Getting started

In the spirit of using my God given talents for the betterment of mankind, I have been involved in various development activities/initiatives. This goes back from the days I used to work as a social worker with the Department of Urban Community improvement programme (UCIP) of the National Council of Churches of Kenya (NCCK) in the vast slum settlement of Nairobi’s Mathare valley.  

As is common in many such settlements, the community’s common problem and needs range from basics such as food, clothing, shelter, education, health services and other social vices.

In the course of my work in the slums of Mathare Valley where I was brought up, I was through God’s grace able to initiate several community based projects like the Health Scout movement within the concept underlying Child to Child idea which entailed having older children become health educators to their siblings, the immediate neighbours and community.  This was realized through dramas, educational songs among other ways.  The institute of Child Health at the London University was very supportive in all these initiatives particularly Prof. David Morley and Hugh Howes.  The African Medical Research Foundation (AMREF) was also very supportive in that they were able to adapt the health scout education songs for their “man and Health” Voice of Kenya - National Radio Programme.  Another project to have initiated is the Adult Education Program covering the entire Mathare slums and its environs.

Besides that I was also able to initiate the Mathare Special Training Centre.  It’s a community-based project which serves the educational needs of the mentally handicapped children within the slums and it’s environs. 

I was also instrumental in mobilizing the slum community to come up with well-ventilated improved community toilets (VIP) through funds sourced from the community, Unicef and the NCCK.  In order to create awareness of the need to use VIP toilets and curb the spread of cholera among other water borne diseases, I had to have the VIP toilets opened by the Unicef country Director while the other toilets were opened by the local chief.  All these efforts brought the culture of flying toilets for the Mathare Kiamichael community to an end.  (Flying toilets means that the dwellers answer calls of nature using polythene bags and throw the same in the evenings to the unsuspecting neighbours.  This is a very common habit amongst the slum community in Kenya today).  It is not possible to enumerate all the kind of community based projects to have actively been involved in. 

It was during my involvement with the grassroots community that I became more and more involved in mobilizing and encouraging the needy and the poor who were coming to my office for assistance to start thinking on how best to use their God given hands and talents in making crafts as a source of income instead of falling victims to the habit of prostitution, illegal brewing of local liquor or to apathy and dependency syndrome which happened to be a common practice among agencies or NGOs working in the slum areas.  That is basically the genesis of how I got myself involved in the idea of identifying crafts making as an important source of income. 

CHAMPIONING THE PLIGHT OF THE JUA KALI ENTREPRENEURS IN KENYA

Poverty is a collective creation and tackling it therefore requires a collective efforts from all sectors in the society.

With this in mind, I have committed myself to cultivating a sense of creativity in approaching/addressing people’s needs and problems.  This is so because I delight and appreciate any kind of improvement, no matter how small it may seem and hence the need of supporting the 2000 jua kali artisans who have been threatened with eviction at the NCCK jua kali light industries. 

In other words and despite the many threats from the power that be, I am still committed in articulating the rights of the artisans to own the land from where they eke a living for themselves and their families (thus building the nation).  Why?  Because the truth of the matters is that petty traders and other jua kali workers are arguably the most wounded species in Kenya and largely by the government through the police, the provincial administration or county councils.  Further more, when such unprecedented predicament arise/occur as the case has been in the past the government is in record of remaining ominously quiet.  But it is not just the government to blame. Much of the formal sector treat the jua kali as a veritable and irritating nuisance which should be sent packing to someone else’s patch.  This is so despite numerous government policy papers and statements espousing the value, importance and reliance of informal employment.  Unfortunately the environment in which they operate and for which the government is largely responsible is a harsh one.  Therefore, a voice of reasoning and the need to champion the course of such marginalized people cannot be overemphasized. 

ENTRY TO ALTERNATIVE FAIR TRADE WORLD

As a result of my contribution to the well being of the slum community, I was in 1986 awarded a World Council of Churches scholarship to pursue a masters degree in the field of community development at the university of Manchester-UK.  It was while in the UK that I approached a fair trade shop at the University’s precinct Centre.  After explaining my background and my mission to seek market for the poor slum community, the lady in charge of the shop requested that I show her the samples that I had with me.  I precisely did that and she liked all the items.

But since I was in UK as a student, I could not enter into export business.  However, we did mutually agree that I bring in some goods on FOB basis based on her order that she placed with me.  We also entered into an agreement that in the same order I could bring or include my other items to facilitate me to look for more marketing opportunity both in the UK and other European countries.  The degree of her flexibility and understanding was a big blessing that saw my entry into the world of not only mainstream crafts export but into the world of fair trade.  It is also worth noting that she did pay me for the goods that I brought into the UK as well as paying me the profits due to me plus giving me the extra items that I had brought in/imported to use in seeking market opportunities in other European countries like Germany where I also went marketing the products during the holidays while still a post graduate student at Manchester.  

As to where I got the money to start the business, I did upon my return to Kenya in 1988 undertake part time lecturing contract at the Daystar University – Nairobi in the areas of community development and the Church, and in the field of non-formal education and development.  Both these lecture areas bordered very much on my masters thesis whose title was: Grassroots participation and non formal education in Kenya: A strategy for self reliance.  In other words, I have not only put into practice what my thesis entails but I have also been open to new school of thoughts that has had positive influence in what I am involved in today in making meaningful contribution to the well being of our people in fighting poverty and unemployment. However, due to the volume of work at COACG and PPT project, I am no longer able to go for part time lectures/contacts.

As is often the case, the initial beginning was very difficult and frustrating because I did not have the capital to purchase the goods from the artisans who socio-economically are usually a people of hand to mouth.  I did not also have an office, a typing machine, a fax machine, which prior to the introduction of the computer and email were the most efficient tools of communication.  This means that I had to have all my communication typed at the various bureaus in the city of Nairobi and that gave no room for confidentiality on our business affairs.  

The truth of the matter is that the going has been tough and a real up hill task.  But thank God that the very Traidcraft customer to have established links with while in the UK made all the difference in that the organization is a fair trade one; unlike the mainstream, fair trade organization are very sensitive and sympathetic to the producers/artisans.  In this case, when it came to their placing their very first order of a water carrier batik design that we had come up with, they also agreed to provide a 50% advance payment.  The money was used to pay the artisans and even before the first phase of the water carrier batik order was over, we received yet another order plus yet another 50% advance payment.  This enabled me to establish an office and move away from operating in my house.  By the time the popularity of the water carrier batik design which was already in the Traidcraft’s mail order catalogue was waning out in its popularity coupled with a slump in the UK economy of the 1990’s, we had already made a step forward in terms of acquiring the office from where we operate from up to this very day.  That is at the NCCK’s Jua Kali light industries along Rabai Road off Jogoo Road.  In fact the same water carrier batik is always in front of my office billboards.  It serves as a significant symbol or reminder, which shows that to get anywhere, you must start from somewhere. It also serves as a genesis of my long journey to entrepreneurship world. 

Crafts of Africa Cultural Gallery has for the last five years been able to establish an enhanced business links with about 50 skilled self-help crafts producer groups in urban, peri-urban slums and rural villages who largely depend on making handicrafts as a source of their livelihoods.  The group average membership often ranges between 15-50 people with 70% of the members being women.

Since the solution to poverty will most likely come from the poor themselves, and in order to have a majority of these people benefit from the project activities.  The project has taken a facilitative role to self help crafts producer groups by applying the concept of participatory community development approaches in mobilizing and encouraging the artisans to tap their ingenuity, talents and creativity by making unique and market oriented high quality utilitarian and decorative artifacts that command ready sale locally and internationally.  Thus increasing and expanding the market base for their artifacts, which subsequently lead to increased sales.

It is worth mentioning here that, our organization was the year 2001 1st prize jua kali organization services category award winner.  This highly coveted award is organized by the Kenya bureau of standard. The judges are  drawn from professionals, private sector, university’s and other institutions of repute. 

All what I am communicating or sharing with a reader of this story is that we need in all our plans and endeavors to trust in God’s provision i.e. Let Him be responsible for bring in the money to make the business succeed.  Be patient and content; cast all your care on the Lord.  Don’t try to carry the load yourself.  Why?  We need a strong faith in God who is stronger that any other power-visible or invisible.  May I also emphasis here that Christian teachings does not in any way discourage human inventiveness and hard work but only the arrogant attitude that one can succeed without God.  Our contemporary world may be in danger of forgetting this and believing that humanity is now of age to build its own earthily city and create the family of nations independent of God.  This is not going to happen unless total respect for God’s law accompanies every human effort.  In other words, as a Christian I strongly believe that “it is the Lord’s blessing that brings wealth, and no effort can substitute for it. Proverbs 10:22”.  I therefore owe our success to the point where have so reached to God’s grace and provisions.  

THE PEOPLE TO PEOPLE TOURISM

As to who gave me the idea to start the Crafts of Africa Cultural Gallery and now the People to People Tourism venture, I should say it is from God for I had earnestly asked God in faith to give me a creative good business idea.  I mean to help me identify something I would enjoy doing and use it to provide service to others and above all an understanding of how to make my services or product valuable to other people.  In addition to that, I still think that even though tourism industry is one of the most viable sectors for rebuilding the Kenyan economy, Kenya tour operators in an already very crowded tourism market have over the years confined themselves to taking tourists to game parks and natural wonders.  Therefore in my view, what is currently being offered in the tourism sector in Kenya and Africa for that matter is an experience that does not give the tourist an insight of the country visited and its people nor invest in them.  Hence the need coming up with the PPT idea as a shift from doing things than already existing.  Thus making the PPT approach stand out as a “new thinking”.  The idea of PPT as an innovative alternative concept to traditional tourism industry in Kenya is out to serve as an eye opener by giving tourism packages whose focus looks beyond what is currently taking place.  Besides that, as a person exposed to the world of fair trade I have been sharing with visiting individuals on what they would want to see, visit etc, while in Kenya. It is out of such discussion that I was able to clearly see a venture for a people centered tour would no doubt fill a missing gap within the tourism industry in Kenya.  This is a factor which has already been confirmed by a few people who have had the opportunity to go for a PPT’s integrated approach to tourism promotion in Kenya.  

So far, we have been able to conduct two group tours, one for a Spanish group composed of 15 people of varied professional background. As of end of last year 2002, a group of six students from Germany were here for about 3 weeks.  The group had the opportunity to go for a PPT-Tour as well as a Game drives to our National Game parks.  The PPT tour is quite a busy itinerary that keeps the clients busy or so to say gives them a better insight of the country visited and its people.

As to how we make the contacts to get the tourists, this is by the word of mouth, through friends who pass a word around, as well as selling the idea underlying the People to People Tourism concept paper through our website; www.peopletopeopletourism.com. Once funds allow, plans are underway to develop and publish brochures and other Marketing related materials.  This will very much depend on the availability of funds of which we believe God will provide.  

However, what matters at this point in time is to focus on nurturing the project idea and make it move from idea to concept and to results of which is what is already happening.  We have also had individuals i.e. 2 or 3 persons go for the PPT tour too and the feedback has been encouraging.  However, one would be keen to know how the PPT tour goes, in the first place, we get the pace going by responding to all the emails enquiries, phone, faxes etc on what the tour package is or will be like.  We give the relevant and pertinent information on the tour details to the interested party.  This is followed by picking of the customers from the airport upon arrival and taking the guest to the hotel.  Once the climate is right and the customer is relaxed, it is the time the itinerary subject is revisited or discussed the focus being on what the customer expects of us and other issues of interest while in Kenya or whatever the group or individuals within the group would like to go for.  This means the PPT tour is not only flexible but also deliberately customized. 

CULTURAL LEARNING TOURS

As the name People to People suggests, the first phase of the tour will mean visiting various crafts producer groups in the urban, peri urban and rural areas as part of the tour package.  The tour will also give the client an opportunity to interact with the jua kali( community at the Crafts of Africa Cultural Gallery. This is treated as one way of promoting greater cross cultural understanding and international cooperation between peoples and supporting the work of the artisans.

The tour will also have you share lunch with the jua kali artisans representatives.  This is a situation that creates an open forum to pick and discuss on any issue with the *jua kali entrepreneurs.  After lunch, the jua kali representatives are called upon to guide or take you for a tour of their operations.  This takes around one hour or less.  After which the visiting group gathers to share their insight and observations.

When it comes to a visit to the rural areas the visiting group may opt to have an experience of spending a day or two in the rural villages. As for the Germany group, they spent two days in various homes “African setting”. It is interesting to observe that during the evaluation at the end of the tour, a majority of the group was of the opinion that more days i.e. 5 days stay in the rural areas will not only give a visiting person a better feel of a rural life in an African environment/culture but it would avoid the urban stress/hassle and bustle. However, the 5 days suggestion have already been communicated to the rural villages artisans and they have said yes to the idea of hosting the visitor/for a 5 days stay.  

Perhaps a potential visitor would be interested to learn that during the stay with the host family and as a way of investing in the local community, we do require the visitor to make a daily contribution of USD. 10 towards the up keep of the family.  The phase one of the tour has proved quite popular and the artisans are happy to identify themselves with the PPT cultural immersion activities and initiatives.  

TRADITIONAL WILDLIFE SAFARIS

The other side of the tour is the conventional i.e. regular tours to any of Kenya’s beautiful game parks.  This may be a 2-3 days or even one week safari depending on an individual’s budget, interest and areas of priority.  However, all in all once the first phase of the tour is through, the visiting persons have the liberty of staying in the country and visit other places of interest at leisure. 

Our PPT desk team is always at hand to organize all that in consultation with the interested parties.  If anything the PPT tour is out to go an extra mile in giving its visiting clients a better perspective or insight of Kenya as a country and its people. 

With regard to the difficulties experienced in starting out this venture, what I should say is that sustaining the two PPT employees/professionals in the tourism sector who are also graduates from Kenya Utalii College has not been an easy thing because they have in the event of low business turnover to rely on the income generated from the sister organization - Crafts of Africa. The project has not yet been able to by its own computers and related office equipment but that will be realized in due course as the business picks up. A refurbishment of the PPT office will also follow suit. Understandably therefore, the PPT  team has  to rely on utilizing the Crafts of Africa limited facilities.  The other challenge as the project strives to create employment will be to popularize and sell the PPT product. One way of so doing will be to come up with the much-needed full color brochure as a marketing tool. The other aspect which is eating into a big chunk of our profit is that we have all along to rely on hiring tour vehicles from other tour companies. This is an issue that will in the near future be resolved by coming up with own vehicles.

Despite all that, I am a strong believer that to get anywhere you must start from where you are.  Besides that, the Bible teaches me that “take good care of your flocks, give careful attention to your herds Proverbs 27:23.”  The bible also teaches us in Colossians 3:23-24 that Gods rewards diligence, and God will reward the work of your hands – if you do your work as if you were doing it for God, not man.  With these comforting words from God “himself” on attitude to work is what the PPT team is already practically doing. This means we are through Gods grace and faith in ourselves bound to succeed.  Moreover, the participatory, monitoring and evaluation PM&E approach that we are conducting after every tour with the visiting group, and the other stakeholders like the artisans, the tour drivers etc is a good enough tool to objectively help us determine the progress and the impact of the project in terms of enabling us to address ourselves to any teething problem early enough.  

GERMAN GROUP - STUDENT

Perhaps it is also worth noting out here that as a gesture of appreciation of the good work that the PPT team is already doing so far, the Germany organization INwent formerly the Carl Duisberg Gesellschaft (society) AZA did not only sponsor the Germany students to Kenya for a PPT tour, but also fully sponsored a similar cultural learning visitation to Germany for 3 weeks to two of our PPT/COACG representatives.

The whole idea of PPT and the invitation to Germany has had an economic stake to the artisans in that, the AZA group did while in Germany offer to help Crafts of Africa sell its crafts in open bazaars and in other places as well as exposing the PPT team to a face to face contact with would be potential customers.  The German student group did also shoot a video. They have been showing other students the video as a way of highlighting their Cultural learning experience in Kenya.  

The German group also had the opportunity to pay a courtesy call on the Director of Tourism in Kenya Mr. Clement Mwatsama who retired recently after 20 years of service. Mr. Mwatsama commended the PPT’s innovative and diversified approach in complementing the existing traditional tourism industry packages. The Ministry did promise to support the projects in all manner possible.

The Germany group was also able to meet the jua kali parent ministry Director of micro and small enterprise – Eng. M.M. Nzomo who explained to them on the important role played by the jua kali artisans in contributing to Kenya employment challenges.  75% of jobs created in Kenya today are within the informal sector.  

The group was also able to pay a courtesy call to the Director of Coffee Board and it was of interest for them to learn that Germany is Kenya’s number one importer of coffee.  The group also visited artisans in Tabaka- Kisii soapstone mines where they spent two days with the host family; Kisumu Region of Lake Victoria and Kakamega where the groups paid a visit to Fair trade organization like Ziwa Creations and Ebuyangu Banana fibre producer groups. The group was also able to visit the Tea Zone in Kericho among other areas of interest like getting a first hand experience to see where artisans goods in display in Western Capitals of the world are made and where the raw materials is sourced from etc.

In addition to the above visitation, the group was able to visit the Athi River good wood nursery project where PPT and Crafts of Africa team are encouraging artisan communities particularly wood carvers to plant fast growing trees like jacaranda, mango, mwarubaine (Neem) and Mukima- Gravellia   In all the places that the group visited, the reception was warm and the artisan’s do very much appreciate the idea of having visitors not only visit them but also spend a few day/night with them. As pointed out earlier, the visitors pay USD 10 to the host families as a gesture/contribution to household basic expenses e.g. food, soap, etc.

On the local and international front, I have also had the opportunity to share my experience with grassroots entrepreneurs in the crafts sector both in the rural and urban, church groups as well as responding to call or request to share my experience in the world of fair trade.   As of last year but one, I was called upon to present a paper on home based entrepreneur the case of crafts of Africa by the University of New Castle upon Tyne at a Cardo International Conference – UK.  I was able to yet make another presentation on fair trade products of African outlook: information exchange and product innovation” presented at the 2000 international federation for alternative trade (IFAT) Regional meeting in Entebbe – Uganda. Other presentations on experience sharing to mention but a few have been in Netherlands, Finland, Italy, USA, South Africa, the UK, Germany among other. 

MISSION STATEMENT

Last but not least, I wish to take this opportunity and appeal to donor organizations, NGOs and people of good will or those in the private sector to give us any form of support in enabling us realize our goals and objectives in line with our mission statement of 

----- enabling artisans to utilize their God given talents and creativity in the spirit of creating jobs and investing in reducing unemployment so that everybody can be motivated to dedicate oneself to the services of others.

----- enhancing crafts marketing outlets and networks

--- fostering eco tourism

-----promoting the social-cultural heritage of Kenya’s people.

For more information on our activities and immediate future plans where we need a lot of support, please do take the liberty of writing to us.  We also wish to take this opportunity and attach the People to People concept paper as a way of giving the reader a better insight with regard to our short, medium and long term plans.  Thank you and God bless.

Email: info@peopletopeopletourism.com
coa@craftsofafricaculturalgallery.com
craft@wananchi.com
website: www.catgen.com/crafts

www.peopletopeopletourism.com 

ATTN. PETER WAHOME

PROJECTS FACILITATOR

( Jua Kali which means Hot Sun is a Swahili phrase used for talking about informal jobs that people do to earn a living, especially making useful things to sell from old metal and wood, recycled material/paper within the context of the jua kali industry: a jua kali mechanic, a jua kali entrepreneur e.t.c.





