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innie is uneasy. It’s odd, and a little
jarring. I had figured she would be happy.
Why wouldn’t she be? The 18-year-old is
about to clinch a future that a few years earlier she
could not have imagined. Her unstoppable optimism,
help from others and a large dollop of luck has put her
at the point of nearly completing her end-of-school trial
exams. This November she will walk out of the gates
of St. Gemma’s, a girls’ boarding school on the fault
line of the Rift Valley in Kenya’s northwest, for the
last time. Ahead is university, then likely prosperity
and security in the very country that had set her on a
course for lifelong poverty. She, better than anyone,
knows her story is a triumph, proof of what can be
done, and yet on this day when we meet in the
grounds of St. Gemma’s, none of it is enough to
make Winnie smile.

Some days change everything. Winnie remembers
her day of change; Wednesday, 15th September 2006.
She was just nine-years old and living in Sori, her
hometown close to the Tanzanian border. Her father
had died almost two years earlier. His death certificate
lists ‘natural causes’, though it is believed to be
HIV-Aids that claimed him. A year later, Winnie’s
mother also died. She too was likely a victim of HIV.
Winnie shared a mud hut with a stepmother, her older
half-brother Shadrack (they share the same father), and
half a dozen step-siblings and cousins.
Winnie remembers waking on that Wednesday. Her
stepmother called out to her. The older woman, her
only protection in the world, told Winnie she had to go.
Her children from her first marriage, she told Winnie,
were priority. She could no longer keep her. Winnie’s
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stepmother had heard of a children’s home, ‘Saint
Otiep’s Orphanage and Education Center’. It was in
Kayole, one of the many slums surrounding the capital,
Nairobi. Before lunch that day, a friend of her father’s
drove Winnie from the land she had known, to an
utterly foreign place. He left the nine-year-old at the
gates of Otiep’s. Fate had Winnie in an uncertain grip.
But it was at the orphanage that her life would become
inextricably intertwined with a young Australian with
an interest in adventure.

T

here are 2.6 million ‘forgotten children’ in
Kenya — more than the population of
Brisbane. My friend, James Woodward, had
no idea of this before 2007. He had, however, long been
interested in people who were struggling. We became
mates volunteering at a crisis accommodation centre
for the homeless in Sydney’s King’s Cross. James was
a student at the Jesuit-run Saint Aloysius’ College on
the city’s north-shore. But working for, and with, some
of the most vulnerable children in Africa was inconceivable when James booked a European adventure
that March. He had just turned 21. “I had planned to
have a blast and make the most of the European
summer,” he remembers.
Shortly before leaving Sydney James decided to alter
his itinerary. He had never travelled to Africa but it
intrigued him. Kenya was the cheapest point-of-entry.
Before he left Sydney, a school friend put him in touch
with a Kenyan woman who agreed to meet him at
Nairobi’s Jomo Kenyatta Airport. Within minutes of
climbing into her car on arrival she explained there
was a small orphanage near her home. Would he like to
see it? “I thought, we’re here for an adventure, so why
not?” says James. But his arrival at St. Otiep’s left him
horrified.
“I could not believe what I was seeing” James
recalls. “It was a dirty little seven room building.
It had three composite classrooms, only two teachers,
a handful of old textbooks using the wrong syllabus, a
hole in the ground for a toilet, a bucket for a shower, a
closet for a kitchen and two bedrooms with one bed in
each.” In the boys’ room each night four squeezed onto
a single mattress, while the remaining eight were left

to sleep on the concrete floor. For Winnie, and the
other five girls, it was much the same with two girls
always forced to sleep on concrete. Later when I ask
Winnie about that place she winces, “I do not like
thinking about that time. Those days were really
very hard.”
James was in shock. Grim as the place was, he
recognised for Winnie and the other children, there
was no other option. “The alternative for them was
being on the streets with no food.” For a fortnight he
toiled with the kids, helping to teach them, and to feed
them. It angered him to hear the Director of St. Otiep’s
insist a cup of rice and some cabbage a day was
acceptable nutrition for a growing child.
The orphanage was the only security the children
knew. They were among Kenya’s forgotten children;
no family or friends to care for them, to feed them or
nurture them. No safe shelter to call home, no access to
a classroom education, proper healthcare or nutrition,
and therefore, no future. In the eyes of the state they
did not exist. Most had no birth certificate. Many had
never seen or known their Mum or Dad. “They were
utterly traumatized kids. They had no identity,” says
James. “I will never forget the look of fear and utter
helplessness in Winnie’s eyes.” He spent holiday

Winnie when she was 9-years-old and one
of Kenya’s forgotten children.
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money buying extra beds, textbooks, cooking equipment and second hand school uniforms, and promised
the two teachers as he left, he would return. Now he
knew these children. He could not live as though they
did not exist.
James had scarcely dusted off his jet-lag back in
Sydney when he received an unexpected email. “It was
from a local Kenyan I’d met telling me the Director of
St. Otiep’s had kicked the kids onto the streets of
Kayole slum, had changed the lock and walked away.
The teachers couldn’t even get their bags out. He just
sold everything, even the textbooks.” James learnt the
two teachers had taken into their homes ten orphans
each. Among them was Winnie. But the situation was

Children of St. Otiep’s farewell James unaware
he would soon become their lifeline with the snap
closure of the orphanage.

grim. They could not afford to buy food because the
director had not paid their wages for two months.
“At that moment I promised myself, those teachers
and those kids I would not turn my back.” The answer
to the human misery of these kids, James knew, was
action, not despair. As thoughts of a long-term solution
began to percolate, he helped put a temporary one in

place. “A local Kenyan friend and I organised a bus to
get most of the orphans out of the city once and for all,
to a small village about an hour out of Nairobi called
Mang’u.” A small house was rented where the children
could be cared for. It would become a sanctuary of
peace and stability for Winnie and the other kids, as
well as the building block for establishing Kickstart
Kids International.
Helping rescue Winnie, and nearly two dozen other
children, was not how James envisaged he would be
starting his career. He had recently accepted a position
with the global corporate advisory firm KPMG. But
his passion to protect “his kids” soon saw him sharing
his ideas with work colleagues, friends and family. As
his friend, he soon convinced me. All ideas pointed to
a model that was sustainable – one that would, in the
long run, be financially viable, protect the environment and lead to opportunity for the children. I recall
my old Cambridge Professor in Development
Economics, Ha-Joon Chang, once describing how
children who are poor “start the race of life already
weighed down by sandbags on their legs.” The answer
was to set those children free from the sandbags
permanently, and quickly, so they could flourish and
live full and productive lives, which they valued and
desired.
Funding the boarding school education of Winnie,
and a couple of other children who were originally at
St. Otiep’s, and arranging funding to sustain the other
children in Mangu’u was the most suitable near term
solution. But bigger plans were required to address the
longer term needs of Kenya’s orphans. Drawing on
the lessons of best international development practice,
and our own personal experiences, we knew the ideal
model of development for Kenya’s forgotten children
would be initiatives that could be locally ‘owned’ and
led. The key for us was to support, and facilitate, local
processes alongside traditional technical
approaches to
Kickstart
help advance the development of these children.
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ut how to do it? James and I knew there is no
recipe, only essential ingredients: finance,
innovation, effective governance and the
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right partnerships being in place. We also knew from
the pioneer of the famous Human Development Index,
the late Mahub Ul Haq, the fundamental pillars for
advancing human development: equity in opportunity
(particularly health and education), sustainability of
opportunity, productivity and empowerment. Those
core tenets would guide the establishment and building
of Olturoto Children’s Village, located 45 minutes
drive southwest of Nairobi. Years in the making, its
doors opened June in 2014. Today it is not only the
headquarters of Kickstart Kids International. It is also,
as I discovered during my visit this July, the frontline
of hope.

develops their own personality here, and I do this by
using affirming words. I know I have such a critical
role to play in addressing each of their different needs,”
she tells me from the kitchen table inside Grace House.
Talking with Helen hits home how the girls’ own
human development is far from waving a magic wand
— it is hard and exhausting work.

A year after the opening of those doors I meet the
girls. Rolling in through the gates of Olturoto
Children’s Village with James, who is today based
in Nairobi with KPMG, I see the girls waiting in front
of their home. When one of them runs towards us, it
triggers a domino effect. Eight Kenyan children born
with those sandbags around their legs live here: Esther,
Faith, Serah, Janet, Maria, Vivian, Lillian and Dorcas.
Each girl, aged between 6 and 13 years of age, who
I have heard and read so much about, came here
from a partnership Kickstart has with local Kenyan
charities ‘Cara Girls Home’ and ‘Rescue Dada’. Both
organizations take children in off the streets, and
after providing them with urgent medical care and
counselling try to place them within a positive family
or a community setting.
One of those communities is Kickstart Kids at
Olturoto. These eight girls live here in a house called
‘Grace’. It is named after James’s grandmother and
lettering in bright colours spells her name out next to
the front door. At Grace House I see how the dignity
of each girl is recognized, their self-esteem reinforced,
and their self-worth built up. This is largely thanks to
their house mother, Helen, who radiates warmth when
I meet her. She is a local from Olturoto’s village. A
mother herself, Helen lives with the eight girls, and her
own young daughter. Like every mother she has no
favourites, and, as I observe, is conscious of creating a
loving environment. “I work hard to ensure each girl

At the frontline of hope with Lillian, Dorcas, Janet,
Faith, James, Esther, Vivian, Maria and Janet
at Olturoto Children’s Village, Kenya, July 2015.
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crashed; their opportunity to live a full life quashed
by the gravity of their personal suffering and struggle.
They have been saved by Kickstart, a temporary
cushion of security enabling them to be pulled from
poverty and put onto the pathway to finding their
potential. And it is just the beginning.

William, walking from his office and sleeping quarters
to Grace House, is the girls’ ‘ father figure’.

The ‘father figure’ in the girls’ lives is the
Programme Manager at Olturoto Children’s Village,
William. A tall man, aged 40-years-old, William tells
me over a cup of tea how working with vulnerable
children across East Africa for the past 15 years is a
“calling” for him. “I grew up in a very privileged home
in Nairobi. I have always seen it as a responsibility to
help those who have not been as fortunate as I have
been.” He is no pious soul, but William tells me his
Christian faith drives his work for those whom he
calls “the poorest of the poor.” When he is not living
on site in a small bedroom next to his office, William
is spending time with his own wife and two children,
“It is a long journey back to Nairobi using public
transport but my family understands the importance
of this work, even though it means I am away most of
the week.”
Within walking distance of Grace House are the
gates of opportunity: education at Olturoto Primary
School and access to quality healthcare at a nearby
doctor’s surgery. The feeling is palpable – the environment for Esther, Faith, Serah, Janet, Maria, Vivian,
Lillian and Dorcas, from inside Grace House to outside
in the school playground is one of love and care. Amid
the girls’ echoing laughter it is easy to forget that if
they weren’t here they would almost certainly have

From little things big things grow. Another 24
forgotten children of Kenya will soon have their lives
changed for the better when they enter Olturoto
Children’s Village. Next to Grace House, the building
of three new homes is well underway. To the sound
of hammering Kickstart’s construction supervisor,
Timothy, a local Kenyan, tells me, “we are replicating
the same design of Grace House.” Two of the homes
being built will each accommodate eight boys, while
the third will be another home for girls, and also
accommodate eight. During our Board Meeting, which
takes place inside Grace House, we are delighted to
learn from Kickstart’s General Manager, Victoria,
who acts as an essential hinge between operations and
the Boards, that the building of these three new homes
is on track. Doors open this forthcoming January,
spelling a new frontier in the story of Kickstart Kids
International.

Timothy is supporting the construction of the three
new homes that are adjacent to Grace House.
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journey to Kenya from Ethiopia, where I have
been part of the World Bank Group delegation
attending the 2015 Financing for Development
Conference. In the capital, Addis Ababa, I see children
scavenging for food on the streets and living out of
cardboard boxes. I think of progress and struggle
— how this land awoke the conscience of the world
with its famine more than 30 years ago, described by
a BBC journalist at the time as “the nearest thing to
hell on earth.” Yet despite Ethiopia’s recent pattern of
high economic growth, surrounding me still is human
desperation. In my own previous life as a journalist I
remember the activist Bob Geldof telling me how those
news images from the famine punctured his heart,
inspiring him to organize ‘Live Aid’. The international
community has come to realise since then that aid is
not the only tool for development: most critical is the
extent to which the policies of developing country
governments promote growth and development, with
other important factors including openness to trade
and investment. I think how even Geldof’s own life
journey reflects this shift, now chair of a Londonbased private-equity firm that invests in Ethiopia.
In my own work as a strategist for the private-sector
arm of the World Bank, the International Finance
Corporation, I have been involved over many months
in helping shape a document that 193 world leaders
have come to Ethiopia to sign. It’s about how the world
will pay for the implementation of the ‘Sustainable
Development Goals’, replacing at the end of this year
the ‘Millennium Development Goals’ that have been
the architecture of poverty reduction for national
governments for the past 15 years. During this time the
world has gained an even more acute understanding of
the interconnections between the economy, society and
the natural environment. Leaders gathered fully aware
that the scale of investment, innovation, technological
development and employment creation required for
sustainable development and poverty eradication falls
well beyond the range of the public sector. The message
from the United Nations Conference Center, the
epicentre of the final negotiations, was that a coalition
of actors, especially business and their innovative
models, must find and finance the bold solutions

required to realise the vision of a sustainable planet,
a just society and a growing economy. Leaders from
business told officials that beyond the overwhelming
moral imperative of business being an essential vehicle
for delivering a more prosperous, cleaner, and equitable
world to the next generation, pragmatism also dictates
the need to integrate sustainability into the heart of
their operations — far from being a burden to their
bottom line, it is a necessity: business does better when
the world does better, and vice versa.
As I touch down in Nairobi it occurs to me how I’m
about to see the sustainable business model in practice
through Kickstart Kids International. While our effort
to mitigate global warming by helping preserve the
Earth’s life-support systems is modest, it is meaningful.
On site at Olturoto Children’s Village it’s edifying to
see how the critical scarcity of food, water, and energy
is being met through technology. Four large black
tanks, each carrying 10,000 liters of water, are in place
to drip irrigate seven-and-a-half acres of farmland
surrounding Grace House, as well as providing enough
water for the three other new homes under construction
and the staff quarters. It is all possible from a bore hole,
which runs 120 meters deep in the center of Olturoto
Children’s Village, even though the water is only
pumped from 40 meters below the surface, assuring
Kickstart its water source is sustainable.

These four large black tanks between them carry 40,0000 litres
of clean water storage at Olturoto Children’s Village. The water,
pumped via a bore hole using wind and solar technology, is used
mainly for farm irrigation and consumption by the kids.
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Standing in front of the bore hole, powered by
a combination of wind and solar energy, it’s extraordinary to think it pumps up to 70,000 liters of water
each day. Surplus water is sold in the local community
at a rate of two-cents Australian per 20 liters. “We sell
it cheaply to a few struggling families for household
consumption, and we deliberately sell it because we
find the poorest people who purchase our water do
want to pay something because it helps give them
dignity,” says James. The water is a secure supply.
Should there ever be three consecutive days without
wind or solar energy, the pumping can still proceed at
full capacity due to a reserve solar battery bank.
This economically and ecologically sustainable
Kickstart community is visible around-the-clock.
When the sun dips beneath the horizon, the energysaving technology of solar is used to light up rooms.
A biogas unit fires up the cooking stove; the largest
source of power in Grace House. “Manure from three
cows at the back of the house provides 100 per cent
of the cooking power we need, meaning not only is
it environmentally responsible because CO2 and
methane emissions are reduced, it also puts us in a
more financially viable position,” says James. He has
calculated with his cousin, an environmental engineer,
the energy saving for the running of four homes
through a biogas unit, solar and wind turbine to be
A$53,000 over 10 years compared to a costly diesel
generated system producing the same power output.

Not only is it done in the name of producing a good
societal outcome by limiting global warming and
improving energy security, it also helps produce a
good bottom line for Kickstart.
Beyond providing the manure for the biogas unit,
the three cows – named Coco, Bobina, and Garfield
– produce the milk that ensures the girls’ daily
calcium intake, with the huge excess volume sold in the
Olturoto community. “Each cow produces 36 liters of
milk a day, which adds up to 108 liters between them,”
Victoria tells me as we stand in front of the friesian
cattle, renowned in Kenya for producing the highest
quality milk. “Only 4 liters is consumed by the girls’
each day, so the remaining 104 liters that we sell gives
us a huge return.” Coco, Bobina, and Garfield are real
life cash cows: source of the highest return on investment for Kickstart, going a long way to paying for its
operating costs. But there is another important revenue
stream in my midst.

Kickstart Kids General Manager, Victoria, oversees the milk
production from Coco, Bobina, and Garfield; the cows were
named by some of Kickstart’s supporters’.

Protecting the environment, and saving money, this biogas
unit is used to power the cook-stove at Grace House.

At the back of Grace House I see a handful of local
farmers Kickstart employs ploughing the field. The
need for higher agricultural productivity is at the
forefront of the Kickstart business model. Not only is
waste reduced, yield from crops has been increased,
based on sustainability principles that are put into
practice on the farm. Enough food is now produced
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on the land surrounding Grace House to feed the
eight girls, while a surplus helps stimulate the local
economy. “We are selling onions and beans locally,
and we are an export earner from chilies sold to
supermarkets in the UK, including Tesco,” says James.
Funds from this agricultural surplus are a vital
stepping stone towards Kickstart’s self-reliance. It is
the power of capitalism at work—applying a commercial model with a high positive impact of meeting a
great social need: allowing some of our world’s most
vulnerable children to live closer to their full potential.
Coinciding with the construction of several new homes
has been the leasing of more acres of land that will
mean more employment for local farmers, more crops
to plough, and more profitable returns for Kickstart
Kids, enabling the organisation to become completely
commercially viable. A new partnership Kickstart
recently formed with the agricultural giant Syngenta
will work to create even more value for our farmers
through cutting-edge innovation in sustainable
agriculture.

Some of Kickstart’s farmers taking a moment out from harvesting 		
beans at Olturoto Children’s Village which are sold locally. Seven
local farmers are currently employed with that number soon to
grow following the recent leasing of more acres of land.

E

sther, Faith, Serah, Janet, Maria, Vivian,
Lillian and Dorcas are at the centre of
Kickstart’s view of sustainable development.
What, therefore, does the destination look like? At
the heart of the sustainable development model of the
organisation is the girls’ reintegration into society.
By the end of 2015 six of the current eight girls will
be reintegrated into loving local families. “This is a
signature of our work, the resettlement of our children
into lasting shelter where they are surrounded by love,”
says James. The time frame is usually 12-18 months
for a vulnerable child to stay in the Kickstart half-way
home. It’s enough time to rid the remnants of those
sandbags that have weighed them down, and to help get
them back on their feet to continue life’s race – which
is unfair in Kenya, as it is in so many developing
countries, because of the absence of a guaranteed
minimum income, education and healthcare.
Back at St. Gemma’s, Winnie’s story is a case
study for reintegration. Her guardian now is her elder
brother, Shadrack, aged 25-years-old, with whom
Kickstart Kids staff formally interacts with twice a
year. I listen to Winnie tell of her strong bond with
Shadrack. He is the leader of her cheer squad,
encouraging her to get that university placement,
and to put in a final best effort with a sprint towards
the school finish line. Such kind of reintegration
confirms to me that every single child in our human
family needs, and deserves, a personal supporter –
at least one.
Winnie knows she is one of lucky ones. She can also
see what can unfold before her as she pursues a life
dream. She should be filled with joy at what she has
achieved, and against the backdrop of her struggle, at
what she can now do. But she is uneasy. As we sit on
the grassy field of St. Gemma’s overlooking Kenya’s
stirring natural beauty, Winnie cannot hide her
restlessness. Then she opens up, telling James and I her
agitation relates to her classmates and the content of
their recent lunchtime conversations. Despite all their
work, a university education still seems out of reach for
most of them.
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Each girl at St. Gemma’s knows a tertiary qualification, even vocational training, is their best chance
of joining Kenya’s formal economy; staying out of
poverty, which has plagued their families for generations, and getting into a paid profession. Their teachers
here have all worked to give meaning to the school
motto ‘scaling the heights of knowledge.’ Winnie can
keep going, and climb higher, but her friends fear this
final year of school is as high as they will reach.
Fifty-nine girls make up Winnie’s year group. Barely
one quarter will qualify for a university placement.
According to Winnie’s school principal, Mariam
Ayieko, very few will be able to accept. “We are
talking about two, perhaps three girls from the 59 who
will be able to go onto university. The rest who do get
offers come from families who cannot afford the fees,
and so they will have to decline,” Principal Ayeko tells
me as we sit in her office. She goes on to detail the
heartbreaking poverty that the girls are trying to
escape. It’s a stark reminder of the difference between
the “haves” and “have-nots” in Kenya. My colleagues
at the World Bank tell me here the richest 10 percent of
the population enjoy 40 percent of the nation’s income.
The consequences are not only economic: the havenots are affected by social dimensions that span the
quality of their family life to the vitality and security
of the communities in which they live. Some here call
it “class apartheid.”
Unlike Australia, there is no Higher Education
Contribution Scheme (HECS) in Kenya. The average
cost of a four-year university course is A$2,500 a year,
which covers tuition and board. That’s an impossible
amount for parents who have daughters attending St.
Gemma’s boarding school already, where they struggle
to meet the A$600 annual school fees. “Nearly all of
the parents who have a girl here are in arrears, so
university is just out of the question,” says Principal
Ayieko. She gestures to a computer screen showing the
amount owing from each of the girls’ families. Only
Winnie and one other girl in her year are up-to-date.
The rest stay on through the exhausted generosity of
the school authorities.

Confident about her bright future, Winnie at
St. Gemma’s Boarding School, Kenya.

For all the obstacles that have been stacked against
her, Winnie is one of the few likely to go forward. She
plans to study Medical Science and become a doctor.
Principal Ayieko tells me she is a top student. The
university placement offer appears a sure thing. She
has enough Kenyan shillings to pay for her university
admission; we her sponsor, Kickstart Kids
International, have already committed to pay her
tuition and board. It’s wonderful, but tempered by
the thought of her friends going no further.
“I did not want to make them feel bad,” explains
Winnie as she tells us how she refrained from
mentioning her situation to her peers during those
lunchtime conversations. While she is confident of
her future, it is clear being with Winnie she wrestles
with questions that disturb her peace: why must her
friends be deprived of access to further education?
Why can’t her friends also have the chance to achieve
their full capabilities? Winnie is too young to understand the powerful political and economic forces,
and protection of interests, that go a long way to
answering those big questions. But Winnie does know
she has the chance to end up in a radically different
place than her peers.
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It is the uniqueness of Winnie’s situation that has
brought us together on this brilliant blue day deep
inside Kenya. Many of her fellow students’ performances reflect the kind of home that they have come
from — including family income, the number of
children competing for parental time and resources
as well as how they have used their own time. These
factors matter every bit as much as the quality of
teaching in the classroom. Winnie’s life, however, has
been as tumultuous as any child’s in the school. On
the edge of adulthood, she knows her future contrasts
sharply with a dark past. It was not so long ago she
seemed condemned to the worst of human misery
and hardship to be found in this bright, hard land.

“I really look forward to becoming a doctor, so I can
help others with my life. It feels right,” says Winnie,
describing her life dream to James and me before the
bell rings calling her back to those end-of-school trial
exams. I drive out of St. Gemma’s with mixed feelings.
There are scores of other ‘Winnie’s’, even in her own
midst, waiting to be helped, and yet Winnie’s triumph
shines. Luck and that providential encounter with my
friend who had an appetite for adventure gave her a
shot at something better, but she took it and made it
hers. I wonder, given the same run at a new life, how
many more of Kenya’s forgotten kids could make it?

For more information about Kickstart Kids International,
or to make a tax deductible donation, visit
www.kickstartkidsinternational.com
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The girls’ appreciation is heartfelt for the support, care
and love they receive at Olturoto Children’s Village.
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