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COORDINATORS REPORT FOR 2006 

Summary:

The word “challenging” is no longer adequate to describe the conditions under which Hlekweni staff have laboured during 2006! It might be more appropriate to say that the struggle continues! The struggle that is, both to survive and to continue to serve the people of Matabeleland through the provision of basic skills training, and community outreach work. The outreach focus was mainly though not exclusively on sustainable agriculture practices and ecological land use management. Thanks to our supporters made up principally of individuals, trusts, Quaker meetings and various related organisations, and to our ability to keep abreast of inflation (over 1000% by December) through donor purchase of fuel we have not only achieved a considerable amount we have a healthier financial outlook than has been the case for more than a decade. We lost 6 key staff to “greener pastures”, including the two key members of our finance department. This inevitably created stresses and strains. Happily most vacancies have now been filled.

 A 3-year partnership programme with Practical Action and ORAP (a local NGO) to promote small livestock farming and other sustainable livelihoods started in November. A similar EU funded programme will commence shortly in Mat. South. The drip irrigation programme is also being revived with a guarantee of one years funding from December. The challenge to find long term partners to contribute a significant percentage toward the cost of our skills training courses continues and this must be a major thrust in 2007, Hlekweni’s 40th year of operation. Failing to find them will see the continued haemorrhaging of key staff and an unequal fight to maintain and improve standards in all areas of work. 

Training in basic skills and short courses

The following main skills courses were carried out: Agriculture, Building, Arc-welding, Early Childhood Education and Development, Carpentry and Sewing and Garment Making.

101 students graduated in these courses and a further 254 benefited from the 17one and two week consultancy training courses mainly carried out in rural areas.  Workshops in 4 communities in ecological land-use management empowered a further 150 people thus a total of 505 people were trained in 2006.  51 were trained in Early Childhood Education and Development and 17 former trainees participated in a life skills and small business development course. Other topics included uniform making, baking bread, soap making, business skills, vegetable production and cattle and poultry management. A total of 9 organisations sponsored the short course consultancies.

Given the staff shortages and departures suffered this was a remarkable achievement by the training and extension department! The reputation, experience and quality of our training has led to more requests than we may be able to meet in 2007. However we do hope to introduce a much needed  Alternative to Violence Project (AVP) training option this year.

Extension work in Matabeleland
Although not funded, some support has continued to be given to contact farmers (who in turn support their neighbours) in drip irrigation, and a pilot survey was carried out to establish the level of use in ward 14 Gwanda (Mat. South). Severe drought conditions and lack of borehole water led to 49% of Hlekweni supported farmers continuing for only part of the year. But those farmers who had received kits from other organisations had given up completely. This confirmation of our practises led us to convene meetings of stakeholders in the rehabilitation of the drip irrigation concept and revival of the use of the kits. The Tudor Trust (UK) is supporting this programme for one year.  

Production Unit (school and hospital furniture)
The PU suffered like all businesses from the drastic price increases on imported materials. Orders from the usual sources were maintained until the last quarter of the year but the combination of the economic climate and the fact that we did not exhibit at the Zimbabwe Trade Fair (owing to the very high cost) reduced profitability significantly. Staff illness from August and one sudden departure for greener pastures were further setbacks. But by the end of the year the order book was almost full for the first quarter of 2007.

Small business activities attached to training
It has been said more than once that NGOs are not good at running business enterprises! Some staff view training as a full-time job in itself. However success these days depends upon having more than one string to one’s bow and sometimes working harder than we might like! Notable in making a small but useful profit has been the building team. The sewing department has built up a good number of clients. There is always a ready market for our chickens, now extremely price sensitive and dependent upon the trainees maintaining proper rearing practises during the 7-week life cycle of the broiler! The mushroom project has been generally unsuccessful mainly because we were fobbed off with poor quality spore from our supplier in Harare. If this can be rectified the project has great potential as mushrooms are in high demand. Carpentry has moved its emphasis to the production of small items but coffins are sold from time to time.

The farm

Not much changed during 2006. On the 1800-acre of mainly acacia bush there are 54 cattle, 30 goats and some of each will be sold or slaughtered during 2007. In the current economic climate the slow growth of the Nguni herd is a disadvantage and we have resolved to mix them with a faster growing and larger breed.  All the 25 guinea fowl disappeared one week in July. Production levels in the training garden improved but the experiment with Effective Micro-organisms (EM) whilst increasing production significantly for a short while was not properly managed and maintained. We need to rectify this as there is a potential for considerably higher production which can be applied to small-scale farmers alongside the practice of drip irrigation. New gates and fencing materials were purchased and are gradually being installed in the paddocks. Too much of the perimeter fence has either been stolen or is too dilapidated to make the cost of repairs worthwhile. Wood poaching has continued apace and it is estimated that more than 60% of mature trees have been cut down. The presence of police (staying at the centre) has helped to reduce theft in recent months, but whilst the economy is in free fall and 25 000 people on the doorstep are without electricity there is an inevitable constant demand for fuel.  We intend to keep working on the paddock fences and get the assistance of our neighbours to maintain the firebreaks. The position of the garden at the highest point of the farm is being reviewed. The lack of staff and management time has meant that the farm has been a lower priority in terms of resources. Currently it does not provide the training centre with a significant income which is the ultimate goal. However farming in southern Africa is heavily dependent upon extremely low wages to make a profit and this predominant attitude is in conflict with the Quaker principle of a fair days pay for a fair days work! But theft is our major challenge whether of livestock, vegetables or equipment. Humans, pigs and monkeys are the main offenders.

Centre infrastructure and improvements
The network of old pipes is in constant need of replacement and repair and is frequently damaged by wild pigs. One borehole has dried out in the rainy season despite being 60m deep. With the increasing activity at the centre and some overcrowding of rented accommodation there is an unsustainable pressure on the limited water supply.   Thus it is a priority to both reduce our demands on the supply and ensure that water is not wasted. There is a programme of improvements which gets stalled at times by inflationary pressures. As this report is being prepared a motor for one of the pumps installed only three years ago has broken beyond repair and unbudgeted replacement is estimated at R6000 plus labour.   

Weekend bookings: The centre is available to churches and organisations for bookings especially during holidays and weekends. This service is potentially a much greater income generator for the centre. Owing to the difficult economic environment only 9 bookings were received during the year, even though the cost is low by comparison to other venues. Nevertheless there were a lot of very satisfied customers keen to return in 2007 and a small but significant contribution was made to income.  One of the reasons for our low charges is the fairly basic nature of our accommodation and facilities. The holding of Yearly Meeting at Hlekweni has enabled us to afford to upgrade them to some extent and given impetus to infrastructure repairs and improvements. 

Samathonga Primary School:
The school roll fluctuated during the year but the school attained the position of 6th in the district for Grade 7 passes with a pass rate of 83%. The centre continued to house trainee teachers while they carried out their teaching practise and their input undoubtedly helps the learning process. Of critical importance is the QPSW (UK) Feeding Scheme which came back to the aid of the school with a promise of three year funding in March. More than 29% of primary school children in Zimbabwe are considered to exhibit symptoms of stunted growth and children attending Samathonga are no exception. Increasing numbers are orphaned. The drip irrigated school garden has made a significant contribution to nutritionally balanced meals.

Finances:

Insecurity over funding meant that salaries were not able to keep up with inflation until towards the end of the year – albeit from a low base. Thanks to the very significant input of David Brown (UK volunteer) it was possible, despite the lack of trained staff, to prepare the 2005 accounts for audit. A new accounting package (Quick Books) was introduced as well as systems of recording and control which the organisation will benefit from and enable the new finance officer to hit the ground running in 2007!  Income generation was approximately 45% of the Z$56m total income which is a little less than last year but also a reflection of the increase in funds raised overseas notably by Friends. The introduction of three funded extension programmes gives this type of work longer-term security than working on an annual basis.

Keeping up with inflation, keeping key staff, managing security, and funding the very high cost of maintenance and improvements to the infrastructure and to an old fleet of vehicles remain as major challenges. The training department was precluded from offering courses to foreign students (which was helping to boost income and subsidize the courses) as the Immigration Department said that students could not be given visas unless the institution is recognised by the Education Department. Ironically Hlekweni is registered with the Department of Social Welfare and has been offering most of these courses for forty years! 

Governance

A vital feature of a credible NGO is that it is able to demonstrate effective and accountable governance. The present economic and social climate militates against this goal and all NGOs are affected. Everyone has heavy family and work demands on their time. At the November AGM board members committed themselves to giving Hlekweni meetings priority in 2007. A manual, recently produced by The National Association of Non-Governmental Organisations (NANGO Zimbabwe) will be a useful aid in reminding us of our responsibilities. According to our constitution CAGM should appoint Trustees to Hlekweni. Edna Caddick died in 2004 and has not been replaced as a trustee. The other two, Islyn Hanson and Trish Swift are in Harare. C&SAYM needs to appoint one or two trustees in the absence of CAGM. 

Future plans and options
We are delighted that C&SAYM (Quaker Regional Meeting) has decided to support Hlekweni by holding yearly meeting here and welcomes the opportunity to receive opinions and advice on the way forward to ensure that an appropriate Quaker witness and service can be maintained in the country and region.

David Jobson
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BUYANI SIPHATHISANE KWEZE NTUTHUKO

Join hands together for development


