Why top-down aid to Africa isn’t working, never has and never will

Heidi Kingstone

exposing some of Africa’s most desperate

situations. Like most journalists, he finds it
difficult to tell positive stories when such heart-
breaking ones need to be told.

Considering the mess the continent is in, it’s not
difficult to understand his reasons, especially when
it comes to aid in Africa. In most cases it seems to
have been an unmitigated disaster, despite the
estimated $564-billion (R4,5-trillion) in Western aid
invested over the past half century.

The way it has been donated, Samura concludes,
has done more damage than good by not having
made Africans part of the solution, instead seeing
them as the problem.

Samura, an Emmy and Bafta award-winning
filmmaker, whose documentaries include Cry Free-
town and Exodus from Africa, was intrigued, when
he met Georgie Fienberg, by her unorthodox ap-
proach to charity — run by, for and from the people.

S orious Samura made his name in journalism

Sorious Samura

Samura liked her bottom-up approach as opposed
to the conventional top-down one. Fienberg began
Afrikids, a child rights organisation, in 1997, when
she was only 17, having spent a gap year travelling
in West Africa and working at an orphanage in
Accra. Afrikids now has over 100 local staff, 21

projects and 100 000 beneficiaries in northern Ghana.
Often accused of ignoring positive stories him-
self, Sierra Leonean Samura saw how empowered
people became when they came up with the solu-
tions and were in control of the projects. The upshot
is his film How to Make a Difference in Africa,
requested and paid for by three Afrikids donors.
Samura’s main quest during this journey is to
find out why aid to Africa has been so manifestly in-
effective, where good intentions, as he says, simply
aren’t good enough. Where over 40% of sub-Saharan
Africans still survive on less than a dollar a day.
The way aid to Africa has been given, he argues,
has resulted in Africans becoming aid-dependent,
paradoxically, when it is a continent rich in
diamonds, minerals and oil. This situation “eats
him up”.
Afrikids empowers local people who already have
a passion to help themselves and their country, with
the understanding that aid is provided by the
charity for a limited amount of time. The three
key words are: empowerment, sustainability and
accountability.

Afrikids works on the basis that they will do
themselves out of a job by making their beneficiar-
ies self-sufficient.

Mama Laadi is just one such women. When
Samura speaks you can actually hear the inspira-
tion and admiration in his voice. Laadi runs an
orphanage, and was both a streetchild and a rape
victim. She vowed to give her initial 14 orphans
something she never had - love and respect. Now
housing 50 kids, the orphanage runs independently.

Samura respects activists like U2 singer Bono,
Sir Bob Geldof, Tony Blair and Bill Clinton who
have cared enough about Africa not to have turned
their back on the continent.

“They should be praised for the fact that they
have tried, but if they ran a major corporation the
way that they have run Africa, they would have been
sacked.”

He partially blames emergency aid not turning
into development aid, not to mention a series of
natural disasters that have plagued many countries
since the Ethiopian famine in 1984.

Then there is stereotyping, not least in the media,
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who like their cliched, packaged images of strong
healthy Europeans and starving black babies.

During the making of the film, people asked
whether this “baby” was working. Samura’s re-
sponse was to say that it’s crawling, moving ahead,
slowly, but the fear remains that things might slid
back into the same old corrupt pattern.

The phasing has to be gradual, As it is, he thinks
that Afrikids will take another 10 years to be self-
sufficient. Much is about respect and trust, and
going out into local communities and finding people
who genuinely care.

He wants his film to influence the powerful West-
ern policymakers, to show them there is a different
way to the standard top-down approach, and here is
the proof that it can work.

He wants African broadcasters to show the film
to address the problems of ignorance, lack of
education and lack of political will. “We have to take
the responsibility, that’s when people will help us,”
he says, “and that’s why | want people to see the film,
to stimulate debate.”

Find out more at www.afrikids.com



