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Inside Story — Immediate Action for Disaster Relief
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This year a number of natural disasters occurred in China. The 2012
Yiliang earthquake and the 2013 Ya'an earthquake caused many
fatalities and severe damage to property. There was a considerable
outpouring of public sympathy in the aftermath of these terrible
events. Sowers Action was particularly concerned as it was in the
midst of developing several school projects in the affected areas. It
was fortunate that our schools did not collapse. In fact, all of our
schools stood in good condition in the aftermath of the quakes,
particularly relative to surrounding structures. Most importantly,
none of our students or staff were injured.

In the time immediately following a natural disaster, Sowers Action
kicks into high gear, first by connecting with local schools to
ascertain the condition and whereabouts of students and teachers,
and to get the most up-to-date information on the condition of our
schools and on the local situation. Whenever possible, Sowers
Action does what it can to get photos and reports in order to get a
full picture of the situation on the ground and to inform the donor
and the public.

Wherever appropriate, Sowers Action takes the added step of
dispatching work groups to affected regions to lend whatever aid
they can and to gather details on the local situation, including the
condition of affected schools. Work groups make recommendations
on disaster recovery with a view to getting teachers back to work
and students back in the classroom as early as possible, both to
ensure the students do not have large breaks in their education and,
more importantly, to give people a semblance of normalcy after a
traumatic event.

Yiliang Earthquake, September 2012

In the aftermath of the Yiliang earthquake, the 27 primary schools in
Yiliang were all found to be in good condition. In October 2012,
Sowers Action sent work groups to inspect 14 schools. They
reported all of the schools were structurally sound. Minor structural
damage was identified, however, including cracks in walls, peeling
paint and broken fencing. Accordingly, the working groups provided
maintenance and repair recommendations to the appropriate local
authorities. As a final gesture, Sowers Action promised to sponsor
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reinforcement projects for two schools and the reconstruction of
three seriously damaged local primary schools for a total sum of
RMB7.15 million.

Ya’an Earthquake, April 2013

All told, Sowers Action has five sponsored schools and dormitories
located in Lushan, Baoxing, Tianquan of Ya'an city, all areas affected
by the Ya'an earthquake. Only ten days after the quake, Sowers
Action sent work groups to affected areas to inspect local schools
and dormitories. Our teams found the schools were still structurally
sound despite the development of cracks on non-core walls, which
in any case were easily repairable. Arrangements were made for
students to resume their lessons in temporarily classrooms. One of
the schools, built in 2005, was located at the epicenter of the
earthquake. It was notable for having a Seismic Fortification Intensity
of 7 yet still withstanding a quake with a Seismic Fortification
Intensity of 9. Students and teachers were safe and the school has
since undergone maintenance scheduled for completion in
September 2013.

After each of these earthquakes, Sowers Action sent out an appeal
to the public to donate generously. People from all walks of life
stepped up and lent their support. Two events were organized
specifically to raise awareness of the damage caused by the
earthquake in Yiliang and also to raise funds. Both turned out to be
highly successful. The Sowers Action Long March for Education and
the Sowers Action Ancient Tea Horse Route Expedition together
raised HK$4.1 million.

One of the big lessons we learned after the earthquakes was just
how effective our strict monitoring mechanism and “On-site
Assessment, Direct Subsidy & Long-Term Follow-up” program were
for ensuring the durability of our schools. None of our schools were
seriously damaged in the earthquakes and all were quickly put back
into service after non-critical repairs and maintenance. Starting from
the initial decision to sponsor a particular school all the way up to its
completion, our work groups conducted detailed follow-up
inspections of each project to ensure they complied with national
requirements and standards.

Our first priority is always the safety and security of our teachers and
students, but we also feel an obligation to our donors to make sure
that the money we receive is spent wisely. Towards this end, we
stick to a practice of paying by installment directly into the accounts
of recipients to reduce the chances of graft. This is in line with one
of our founding principles; that being to engage in charitable
activities in a highly professional and transparent manner, first and
foremost by closely monitoring each project in order to make certain
our teachers and students have a safe environment to work in and
also to ensure that the donations we receive are used in the most
effective way possible.
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This year, Sowers Action stepped up development of the
“Multipurpose Educational Aid” program, an initiative of the “Shuifu
Sowers Children’s Home"”, an orphanage established and operated
in Yunnan Province. Shuifu Sowers’ efforts to provide services to
orphaned children through Children’s Home represent an expansion
of Sowers Action’s original mandate of simply providing education
aid in rural China for underprivileged children.

At last year's Annual General Meeting (AGM), the governing body
of Sowers Action approved the project of running orphanage with
the aim of providing children without parents who had no place to
go a secure living environment as well as formal education or special
training. The decision to build an orphanage was timely as earlier
this year, a private orphanage in Henan Province burnt to the
ground causing several fatalities, including many children. The
tragedy brought to light the plight of orphans in mainland China
where children’s welfare is still a developing area of policy. Tens of
thousands of orphans in China live without proper care or shelter
and with no access to education. Sowers Action is in a good position
to ameliorate this situation given its track record of providing
educational services to children in need.

With the support of its mainland government unit, Sowers Action
managed to secure “private non-enterprise” certification for Shuifu
County located in Zhaotong City in Yunnan Province. The awarding
of private non-enterprise status to Sowers Action is a milestone
insofar as it represents the first successful government-NGO
collaboration to develop and operate an orphanage in mainland
China. On 1 July, Sowers Action took over operation of the Shuifu
Sowers orphanage beginning by improving the living conditions by
purchasing furniture and improving the facilities in order to provide
safe and proper living conditions for the children.
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At present, Shuifu Sowers houses a total of thirty-seven orphans,
aged from two to seventeen, three of the children are disabled.
Overseeing the orphanage is a full-time professional team that
includes a principle, a vice principle and tutors. There is always at
least one person on duty at all times so the school is staffed twenty-
four hours a day. Apart from providing for the children’s daily care,
arrangements have been made for school-age children to attend
schools in the area. Rehabilitation training is also provided for the
children with disabilities.

Shuifu Sowers’ operational philosophy is to make its orphanages
“feel like home"”. Part of this ethos entails instilling a sense of
ownership and pride in the orphanage, treating it more like a home
than a temporary living accommodation. Thus, Shuifu Sowers goes
beyond simply providing the children food and warm clothing. They
are also assigned chores that could include everything from the
cleaning of the residence, kitchen help, laundry and other
miscellaneous duties.

It should be noted that, at least in the early stages of the
development of the school, the aim is to attempt to replicate as
closely as possible the typical living standard and environment of the
area in which the orphanage is located. So, for example, although
the local temperature in summer can sometimes reach 38 degrees,
most ordinary families in Yunnan do not have air conditioning.
Similarly, there is no air conditioning in Shuifu Sowers.

No less important than providing the children a proper education,
Shuifu Sowers believes an integral part of the overall preparation for
the children to become responsible citizens is to inculcate them with
a strong sense of morality, something that under normal
circumstances would be the responsibility of their parents.

By the time the children reach age eighteen, Shuifu Sowers feels the
children have developed sufficient self-reliance to make their way in
the world so at that age they are required to leave the orphanage to
make room for younger and more needy children.

Shuifu Sowers is co-managed by the Ministry of Civil Affairs of
Zhaotong City and Sowers Action. The management committee
manages the orphanage and provides suggestions for its future
development. Sowers Action provides the lion’s share of the budget
for the orphanage, which comes to approximately RMB1 million per
annum. The Civil Affairs Bureau will according to state regulations
and granting subsidy to qualified orphan, i.e. Shuifu residence who
is qualified as double orphans will be granted RMB1,000 per month
as subsidy, or the issuance of children do not meet eligibility
guaranteeing subsidy of about RMB250 per month.



In all of its dealings, especially those pertaining to financial matters,
Shuifu Sowers strictly adheres to the principal of transparency,
including granular financial disclosures. In addition, each year an
audit is conducted with the results submitted to the local Civil Affairs
Bureau and subsequently to the public.

A priority of Shuifu Sowers’ short- and medium-term development
of the orphanage is the overall improvement of the facilities and
residences, including the waterproofing of the roof, expansion of
the student canteen and improvement of the overall hygiene of the
premises.

While these measures are being implemented, the staff at the
orphanage will be trained in a range of skills designed to provide
comprehensive care to the children. Among the courses on offer will
be first aid certification and basic mental health training.

Shuifu Sowers is currently in a period of transition. Once the
infrastructure of the school has been improved and the school’s
operations stabilized, the plan is for the orphanage to adopt an extra
twenty orphans, and in time reaches 90, with the number of staff
increased accordingly.

Described above are the short- and medium-term plans for Shuifu
Sowers Children’s Home. Provided the orphanage ultimately proves
a success, it is hoped that what was accomplished at Shuifu Sowers
will come to be used as a blueprint for a nation-wide initiative that
would see similar institutions spring up all over mainland China. To
the degree Shuifu Sowers is shown to be effective in improving the
lives of China’s orphans, it will provide a powerful argument to
legislate for children’s protection in mainland China. This goal is still
a long way off and there is much work to be done in the meantime,
but the effort to help children who have nowhere else to turn is not
a choice but a sacred duty.
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