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UAO Summit Inspires Solidarity, 
Sets Stage for Action
By Kelley Johnson

“We must dare to 
invent the future.”  

This quote from former Burkina Faso 
leader Thomas Sankara set the tone 
for the United African Organization’s 
Second Chicago Summit on African Im-
migrants & Refugees, which was held 
at the DuSable Museum of African 
American History on Saturday May 
31st. A major public education and 
organizing initiative of the UAO, the 
day-long summit brought together 
academics, activists, practitioners and 
community members to raise aware-
ness about the state of the African 
immigrant and refugee community 
and engage in dialogue about future 
possibilities. 

The summit’s more than 200 
attendees and speakers represented 

a cross-section of the African com-
munity as well as representatives from 
the African American community, 
various immigrant communities, and 
allies. The event was free and open to 
the public thanks to the collaborative 
support of the DuSable Museum of 
African American History and the 
Illinois Coalition for Immigrant and 
Rights, as well as generous financial 
assistance provided by the Illinois De-
partment of Human Services, Bureau 
of Refugee and Immigrant Services.

As an advocacy coalition of 
African national associations, the 
UAO is dedicated to social justice, 
civic participation and empowerment 
of African immigrants and refugees 
in Illinois. Among its various objec-
tives, the UAO seeks to combat the 
invisibility that plagues the African 
immigrant and refugee communi-
ties in the United States, gives voice 

to the aspirations of this vibrant and 
diverse community, and encour-
ages dialogue and coalition building 
between Africans, African Americans 
and other immigrant and minority 
communities.  In affirmation of these 
commitments, the theme of this year’s 
summit was “Harvesting Hope…Weav-
ing Change: Contemporary Africa & the 
African Experience in the United States.”  As 
UAO Executive Director Alie Kabba 
explains, the vision behind this theme 
was to “raise awareness about Africa 
as the backdrop to our understanding 
of the African immigrant and refugee 
experience in the United States, as 
well as provide a unique opportunity 
for honest dialogue and shared vi-
sion.”  

Issues addressed

Keynote addresses were given by 
special keynote speakers Dr. Sylviane 
Diouf of the Schomberg Center for 
Research in Black Culture, New York 
and Dr. Carol Adams, Secretary of 
the Illinois Department of Human 
Services. Dr. Diouf ’s presentation 
provided an introduction to the his-

By Leila Noelliste 

From the outside, parking garage 
attendant Kobina Azhir looks like 
an American-born Black man. But 
Azhir, a Ghanaian seaman who came 
to the city 22 years ago, is one of 
23,000 African immigrants living in 
metropolitan Chicago.

On May 31, the United African 
Organization, a partnership of 20 
African immigrant communities, held 
a summit at the DuSable Museum of 
African American History, to shed 
light on immigrants like Azhir. Alie 
Kabba, executive director of UAO, 
said that “public eduction” is neces-
sary since African immigrants are 
often overlooked, or misunderstood. 

“We realized a few years ago 
that the challenge for (African im-
migrants) is to end our invisibility 
and help to educate people about 
contemporary African issues in order 
to better understand the experience 
of African immigrants and refugees 
in Illinois,” said Kabba, who came to 
Chicago from Sierra Leone in 1991.

The second Chicago Summit on 
African Immigrants and Refugees at-
tracted more than 200 African, Arab 
and Latino immigrants, as well as 
African American supporters. Issues 
that Africans face within their own 
countries, as well as in Illinois, were 
discussed in plenary sessions. Though 
the number of participants is higher 
than last year’s 160, the modest turn 

Africans seek to 
be recognized 
as an immigrant 
group

CHICAGO (FinalCall.com) 
Immigrants from Africa and un-
documented immigrants from Latin 
America face similar problems, but 
African immigrants have too long 
been without a voice to address their 
issues. 

But that is changing, according 
to members of the United African 
Organization (UAO), who gathered 
at the DuSable Museum of African 
American History May 31 during a 
forum on African immigrants and 
refugees.

UAO members said the organiza-
tion is empowering its community by 
developing alliances with other immi-
grant groups and building a stronger 
bridge with the Black community in 
America.

“It had become increasingly clear 
to us that without an organized voice, 
African immigrants would continue 
to be marginalized and we would 
continue to suffer in silence,” said Alie 

Kabba, the group’s executive director. 
“Now we are no longer invisible.”

Actually, the UAO is more than 
20-years-old, but until 2005 when it 
elected leadership and put structure 
to the organization it operated as 
a loose group for socializing. Since 
then, members have become involved 
in public policy discussions and built 
coalitions with Black, Latino, Jewish, 
Irish and other communities, organiz-
ers said. The effectiveness of their ef-
forts was evident in the “cross section” 
of participation at the forum.

With 20 African countries rep-
resented and members of the Latino, 
White, Arab and Black communities 
participating, the three plenary ses-
sions covered such topics as gender, 
politics and development in Africa; 
the experiences of African immigrants 
and refugees; and civil rights and im-
migrant rights.

Voiceless African immigrants 
share their stories
By James Muhammad

Dr. Diouf challenged 
community members to 
become more active and 
have their voices heard 
on issues ranging from 
foreign policy to race 
relations and civil rights.  

Dr. Lynette Jackson presents on gender 
and development.
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tory and demographics of African 
migration and addressed some of the 
major issues facing the community 
such as under-employment and loss 
of cultural identity in the second and 
third generations. She pointed out 
that while many Americans have a 
perception of all African migrants as 
poor, illiterate and driven from home 
by war, they are actually the most 
educated immigrant group in the 
country with many skilled migrants 
coming to the United States due to 
economic downturn and lack of pro-
fessional opportunity back home.  

Dr. Diouf argued that the “eco-
nomic dictates of the world commu-
nity” such as agricultural subsidies 
and high rates of interest on debt have 
had a great impact on pushing Afri-
cans to migrate and that once in the 
United States, these skilled Africans 
become a major asset to their host 
country. After citing statistics about 
the exploitation of African natural 
resource and the close to 70% of for-
eign aid that is actually spent in the 
U.S. on farmers, shipping and special 
experts, Diouf posed the questions 
Who really owes whom and who is 
helping whom?  Ultimately, she sug-
gested that assistance to African im-
migrants and refugees is not charity 
but equity to people who contribute 
a lot to this country. At the same time 
Dr. Diouf challenged community 
members to become more active 
and have their voices heard on issues 
ranging from foreign policy to race 
relations and civil rights.       

Dr. Adams then discussed the 
summit’s theme and made sugges-
tions about the approach needed for 
successfully “Harvesting Hope.”  She 
reminded the crowd that a great deal 
of work must go into the cultivation 
of the harvest and that the communi-
ty should not expect immediate, easy 
results.  However, she also cautioned 
against spending too much time in 
the planning stages, stating: “We 
need to be a little less patient…I’ve 
never seen a patient revolution.” Ad-
ditionally, Dr. Adams underscored 
the importance of building bridges 
between the African American and 
African communities so that the two 
groups can learn from one another 
and challenge what she called the 
“systematic resettlement of African 
people in places where African people 
don’t live” which serves as an obstacle 
to building such relationships. 

Three major plenary sessions 

civic engagement and work towards 
positive change is an essential activity 
for each member of the African com-
munity. 

Echoing Dr. Adams, Dr Ous-
man Kobo of Ohio State University, 
speaking on the first panel, quoted 
the proverb that “a moving turtle is 
faster than a sleeping rabbit.”  His 
colleague, Mr. Dalitso Sulamoyo of 
the Illinois Association of Commu-
nity Action Agencies, further made 
the point that “power is never given, 
it has to be taken.” Although the final 
goal may seem a long way off, rather 
than facing their challenges alone or 
in silence, the African community 
must recognize the wealth of resourc-
es it brings to the table, identify the 
obstacles that prevent the community 
from thriving, and raise a collective 
voice to advocate for the rights of 
Africans both at home and abroad.  

The issue of unity between com-
munities of color was also a major 
theme. In his opening remarks, UAO 
Executive Director Alie Kabba 
recognized this focus by stating:  
“We express and affirm our solidar-
ity with our allies in the immigrant 
rights movement, within the Illinois 
Coalition for Immigrant and Refugee 
Rights and with the progressive com-
munity as a whole. We thank African 
American clergy for supporting the 
work of the United African Organi-
zation and helping the UAO establish 
vital connections within the African 
American community.” In fact, even 
the choice of location and the effort 
to establish a long-term collaborative 

UAO Summit Inspires (continued from page 1)

While the life of any 
immigrant is full just 
taking care of basic family 
and work responsibilities, 
civic engagement and 
work towards positive 
change is an essential ac-
tivity for each member of 
the African community. 
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also made space for conversations 
about contemporary African issues, 
the African immigrant and refugee 
experience, and the need to recog-
nize commonalities between the civil 
rights and immigrant rights agendas, 
as well as build bridges between the 
African American and immigrant 
communities.  

The first panel addressed topics of 
African unity, the origins of post-elec-
tion violence in Kenya, possibilities 
for reversing or mitigating the Afri-
can brain drain, and the importance 
of ensuring women’s protection and 
empowerment during both war and 
peace-time. 

The second group of panelists 
shared information on some of the 
services available to African immi-
grants and refugees in Illinois, the de-
mographics and needs of this unique 
and diverse population, and contribu-
tions made by the African community 
in the arenas of culture, business and 
politics in Chicago. 

The third panel made powerful 
arguments about the need for Black-
Brown unity to combat common 
experiences such as the “globalization 
of racism” and the increased criminal-
ization of immigrants and proposed 
steps that can be taken, as well as 
challenges to be overcome in bringing 
communities together. 

Several common threads continu-
ally surfaced during the panelists’ 
presentations.   

One was the refrain that the Af-
rican immigrant and refugee commu-
nity must work hard to organize and 
raise its voice to combat invisibility 
and misinformation and advocate for 
its unique needs. While the life of any 
immigrant is full just taking care of 
basic family and work responsibilities, 

Dr. Adams underscored the importance of building 
bridges between the African American and African 
communities so that the two groups can learn from 
one another and challenge what she called the 
“systematic resettlement of African people in places 
where African people don’t live” which serves as an 
obstacle to building such relationships. 

Dr. Carol Adams, Secretary 
Illinois Department of Human Services

relationship with the DuSable Mu-
seum of African American History 
was an intentional move in the direc-
tion of bridge building and dialogue 
between the African American and 
immigrant communities in Chicago.

Response to the summit was over-
whelmingly positive.  

“The summit was an impressive 
program and I look forward to watch-
ing the quality and scope of the impact 
improve even further in coming years,” 
said Hussein Affey of the Somaliland 
Community of Chicago.

“The quality of the panelists was 
superior and the dialogue was very 
engaging,” said Amania Drane, an 
African American participant.  Ac-
knowledging that the summit stirred 
up her interest and curiosity about 

African community issues, Drane 
added: “I am hoping that there is a 
continuation of meaningful dialogue 
and action throughout the year.” 

Like Drane, many who partici-
pated in the summit were enthusiastic 
about the dialogue that took place 
and energized to move forward from 
dialogue into meaningful action on 
some of the issues raised.

The United African Organization 
is working to publish the proceedings 
of this historic summit and develop 
a post-summit advocacy agenda with 
concrete action points behind which 
summit participants and others can 
throw their energy in the months to 
come.    AA
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By Shaun Harkin
 
American rivers literally run green on 
Saint Patrick’s Day to celebrate the 
‘Irish in America.’ Annually, mas-
sive parades, green beer, the ‘wearing 
of the green’ and a genuflection by 
the political establishment mark the 
Irish contribution to and presence 
in the United States. The 2006 US 
census bureau reports that close to 
36 million Americans claim Irish 
ancestry. However, such a spectacular 
celebration of one of America’s largest 
immigrant population seems espe-
cially ill-fitted today in the midst of 
a growing crackdown on immigrants 
and the ratcheting up of anti-immi-
grant rhetoric. 

A war at home

Crudely put, every foreign mili-
tary adventure must be complement-
ed by a war at home: undocumented 
immigrants are a domestic target in 
the United States today. The war on 
immigrants consists of workplace 
raids, Greyhound bus raids, neighbor-
hood checkpoints, armed vigilantes 
at the Mexican border and hundreds 
upon hundreds of pieces of legislation 
intending to make life here unbear-
able. Immigration and Customs 
Enforcement (ICE) arrested 30,408 
immigrants with deportation orders 
in fiscal year 2007, about twice as 
many as the previous year. ICE claims 
to have deported a record 276, 912 
immigrants in 2007. And this does 
not include those who are pressured 
into accepting ‘voluntary departure.’ 
Up to 30,000 undocumented are held 
in deplorable detention centers on 
any given day.

As ‘Irishness’ is celebrated real 
Irish men and women are caught up 
in this vicious dragnet. Every week 
undocumented Irish are being sent 
back to Ireland or put in detention 
centers.  

“Many of our undocumented 
community have entered the US on 
the Visa Waiver program,” explained 
Siobhan Dennehy, Emerald Isle Im-
migration Center’s Executive Direc-
tor “ and actually, what that waiver 
means is that if you have overstayed, 
you have waived your rights to a de-
fense for your overstay in front of an 
Immigration Judge and that if caught, 
you will be automatically deported. 
This applies to everyone who signs 
that green visa waiver form upon 
entry to the US.”

John Thompson, from Garvagh, 
Co. Derry, said his 34 year old son 
living in St. Paul, Minnesota died be-
cause he was afraid to go to hospital 
for fear of being deported. 

The labyrinthine and unrespon-

sive nature of the ICE system came 
home with brute force as I tried to 
navigate my brother’s detention and 
eventual deportation earlier this year. 
Despite not wanting to stay in the 
U.S. and offering to pay his own fare 
he was held for months at the ICE de-
tention facility in York, Pennsylvania 
before being escorted to New York in 
prison clothes for a flight to Dublin. 

Thinly disguised racism

About 35 million, 12% of the 
total U.S. population, are foreign-
born. Of that total around 12 million 
are estimated to be undocumented, 
including around 50,000 Irish undoc-
umented. Mexicans make up around 
60% of the undocumented popula-
tion. And it is towards Mexicans 
that a small but well-organized and 
well-funded modern Know-Noth-
ing movement directs their venom 
and gets to drive public discussion of 
immigration. You’ll often find them 
apoplectic at the sight of the Mexi-
can flags but they have absolutely no 
problem with the Irish contagion on 
St. Patrick’s Day. This and their visible 
mumbling confusion when confront-
ed with the problems faced by Irish 
undocumented tears the veil of their 
thinly disguised racism summed up in 
‘we support legal immigration.’

Surely, anyone who has watched 
the remarkable performance of Oscar 
winner Daniel Day Lewis in the 
Gangs of New York can see the Irish 
and Mexican immigration stories 
have so much in common. 

Today, the numbers of Irish ar-
riving into U.S cities is comparatively 
low compared to Mexicans or Filipi-
nos. The Republic of Ireland’s recent 
economic fortunes have meant that 
fewer Irish have been forced to leave 
in large numbers to find employment 
overseas. In fact, Ireland has now 

become a beacon of economic hope 
for immigrants from all over Eastern 
Europe and Africa.

The mainstream media and 
US Presidential candidates scarcely 
acknowledge that vast numbers of 
Mexican workers have been driven 
here out of pure desperation because 
of US imposed neo-liberal trade 
agreements. NAFTA is only the most 
recent manifestation of Uncle Sam’s 
imperial trade policy towards its 
southern neighbors. Internal restruc-
turing of the US economy recruited 
Mexican workers in massive numbers 
and simultaneously drove down the 
living standards of US and Mexican 
workers either side of the border.

Irish emigration to the U.S. 
exploded during the years of Ireland’s 
Great Hunger. The famine lasted 
from 1845 to 1851 and was a disaster 
of unimaginable proportions. Over 
two million people died of starvation 
and disease and another one mil-
lion emigrated. As Christine Kinealy 
points out “The Irish Famine did 
not occur in a vacuum and is better 
understood within the continuum 
of Anglo-Irish relations.” The potato 
blight was a natural occurrence but 
Imperial Britain’s free-market capital-
ism meant the outcome was far more 
devastating. The obvious point: the 
hidden hand of the free-market, today 
and yesterday, has always played a 
large role in shaping where we go, 
where we can live and where we work. 

Consider the Irish

The St. Patrick Day parades il-
luminate how the US has benefited 
greatly from massive waves of im-
migration. The US could never have 
become an economic and military 
powerhouse without wave after wave 
of newcomers, ‘flooding’ its shores. 
Yes, immigrants, from every cor-
ner of the globe, and their children 
built America and continue to build 
America. The great wealth and power 
of America’s elites and the political 
establishment comes in no small part 
from the labor of immigrant workers. 
This makes the treatment of its new-
est arrivals all the more reprehensible. 
ICE raids and Lou Dobbs represent 
the schizophrenic sickness of Ameri-
can politics today. 

In the Irish context, this sick-
ness is embodied in the pathetic but 
dangerous persona of Republican 
Congressman, Peter King. An out-
right reactionary, King was once a 
highly prominent and outspoken sup-
porter of the Irish Republican Army 
(IRA), back in its Marxist phase. In 
the 1980’s, New York-based IRA sup-
porters, many of them undocumented 
economic refugees, were the ground 

also stigmatized, criminalized and 
hounded. The hypocrisy here does 
not belong to the undocumented. 

Today, we are told we have to 
wait for a solution, for legalization. 
Yet, the war continues. In fact, it gets 
worse. We should not have to wait. 
Immigrants, past, present and future, 
are owed a tremendous debt, the fruit 
of their labor, in America. The raids, 
the deportations, the breaking up 
of families, the fear-mongering have 
to end now. Yet, none of the candi-
dates demand this. The assumptions 
enforcement politics are built on are 
racist and legitimizing them only aids 
the immigrant-bashers. 

In his book, The Corporate Takeover of 
Ireland, Kieran Allen, documents how 
the Irish political establishment has 
bent over backwards to give American 
corporations everything they want 

The Vicious Dragnet on the Undocumented

The US could never have 
become an economic 
and military powerhouse 
without wave after wave 
of newcomers, ‘flooding’ 
its shores. 

Yes, immigrants, from 
every corner of the globe, 
and their children built 
America and continue to 
build America.

Immigrants are 
the source of great wealth 
and profit 
but they are also 
stigmatized, criminalized 
and hounded.

The raids, the deportations, 
the breaking up 
of families, 
the fear-mongering have 
to end now.

troops for King’s political career. 
Today, King is a leading Know-Noth-
ing, sponsoring some of the most 
draconian anti-immigrant legisla-
tion. The Peter King phenomenon is 
merely a microcosm of the sickness 
of the whole political and economic 
system. Immigrants are the source of 
great wealth and profit but they are 

and more: massive tax breaks and a 
low-wage, pliant workforce. Worse 
still, Ireland’s political elite acted as 
the US’s hammer in the European 
Union, advancing a specific US agen-
da and advancing neo-liberalism in 
general. The Irish State is a neo-liberal 
regime modeled on and dependent 
on the US. In many respects, Ireland 
today seems like an economic colony 
of the United States.  

Like in the United States, a large 
majority of Ireland’s population is 

(continued on page 6)
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CHICAGO 
The New Americans Policy Council 
and the State Interagency Task Force 
recommended options to the state to 
improve integration for immigrants 
and refugees in Illinois.  These recom-
mendations cap off a two-year, two-
phase process launched by Governor 
Rod R. Blagojevich in 2005 when he 
issued the landmark New Americans 
Executive Order.  The New Ameri-
cans Policy Council and the State In-
teragency Task Force, both created by 
the Order, presented their respective 
Phase II recommendations regarding 
economic and employment develop-
ment, housing and homeownership, 
and public safety during a joint event 
at the Erie House in Chicago  Both 
groups presented their Phase I recom-
mendations in late 2006.  

Illinois, which historically has 
welcomed immigrants from all over 
the world, is now home to an esti-
mated 1.8 million immigrants and has 
the fifth largest immigrant population 
of any state in the U.S.  Nearly 14 
percent of Illinois residents are im-
migrants, hailing from approximately 
200 different countries, and speaking 
over 100 different languages. 

Gov. Blagojevich’s New Ameri-
cans Executive Order created two 
parallel policy development groups, 
each charged with studying and 
recommending strategies to improve 
immigrant integration. Within State 
government, the Order created the 
Office of New Americans Policy and 
Advocacy, which coordinates the 
work of the state-agency led Inter-
agency Task Force. The Executive 
Order also established a New Ameri-
cans Policy Council, comprised of 
prominent Illinois business, commu-
nity, philanthropic, faith, labor, and 
governmental leaders with experience 
in this field.  The work of the Policy 
Council is coordinated by the Illinois 
Coalition for Immigrant and Refugee 
Rights (ICIRR).

The Phase II report of the New 
Americans Policy Council suggests 
the state improve its capacity and 
service to immigrants and refugees in 
the following areas: 

AA   Financial literacy education 

AA   Microlending and other tools to 
help immigrant entrepreneurs 

AA    Planning and developing af-
fordable housing for immigrant 
household needs, and 

AA   Enhance public safety policy for 
immigrant communities by re-
cruiting more officers with bilin-
gual skills, extending community 
representation on public safety 
governing bodies and fostering 

Immigrant integration in Illinois

 “Immigrants play a crucial role in building our 
state’s economy and communities.  As they build assets 
for themselves and their families, they also contribute 
to our state’s continued growth and vitality and 
become even better neighbors.  We hope that these 
recommendations will guide the State in moving these 
processes forward,” 

   —Fred Tsao, Policy Director 
   Illinois Coalition for Immigrant and Refugee Rights, 
   and editor of the Policy Council report.    

mutual trust between immigrants 
and public safety officials and 
field personnel. 

 “These recommendations focus 
on how the State can encourage im-
migrants to set down roots in Illi-
nois.  Immigrants play a crucial role 
in building our state’s economy and 
communities.  As they build assets for 
themselves and their families, they 
also contribute to our state’s contin-
ued growth and vitality and become 
even better neighbors.  We hope that 

Minimum Wage
Gov. Blagojevich raised the 
minimum wage twice, from $5.15 
to $7.50 an hour, benefiting 
more than 450,000 workers, and 
strengthened its enforcement.  
Since 2003, the state has collected 
and distributed more than $3 
million in minimum wage/over-
time payments to Illinois workers.

Employee misclassification
In 2007, Gov. Blagojevich signed 
the Employee Classification Act 
to stop construction contractors 
from misclassifying their employ-
ees as independent contractors in 
order to avoid tax and labor law 
obligations.

Day laborers
In 2005, Gov. Blagojevich signed 
legislation making Illinois the 
most aggressive state in the na-
tion in safeguarding day laborers.  
Since 2003, the state collected 
and distributed nearly $600,000 
in back wages to day and tempo-
rary laborers that were underpaid 
by their employers and since 
2006, and collected more than 

$60,000 in penalties against day 
temporary labor agencies that 
failed to register with the Depart-
ment as required by law.

Workers’ Comp reform 
Gov. Blagojevich reformed the 
workers’ compensation system for 
the first time almost in 20 years 
to increase benefits for workers, 
reduce costs for business and 
raise the penalties on employers 
or insurance companies who fail 
to obtain workers’ compensation 
insurance or unreasonably delay 
the payment of benefits.  

Prevailing wage
Gov. Blagojevich has signed four 
major prevailing wage bills into 
law (2003-2006) strengthening 
and expanding our law to ensure 
that people who build our roads, 
bridges, state facilities and schools 
receive good wages and benefits.  
Since 2003, the state has collected 
and distributed nearly $6 million 
to Illinois construction workers 
who were paid less than the pre-
vailing wage on public construc-
tion projects, and has collected 
more than $1 million in penalties 
from contractors who violated 
the Prevailing Wage Act. 

Overtime Protection
Gov. Blagojevich preserved 
overtime protections for hun-
dreds of thousands of workers 
whose rights to overtime pay were 
threatened by federal regulatory 
changes.

Card Check
In 2003, Gov. Blagojevich signed 
Card Check legislation, which 
provides automatic union recog-

nition to public and educational 
employees if a majority of the 
workers sign union authorization 
cards.  

State building and highway 
projects
In 2003, Gov. Blagojevich signed 
an Executive Order which man-
dated that State building and 
highway projects be completed 
under an agreement with the 
AFL-CIO’s craft unions, where 
possible.  

Collective bargaining
Gov. Blagojevich has signed two 
Executive Orders and additional 
legislation to give over 80,000 Illi-
nois workers collective bargaining 
rights. 

Responsible Bidder Act
In 2003, Gov. Blagojevich signed 
the Responsible Bidder Act 
which requires that contrac-
tors and subcontractors doing 
business with the State must 
participate in federally registered 
apprenticeship and training 
programs.  

Equal Pay
In 2003, Gov. Blagojevich signed 
the Illinois Equal Pay Act to en-
sure that women who do the same 
work as men receive the same pay. 

Advance notice of layoffs
Gov. Blagojevich signed the 
Worker Adjustment Retraining 
and Notification Act to require 
large employers to 60 days ad-
vance notice of a plant closing or 
mass layoff. 

Since the beginning 
of his administration, 
Gov. Blagojevich has 
championed the needs 
of working families through 
executive or legislative 
action, making Illinois 
the most progressive state 
in the nation when it 
comes to promoting 
the welfare of workers.

AA AA AA AA AA AA AA AA AA AA AA AA
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By Prof. Ali A. Mazrui

Large scale ‘diasporisation’ of Indians 
did not begin until after Vasco da 
Gama circumnavigated the African 
continent around the Cape of Good 
Hope in 1498. 

The arrival of Europeans in India 
by sea allowed for the future migra-
tion of Indians by sea all the way to 
Europe and beyond. 

In this sense, Vasco da Gama was 
a harbinger of a new imperial order. If 
the Raj could arrive by sea, the Raj’s 
subjects could be exported by sea. A 
new logic for the diasporisation of 
India had come into being. 

We should bear in mind what 
had gone on before. Until Vasco da 
Gama, the landmass of Africa had 
been India’s main defense against 
European colonization from the sea. 
Alexander the Great had conquered 
parts of India overland. 

But the trouble with overland 
colonization was that it often re-
quired conquering intervening 
countries in order to maintain supply 
routes. But conquest from the sea can 
focus on the particular country. 

Geography is frequently the 
mother of history. One of Africa’s 
geographical impacts on world his-
tory was in preventing indefinitely 
European access to the Indian Ocean. 
European traders and merchants were 
interested for so long in the “fabulous 
and legendary Orient of silk, spices 
and pearls.” 

They wanted a sea-route to the 
Orient. The Europeans wanted access 
to what came to be known as the 

Geography is frequently the mother of history. 

How Africa Shielded Asia Against Europe

Indian Ocean. But the African land 
mass was in the way, a huge stum-
bling block to European greed. Africa 
shielded India for centuries. 

At long last in 1488 Bartolomeu 
Dias reached the South African Cape, 
but could not easily circumnavigate 
it. The Indian Ocean was so near, and 
yet so far away. He named the Cape 
‘The Cape of Storms.’ 

It was not until Vasco da Gama 
in 1498 that Europeans fully circum-
navigated South Africa, and gained 
access to the Indian Ocean. They 
had by then renamed the cape as ‘the 
Cape of Good Hope’; the presumed 
riches of the Orient finally appeared 
reachable across the Indian Ocean. 

The role of Africa as the closed 
gate to the Indian Ocean for Euro-
peans also had consequences for the 
Western hemisphere. Had Africa 
been a smaller continent that could 
easily be circumnavigated by the 
Europeans, there would have been no 
need to seek a Western route to the 
Orient for a long time. 

Even as it was, Christopher 
Columbus had considerable trouble 
raising the necessary funds for his first 
trans-Atlantic trip in 1492. Odds are 
he would not have been funded at all 
if Europeans had gained access to the 
Indian Ocean much earlier. 

The European ‘discovery’ 
of the Americas would 
have been delayed for 
at least another century 
if the Europeans had 
conquered the Indian 
Ocean sooner. 

European interest in access to the 
Indian Ocean had long-term conse-
quences for Africa as well. The Portu-
guese wanted to build trading posts 
to facilitate and defend their routes 
to the Orient. Their colonization of 
Mozambique was partly motivated 
by Oriental aspirations. In Mombasa, 
they built Fort Jesus which still stands 

AA Opinion
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these recommendations will guide the 
State in moving these processes for-
ward,” said Fred Tsao, Policy Director 
of the Illinois Coalition for Immi-
grant and Refugee Rights, and editor 
of the Policy Council report.       

The Interagency Task Force also 
outlined agency specific recommen-
dations, to address economic and 
employment development, housing, 
homeownership and public safety 
issues for immigrants and refugees in 
state agencies.

The top line Phase II recom-
mendations for the Interagency Task 
Force are:
 

AA    Establish a central language ac-
cess office; 

AA    Implement an economic integra-
tion project; and 

AA    Standardize statewide bilingual 
pay and hiring processes.  
 
“The State Interagency Task 

Force and New Americans Policy 
Council recommendations are a 
result of extensive work by national 
experts, civic leaders, and state agen-
cies. Throughout the year, they have 
assessed immigrants’ needs, resources 
and relationships with the State and 
helped establish national priorities 
for improving immigrant integration.  
They are helping those individuals 
and communities who have adopted 
Illinois as their home,” said Jose Luis 
Gutierrez, Director, Governor’s Of-
fice of New Americans Policy and 
Advocacy.

Since the beginning of his ad-
ministration, Gov. Blagojevich has 
championed the needs of working 
families through executive or legisla-
tive action, making Illinois the most 
progressive state in the nation when 
it comes to promoting the welfare of 
workers.  AA

today as a monument to the Portu-
guese efforts to control the trading 
routes of the Indian Ocean. 

It was my own family (the 
Mazruis) who militarily helped to 
dislodge the Portuguese out of Mom-
basa. The Mazruis themselves were 
then to rule Mombasa as a city-state 
from 1698 to 1837. 

In the 19th century European 
preoccupation with access to the 
Indian Ocean moved to the north of 
the African continent. 

Now that the Cape of Good 
Hope was indeed navigable, could 
there be a shorter access to the Indian 
Ocean? The new ambition focused 
on the Isthmus of the Suez. Could 
the Isthmus be cut into a canal? Enter 
Ferdinand de Lesseps, the French 
engineer. De Lesseps was the Vasco da 
Gama of the North. The Suez Canal 
took a decade to cut and it opened in 
1869. 

The Canal provided Europe with 
access to the Indian Ocean. Moses 
had parted the waters in order to walk 
across the Red Sea. Ferdinand de Les-
seps parted the land in order to sail 
into the Red Sea from the Mediter-
ranean. India became even more ac-
cessible to the West, both for plunder 
and for diasporisation.      AA

Prof. Ali A. Mazrui is a professor of 
political science and African studies at 
State University New York 

One of Africa’s geographical impacts on world history 
was in preventing indefinitely European access to the 
Indian Ocean. 

Illinois Immigration (continued from page 4)

Governor Rod Blagojevich and Dr. Carol Adams interviewed by Cliff Kelley

Prof. Ali A. Mazrui
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By Nkululeko Khumalo

While some modest 
achievements have been 
realized, the goal of 
having integrated and 
well functioning regional 
economic communities 
(RECs) that are able to 
foster economic 
interdependence remains 
elusive in Africa. 

Against this backdrop the African 
Union (AU) hosted the third Confer-
ence of African Ministers in charge of 
Integration (COMAI III) from May 
19 to 23 in Abidjan, Côte d’Ivoire in 
a bid to accelerate continental inte-
gration – a longstanding objective of 
the AU and its predecessor, the Orga-
nization of African Unity (OAU). 

With at least 14 regional commu-
nities and most countries belonging 
to at least two, regional integration in 
Africa is too complex and confusing. 
As documented in many studies, mul-
tiple and overlapping memberships 
in RECs have created a complicated 
web of competing commitments 
which, combined with different rules, 
result in high costs for trade between 
African countries and work against 
beneficial integration. 

This situation has been exacer-
bated by the Economic Partnership 
Agreement (EPA) negotiations be-
tween the European Community and 
the African, Caribbean and Pacific 
countries (ACP) grouping. 

The EPAs, negotiated under the 
aegis of the Cotonou Agreement 
which seeks to replace non-reciprocal 
export preferences that ACP coun-
tries have been receiving from the EU 
with regional reciprocal free trade 
arrangements from January 2008 
onwards, are meant to align the par-
ties’ trade regime with World Trade 
Organization rules. Though EPAs are 
meant to promote regional integra-
tion, among other aims, their im-
mediate impact has been the further 
fragmentation of existing regional 
economic bodies across Africa - ex-
cept for the East African Community. 

Clearly the current state of eco-
nomic integration (or disintegration 
to be precise) in Africa requires new 
strategies and approaches if the vision 
of a virtually borderless continent in 
economic terms is to be realized. 

The erstwhile OAU, through 

the Abuja Treaty (1991), envisaged 
the creation of an African Economic 
Community by 2028.  In terms of this 
plan five (north, south, east, west and 
central) regional economic communi-
ties would serve as building blocks 
towards the creation of the continent-
wide community. 

However,  the EPAs have, if 
anything, demonstrated that existing 
regional communities are not only 
too many but are largely too shal-
low and therefore unlikely to lead to 
continental integration as envisaged 
by the Abuja Treaty --  unless the AU 
plays a strong coordinating and moni-
toring role. 

Unsurprisingly, the need to revise 
the Abuja Treaty is one of the recom-
mendations of COMAI I and CO-
MAI II since the treaty’s integration 
timeframes have become unrealistic. 

In principle, the AU as a con-
tinental body is better placed to 
promote the bigger picture – the eco-
nomic integration of the whole conti-
nent and not just regions, individual 
countries often being too preoccupied 
with narrow national interests. 

To succeed, the AU will have to 
deal with massive challenges hamper-
ing regional integration efforts in 
Africa. These include: lack of national 
mechanisms to coordinate, imple-
ment, and monitor integration poli-
cies and programs; inability to make 
integration objectives, plans, and 
programs part of national develop-
ment frameworks; failure to provide 
equitable distribution of integration’s 
costs and benefits; insufficient techni-

African Economic Integration Requires New Strategies

especially in the area of trade, to deep-
en and be ahead of other multilateral 
processes in order to allow African 
countries to speak with one voice and 
be able to respond appropriately to 
challenges such as the one provided 
by the EPAs. 

This will not be an easy task and 
will require the AU to build its own 
institutional capacity to shoulder this 
responsibility. 

The current state of insta-
bility and uncertainty, 
especially in Southern 
Africa, about how existing 
RECs will shape out in 
response to EPAs provides 
a unique opportunity for 
the AU to assert its 
leadership and to provide 
and implement a clear 
plan towards continental 
economic integration. 
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AA Guest Advocate

It is encouraging that the AU 
seems to have risen to the occasion 
and has already held two conferences 
of ministers in charge of regional inte-
gration since 2006. While acknowl-
edging the significance of regional 
communities as central pillars for 
achieving continental integration, 
both conferences emphasized the 
need to rationalize and harmonize 
their policies, activities, and pro-
grams with a view to accelerating the 
broader integration process. 

A moratorium on the recogni-
tion of new RECs is already in place 
and eight of the existing ones have 
been recognized as building blocks of 
the African Economic Community. 
However, the AU can succeed only if 
it gets maximum support from indi-
vidual countries and RECs. Therefore 
the institutionalization of the confer-
ence of integration ministers is a wel-
come development and we hope their 
resolutions will be taken seriously and 
get implemented.      AA

Nkululeko Khumalo is Senior Re-
searcher in trade policy at the South 
African Institute of International 
Affairs. 

Existing regional 
communities are not 
only too many but 
are largely too shallow 
and therefore unlikely 
to lead to continental 
integration.

Vicious Dragnet (continued from page 3)

hostile to the US war on Iraq but 
the Irish government has refused to 
deny access to Shannon Airport to 
the US military. Even though Ireland 
is officially neutral, Shannon has 
become a key refueling facility for US 
war planes en route between the US, 
Afghanistan and Iraq.  

A few suffering and moaning un-
documented will not get in the way of 
Ireland’s special relationship with the 
US. When I was following up about 
my brother with the Irish Consulate 
here I was amazed to hear they had 
a great relationship with ICE. Is the 
Irish Government doing all it can? 
When you go to the Irish Consul-
ate website and click on ‘emergency 
assistance’ the same page reappears. 
There were definitely helpful people 
at the Consulate who seemed to 
understand what is happening but the 
policy is not to challenge the neo-lib-
eral masters. 

Maybe Bono and U2 will use 
their ‘clout’ and boycott the US until 
the war against the undocumented 
ceases. Maybe Ahern will embarrass 
US politicians over the apartheid 
conditions that immigrants face. Sinn 

Fein President, Gerry Adams, has 
said: “The plight of the thousands of 
Irish undocumented working and liv-
ing in the USA is a priority for Sinn 
Fein. We will continue to raise this 
issue at every political and govern-
mental level open to us.” 

During the US invasion of 
Mexico in 1846 a group of Irish im-
migrants had enough with hypocrisy. 
They deserted the invading US Army 
and joined the Mexican side as the 
Saint Patrick’s Battalion (Batallón de 
San Patricio). Real heroes: 

“In all my letter, I forgot to tell 
you under what banner we fought so 
bravely. It was that glorious Emblem 
of native rights, that being the banner 
which should have floated over our 
native Soil many years ago, it was St. 
Patrick, the Harp of Erin, the Sham-
rock upon a green field.” ¬ John Riley, 
rebel commander of the San Patricios.      

AA

Shaun Harkin, originally from Ire-
land, is a leading voice in the immi-
grant rights movement in Chicago. 
He can be reached at: shaunharkin@
gmail.com

cal and financial support to regional 
integration programs; and lack of 
compatibility among RECs which are 
supposed to promote the goals of a 
continent-wide community. 

Further, it is important for the 
AU and individual RECs to ensure 
that Africa’s integration agenda is 
compatible with the obligations these 
countries have to external trading 
partners. 

It is also important for the Af-
rican economic integration process, 
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By Julius E. Coles

More than half the nations of the world in 
which riots have broken out over food prices 
are in Africa, says Julius E. Coles, presi-
dent of Africare, a U.S.-based organization 
which has been implementing food security 
programs across Africa for nearly 40 years. 
Based on that experience, he outlines recom-
mendations for a comprehensive approach to 
meeting current challenges. 

The global food crisis has now 
reached every corner of the world, 
pushing millions of people living in 
poverty to the edge of disaster. Africa 
is the world’s poorest region: more 
than 210 million people live on less 
than U.S. $1 a day; more than 400 
million live on less than U.S. $2 a day, 
and by 2015 that number is projected 
to reach 600 million. 

It is no surprise, therefore, that 
the effects of the current food cri-
sis have been most acute in Africa. 
With food prices up by 57 percent in 
March compared to a year ago, more 
than half the countries in which riot-
ing has broken are in Africa – they 
include Somalia, Cameroon, Senegal, 
Mozambique, Cote d’Ivoire, Mo-
rocco, Mauritania, Egypt, Guinea and 
Burkina Faso. 

The widespread occurrence of 
the rioting underlines the extreme 
urgency of the food crisis and the 

Food Crisis Threatens Democracy

potential it has to destabilize African 
democracies. 

External economic factors are not 
the only causes of the crisis. In order 
to identify and provide long-term 
solutions, the underlying causes of 
hunger and poverty must be better 
understood. 

Some of these factors include: a 
rising demand for food products to 
satisfy the needs of rapidly growing 
populations; an internal shift from 
food farming to cash cropping; poor 
harvests linked to uneven rainfall; the 
rising costs of agricultural inputs such 
as fertilizer, transport, and labor; and 
limited infrastructure in rural regions 
for increased food storage, transport 
and marketing. 

In addition, climate change is 
having a significant impact on fragile 
soils and traditional farming systems. 
Small rural farmers and communities 
simply can no longer produce suffi-
cient quantities of the food needed to 
sustain their populations. 

To help those most severely 
impacted, the international donor 
community must provide sustained 
quantities of emergency food aid. But 
the only real long-term solution to 
the problem of chronic food deficits 
and hunger is the development of 
programs to promote food security, 
adequate nutrition, improved in-
comes for farmers and urban dwellers, 
and overall economic development. 

Sound government policies 
coupled with local farmer knowledge 
and participation are important pre-
conditions to the success of a food 
security program for the African con-
tinent. Africare, in addition to many 
other organizations, is responding to 
the food crisis with proven strategies 
that increase food availability over 
the long-term, making small-scale 
producers more resilient to the effects 
of food crises. This involves earn-
ing trust at national and local levels, 
building partnerships, and developing 
programs that increase the produc-
tion and productivity of subsistence 
farmers. 

Africare believes a comprehensive 

approach to Africa’s food security 
should include the following compo-
nents: 

AA   Providing agricultural inputs 
such as drought-resistant seeds, 
tools, affordable fertilizer and 
appropriate methods, for example 
crop rotation, plant spacing, 
composting, weeding and agro-
forestry intercropping.

AA   Combining farming with animal 
raising activities including fish-
ponds, chickens, rabbits, pigs and 
goats.

AA   Investing in wells, pumps, and 
irrigation systems.

AA   Improving the monitoring and 
evaluation of agricultural activi-
ties with clear indicators.

AA   Strengthening farmer associa-
tions with organizational skills 
and self-assessment tools. 

AA   Strengthening the capacity of 
government agricultural exten-
sion agents. 

AA   Strengthening African civil soci-
ety to be able to influence nation-
al social and economic policies.  

 

AA   Improving marketing and food sup-
ply systems from rural areas to cities. 

AA   Training farmers and villagers so 
that they themselves can produce 
the food needed for their own 
good nutrition and sustenance, as 
well as to increase their incomes.

The various programs and ini-
tiatives proposed will require the 
sustained financial and technical 
assistance of governments, interna-
tional and financial institutions, and 
non-governmental organizations 
working with African farmers. It is 
only through such a combined and 
focused approach that the people of 
Africa will be able to break the cycle 
of hunger, poor nutrition and disease. 

These investments to improve 
African agriculture are essential for 
eliminating poverty and helping 
Africa achieve greater prosperity and 
stability in the long run. There is no 
doubt that a stronger and self-suf-
ficient African continent is in the 
United States’ national interest, as well 
as that of the world community.   AA

Julius E. Coles is president of Africare, 
a U.S.-based non-governmental orga-
nization that was founded in response 
to a drought and hunger crisis in the 
Sahel in 1970. 

Seek to be Recognized (continued from page 1)
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out is a reflection of Africans’ struggle 
to catch broad attention and support. 

“Within the larger immigrant 
community, we tend to be over-
shadowed by the Latino community 
because they have the numbers. So 
when people think about immigrants, 
they think about Latinos, and not 
Africans,” Kabba said. According 
to 2000 U.S. Census data, there are 
approximately 582,000 Mexican 
immigrants living in metropolitan 
Chicago, compared to just 23,000 
African immigrants.
Nigerians make up the majority of 
that count. European and Asian im-
migrants account for 366,000 and 
321,000 respectively. Like most im-
migrants, Africans come to America 
to flee political instability, pursue 
education, or establish a better life. 

They are the most educated immi-
grant group in metropolitan Chicago 
and nationally, Kabba said. According 
to 2000 U.S. Census data, 95.4 per-
cent of African immigrants who had 
entered metropolitan Chicago in the 
past 10 years had a high school degree 
or more, compared to 39.1 percent 
of Latin American immigrants, 73.8 
percent of European immigrants and 
85.3 percent of Asian immigrants.

But when it comes to accessing 
language, housing, employment and 
medical services African immigrants 
still suffer “institutional neglect,” 
Kabba said. He added that this is 
particularly damaging since African 
immigrants face the dual challenge of 
being Black and foreign. “Resources 
are directed to the community with 
the largest numbers, which is Latin 
Americans… The francophone (those 
from French-speaking African coun-
tries) have a language barrier. 

When I hear about bilingual 
resources, I think, ‘The definition of 
bilingual has got to go beyond Span-
ish. It’s got to include those in other 
communities’,” Kabba said. Carol Ad-
ams, secretary of the Illinois Depart-
ment of Human Services, spoke at the 
summit and said that the state would 
take an “extra step to be inclusive” of 
African immigrants. 

“When we talk about doing 
things for African American women, 
we are also including women who 
come from Africa,” Adams said. And 
the relationship between Africans and 
African Americans is critical, though 
plagued by miscommunication. The 
selection of DuSable for the summit 
was to represent the link between 
African Americans and African im-
migrants, who Kabba described as the 
“new African Americans.” 

“Culture is a dynamic process,” 
said Kabba, and it’s a fact he has 
himself experienced. He had plans 
to move back to Sierra Leone after 
getting a degree in public policy 
from the University of Illinois, but a 
lengthy civil war in his homeland kept 
him here, where he is raising his 7-, 9-, 
and 12-year old children. 

“Being an African here is such 

a temporary identity. It’s a bridge 
to connect us to a more permanent 
space, and that permanent space is, 
naturally, within the African Ameri-
can community,” Kabba said. “When 
my kids grow up, they’re not going to 
think Sierra Leone. They’re going to 
think South Side, West Side, Chi-
cago.”   AA

Leila Noelliste is a staff writer for the 
Chicago Defender. She can be reached 
at lnoelliste@chicagodefender.com
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Sound government 
policies coupled with 
local farmer knowledge 
and participation are 
important pre-conditions 
to the success of a food 
security program for 
the African continent. 

$1
DAY

$2
DAY
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DAY

210 million

400 million

600 million

Current                     Projected 
   by 2015

Number of people in Africa living on less 
than U.S. $1 a day and less than U.S. $2 a day
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AA Advocate Spotlight

By Katy Gabel and Verna Rainers

NAIROBI 

Kenyan healthcare advocate, activist and 
academic Dr. Miriam K. Were recently   
received a major new prize established by the 
Japanese government, the Hideyo Noguchi 
Africa Prize, in recognition of her work to 
promote community medical services. 

In this interview with AllAfrica’s Verna 
Rainers and Katy Gabel, she discusses her 
passion for community work and the Uzima 
Foundation, a youth advocacy organization 
she co-founded with her husband, Hum-
phreys R. Were. 

Q: Tell us about the Hideyo Noguchi 
Africa Prize? 

I was nominated by the Govern-
ment of Japan and a Kenyan profes-
sional colleague. The colleague saw 
the website a day before the deadline 
and suggested nominating me The 
difference between this award and 
others I have received is that others 
provided recognition but not sup-
port. Real, financial support is essen-
tial and an important motivator. 

Q: You won the prize for your lifelong 
work to promote community-based 
medicine. Why do you think commu-
nity care is being recognized now? 

I think that people have come to 
realize that my focus on community-
based medicine is actually the best 
kind of care you can give somebody. 
You can help someone keep healthy, 
prevent disease, and get first-line care 
as close to them as possible. I actually 
worked out a scheme that would have 
had all of Kenya covered by 1995, 
including budgeting for it. Every 
community would have been covered 
by empowered health workers. 

Health at the community level 
doesn’t cost nothing – but it doesn’t 
cost as much as disease. Many profes-
sionals felt before that health at the 
community level was second-class 
care. At least now we are catching up 
with reality. 

A lot of my work, then, has been 
looking at communities. Even in 
Uzima, we are looking at a communi-
ty-based approach to youth empower-
ment. So I see this award not only as 
recognition for me and my work, but 
of the importance of communities 
and community-based work. 

Q: How did you first get involved in 
health work? 

I started out as a schoolteacher in 
a high school. I enjoyed teaching, and 
I enjoyed interacting with youth. I 
started out teaching in girls’ boarding 
schools in the rural areas. Boarding 
schools are very well looked after. 

But then I got married and my 
husband and I came to Nairobi. 
In the colonial period, most high 

Top Community Organizer Empowers Youth

schools were boarding schools, but in 
Nairobi there were some day schools. 
In the colonial period we had schools 
for Europeans, for Asians, and for 
Africans. I was assigned to work in 
a national school, which was just 
integrating. 

I started teaching in Nairobi in 
1968, and the school was just bring-
ing Africans and others in to mix the 
races. It so happens that the children 
in the school in which I was teaching 
were from the low-income areas and 
quite a number of them were very 
sick. I would send them with little 
notes to the city health clinics and I’d 
tell the person there that the child has 
a wound on his leg, or a temperature 
– but they always came back with 
aspirin. 

By this time, I was already a wife 
and mother. My own daughter was 
getting sick. She had childhood 
fevers. I would take her to the doctors 
and ask them: “What is the prob-
lem?” and they would say, “You don’t 
need to know. Just give her this.” I felt 
I was not being treated with respect. 
I thought, “Why can’t people tell me 
what’s wrong with my child, and what 
is this I’m giving her?” So I was feel-
ing personally frustrated. 

I was also frustrated when deal-
ing with the students. No one was 
treating them. I think there was just 
carelessness in the way that doctors 
handled their patients. Sometimes the 
students were not even examined… 
There was kind of a condescending 
attitude towards children’s health. So 
I thought that this had to change. 

It so happened that the University 
of Nairobi had established a medical 
school in 1967. I just went and picked 
up the forms and said, “I want to 
apply to go to medical school.” Well, 
they looked at me. I was 28. In those 
days, that was very old. So I took the 
forms home and my husband and I 
laughed about it, because in those 
days the University of Nairobi did 
not accept wives. If a girl got pregnant 
while she was a student at the Uni-
versity, she was sent home. A number 

of my friends lost their places in that 
way. So we thought, well, they prob-
ably won’t take me. But they did. 

Then I had the real challenge of 
my life: what do I do now that they’ve 
taken me? I had to give up my job, my 
salary, and the like. It sounds heroic, 
but what really pushed me was the 
fact that I couldn’t even get decent 
treatment for my own daughter. 

In those days there were not many 
African doctors. Most of the doctors 
in the clinics in Nairobi had been 
trained in Bombay… I was in medi-
cal school for five years… By the time 
I joined, I had decided to go into 
public service. My preoccupation was 
to push access to health care. 

Q: What drove you to work with 
youth? 

I felt, as I progressed in my career, 
that we were not taking our young 
people along as we developed. These 
people are our future leaders, so they 
can wait their turn to make deci-
sions. But there are so many ways they 
can decide to lead now. In Africa, 
our young people who are between 
the ages of 10 and 30 are the most 
educated group; they are the most 
exposed group. So one of the things 
I tell them is, “You can’t afford to be 
the leaders of tomorrow – you have to 
be the leaders of today.” 

from which you can make decisions… 
When you open up possibilities for 
people, things happen faster. 

In Kenya, we have not always 
had universal education – universal 
primary education. In fact, it only 
became a reality in 2003. So when 
we started the Uzima Foundation in 
the 1990s, there was no free access to 
education. So you find 14, 15-year-
olds who are nowhere. They are in 
their homes, but not in any direc-
tional lifestyle beyond housework, if 
they are girls. And we have even more 
problems with young men who are 
not in family situations – they are not 
in school, and they are not employed. 

So you find a lot of young people 
just loitering on benches in markets, 
looking for work, feeling bored, 
helpless and idle. How can you blame 
them for getting involved in crime? 
Living in this blanket of hopelessness 
was what concerned me. If I imag-
ine my life without having gone to 
school, having a job, having anything, 
I become very scared. 

Q: How did you form the Uzima 
Foundation? 

We didn’t originally imagine start-
ing an organization. We wanted to 
work with existing groups like church 
groups and so on so that we could 
support their young people’s work. 
But even our own church groups were 
not prepared to deal with that. They 
said, “Oh, no, we cannot let young 
people take part in decision-making. 
We’ll just tell them what to do.” When 
my husband and I started talking to 
young people about it, we remem-
bered we had been saving some money 
for a rainy day, as we called it, but so 
many young people were in the rain. 

We wanted our young people to 
get involved in decision-making. At 
the same time, we don’t think it’s 
best to have a completely trial-and-
error situation, because if they make 
terrible mistakes, it will shut even 
more doors for them from the adult 
world. As the saying goes, “Wise 
people learn from their mistakes, but 
wiser people learn from other people’s 
mistakes.” So we wanted them to be 
involved, but under the guidance of 
adults, so long as those adults realize 
that young people have potential, give 
them an opportunity, and act like 
their sounding board. So it became 
a partnership between the youth, 
who are the majority, and a few adult 
leaders. 

By 1995 when we started Uzima I 
had been involved for years in man-
agement, organization and the like. 
So when we began work with Uzima, 
we asked ourselves, “Should we go 
with a program, or shall we go with 
an idea?” We decided to go with an 
idea – to find out what young people 
thought about the issues in their lives. 

When you open up 
possibilities for people, 
things happen faster. 

When Africa has very high levels 
of poverty – with more than 60 per-
cent of the population below the pov-
erty line – most of the young people 
are below the poverty line. Sometimes 
people make the mistake of thinking 
that if you are poor, you are stupid. 
But there’s no relationship between 
poverty and stupidity, especially if 
you’ve grown up in a disadvantaged 
environment without opportunities. 

So the challenge is how to bring 
out the strengths and contributions of 
everybody, including our young peo-
ple. Our young people are more than 
65 percent of the population. Some-
times we talk about our women being 
50 percent of the population, and they 
are ignored. But when you ignore both 
young men and young women, you are 
ignoring more than 65 percent… in 
some countries, 70 percent. 

I also found in my dealings with 
young people that they were more 
open to possibilities. They could 
look beyond what they have now, 
the relationships they have now, to 
what is possible. And we need that 
aspect in our development in Africa 
also – the broadening of the horizon 

Dr. Miriam K. Were
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For me, that was a major break. I was 
not used to working like that. When 
you’re working with the Ministry 
of Health and you’re in charge of 
maternal health you have an MCH, 
you have it organized, you know the 
clinics and the like. But we needed to 
know the young people’s perceptions 
of their issues. 

Now one of the most interesting 
outcomes was that, previously, most 
of the young people – mostly young 
men – would come home at midnight 
and beat their relatives. But when 
they started running they came home 
earlier because they were tired. 

The slum mothers and relatives 
were so pleased with what we had 
done that they wanted to give ten 
shillings each – for them, a lot of 
money – to give our young people 
tea. So I told them to give the money 
directly to their children. They said, 
“If we give it to them, they’ll misuse 
it.” I said, “Give it to them and let’s 
see what happens.” The young people 
were so touched. 

Q: What other initiatives were taken? 
You know, when you are poor, 

sometimes there is no time for caring 
relationships. So the mothers started 
a tea club. They meet for tea and have 
discussions before they go to run. 
Then they said to one another, “Why 
don’t you go in the library and look 
up information on contraception?” or 
addiction, and so on. 

So these tea sessions became 
discussion sessions around issues like 
poverty, sickness, violence by the 
youth and violence against youth, 
boyfriends and girlfriends. But the 
most dominant issue was idleness. 
They complained of boredom, so we 
showed them some dirt to clean up. 
They organized themselves and got to 
work to clean their environment. 

When you’re in a slum, you’re 
very discouraged; you’re poor. What 
people don’t realize is that living like 
that drains your initiative. You are 
lethargic, you have apathy, you are 
depressed and you don’t realize it. 
Depression is rarely discussed but if 
you have depression you can be sitting 
in dirt and not even see it. 

putting on plays. What we haven’t 
done yet is put on a show for money, 
which is something we would like to 
do to raise funds. Clean and Safe Fun 
is a very good program because they 
come together with their talents. One 
may be a playwright, one may be able 
to recite poetry, one can sing one can 
dance… so they put on quite interest-
ing shows for their parents and for 
their communities. 

The other popular program was 
the one on reproductive health. How 
do you keep yourself safe, happy and 
free from HIV/Aids and unwanted 
pregnancy? That became a very im-
portant area. 

But the third, and most impor-
tant area was economic empow-
erment. How do we economically em-
power ourselves so that we don’t just 
become comfortable in this poverty, 
but become able to get out of it? 

Q: How did you address this? 
We had to establish a small 

fund but we encountered a problem 
because we were giving loans to the 
children of poor parents. The parents 
wondered why we were giving money 
to their children but we were not 
giving them any money. The other 
problem was that some of the young 
people would disappear with the 
money. How do you trust them when 
the parents are not involved? 

Out of this experience Uzima 
Foundation decided to form advisory 
committees within communities, 
made up of parents and community 
leaders, so that the youth are not 
without guidance. The youth group 
and the advisory committee form 
community-based organizations 
[and] these have become a very signif-
icant organizational development in 
this country. Even the National Aids 
Control Committee is controlled by 

had an alcoholic father. He started tak-
ing him to Uzima meetings and now 
the whole family is educated. Uzima 
really made a difference for them. 

That’s our motto – touching a 
life. It’s reflected in our logo – a star 
– because we believe our youth are 
stars touching lives. We thought 
about so many names, but we went 
with Uzima because it means [in 
Kiswahili] the wholeness of life, apart 
from Eastern, Western, or African 
ideologies. It stands for itself; it’s not 
tied to a particular group of people. 

Q: So your programs are all based on 
ideas from young people? 

We’ve created formal programs 
around these organically-emerging 
ideas. Our programs are directed by 
the chairman of our board, Hum-
phreys R. Were. 

We also encountered gender 
issues. Girls and women involved in 
our programs were feeling left out, 
so we worked to give them a voice. 
Our youth have taken the messages of 
Uzima to heart. They’ve become very 
involved in conflict mediation and 
have even traveled to participate in 
international conflict mediation pro-
cesses with youth in Gaza involved in 
the Israeli-Palestinian conflict, in the 
Democratic Republic of the Congo, 
and so on. 

Q: How are you funded, and what do 
you need to keep Uzima going? 

We have received funding from 
the Ford Foundation and from the 
World Bank, but the funding over-
all has been minimal. We pay many 
of our staff salaries out of our own 
pockets. The problem is that other in-
ternational organizations poach them 
after they’ve had some experience 
with us. The international organiza-
tions can offer better salaries and the 
like. It’s not surprising – they’re very 
good people – reliable, competent 
workers. So we lose them. We’d like to 
establish an endowment fund so that 
we can keep staff on at least two-year 
contracts, because we lose good staff 
all the time.  AA

To learn more, visit:
www.uzimafoundation.org

Wise people learn from 
their mistakes, but wiser 
people learn from other 
people’s mistakes.

We learned that even if you want to focus on youth, 
you can’t do it in isolation without the community. 

Our youth have taken 
the messages of Uzima 
to heart. They’ve become 
very involved in conflict 
mediation and have even 
traveled to participate 
in international conflict 
mediation processes with 
youth in Gaza involved 
in the Israeli-Palestinian 
conflict, in the Democratic 
Republic of the Congo, 
and so on. 

Q:Gathering a bigger picture of young 
people’s ideas can’t have been simple. 

What we did was to host what we 
called a discussion forum. In fact, the 
first group almost threw us out. “How 
can you ask us about the issues in 
our lives,” they asked. “You know the 
issue in our life. It’s poverty. So give us 
money and get out.” 

So I told them “Unfortunately, we 
don’t have money to give you and get 
out. And even if we did, would that 
be the best thing for you?” 

“Yes, just give us the money,” they 
said. 

“And tomorrow?” 
“Don’t worry about tomorrow. 

Give us the money today.” 
So I asked them to think seriously, 

because the decision would be very 
important. “Are you telling me that 
if I don’t come to you with money, I 
should not be interested in you and 
what’s happening in your life? If that’s 
what you’re telling me then I will go.” 

“Ah, now you are being difficult,” 
they said. 

Then they talked in groups and 
said, “No, no, no - we still want you 
to be involved with us, and we still 
want you to be interested in us even 
if you don’t have money.” I told them 
we had saved a little money and it 
looked like a lot of money, but we 
have had to buy an office, and a desk, 
and a computer. Most of that money 
had gone. But we didn’t want to stop 
because the money was not there. But 
they said, “How can we work with 
you? We are too poor to work.” 

And I said, “Well, you know, you 
must have something, because when 
God wanted Moses to undertake the 
responsibility of freeing the slaves 
from Egypt, he only asked Moses 
one question, and that question was 
‘What is in your hand?’ He didn’t 
ask Moses, ‘Which army should I 
mobilize for you?’” So I said to them 
“What is in your hand?” And of course 
they said “Nothing.” So I said, “Think 
again, because if you had nothing in 
your hand you would be dead.” 

That was the end of it; we had 
tea and bread and they went home. 
When we met the next week, they 
said “We found out what is in our 
hand. We are healthy young people. 
One thing we can do is protect this 
health, and use this health for good.” 

They decided to start a running 
club in mornings and evenings. 

Because of these early groups, we 
decided to organize Uzima around 
youth groups of 10 to 20 who come 
together with a facilitator from the 
organization to discuss their issues 
with each other and decide on the 
way forward. We found that the 
strength of the group is very im-
portant. We are community-driven 
people in Africa, so we tried to create 
that community sense. I’ve always 
said that in Africa if it doesn’t happen 
in the community, it doesn’t happen. 

Out of these early meetings our 
first programs evolved. Our first pro-
gram was called Clean and Safe Fun. 
The youth would tell us, “Just because 
there is Aids you want us to sit and 
have bored lives. But we want to have 
fun.” So we asked them, “What kind 
of fun do you want to have?” And 
they said, “We want it to be clean 
and safe.” So we started this program 
with football, netball, theatre, poetry, 
traditional story-telling, arts, dance… 

They’ve gotten very good at 

some community-based groups. 
We learned that even if you want 

to focus on youth, you can’t do it in 
isolation without the community. In 
Africa, generational gaps are especial-
ly wide. Say your family is subsistence 
farming and they haven’t had contact 
with computers or anything and are 
really living in another age. You come 
to high school and college and leave 
that situation. So there has to be an 
active process of inter-generational 
communication. 

In dealing with this we came to 
issues of violence – violence amongst 
youth and violence against youth. 
From there we had to deal with 
governance – in family life, commu-
nity life and in the national context. 
Uzima Youth have been very active in 
civic education. They have organized 
themselves around certain political 
candidates, and they have become 
civic leaders themselves. 

We also started working with 
schoolchildren. One boy in Standard 6 
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By Farai Sevenzo

Tonderai Ndira lived in the desper-
ately poor township of Mabvuku and 
Tafara, east of Harare. 

He was no stranger to the Zimba-
bwean police and at one stage had 38 
charges leveled against him, ranging 
from “political nuisance” to attempt-
ed murder. 

He was one of a group of young 
men and women, barely in their thir-
ties, who formed the backbone of the 
opposition’s ranks. 

Theirs was the thankless and 
arduous task of mobilizing moribund, 
disillusioned and tired folk to believe 
in this new concept called change 
and to sign up to the messages of 
the eight-year-old opposition - the 
Movement for Democratic Change 
(MDC). 

On election day, 29 March, the 
tall and charismatic Ndira was hang-
ing around by what passes for shops 
in his sewage-ridden constituency, 
where electricity is erratic and where 
cholera has already claimed lives in 
the last 12 months. 

diplomats based in Harare collected 
eyewitness accounts of the horrors 
being unleashed in the countryside 
by people variously described as war 
veterans, militias or soldiers. 

It was with this background that 
Tonderai Ndira continued to lend his 
leadership to the idea of democratic 
change, and his activism went beyond 
the politics of the MDC. 

An official from human rights or-
ganization ZimRights, who declined 
to be named, outlined what Ndira 
meant to civic society in and around 
Harare. 

“I knew him personally, he was 
a youth activist who went around 
the country holding workshops and 
teaching people their rights. 

“He was very active in the Com-
bined Harare Residents Association 
- campaigning for things like better 
streets, more rubbish collections, 
healthy water supplies. 

“And so he became a target for 
the Zanu-PF, because they are target-
ing active members.” 

And why would such people be-
come targets of the ruling party? 

“They know that if people like 
Ndira are removed, there will be less 
likelihood of an uprising.” 

Disappearances 

Ordinarily it was a mission to 
find Ndira. 

He would venture into the centre 
of town for the odd demonstration 
and then disappear for days on end. 

His wife and three young children 
became used to the idea of him com-
ing home after weeks away because a 
healthy sense of paranoia was needed 
to avoid spurious charges and lengthy 
stays in remand prison. 

But on Tuesday May 13, accord-
ing to his friends and eyewitnesses, 

Ndira came home and slept the sleep 
of the exhausted in Mabvuku town-
ship. 

At around 06:45 a.m., a pick-up 
truck packed with 10 men arrived on 
his narrow street and drove past his 
house, stopping at the neighbors. 

The 10 men were armed with 
revolvers and AK-47s - some of them 
wore masks. 

The neighbor’s child duly told 
them the right address and they re-
versed, disembarked and told Ndira’s 
wife they were looking for her hus-
band. 

The presence of so many armed 
men frightened her into calling out 
his name and announcing that there 
were people there to see him. 

He answered with a voice drunk 
with sleep and asked her to tell them 
to come by later, as he needed his rest. 

He was abducted in his under-
wear, in front of his young children 
as they were heading to school and 
beaten into the truck until he was 
bleeding. 

In the ensuing week, his family 
and friends desperately tried to locate 
him. 

Death of a Zimbabwean Activist

The omens were not good, several 
activists had been found dead and 
funerals were happening through-
out the city and the rural areas - all 
connected to Zimbabwe’s protracted 
political impasse. 

On Wednesday, the MDC went 
to claim two more bodies from Hara-
re’s Parirenyatwa Hospital morgue. 

Party officials were told by the 
mortician there was another body 
that had not been claimed. 

This new body was badly decom-
posed; a pair of bloody shorts was 
plastered to a face clearly broken and 
shattered. 

“We only knew it was my brother 
by his distinctive ring, his bangles, 
and his unmistakable height,” said 
Cosmas Ndira, as family and friends 
filled his small home to mourn his 
passing before his funeral, which is 
yet to be finalized. 

“His jaw was shattered, his knuck-
les broken, a bullet hole below his 
heart, many many stab wounds and 
a large hole at the back of his head 
which seemed to have been caused by 
a hammer.” 
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He was a youth activist who went around the country 
holding workshops and teaching people their rights. 

His jaw was shattered, 
his knuckles broken, 
a bullet hole below his 
heart, many many stab 
wounds and a large hole 
at the back of his head 
which seemed to have 
been caused by a hammer.

“Yes, we are like chickens 
waiting for the knife 
to reach our throats.”

  —Cosmosi Ndira

Jimmy Chidakwa, a colleague and 
fellow activist, struggled to contain 
his anger both at the assassins and his 
party’s leadership. 

“They are cowards, all of them. 
Ten men to take down one unarmed 
man. 

“And where are our leaders? Out 
of the country.” 

Cosmas chipped in: “Yes, we are 
like chickens waiting for the knife to 
reach our throats. Given his position 
in the party, my brother should have 
had more protection. I know so many 
people now too frightened to vote 
with their hearts come the run-off.” 

Unlike the opposition leadership, 
who are not here and have been at 
pains to tell the world of diplomatic 
efforts under way as they travel - to 
Botswana, South Africa, Kenya, the 
UN headquarters in New York - the 
foot soldiers like Tonderai Ndira 
remained on the ground, visiting the 
injured and coordinating relief efforts 
to the displaced. 

The opposition may yet feel the 
full force of the loss of such urban 
activists in the weeks to come as the 
country heads for the presidential 
run-off on 27 June.     AA

“It is clear that the change 
we were waiting for is 
here. If we do not get it, 
the people must rise up 
and fight for their victory,”  
  —Tonderai Ndira

I asked him what he felt that day 
would bring, and if, given the history 
of elections in this country, the day 
would make any difference. 

“It is clear that the change we 
were waiting for is here. If we do not 
get it, the people must rise up and 
fight for their victory,” he said.

Rising up and fighting for victory 
pits one against the awesome strength 
of the security machinery the state 
has at its disposal. 

That is an undisputed fact in the 
history of this country’s opposition. 

It is an impossible task. 

Beyond politics 

In the weeks following polling 
day, a campaign of intimidation was 
unfurled which largely affected op-
position people rather than ruling 
party folk. 

Huts and houses were torched 
on both sides of the political divide; 
images of the beaten and tortured 
were wired around the world, and 
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The sickle cell gene was intro-
duced to the western world largely 
by the transatlantic slave trade and 
is now present in the Mediterranean 
countries and the Caribbean islands. 

The Sickle Cell Disease Associa-
tion of America states that the disease 
affects appropriately 72,000 people 
in the United States. One in ten 
African American carries the genetic 
traits and one in four hundred has the 
disease. Hispanic Americans are also 
affected. One in twenty-five Hispanic 
carries the genetic trait and one in 
one thousand has the disease. 

A Chicago cardiologist by the 
name of Dr. James B. Herrick (1861-
1954) first identified the disease in 
1910, and his intern Ernest Edward 
Irons (1877-1959) found peculiar                                                                                            
            elongated and sickle shaped red 
blood cells in people affected with 
the disease.  The disease was named 
“sickle cell anemia” by Vernon Ma-
son in 1922. Public awareness of the 
disease has since grown as medical 
studies have revealed more about the 
sickle cell anemia.

What is sickle cell disease?

Sickle cell disease is the name 
given to a group of inherited condi-
tion of hemoglobin formation. It in-
cludes Sickle Cell Anemia, Hemoglo-
bin SC Disease (Hb SC) and Sickle 
Beta Thalassaemia (hb Beta-Thal). 
The disease gets its name because the 
blood cells are shaped like sickle or 
crescent instead of their usual round, 
flat shape. This disorder affects the 
hemoglobin in the red blood cell (an 
iron-rich protein that gives blood its 
red color) and which also transports 
oxygen from the lungs to the rest of 
the body. Normally, red blood cells 
are round and flexible so they travel 
freely through the narrow blood ves-
sels to carry oxygen to all parts of the 
body. 

In sickle cell disease, the red 
blood cells become hard, sticky and 
develop a C-shaped (sickle). The 
sickle cells die early, which cause a 
constant shortage of red blood cells. 

Sickle Cell Disease
By Rosemarie Mamei Tamba, RN, BSN, MSN.

As the sickle red blood cells travel 
through the small blood vessels, they 
get stuck and clog the blood flow 
leading to pain sensation for the af-
fected person.

How do people get sickle 
disease?

At the time of conception, a per-
son receives one set of genes from the 
mother (egg) and another set from 
the father (sperm). The genes exist on 
structures inside cells called chromo-
somes.  Some traits such as hair/eye 
color or height are determined by the 
combination of many genes while 
other characteristics are determined 
by only single pair of genes (one from 
each parent). Usually, people have 
two normal genes for hemoglobin. 

 A person who receives a gene for 
sickle cell disease from one parent and 
a normal gene from the other has a 
condition called sickle cell trait. This 
person does not develop sickle cell 
disease and generally has no symp-
toms and leads a normal live. Sickle 
cell trait produces no symptoms for 
most people. 

 Two sickle hemoglobin genes 
must be inherited from each one 
of the parent in order for a person 
to have the sickle cell disease.  The 
disease is not contagious, it can not 
be contracted nor pass to another per-
son. A person born with sickle gene 
can not lose it over time. Depend-
ing on which gene (trait or disease) 
a person inherits, that person will 
always have the trait or the disease. 
The sickle cell produces illness. There 
are variation in the severity of illness, 
some people lead lives that are nearly 
normal and some suffer multiple 
complications.

What are the signs and 
symptoms?

There are many symptoms and 
complications for the sickle cell 
disease; however each individual may 
experience symptoms differently.

AA   Anemia: This is the most com-
mon symptom of the disease. The 
person’s blood has a lower-than-
normal number of red blood cells 
or blood cells do not have enough 
hemoglobin. Normal red blood 
cells last about 120 days in the 
blood stream and then die.  In 
sickle cell anemia, the red blood 
cells die faster, usually less than 10 
to 20 days. The bone marrow can 
not make new red blood cells fast 
enough to replace the dying ones.

AA   Pain or sickle crisis: Pain is pro-
duced when the flow of blood is 
blocked to an area because the 
sickle cells have stuck in the vessel 
(Vass occuclusive crisis). The pain 
can occur anywhere, but most 
often in the chest, arms and legs.

AA   Fatigue

AA   Breathlessness

AA   Rapid heart rate

AA   Delayed growth

AA   Fever

AA   Yellow eyes/skin

AA   Priapism (painful erections)

AA   Open sores (ulcers)

Serious complications of sickle 
cell disease include stroke, gallbladder 
stones, damage to the retina (a part 
of the eye), severe infections and high 
blood pressure in the lungs.

How do you know about sickle 
cell?

A simple blood test helps to 
determine they type of hemoglobin 
a person has.  It is usually diagnosed 
by newborn screening tests required 
under state law. Parents of newborns 
with positive screening test result for 
sickle cell disease are contacted by the 
department of public health before 
the child becomes two months of age 
to confirm the diagnosis.  Presently in 
the United States 48 states have new-
born screening programs for sickle 
cell disease.

Living with sickle cell disease

Regular medical checkups, early 
diagnosis and treatment are impor-
tant.  The disease is not preventable; 
however a couple may visit a genetic 
counselor before becoming pregnant 
to learn about their chances of having 

a child with sickle cell disease. Spe-
cial prenatal care may be needed if a 
female with the disease becomes preg-
nant. During pregnancy, the sickle 
cell anemia can become more severe, 
with more painful crisis and increase 
risk for low birth weight babies.

Many people with sickle cell 
disease can live productive lives and 
live longer today than in the past by 
maintaining good healthy lifestyle 
habits which includes:

AA   Eating healthy (Folic Acid daily 
to help the make new red blood 
cells)

AA   Drinking at least eight glasses of 
water every day

AA   Avoid extremes heat and cold

AA   Stress reduction

AA    Avoid traveling in airplanes 
where the cabin is not pressurized 
(no extra oxygen is  pumped into 
the cabin)

AA   Learn the signs and symptoms of 
stroke

AA   Yearly flu shot and other required 
vaccinations to prevent infections

AA   Regular visit to the dentist and 
the eye doctor

AA   Prevention of other medical con-
dition such as diabetes

AA   Regular exercise

AA   Getting enough sleep and rest

AA   Limiting the amount of alcohol 
intake

AA   Quit smoking

Along with lifestyle 
modification, a sickle cell 
crisis can be prevented 
by early reporting of any 
sign of infection to the 
healthcare provider for 
timely intervention.  AA

For more information:

AA   Sickle Cell Disease Association of     
       America

AA    Kids’ Health: Sickle Cell Disease

AA    National Institutes of Health

Sickle cell disease exists in all countries of Africa 
and in areas where Africans have migrated over the 
centuries, including the United States.  

It is most common in West and Central Africa 
where 25 percent of people have sickle cell trait 
and one to two percent of all babies are born with 
a form of the disease.
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 By Elizabeth Dickinson

In her first moments with the reader, 
Oge is seated on a train, moving cau-
tiously towards its destination, with 
passengers moving in and out of stale 
railway carriage seats, entering and 
exiting anonymously with each pass-
ing station. 

Oge was born in the Nigerian city 
of Enugu, but the reader finds her as 
a young woman living far from home, 
in Belgium. The environment is new, 
unexpected, and lonely. “Everything 
here is different,” the narrator says in 
the opening pages of Chika Unigwe’s 
The Phoenix. “I had expected it but 
the magnitude of the difference still 
unsettles me.” 

Emotionally, intimately and im-
mediately, The Phoenix captures what 
it means to be a stranger—both to 
others and to ourselves. Oge came to 
Europe after marrying a Belgian man 
working in Nigeria. His voice, a voice 
she felt she could trust when the pair 
met in Nigeria, seduced her heart and 
soul. 

Her parents, devout Catholics, 
were sad but proud to see her move to 
Belgian’s cathedral-dotted landscape. 

An African Finds Peace in Europe

Oge is diagnosed with cancer. Her 
only companion is a neighbor, Lisa, 
who bombards her with silly ques-
tions but refuses to ask the ones that 
Oge would like to answer. Her pain is 
overwhelming. It consumes her until, 
as the title implies, she rises from the 
flames—slowly peeling off her own 
self-deception. 

Though Oge’s situation is particu-
lar, Chika Unigwe makes it one to 
which the reader can easily relate. Ms. 
Unigwe’s greatest strength is her sense 
of human emotion. She seamlessly 
follows her characters’ subconscious 

thoughts, weaving in and out of the 
first, second, and third person. The 
device creates a sense of proximity 
to her characters while still keeping 
them distant enough to enable the 
reader to see them clearly. In one-
word interjections and long winding 
sentences, Ms. Unigwe writes the 
dialogue our minds have all spoken. 

Her portrayal of Oge and Gunt-
er’s marital life is particularly striking. 
Once so innocently in love, they soon 
become an inconvenience to one 
another. They avoid speaking. Oge 
goes shopping to avoid her husband’s 
presence at home. “You had given up 
asking each other about your where-
abouts. It was like you no longer 
cared to participate in this particular 
ritual that couples took part in,” Ms. 
Unigwe writes. 

Oge’s loneliness runs deep. Her 
mind lives in Enugu even while in 
Belgium. The reader meets the sights 
and sounds of Oge’s home firsthand 
—the quick but pounding rain (not 
the tedious Belgian drizzle), the 
daily greetings (instead of the silent 
European pass), the cup of tea with 
Mother on a harmattan morning (not 
the black afternoon coffee sipped 
with her only friend.) 

Ms. Unigwe’s writing gives Oge’s 
memories a rich taste of every sense. 
So it is not a surprise that her salva-

tion comes from Nigeria, the very 
home that Oge longs for in Belgium. 
It is only when her mother comes to 
visit, and Oge herself returns home in 
spirit, that both she and Gunter find 
peace in Belgium. 

Ms. Unigwe does not shy from 
difficult topics in the book. Oge’s sto-
ry is colored by the loss of her friend, 
Angel, a rambunctious girl who died 
of AIDS after being the fascination 
and pride of her clique at home. Her 
mother’s persona is built in protests 
against environmental damage in the 
Niger Delta, the country’s oil produc-
ing region. Oge’s mother hates the 
struggles that her community has 
endured, such that she has “anger that 
was raging like a story inside her.” 
And if the narrative has any weak-
ness, it is only that the reader longs 
for more of each of the topics she 
skims over, bringing the reader within 
inches of touching Nigerian soil. 

Ms. Unigwe, herself born in 
Enugu and now living in Belgium, has 
much to offer any reader in The Phoe-
nix. It is in addressing such specific 
circumstances with such far-reach-
ing perspective that her novel will 
become a treasure, even to someone 
worlds away.   AA

The Phoenix; Chika Unigwe Farafina; 
Lagos, Nigeria. 2007 

Oge met Belgium with excitement 
and fear. Her relationship with her 
husband Gunter is beautiful and sim-
ple at first. He appreciates her beauty, 
her laugh, and the novelty with which 
she greets everything in Europe. 

But Oge soon realizes just how 
alone she is. She marvels that even 
other Africans do not greet one 
another; she struggles to find an em-
ployer who respects her well earned 
college degree. As she and Gunter 
grow distant—the kind of distance 
that puts miles between two people in 
one room—there is nowhere to turn. 

Oge struggles to come to terms 
with the death of her son, a trial that 
frustrates her husband and pushes the 
couple close to mutual resentment. 
Bad news gets worse when, in the 
first chapter, the reader learns that 

Author Chika Unigwe

AAA AA AA AA AA AA AA AA AA AA AA AA A AA AA AA AA AA AA AA

AAA AA AA AA AA AA AA AA AA AA AA AA A AA AA AA AA AA AA AA AA AA AA AAAAA A AA AA AA AA AA AA AA AA AA AA AA

Obstacles to organizing around 
immigration reform and other issues 
occur because Africans in the U.S. 
come from different countries that 
still have close ties with their colonial 
benefactors, ties that sometimes per-
petuate division. The UAO not only 
represents a place where ally organiza-
tions can speak to the African immi-
grant community as a whole, but also 
a place where Africans themselves can 
form closer ties.

“If you look at the African immi-
grant community, we’re the most edu-
cated but the least recognized because 
we come here as different countries. 
We’re fragmented, so organizing un-
der one umbrella will help us present 
our ideas as a group of immigrants 
to the U.S. government and others,” 
said Rosemarie M. Tamba, a native of 
Sierra Leone who works in Chicago 
as a nurse.

Organizers said all African im-
migrants enter the U.S. with a visa, 
although one-in-three now are here 
on expired documentation. Mexi-
can immigrants often enter the U.S. 
without a visa simply by crossing the 
Mexican border, they said.

“But in terms of the immigration 
issue, we share the same story,” said 
Mr. Kabba. “The Mexican and the 
African are subject to be deported 
and separated from their family.”

Speakers said many Africans 
would prefer to return but are pre-
vented because of civil wars, few 
economic opportunities and other 
obstacles. Some have been here so long 
many ties to home have been lost.

Dr. Dalitso Sulamoyo, a Malawi 
national who is a member of the 
Illinois Association of Community 
Action Agencies, told the audience 
Africa suffers from extensive “brain 
drain”—20,000 scholars leave the 
continent annually—and put too 
much trust in international finance 
agencies. He said professionals abroad 
must offer training to their counter-
parts at home, wealthy countries must 
pledge not to recruit talent from de-
veloping countries and the continent 
must be made safe and attractive for 
Africans who want to return.

“The mistake that we make is 
thinking that the IMF (International 
Monetary Fund) and World Bank 
were created to help Africa,” added 

Voiceless Share Stories (continued from page 1)

Dr. Ousman Kobo, a professor at 
Ohio State University. “They were 
not, and their policies are not human-
oriented. Their policies are to stimu-
late the economy of the donor nation, 
not the debtor nation.”

Dr. Kobo suggested a solution to 
Africa’s problems lies in the develop-
ing African Union, whose aim is to 
create a United States of Africa.

Dr. Carol Adams, secretary of 
the Illinois Department of Human 
Resources, said Africans who come to 
the U.S. lack the “welcoming commit-
tee” other nationalities enjoy because 
of the systematic process of severing 
ties of Blacks in America from the 
continent.

“The bulk of African Americans 
have no idea where they come from, 
so there is a barrier,” she said. 

“African Americans feel our issues 
are a little different from Africans, 
but the connection is that we all get 
treated the same,” said Gwen Austin, 
a Chicago native who is the group’s 
program coordinator. “If a single mom 
gets thrown out of her apartment and 
can’t find a shelter that takes children, 
it’s the same issue.”   AA


