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SHARING OUR
HUMANITY
The IB community theme has already touched
the lives of almost every student and teacher
at an IBWorld School. Combating the horrors
of war, fighting the devastation wreaked by
poverty and creating opportunity for all have
become urgent priorities, but who are we
trying to help and how well do we really
understand the developing world?
Having grown up amid Liberia's civil war and
brought about remarkable change in his home
country through his own sheer determination,
Kimmie Weeks moved to the West and offers
a fresh, and emotional, perspective
a debate which affects us all.

on

Elsewhere, JF Rischard explains what teachers
can do to create greater awareness in students,
and we discover more about the activities
already taking place around the theme.
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At 10, Kimmie Weeks was left for dead in war-torn liberia. After
rebuilding his own life, he is helping change the developing world
through education, understanding and the sharing of humanity

W

hen Kimmie Weeks says age
is no barrier to achieving your
aims, you can be sure he is
speaking from experience. His
young life was torn apart by the Liberian
civil war, which left him minutes from
death, yet he used the experience to change
his future, and that of his country, forever.
He plans to one day return as president.
Forming his first pressure group at the
age of 14, Kimmie campaigned for children's
rights and an end to the use of child soldiers,
visiting the country's most notorious rebel
groups and generating publicity and
awareness for his cause. His efforts saved
many fellow children from a terrible fate,
but also led to his own life being placed in
danger. Forced to flee Liberia as an 18-yearold, he resenled in the USA and eventually
received a BA in political science and history.
He continues to work on a masters degree
in Philadelphia, combining his studies with
his role atYouth Action International (YAI),
a charity he founded to raise awareness and
funds to empower young people in Africa.
YAI supports micro credit projects,
scholarships and training in Liberia, Sierra
Leone and beyond, as well as keeping young
people in the West informed about Africa's
problems. As Kimmie points out: "Anything
is possible if you find something you're
passionate about."
IBWorld When did your everyday life
first becorne affected by war?
Kimmie Weeks I was born and grew up in
Liberia. As a child in the 1980's, we still
had access to the most basic necessities such
as running water, electricity and school. We
certainly had no idea that one day we would
be faced with a civil war. When the war
started in 1989, everything that made life
normal was destroyed by [former president]
Charles Taylor's rebels: the national water
supply, electricity, hospitals, schools, clinics.
Everything went away. Within a matter of
months, my mum and I became refugees.
We ended up in a centre called Fendell
Campus, a former university campus that

had become a refuge for almost everyone
in the capital [Monrovia].
A campus built for 4,0'0'0' people now
had hundreds of thousands crammed into
classrooms, or living on the sidewalks. When
we got there, we had nothing with us no clothes and no money. We started to
experience really extreme suffering. I was 10'
at that point and that was the first time in
my life I had gone for days at a time without
food. It was an intense pain.
IBDid you understand what was
happening to you?
KW No. We had been told the war would
make things much better. We were left
feeling abandoned by the rest of the world,
because my mother and the rest of the
parents were saying: "Don't worry, the
international community will rescue us.
People will come to our aid and there will
be food drops." It never happened. We felt
we had been left to die.
When people think about civil wars, they
don't consider the context. I don't think it
clicks, when you see a picture of a starving
child or someone killed in a civil war, that
these were people who were going to school
or providing for their families, trying to live
decent lives before the war began.
Every single day at that camp there were
children who were dying. Imagine being
a parent and spending your time working to
feed your family, and then because of a war
you have nothing to do with, you are sitting
there watching your children die of hunger
and disease, and being completely helpless.
IBHow close did you come to death?
KW I had cholera and I wasn't even
moving. We had no medical supplies and
no doctors. We were in this classroom
with 15 other families, crammed together,
lying on the floor, and at that point
I was very thin and was drifting in and
out of consciousness. When I hadn't got
up for a number of days, people became
concerned that I had died and was
decaying and my mum was hiding it.
IBWorid
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Idon't think it clicks, when you see a picture of a
starving child or someone killed in a war, that they
were once going to school or providing for their family
Someone came in, led my mother away and
then took my pulse and said I had died.
They took my body, wrapped it up and
took me out to the burial ground. At that
point, they weren't bothering to actually bury
people because so many had died, so they
just threw me in there. It was only because
my mum got away and came looking for me
- and went through the piles of bodies - that
I was found alive. I remember this violent
shaking and waking up to see my mum's
face. It was the first time I had seen her
crying throughout the war. That was the
point I decided I wanted to spend my life
helping people, especially children.
IB How did a child go about
campaigning for change?
KWWe weren't thinking about it
strategically. We didn't think, "How can
we actively campaign for change?" We
just thought, "What can we do to help?"
I was 14 years old when I founded my
first organization, and it was young people
my age just doing simple things. We were
writing letters, talking to senators, contacting
UNICEF. Every day, something changed,
even though we were just a bunch of kids,
and that drove us on to think even bigger.
When I was 16, I set up the Liberian
Children's Disarmament Campaign.
The idea was that if we couldn't stop
the civil war, we could at least go out and
convince the rebel leaders to stop children
being armed. At that point, there were
approximately 20,000 children fighting in
Liberia. The youngest was six years old.
These rebel leaders were not normal
people. It wasn't like going and talking to
your congressman. They were responsible
for thousands of deaths. One who I met had
a necklace made from human tongues and
ears. But we had such a strong conviction
that peace had to happen, so we did the
work despite our own fear.

IB When did you become aware your
own life was in danger?
KWWhen Charles Taylor won the election,
he started to train children for the national
military. We released a report on it to
the national media, and that's when the
government started to look for me. They
went to my high school and shut it down.
I went into hiding, staying in friends'
houses, and for three weeks there was this
intense search going on. They arrested my
friends and interrogated them. I left Liberia
disguised as a traditional dancer. My mother
didn't know I had left the country. Most
people in Liberia thought the government
had found me and killed me.
IB How did you adapt to the USA?
KW It was a huge shock. My first job in
America was in a McDonald's restaurant.
I had gone from leading a national
movement to flipping burgers. What was
shocking to me was that when I got to high
school people said, "We've never heard of
the Liberian civil war." It blew me away that
a war that killed 200,000 people wasn't even
mentioned to students.
That's when we decided to start Youth
Action International. The basic idea was to
raise awareness about the issues facing

JF Rischard's High Noon inspired the IB community
theme. He explains how
20 global problems are being tackled - and how teachers can contribute

Kimmie wants
to run for
president of
Liberia, after
finishing his
studies and his
work with YAI
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In High Noon, I was trying
to explain globalization
in
terms ofthe forces behind
it, why 20 of our most
urgent problems were not
being solved. My diagnosis
was that clashing territorial
perspectives and the
short-term horizons of
politicians in issues like
global warming, maritime
pollution and avian flu left
little likelihood that 200
nation states would get
together and solve our
problems.
It's sti II the case that we
have less than 20 years to
solve these problems; with
global warming it might
even be 10 years. I hoped
a panel of experts would
come up with solutions

and then rate every nation
state according to its
effectiveness at meeting
them. Imagine league
tables every year, naming
virtuous countries and
criminal ones. It would
empower voters, forcing
politicians to be more longterm in their thinking.
There hasn't been
a real discussion of
these sol utions, or of the
methodology
of global
problem-solving. There
is no real venue for those
discussions to take place in.
However, two factors
make me optimistic. First,
things like the AI Gore
movie (An Inconvenient
Truth), liveS and the
Leonardo Di Caprio film

people in Africa, and give young people the
opportunity to make a positive change. Last
year our programmes impacted on 150,000
people. This year, we hope to reach out to
two million people in the poorest countries.

Going back to
Liberia, which is
now under
democratic rule,
has enabled
Kimmie to share
his message

(The 11th Hour) have
contributed to making
global issues big news. And
secondly, the school system
has helped out - mainly
the international school
community, with public
schools in the USAand the
IBsystem showing the way.
We need heads of
state to deliver a new
methodology for global
problem-solving, and
a new generation with
a new mindset to click with
that methodology.
Young people need
to feel first of all global
citizens, second national
citizens and third local
citizens. Among my
generation, it is the other
way round. Change will
be difficult, but schools
are already thinking about
curriculum changes.
Itell young people there
are different roles you can
play in changing the world.

In your own home, switch
off lights, recycle a nd so
forth. But the biggest role
is to be a future voter who
knows what's going on,
or an activist or lobbyist.
Something like [preventing]
global warming requires
a massive, systemic change
that can only be brought
about by millions of voters.
Teachers themselves
must be well-attuned to the
world. Everyone should read
a quality newspaper and
follow global issues. Often,
the finer points of a debate
are the most importantcarbon taxes versus
emission controls, for
example. There are also
four key ways teachers can
bring about positive change
through the curriculum:
• Help young people
understand the future; alert
them to the major issues
that will arise and the
amount of cross-border co-

operation dealing with
them will entail.
• Encourage a new mindset,
promoting global
citizenship; equip students
to understand existing laws
and inter-dependencies
across the planet. teach
world history rather than
Anglo-Saxon or Euro-centric
history, and teach the things
that give a sense of [a global]
family. This includes
working with foreign
schools, challenging
students to develop political
positions and engaging in
problem-solving exercises.
• Bring a vital multidisciplinary perspective
to issues such as global
warming, so it is not just
a matter of science, but also
economics, social studies
and geography.
• Nurture creativity; get
students to work in teams
and use new media and
new methods.

IB Do young people in the West
understand Africa?
KW The misconceptions are shocking. When
I first came to the USA, my friends at high
school thought people in Africa lived in
trees. They asked me if I ever fought a lion.
Schools need to make an effort to develop
people's worldview, by talking about the
world and getting speakers in from other
countries. A lot of the global problems we are
dealing with right now, such as terrorism, can
only be weeded out by giving people greater
information and breaking down mistrust.
Young people in the
West, with access to so
much opportunity, so
many resources and such
knowledge, could do so
much more if they put their
minds to it. It's the moral
obligation of every single
person, of any age, to ask:
"How do we save lives, make
a better world? How do we
stop children dying because
they do not have access to
clean drinking water?" It is
pitiful that those deaths can
still be happening today.
IB Can the problems of
the developing world be
fixed within a reasonable timeframer
KW I see so much hope. I travel to the
poorest war-torn countries and when I'm
there I see human potential, people who
have been through the most incredible
suffering but bounce back. People who want
to help Africa shouldn't just throw food at
people: they need to work hand-in-hand to
create stronger lives. That means micro credit
schemes, getting children to school, working
with communities to create co-ops.
IB What message would you give to
young people?
KW Simply get out there and do something.
People often ask me, "What should I be
doing?" Don't let me tell you what to do,
because that's just my philosophy. Find
something you're passionate about and
develop your own philosophy.
I believe in the beauty oflife. I'm driven
by the fact that my life isn't mine - it
belongs to the people benefiting from
our work. The right of children to
basic necessities is something everyone
understands, even the most ruthless
dictator, and I will continue to fight for that.
Tofind out more about Youth
Action International's work, visit
unoui.peaceforkids.org.
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