
After years in the insurance business, Mrs
Mary Stusek took fundraising courses at
Indiana University Center on Philanthropy in
2003, intending to raise money for one of her
great passions: archaeology. She moved in a
different direction when she read an article in
the New York Times in Oct 2003. 
The article described problems after the gov-
ernment in Kenya started free primary educa-
tion. Classrooms were in schools with dirt
floors, no books, and no running water.
Teachers were having great difficulty teach-
ing children in classes of more than 100 stu-
dents, many of them too hungry to concen-
trate on the lessons. The children kept coming
to school anyway, believing that education is
the way out of poverty.
Mrs Stusek’s response to the article was first to look
for nonprofit organizations with missions consistent
with her personal goals, when she could not find one
she filed for nonprofit status and incorporated the
Kenya School Project (KSP) in Wisconsin in 2005. 
She told me: "Although the original mission was to
provide books and learning materials to those
Kenyan children who live in extreme poverty, it did-
n't take long to understand this was simplistic. It is
also pure philanthropy, and I knew I wanted to focus
on self-sustaining philanthropy. It seemed futile and
expensive every year to supply books, school sup-
plies and food when you could be teaching the older
siblings and parents a vocational skill. They could
and would then supply the schools. It also keeps
school enrollment up. Unemployed parents remove
their children from school to do fieldwork because
that brings in money and school does not. In other
words we are moving toward economic develop-
ment."
Most of the work done by the Kenya School Project
centers around Mount Kenya. Farming is difficult in
this semiarid country. Farms are small, generally

0.25 to 2 acres. Most produce grown by smallholder
farmers is sold to middlemen for low prices.
Fertilizers are expensive, productivity is low, and
farmers can't utilize all of their crops because they
lack of processing technologies and suitable market
outlets. Unemployment is about 62% here and car-
ries with it associated problems like alcoholism.
Chronic malnutrition affects 33% of the children in
the country, approaching 40% in drought prone
areas. Mrs Stusek told me: "The kids in school are
so hungry that they can't even see the teachers or
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the blackboard." 
According to the Kenya Ministry of Health, over-
crowding, poor sanitation, and inadequate access to
safe water cause the majority of children's diseases
in Kenya. Pit latrines are widespread at home and at
school. The water is supplied at schools from hold-
ing tanks of water contaminated with E coli. Kenya
has laws requiring school sanitary facilities, and the
government in the process of developing a "National
School Health Program Policy Agenda". However,
resources are limited and infrastructure is poor.
Extreme poverty is a barrier to improving health.
Households are often headed by single mothers or
kids who make USD0.50 or less per day for working
in the field.
Mrs Stusek's role is ever evolving. She uses her busi-
ness experience for networking, fact-finding, money
raising, and travels periodically to Kenya to see that
her projects are accomplishing what they are intend-
ed to do. Kenya School Project partners with a local
non-governmental organization, Help Self Help
Centre (HSHC), for some of its projects. HSHC is
registered with the Kenyan government and was
originally formed to help farmers with sustainable
agriculture technologies. They now also teach other
skills in vocational schools. "They are the ones in the
field with practical experience," says Mrs Stusek "I
don't pretend to know more than the people in
Kenya know."
Kenya School Project also works with "merry-go-
rounds", informal groups of up to 40 or 50 women
that offer both financial and emotional support to
their members. A lot of teaching is done through
these groups in Africa. Originally, merry-go-rounds
were loan associations where the women contribute
a certain amount of money regularly which is then
distributed to members in rotation. Now, some of
the groups start small businesses and community
projects. These groups have regular meetings that
start with a prayer. The members elect officers and
take notes of their meetings. Group accountability

and moral support make them successful. 
One merry-go-round bakes bread: 100 loaves on
Monday, Wednesday, and Friday. "They are so suc-
cessful with it they're going to start baking
Thursdays. We gave the baking group the oven."
Other groups are doing aquaculture, growing mush-
rooms, or raising silkworms, honeybees, raising
goats or chickens. Both farmers and women's
groups are planting a lot of trees. Each tree planted
is required to have several uses, such as medicinal,
food, fuel, building materials. Agroforestry, which
combines the growing of trees with raising crops and
livestock, increases food production and income as
well as sequestering carbon and protecting the
watershed. Fertilizer tree systems also help farmers
who lack the money for fertilizers. 
Not all their ventures have been successful. Mary
and her partners worked very hard to obtain a big
contract with a fishing lure manufacturer, but is
thankful now that the project did not happen as
expected. "We had no experience in international
trade, shipping, pricing, duties, port agents.  It pays
to keep it simple and within the cultural framework
which is rural, agricultural, semi-arid but with some
forests. Keep the markets close.  It simplifies trans-
porting goods and people know what the market will
support. Now we concentrate on 3-crop agriculture,
reforestation, gathering non-wood forest products,
raising tilapia, sewing, tailoring, knitting, weaving,
honey bees, and a biggy - mushrooms."
Microfinance is part of the move from "pure" philan-
thropy to self-sustaining philanthropy. Recently, a
group of women urgently requested help to replace
a goat that had recently died. Milk from the goat
was an important source of nutrients for their chil-
dren, and it cost USD200 to buy another pure breed
alpine goat that can thrive at the altitude where they
live. Instead of a donation of money, the women
were offered a loan of USD200 to buy a goat, requir-
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ing them to repay within 6 months with 6% interest.
As they repay the loan, other groups have access to
the same money. The women understood the con-
cept and happily accepted the offer. 
With the microfinance concept, small businesses are
thriving. Farmers borrow money for seeds and sup-
plies, which include new soil-friendly fertilizers that
might boost production by 30%. A woman taking

sewing and tailoring classes starts her own business
with USD150 to USD200, with which she buys a
machine, fabric, and supplies.
Education is, and always has been, a primary goal.
"It ends up that we're helping over 7,000 primary
school students, over 1,400 vocational students. We
just started working with another school near Lake
Victoria." Money from Kenya School Project is
deposited into the school's account after Mrs Stusek
meets the head teacher. When starting a school
project, which can be a library, Kenya School Project
gets a bid for the materials and parents contribute
all the labor. Mrs Stusek visits periodically to check
on the progress. "When I went the last time, I saw
that the government money was starting to trickle
down to the communities I work with. The schools
had more books and paper, but still there is no run-
ning water and the schools have dirt floors.”
Kenya School Project facilitates internet connectivity.
An engineer who heard about Kenya School Project
supplies refurbished laptops. Currently, only about
4% of sub-Saharan Africa has internet access. Kenya
School Project is supplying routers so that satellite

phones can be used to connect. The internet will
connect smallholder farmers with markets in Nairobi,
inform them about agricultural trends and put them
in touch with the developed world for help with fund
raising and development. The goal is that small busi-
ness owners use the internet to troubleshoot their
problems or find new vendors for essential supplies.
In the near future, the Project hopes to produce 900
liters of biodiesel fuel a day when the new processor
arrives from the Netherlands that Mrs Stusek found
online. "The biodiesel is for local consumption - elec-
trical generators, water pumps to provide clean
water, posho mills (grain mills), and tractors. The
money made is put back into the local economy
though we would like to separate this from our non-
profit side and turn it over to the local people." Local
farm seed crops and oil from cape chestnuts, col-
lected in the forest will be used as oil sources. 
She is also hoping to bring Volunteer Optometic
Service to Humanity (VOSH) to Kenya in 2008. This
nonprofit organization comprises primarily
optometrists who volunteer their services in devel-
oping countries. Volunteer Optometic Service to
Humanity volunteers will pay their own traveling
expensives, however Kenya School Project still has
to raise at least USD25,000 at least to ship genera-
tors, eyeglasses, and other supplies. 
Kenya School Project is a small nonprofit, but is
growing. Most of the money Kenya School Project
takes in consists of individual donations averaging
about USD80; local churches and service groups
have awarded small grants of USD1,000 to
USD2,000. Articles in local publications have publi-
cized her work, Mrs Stusek gives presentations for
groups and schools near her home, and her website
has increased the visibility of Kenya School Project.
Mrs Stusek and her husband pay all overhead, so
100% of the money donated goes to Kenya. And
individual donors often get the satisfaction of know-
ing exactly where their money goes: perhaps it will
buy a sewing machine for one person in the village,
but that woman will teach 8 more people to sew. 
Kenya School Project is becoming too big for just
Mrs Stusek; she would like to hire an assistant so
that she can devote more time to grant-writing. The
additional money she can bring with larger grants
will be used to continue her current projects, but she
has dreams to of duplicating her work in other areas
of Kenya and East Africa. "I don't think it has to be
anything elaborate or unique, so long as it uses local
culture, knowledge and resources. Just like the
merry go-rounds been around for centuries proba-
bly, but now with a capitalist twist."
By K LaPoint MS
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