September 15, 2008

Dear Friends,

My name is Griffin Vanze. As I am sure you well know, I have joined the Peace Corps in Namibia and am currently a volunteer teacher at a primary school in a small village in the Caprivi Strip.  I have been here for about 9 months and will be here for another year and a half. My village needs two classrooms and a library, but the school cannot afford it. I am raising money for the construction costs and I need your help in the funding of the project.

The rooms in which grades 5 and 6 currently learn are mud huts with tin roofs. The problems and distractions these edifices create are endless. When it rains, the roof sounds like a drumroll and the floors flood. When it is windy, the roof shakes and rumbles, and papers fly everywhere because there is no door (the wind has also ripped off the roof in the past, posing a danger to the children). Even on beautiful days, the room becomes an oven when the sun beats down on the tin. Additionally, there is two feet of space between the walls and the roof, and when there is no teacher in the adjoining classrooms (which is often, though technically it should be never), all the screaming and yelling from the one classroom infiltrates the other. In short, the mud huts are not even close to being suitable learning environments for the students. To give you a better idea of the rooms, you will find enclosed photos of the classrooms.

Now that I’ve explained the immediate dilemma that the school faces, let me take a step back and explain the over-arching dilemmas of the region so that you may understand other challenges that the students are confronted with everyday. The Caprivi Strip has one of the world’s worst HIV/AIDS rates at 39% (which is low-balling the figure – the statistic only includes pregnant women, which means the HIV/AIDS rate in the region is probably closer to 60%). The average age is 31 and life expectancy is 44. At my school alone, 85% of the kids are OVCs (Orphaned or Vulnerable Children), which means that they have lost one or both parents, or their parents have no means of income. There are other serious problems in the area as well: alcoholism, prostitution, malnutrition, domestic abuse, and child trafficking. A discussion of these issues would only lead to a “the chicken or the egg” argument, but no one doubts that these problems fuel each other on a daily basis.

It is because of these issues that I see education to be such an important factor in their lives. Anything I can do to give the children a better opportunity to learn, I will do, because giving them a better education is like giving them the wings that could help them rise above the astoundingly difficult conditions in which they were born. If they can use their education to make intelligent, cautious decisions about their lives, not only can they save themselves, but they can also save others by informing them about the dangers that plague their region.

The building I want to build will have 2 classrooms, a library, and a storeroom. The classrooms will be basic but sufficient to ensure a proper learning environment: windows, a door, electricity, a long chalkboard, and wall space for their work. The library will have shelves for the books and a comfortable place for the students to read. Additionally, once the building is constructed, I hope to acquire used computers, turning the library also into a computer lab. The storeroom will serve as a place to keep supplies for the school feeding program (because the area is so impoverished, the government feeds the children one meal a day, knowing that many of them may not eat otherwise).

The Namibian Government’s Ministry of Works has agreed to construct the building provided that I contribute slightly more than half of the construction cost. They will arrange for payment and transportation of all materials needed in the building process, including the architectural drawings. The Ministry of Works also stipulates in their building contracts that they will use manual labor exclusively from the local community, thus stimulating the local economy.  
The cost of the entire building will be US$ 61,300 (N$ 429,000). Of that, the Namibian Central Government has agreed to pay US$ 28,500 (N$ 200,000) towards its construction. I therefore need to raise the remaining US$ 32,800 (N$ 229,000).  Currently I am in the process of finding the proper means for the money to be donated and transferred with a tax benefit to the donors. As soon as that task is complete, I will inform you of the way in which you can donate. In the meantime, please keep my project in your thoughts.

The Ministry of Works is prepared and ready to begin, waiting only for me to confirm that I have raised my portion of the funds.  They will not be paid until the construction is complete, which hopefully will take less than 6 months once started.

Alone, I will not be able to complete this building, but together we can erect a monument of hope for the future of Namibia’s children. Thank you very much for your time and concern for my cause. If you have any other questions or concerns about the project, please feel free to contact me at griffin.vanze@gmail.com. I admit that I have limited internet access, but I will try my best to return all emails within a week.

Sincerely,

Griffin Vanze, Peace Corps Namibia 2008-2010

(Please forgive the absence of my signature. I have forwarded this letter to my family in the USA, who has posted the letters for me. Otherwise, it would take a month to reach you.)

