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Secretary-General Kofi Annan and his spokesman. 
 
After twenty years working at the UN (and from 1997 to 2005 as Spokesman for Secretary-
General Kofi Annan), my wife and I retired to France. We bought our house from a woman, 
Gilberte Saint Cast, who had founded a humanitarian association in the year 2000 to help 
disadvantaged girls in Burkina Faso complete their secondary education. She did this with a 
Burkinabé priest as a partner, Father Albert Kabore. They called it Solidarité Goëlo-Burkina 
(Goëlo is the name of the coastal area of France where she lived.) 
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With Father Albert and Gilberte Saint Cast at a fundraiser at our home in July 2017.  
 

I was curious and asked Gilberte if I could accompany her and her husband on their next trip 
to Burkina Faso. (They travelled there every year.) I did so in 2009 and 2010 and began to ask 
friends and former UN colleagues for contributions. I was very successful and raised over 
$30,000 in 2010. With that money, I said, we can send the girls on to university. Gilberte felt 
too tired for this ambitious task and asked me to do it alone.  
 
In 2011 I set up the Burkina Women’s Education Fund in France and Chance for Change in 
the US. Since then, every girl helped by Solidarité who passed her baccalaureate exam has 
received a grant from us to go on to higher education. 

 
 



 
 

The Chance for Change Board, left to right: Hanafi Hadjeres; Nancy Kovacic, Secretary; 
Nora Updegrove, Vice President; myself, President and Jan Eckhard, Treasurer. (Missing is 

Barbara Crossette who participated by Skype.) 
 

How does Solidarité choose their candidates for aid? Father Albert lives in Koudougou, 
Burkina Faso and knows almost everyone there. He chooses with the help of Catherine 
Yameogo and Noëlie Zongo, both officers of Solidarité in Burkina. 
 
And how do we do it? In addition to helping each successful candidate supported by 
Solidarité, we have our own network of contacts in Burkina Faso who propose needy girls to 
us. For example, Dr. Odile Pagezy, a French pediatrician, who has been doing humanitarian 
work in Burkina Faso for thirty years. 
 

 
 

Dr. Odile Pagezy 
 



We started with two beneficiaries in 2010, then jumped to five the second year, then 14, 18 
and so on until we reached 30 beneficiaries for the school year 2017-18. Our budget is now 
$40,000 a year. 
 
I’ve continued to go to Burkina Faso each year, usually in the month of January when it’s less 
hot. I not only meet with every beneficiary, but I visit their homes and their schools as well. 
In January 2018, for example, I met with 49 beneficiaries, out of the 54 we have helped since 
the beginning. I also interviewed 11 candidates for aid in 2018-19 and visited 15 universities 
and schools. 

 

 
 

Interviewing Aïsha, currently helped by Solidarité, in January 2018. 
 She would like to go on to university to study journalism.  

 

 
 

Giving a book to Christelle, the daughter of Josiane, who finished  
her training as a nurse and is now job-hunting. 



We are very fortunate to have a professional management consultant handling our affairs in 
Burkina Faso. She is Christiane Toé, and works for us as a volunteer. She writes the checks, 
keeps the books and advises our beneficiaries. She also gives us workspace in her office in 
Ouagadougou.  
 

 
 

Christiane Toé, management consultant, in her office. 
 

We pay only one salary, and that is to Christine Gnoumou, Christiane’s assistant. She has a 
degree in accounting. 
 

 
 

Christine Gnoumou 



Our grants, for the most part, cover tuition, lunch money (you can’t study if you’re hungry), 
transport (bicycles, if necessary), supplies (notebooks, pens), hygiene (soap, sanitary napkins) 
and health (see below). If their homes aren’t equipped with electricity, we buy them a solar 
lamp. 
 
As for health, we were lucky to recruit Dr. Etienne Traore when he retired as director of the 
UN World Health Organization office in Ouagadougou. He agreed to head our Health Fund as 
a volunteer. That fund was financed by a 6,000 Swiss franc grant from the UN Women’s 
Guild in Geneva. Through it we finance vaccinations (all our beneficiaries must be up to date 
on vaccinations against three major diseases) and we pay for anti-malaria medication that 
reduces the effect of an attack from two weeks to three days. (An intern did a survey for us 
and found that on average our young women suffer two bouts of malaria per year.) 
 

 
 

Dr. Etienne Traoré 
 

We’ve also financed a few operations through the fund. 
 

 
 

Meeting with Marie-Thérèse a few weeks after we financed removal of a tumor on her 
intestine. (Dr. Traoré warned that there was a risk of cancer.)  



Today, young professionals can’t function without a computer. A computer technician with 
the Rennes school district, David Gouhier, offered to turn over to us used computers that are 
being replaced. He cleans them and services them. Thus far, he has given us about 50 of them.  
 

 
 

David Gouhier turning over to us yet more used computers.  



I met an entrepreneur in Rennes who has an internet company in Ouagadougou called 
Fasodia. He offered to give our beneficiaries free computer lessons. I visited his new offices 
in January 2018. He said we can start anytime—just name the date. 
 

 
 

Members of the Fasodia team. 
 
Finally, I want to launch a program analyzing the job market in Burkina so that our 
beneficiaries can more intelligently choose their major and, once they have their degree, can 
have an idea of where to look for work. In 2017, I met with Jean-Louis Serre-Combe who has 
35 years’ experience as an employment agent and his assistant who has a degree in human 
resource management. They agreed to host a conference. I hope that can happen this year. 

Jean-Louis Serre-Combe and his assistant. 



Our young women 
 
Let me tell you the stories of just three of the 54 young women we have helped thus far.  
Before I created BWEF, on a visit to Burkina with Gilberte and her husband, I met Hélène. 
She told me she wanted to be an accountant. 
 

 
 

Hélène in 2010 
 

In 2010, the year I collected $30,000 for Gilberte, I asked her if I could have $1,000 of it back 
to send Hélène to university. She said “yes”.  Hélène then became one of our first two 
beneficiaries. She chose a private institute founded by an auditor/accountant. When I visited 
her a year later, she had grown up. 
 

 
 

Hélène en 2011 



She had good grades and all was going well until her mother got ill and was hospitalized. Her 
father had died years ago, so this hit her hard. She stopped going to classes and spent every 
day at the hospital. This happened to coincide with one of my visits and I was able to visit her 
mother in hospital; she was very weak. Two weeks later, she died. Hélène fell into a 
depression and took refuge at an uncle’s house. I found her there.  

 

 
 

She told me that she had consulted a traditional healer but not a real doctor. I called Dr. 
Traoré and he promised to look after her. She eventually returned to class and finished her 
year.  
 
A year later, Christiane told me she was worried about Hélène. Her stomach was extended 
and she wouldn’t see a doctor. I visited her at home and asked her if she was ill. She looked 
away and wouldn’t answer.  
 

 



Finally Christiane and I agreed to lay down the law—if she didn’t see a doctor she wouldn’t 
get her next check. She gave in. A sonogram showed ovarian cists about to burst. We paid for 
an operation that probably saved her life. 
 
Hélène returned to the institute and finished her fifth and final year for a Master’s degree in 
accounting. She did the usual unpaid internships while she looked for a job. Then, at the end 
of 2017, she was hired as an accountant at Saint Thomas Aquinas University. She’s launched.  
 

 
 

Hélène in January 2018 at Saint Thomas Aquinas University. 
 

Now let me tell you about Sophie. Each year, Gilberte would invite all her girls to Father 
Albert’s home for a picnic. I was with her in 2009 when I met Sophie. What had impressed 
me was that she lived more than 20 miles away and had come on her bicycle. What fortitude! 
 

 
 

Sophie in 2009. 



She told me that she wanted to be a mid-wife. Unhappily, she failed her baccalaureate exam 
in 2010 and again in 2011. Solidarité dropped their financial support. I said to Sophie, go for 
it a third time; if you pass, we’ll send you to a really good nursing school in Ouagadougou. 
 

 
 

Sophie in 2011. 
 

Sophie’s Mom, a longtime widow partially blind in one eye, sold a couple of goats and sent 
Sophie back to school. This time she passed, but with the minimum grade: 10/20. We sent 
Sophie to the capital and then marveled at the results. She had an average of over 16/20 first 
year, again second year and again third year. Bang, bang, bang. 
 

 
 

Sophie, right, at nursing school, 2013. 



I visited her Mom to share the news.  
 

 
 

Sophie’s Mom and her brother, Eric. 
 

She thanked me. 
 

 
 



In 2016, Sophie came to my hotel with more good news. She passed her national certifying 
exam as well as the test for national service. She would have a job. 
 

 
 

Sophie in 2016. 
 

I try to stay in touch with our graduates. In January 2018, I decided to go to Bakata, 80 miles 
south of Ouagadougou, where Sophie works in a clinic. The last 20 miles or so are rough, so I 
rented a 4 x 4 with driver and off I went. When I got there, I had a surprise. She introduced 
me to her two-year-old son Thierry. She had wedded her high school sweetheart, now a 
teacher in Ouagadougou.  
 

 
 

Sophie et Thierry in 2018. 



She gave me a tour of the clinic where she works alone—an average of 30 births a month.  
 

 
 

I thanked Thierry for the visit. 
 

 
 



The third and last beneficiary I would like to introduce you to is Brigitte. As with Sophie, I 
met her et Gilberte’s picnic in 2009.  
 

 
 
I saw her again in 2011 when she was in her last year of secondary school. She had changed 
schools and wasn’t doing well. She lived far away in a house without electricity. She didn’t 
have good grades. She seemed lost.  
 

 



She failed her baccaluareate exam in 2011 and again in 2012. Solidarité dropped her. 
Exceptionally, I offered to pay her tuition for a third try. I also bought her a bicycle to go the 
three miles to school. (The year before I had given her mother some money to buy a couple of 
pigs to augment her income. When I returned a year later, there were pigs everywhere.  
 

 
 

She was more optimistic ; she decided she wanted to be a primary school teacher. 
 

 



Then bad news; she failed the bac a third time, but she asked us for a grant to go to school to 
become a teacher—the baccalaureate wasn’t required. We crossed our fingers and said “yes”. 
When I met with her in 2014, she was radiant. School was going very well. 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



A year later I visited her at her Mom’s and then we went to the school together. The director 
gave me a very good report. Brigitte was confident.  
 

 
 
In 2016, Brigitte came by my hotel with her sister Pauline. She had good news—she passed 
her national certification exam and was first of 400 students! But she failed the test for 
national service.  
 

 



We paid for her to take preparatory courses for the next exam. Meanwhile she taught as a 
volunteer in a private school in Ouagadougou. Then in 2017 she announced 1) she had passed 
the test and would have a government job and 2) she took the baccalaureate exam as a free 
agent and passed that too.  
 
In 2018, I wanted to visit her where she teaches, in Sampala in the north of the country near 
the Mali border. But that is a « red zone », too dangerous to visit because of terrorist threats. 
Happily, I bumped into her at Christiane’s office where she had come to collect a computer. 
She was on holiday. 
 

 
 

I knew that this computer would open the world to her. 
 

 
 



There you have three of 54 stories of how a small investment can change lives. Only two of 
the 54 failed and gave up their studies. Thus far, 23 have finished their higher studies; 11 of 
those have found work. The others are still trying.  
 
My experence in Burkina Faso has taught me one thing—poverty masks potential. I never 
would have guessed, for example, that Sophie or Brigitte would have succeeded so brilliantly.  
 
In January 2018, on my way to the airport to get my flight home, I was handed a colorfully 
wrapped gift. When I got home and opened it, it was a gracious thank you from Hélène—a 
parchment with the message, « My thank you could never match your big heart; you are a 
guardian angel.”   
 

 
 

*          *          * 
 
	


