
Volunteering in Kenya with Cork Charity Africa Direct: A Volunteers View of Kenya 
 

 

They came down from the North during the drought. A cattle herding desert people from Turkana they found 

themselves in the fertile maize growing hillsides of  Kenya, in 

the little town of Kitale.  They didn’t have the local language, 

they didn’t know how to grow food, they had no means of 

making a living here. They settled in Kipsongo, the town 

dump, and made crude shelters out of plastic - “ paper 

houses”  which let in the cold, the rain and the rats. They 

consoled themselves with alcohol and the women made 

money from prostitution in order to feed their children. Dirty 

and unhealthy, the local townspeople did not like to see them 

come begging on their streets.   

 

 

People came and were appalled at the conditions that they were living in and went away again. The local 

Bishop, a Corkman, Bishop Crowley asked the Good Shepherd Sisters could they do anything. They came and 

lived in the nearby village in a mud house with no water or electricity. They invited the people to talk with 

them. A crowd of over a hundred came, crammed into a small room, loud and complaining, distrustful because 

of previously broken promises. These Kenyan Sisters listened and told them that they were there to work with 

them. A second meeting and six women came. From this small start things began to change. It was not a 

question of the Sisters providing everything. There were only three of them. It was a process of engaging the 

community and empowering them to develop what they needed. The process was also supported by funds from 

Ireland. Africa Direct is a Cork based charity run by volunteers who do what it says on the tin – provide funds 

directly to projects in Africa by visiting and meeting people on the ground in Kenya. What has happened in 

Kipsongo shows what can be done. 

 

In June this year Africa Direct brought a small group of 

volunteers to visit some of their projects in Kenya. We were 

able to see the fruit of the last six years work in Kipsongo 

which is no longer the dump but a small village. Together the 

Sisters and the community have replaced the paper houses  by 

building two room, wood framed, mud walled homes with 

corrugated iron roofs similar to the homes of the neighbouring 

village. This along with the provision of a well for clean water 

and toilet blocks has dramatically improved the health of the 

people, particularly the children.  

 

 

At this stage some of the women are plastering the outside of 

the homes with a mixture of mud, manure and ash to make a 

more weather resistant wall and showing their pride in their 

homes by applying simple decorations in charcoal and chalk. 

We helped with the planting of  vegetable plots which they are 

starting to grow outside their homes. The soil was hopelessly 

polluted with plastic debris but in time will be fertilised with 

manure and compost. The sisters have  rented small farms of 

land to grow maize and beans and work them with the women, 

paying them for their labour, but also training them in growing 

produce. We spent a happy day out  walking through the maize 

fields spreading fertiliser along the rows of corn accompanied 
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by the women. In addition to the farming and vegetable growing, 

groups have been set up to train in making products like soap, 

shampoo, candles, rosary beads,  which can be sold locally. Sewing 

classes, adult learning classes, a sports group (which has a women’s 

soccer team) , a traditional dance group, and micro bank are all other 

areas of development. The children go to a two room school where they 

are taught enough to enable them to go on to attend the local schools. 

All the children, those in local school and the Sisters school,  receive 

breakfast and a good meal a day to help them grow, concentrate and 

learn. 

 

Over the short time that we were there we ate the local food, slept 

under mosquito nets, got used to being called Mzungo (white person), 

bumped about in the back of Sister Margaret’s jeep on red dirt roads, 

had our hands held by curious children, were welcomed everywhere, 

enjoyed the sweet sound of the Sisters singing in wonderful harmonies, had a go at milking a cow, were 

humbled by their gratitude that we were there and enjoyed living in a place which while poor in material terms 

was wealthy in welcome, community and the ability to celebrate the simple joys of living.  

 

 

The author Noreen Ramsay was one of a group of 8 volunteers visiting Kitale in 2014. 

If you’d like to volunteer in Kenya June 2016 email africadirect@ gmail.com, phone 021 4821229 or see 

www.africadirect.ie to learn more. 
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