way of countering the negative stigma often associated with poverty, and especially with 

being an orphan.   

Many of the young people who enter ZOE’s empowerment program do not fully understand how HIV is transmitted 

nor the importance of being tested and taking antiretroviral drugs.  To counter this, the training on HIV/AIDS is 

extensive, covering topics from myths and causes to prevention and treatment.  The youth also take pledges to protect 

their health and the health of others by making good personal choices and by helping each other make good decisions.     

 

Child Rights.  Ignorance of child rights is the main cause of child abuse and exploitation in their communities. During 

September, the children were trained on child rights in accordance with the United Nations’ Rights of the Child.  ZOE 

also trained members on child abuse prevention and taught them how to defend their rights.  At the same time, ZOE 

educated community  leaders who are sometimes ignorant of these rights. 

Faith Cultivation.  In addition to praying weekly during their group meetings, the ZOE program facilitators introduced 

the children to scripture readings to guide them in their empowerment journey. 

 

 
A presentation during the exchange visit. 

EXCHANGE VISIT  Representatives from one of the 2014 working groups were provided transportation and food in 

order to visit and view the activities of ZOE groups that had begun in 2012 and 2013.  The representatives witnessed 

the application of ZOE’s empowerment program and learned about various projects.  They then brought this 

information back to the children in their region.  Community leaders also participated in this observational visit and 

after noting the success of these advanced groups, were more committed to providing resources like land to support 

working group projects.    

 

  



Head of Household:  Aline, 17    

  
Challenges Faced:  It is sad to hear or read the stories of children when they 

first enter the ZOE empowerment program because they have suffered so 

much in their young lives.  Aline is the only child in this household and is 

living with her elderly caregiver, Musanabera.  Aline was so young when her 

parents died in 1999 and 2000 that she fell victim to ruthless relatives who 

took the land she should have inherited.  Now she lives in a home that is 

falling apart.  

 

Welcoming visitors to your home or going to visit others is very culturally 

important in Africa, but no one would visit Aline because she was poor and 

looked down upon.  Neither did she visit others or take part in community 

activities.  Her days were spent working or begging for food; so much so that 

she said she had no time attend church. 

 

When ZOE invited Aline to join the Ikizere Working Group, she began her journey out of extreme poverty and 

isolation.  But first, she had to learn to dream. 

  

Focus on: The Dream 
 

Most orphans and vulnerable children entering the ZOE empowerment program face a daily struggle to survive.  With 

their energy consumed by the need to find food for themselves and their siblings, there is neither time to think about 

the future nor reason to hope for something better.  But through ZOE and your partnership, the children learn to 

imagine a new life and prepare to make it a reality. 

 

During one of the early working group meetings, the ZOE social worker 

leads members through an exercise called the Dream process where 

they explore their current situation and then consider what they want 

and how to get it.  After discussing hopes and goals with their siblings, 

the family leader creates a poster of responses to a standard set of 

questions from the social worker.   To the left is an example of the 

Dream document. 

 

The head of each family presents their Dream to the rest of the working 

group members who express support and give feedback.  These Dream 

documents help the social worker better understand the conditions of 

the children’s lives so they can address specific needs or traumas 

suffered.  The family keeps a copy of their Dream, often displaying it in 

their home to provide daily motivation as they strive to create their new 

life.    

 

The following are the responses Aline provided to the Dream questions: 

 

1. What makes you feel sad?   Death of my parents 

2. What makes you happy?   Food 



3. What happens in the community that you do not like?   Insults 

4. What is your dream for the future?   To have a cow 

5. What will be your guiding principles to achieve your dream?   Saving 

 

Family specific achievements because of your partnership:   

 

When Aline first came to ZOE she was completely alone and could barely manage to find enough food for one meal a 

day, so she greatly needed whatever assistance ZOE could provide to ensure access to food.  The first trainings of the 

ZOE empowerment program focused on food security as well the importance of eating a nutritionally balanced diet.  

After receiving agricultural training, Aline received a hoe and vegetable seeds so that she could plant her first crop of 

vegetables.  Also in April, ZOE gave Aline her first goat. 

  

It is very important that Aline develop multiple ways to earn money and keep herself food secure.  ZOE trains the 

group on business development and money management and then encourages the members to discuss potential 

income generating ideas among themselves.  Aline determined that she wanted to raise chickens, so in June, after 

animal husbandry training, ZOE assisted her with a small grant to purchase chickens.  Aline now has a consistent 

source of income. 

 Aline is a committed member of Ikizere Working Group and regularly attends the weekly meetings.  An important 

part of the weekly meeting is the time spent in shared prayer and devotions.  Sometimes groups will invite local 

ministers to join their meeting and other times the children themselves will take the lead.  Often groups, on their 

own initiative, vote one of their members to serve as the pastor.  Even though Aline was not a regular church 

member in the past, she actively engages in prayer with her group and is now able to share her suffering and her joys 

with others who understand. 

During her three years with ZOE, Aline will continue to receive training and resources to develop the foundation she 

needs to both create a better life for herself and to be able to share God’s love with others.   She will strengthen her 

relationship with those in her working group so that she has friends to help her face challenges and celebrate 

successes even after the program is over.  Finally, she will also have your support and prayers to make the 

transformation of her life possible. 

 

October 2014 

  



Ikizere “Hope” Mutere Working Group, Rwanda 

 

 

Picture taken on the day the group received tools and seeds to plant their gardens. 

Focus On: Working Group Formation 
 
Poverty often means a life lived in isolation, unconnected even from those who share the same struggles and 

challenges.  A ZOE working group provides orphans and vulnerable children a community where they experience 

understanding, compassion and acceptance. Together, they begin their journey towards a better life.  

To form a working group, ZOE social workers first contact community leaders and local officials to educate them 

about the empowerment approach and to ask for their help in identifying children.   During the first meeting, the 

children and their young caregivers learn how they will change and improve their lives within three years.  Then ZOE 

takes a step back. 

Working group members elect their own leadership, make rules to guide their meetings, choose a group name and 

decide where to hold weekly gatherings. These once-marginalized children learn from ZOE staff that their community 

and their Hope Companion partner have faith in their ability to succeed.   

The eldest child from each family attends weekly meetings to discuss their activities, both achievements and 

challenges, and to share in prayer and reflection with each other. Additionally, ZOE’s staff and selected community 

members host regional training sessions covering food security, health and disease prevention, business 

management and child rights.  

One of the first actions the group takes is to select a project, such as a group farm, which they undertake together to 

quickly secure food and generate income.  Because of your support, ZOE is then able to provide the basic training and 

resources they need to begin.   

 


