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Arva

Trip to Africa a life-changer

Arva teen travels as a youth volunteer to Kenya, the land of flat & dry

by Dawn Lyons

ARVA - She played with the chil-
dren. She carried 20-litre jugs of
wateron herback. She helpedto
build a library. And the experi-
ence changed her life.

Caora McKenna, a 16-year-
oldstudentatMedwaySecondary
School travelled from 22 July to
10 August to Oloonkerin, a rural
areaofKenyaaspartofoneofthe
Me to We organization’s youth
volunteer trips. The Banner
previously reported about McK-
enna’sfundraising efforts tofund
the cost of her trip as well as her
inspirationforbecominginvolved
with Me to We.

After flying from Montreal to
Zurich and then to Nairobi, a util-
ityvehicletransportedthevolun-
teers to Oloonkerin. What was
MeKenna's first impression of
Kenya?

“It looked like the prairies,
she said. “It was flat and dry.”

McKenna added that the
roadswerewhatwewouldconsid-
er to be ditches, which made the

ride very bumpy. The accommo-
dationsin Olookerin consisted of
army tents and cots, with a mess
hall for meals. Light was only
available at night from 6:00pm
until 9:00pm, thanks to use of a
generator,andatentedholeinthe
ground with a plastic seat served
as the toilet.

“We were lucky we had a plas-
tic seat. There were other areas
thatjusthadtheholeandthatwas
it,” McKenna described.

The Oloonkerin community
held a welcoming ceremony in-
volvingtraditionalsonganddance
performed by the local children.
The headmaster of the school
also spoke.

“It was cool to hear the head-
master say how happy he was to
haveus,thatourbeingtherereally
would make a difference”

Thevolunteersmixed cement
byhandandbrokestonebricksto
the required size to lay the bricks
to build the library. Water had to
be retrieved from a supply hole,
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which would be depleted of its
water supply within months, cre-
atinganeedforthelocalstofinda
new source of water. With the li-
brary’soverallstructurecomplet-
ed bythevolunteers, roofingwas
tobecompletedbyaprofessional
companypriortothebuildingbe-
ing used by the community.

“l would love to go back and
justvisitandseehowwhatwehave
done has grown,” said McKenna,
“butlalsowanttogosomewhere
else and help there!”

McKennaenjoyedinteracting
withthe children,wholearnEng-
lishas partoftheirschool curricu-
lum. This allows for ease of con-
versation with some of the older
children who were eager to hear
about life in Canada and often
identified with the volunteers by
discussingfavourite sports. McK-
enna speaks passionately about
theappreciationthechildrenhad
for the work the volunteers were
doing as well as simple gifts that
theybroughttoleavewiththechil-
dren.

“Something we consider a
simple, little thing had such an
impact,” she explained. “Like
they were so happy and thankful
togetasoccerball-Imighthave
fourofthosejustsittingin myga-
rage,butitwassomethingsospe-
cial for them. It makes you more
appreciative forwhatyou haveat

Because of her experience,
McKennais now living more sim-
plistically herself. She doesn’t
buy bottled water and is more
conscious about her shopping
habits. She selects retailers who
supportcharitiesand/orfairtrade
items,andalsowillfrequentthrift
shops instead of buying new.

“You have to be more sus-
tainableinyourown community.
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You need to start with yourself
and then go out and help oth-
ers,” McKenna said, adding, “I as
struck by how they can live off of
nothing and still be happy —so |
try to do that here at home"”
McKenna easily refers to the
experienceasalife-changingone,
andexpressesheartfeltgratitude
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toeveryone who provided finan-
cial and non-financial supportto
help her realize her dream.

“Your world has expanded
and you have a bigger picture,”
McKenna concluded. “It chang-
es your perception about every-
thing.”
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