Preparing our hand over
By Peter Devlin, President of FOB

As you have been able to read in last year‟s communications, we have been studying adequate ways to prepare for the
handing over of the Centre‟s responsibility to the village. With the new intake of girls, the third cohort, who will start their
three years of training (2013-2015) in April 2013, we will begin a phased withdrawal of our involvement in Bonou by
tapering down our funding over the next 3 years. While we were in Bonou in February 2013, we were able to start contacts
with the local authorities and the region‟s “Préfet” who have pledged their financial support. It will probably not be quite
enough and Dominique‟s follow-up team and the Elders will need to find some private funders. They have 3 years to do this.
As Laurence said in her speech in Bonou in February, there are two principles that have been at the heart of what we have
been doing during the last 10 years in Bonou: the first one was concentrating our main resources on ONE main project in
order to create a critical mass and therefore avoiding the “sprinkling” of resources, putting a bit of money here and there on
many different projects; This is inefficient and cannot make a real difference. The second principle is NOT TO STAY TOO
LONG as this we believe, would create a new dependency culture. So we feel that it will be soon time to “let go” as we have
achieved our goal to help local people do what they could not do on their own e.g. build the Training Centre + the dormitory
facility adjacent to it and set up a local management structure in the village, therefore empowering them to do what they
wanted to do. So it will be soon time for them to go “solo”.
We will of course still communicate regularly with you during the next three-year transition period until our complete
withdrawal at the end of 2015 and we will keep you up to date with all the latest developments. We will also tell you when
we have enough money in the bank to see us through till the end of our involvement in Bonou as it might mean stopping
your contribution to us. We might however get involved in another project in Benin or elsewhere in West Africa but we don‟t
know yet what form it would take. As we have 3 years to weigh our options and decide, we will let you know in good time.
Thank you for all the support you have given Friends of Bonou over the years!

“La Libération” – the graduation of the second cohort of Sonagnon girls
by Patsy Townsend
It was an early breakfast at Hotel du Lac before we set off as the first car in the convoy that was to take several guests to
Bonou and the ceremony for the second cohort of young women. On the outskirts of Cotonou we were joined by Dominique,
his wife Laure and some of their guests. In Porto Novo the number of vehicles grew as other members of the follow-up team
joined the convoy. As we were waiting this trailer caught our eye „lève toi, bouge toi‟ (get up and move )– so we did – hot
foot to Bonou, an hour up the new tarmac road, a far cry from the three hours it used to take when we first went there.

Sonagnon, the girls‟ training centre had been transformed; the stage was set – literally - under the paillotte (the round
meeting hut), flags set up , loud speakers positioned, chairs set out under wide awnings and every leaf swept and chicken
and goat given their marching orders. The girls were sat quietly, thoughtfully, awaiting the start of the Mass which would

mark the commencement of the ceremonies for the day. They looked splendid in their exquisite hairdos and in their own
design of „tenue‟ all made from the same fabric like a sophisticated uniform.
The day followed a similar pattern for those of us who had been at the ceremony for the first cohort three years ago, but
nonetheless still impressive, exciting, colourful and moving. Firstly the Mass, delivered by the priest in Fon, French and this
time even a spattering of English for our benefit. The priest was warm and welcoming and set the tone for the day
accompanied by the village women who sang and swayed throughout the service, completing his tasks an hour or so later by
blessing the Diplomas and the start up kits.

Then we were stunned and impressed by the display from the girls and the Centre staff, demonstrating their skills, talents,
poise, confidence, maturity and professionalism, very much in contrast to the simple and shy young village girls who started
in the Centre three years previously. The pictures say it all, the atmosphere however, cannot be photographed just
imagined: the vibrant colours, the dancing, the music, the heat, the appreciation from the village and the VIP guests, the
awe and excitement on the faces of the children and the support from parents and the wider community – the king, the
commune, the Mairie, the Préfecture.

Each young woman demonstrated the skill in which they had specialized whether that was hair-dressing, food processing,
sewing, fabric-printing. All the outfits they wore had been made by themselves in fabric which had for the most part been
printed (block-print or tie and dye) at the centre; In addition to being presented with a „Certificat de Formation‟ they each
had a start-up kit in their specialism to give them a good beginning in their chosen métier. Literacy, numeracy skills, simple
business management, personal health care and basic French were also part of their toolkit!

After the girls had completed their exhibition, there followed further entertainment Benin-style: the zangbetos (the “hairy”
village guardians) and troupes of dancers and musicians.

Finally the girls were presented with their Diplomas and we sat patiently through the inevitable and lengthy speeches. There
were several: Monsieur le Maire, Monsieur le Préfet, “Maman Laurence”, Madame la Directrice, Monsieur Dominique, several
of the village Elders, one of the present students, one of the former students all translated from Fon to French or French to
Fon by the very able Léon. Laurence in her speech confirmed our intention to taper our financial support over the next three
years and it was encouraging to hear the Mayor and the local Prefect who both made pleasing noises about financial support
and ensuring the future sustainability of the centre. The sceptical amongst us murmured “politicians promises”, “elections
due soon” but we were encouraged by this public acknowledgment of the need for the local authorities to pick up the future
funding of the centre.

As this exciting day drew to a close, my faith and confidence in the future for Sonagnon lay with two beautiful small girls
who had stood opposite me throughout the day enthralled by all they witnessed, imagining that they might be there in a few
years time, aspiring to be a successful, skilled and confident young women, like those young women from Sonagnon they
had seen graduate today in their village.

Looking back at the last 10 years
By Laurence Lalanne
Since that fateful day in February 2003 when I first set foot in Bonou, ten years have elapsed and I rejoice! I rejoice that a
good number of young women and their own children after them will not have the fate they would have had if FOB had not
come to Bonou and if so many of you had not got involved in that great adventure! The importance of education for girls has
recently been vindicated once again with the case of the young Afghan girl, Malala Hussein that the Taliban were prepared to
kill to try and shut her up. They failed but the battle is far from over and there are many people around the world who agree
with them and think that girls should not be educated. So I rejoice that in our modest way we have advanced that cause and
I hope that our work will ripple out in the life of many other people in Benin for a long time to come … So I essentially look
ahead but after 10 years, I also look back and I reflect: I examine the mistakes we have made and the misunderstandings
that, may be, could have been avoided. But I also reflect on what I have experienced and learned about Benin particularly
but more generally about African culture as a whole.
It is a truism to say that “culture” is many things to many people but it is as much about the way people react and think,
what makes them tick or what shocks them as it is about the grand traditions they have inherited from their ancestors and
their history. Benin being a “collective” society, their outlook is very different from ours: here, our identity is determined by
who we are as individuals. Not so in Benin where one‟s identity is determined by being part of a group. This has many
advantages: a deeply-ingrained respect for the old, a non negotiable obligation to help family members in difficulty or in
need, a sense that the “seasons of life” and community events are to be lavishly celebrated and actively participated in (not
least with big financial participations!), the fact that you are never alone as there are always people around you with whom
you can either strike up a conversation or just sit in silent companionship: “on est là” (we are here) is a common response in
Benin when you ask someone how they are. No great psychological analysis of how they feel and no empty formulaic chitchat about the weather but just an acknowledgement that they are here with you, for human company. To be alone is an
impossible concept in Africa and a person without relations or a mere nuclear family of 2 parents and 2.2 children is even
stranger! Descartes‟ profound insight “I think therefore I am” is very Western… The Kenyan theologian John Mbiti expresses
what the African psyche is all about: “I am because we are and since we are, therefore I am.” No western person could have
said that probably but in a way it is not so different from what John Donne wrote “No man is an island” …

But a collective society has also important negative side-effects: As the extended family unit and kinship regulate your
behaviour, high value is given to the authority of older members and/or to “the Chief,” a fact which can (and often does)
stifle initiative and change. The power and prestige of high status and well-connected individuals is so taken for granted that
even discussing one of their decisions can appear as a challenge to their innate authority and is therefore rejected and
frowned upon if foreigners do it. The result is often a deep conservatism and an apathy which is difficult to shake. Another
consequence of the general conformity that is expected from members of the group is that “face” and “honour” must be kept
at all cost, so there is almost always a sub-script in every interaction and it takes time for people outside the group to
become aware of it, let alone decipher it!
We have had to contend with these cultural differences in Bonou: we have loved some of them and disliked others, on both
sides of course, but I sincerely believe we have learned a lot and achieved a lot, both because and in spite of them. We are
richer for it.

One of the big “educational” posters that ornate the streets of Cotonou:
This one says: “Nothing is more beautiful that team spirit.” Friends of Bonou would tend to agree, don’t you think?

Treasurer’s Report
By Mark Bale

As you will read elsewhere in this report, 2012 has marked a major change in our activities, in agreement with our partners
in Bonou, our financial support for our chief and only current project, the Sonagnon Training Centre for Girls will be
withdrawn in stages over three years, as part of a local taking over of responsibility. For those who like to see actual figures,
here is our projected stepping down of financial contributions:
Year ending:
Due date
Jan 2013
July 2013
Jan 2014
July 2014
Jan 2015
July 2015
Local
fees
Totals:

accy.

31.3.14
100%
CFA
4,000,000
4,000,000

31.3.15
60%
CFA

31.3.16
30%
CFA

Total

1,200,000
1,200,000

CFA
4,000,000
4,000,000
2,400,000
2,400,000
1,200,000
1,200,000

2,400,000
2,400,000

1,740,000

1,740,000

1,740,000

5,220,000

9,740,000

6,540,000

4,140,000

20,420,000

As you can see we need in total something over 20 million West African francs, which is some £26,000. We already have
about 30% of this in the bank, which means that regular gifts from Friends who make gifts by standing order will, if the gifts
are continued, reach our target probably in the first half of 2015.
We are delighted to be in the unusual position of being able to say to our donors that they have achieved, or will have
achieved in about two years from now, the funding of a project from its initiation to full independence, and to thank them for

their generosity and trust in enabling the project to happen. The Friends of Bonou have achieved much more than this, but
if the Sonagnon Centre has saved just one girl from domestic slavery or prostitution in neighbouring Nigeria – the local evil
that drove the project – then everything we‟ve already achieved will have been worthwhile. We are not sure exactly how
things will evolve till the end of our contributions and it might be that we will switch to another project so it will up to you
then to choose to continue contributing or not. We are not there yet and for the moment we are counting on our regular
donors to continue with their standing orders
Throughout the period of stepping down we will continue to receive monthly reports from the accountants in Cotonou, to be
sure that money given by the Friends is all accounted for.
As I explained last year, the formal accounts for The Friends of Bonou are prepared each year to 5th April, and are lodged
with the Charity Commissioners. These are available for anybody interested, to see on request. If you would like to see
them, we can let you have a copy in the post, or as a pdf version. They can also be seen on the Charity Commission‟s
website.
A summary of the main figures from our accounts since our inception in 2003 is given below:

Donations
received
Tax refund
Grants
for
dormitory
Contributions
from Les Amis
de Bonou
Profits
from
fund-raising
activities

22.3.
0312.7.
04
£

13.7.
045.4.0
5
£

4,564

2,099

Y/e
5.4.0
6

Y/e
5.4.0
7

Y/e
5.4.0
8

Y/e
5.4.0
9

Y/e
5.4.10

Y/e
5.4.11

Y/e
5.4.12

Total

£

£

£

£

£

£

£

£

4,715

3,939

5,914

9,277

6,037

12,843

38,551

11,947

97,787

786

821

1,152

1,352

1,313
25,98
1

1,585

9,298

1,461

17,768

1,630

2,287

2,703

2,584

2,590

18,889

28,81
8

3,971

4,822

6,548

1,254

59,680

718

1,907

1,788

6,357

2,371
6,122

25,981

Administrative
expenses (inc.
local
accountant)
Bank
deposit
interest
Profit
on
exchange (see
note below)
Funds available
for
charitable
purposes
Transfers
to
Benin
for
development
work
Increase/(decre
ase) in funds
Funds
bought
forward
Increase/(decre
ase)
Funds
carried
forward

(101)

(538)

(323)

(889)

(1,30
8)

(2,614
)

(3,503)

(3,564
)

(13,527)

60

18

12

0

90

895

1,641

(1,435
)

(86)

82

1,097

(687)

6,562

7,469

12,70
1

14,67
0

41,28
5

39,98
2

17,922

53,404

13,770

193,996

6,370

3,618

12,81
6

13,89
0

22,26
6

22,82
9

48,769

50,149

16,436

197,143

192

3,851

(115)

780

19,01
9

17,15
3

(30,84
7)

3,255

(2,666
)

10,622

192

4,043

3,928

4,708

40,880

10,033

13,288

192

3,851

(115)

780

(30,84
7)

3,255

(2,666
)

192

4,043

3,928

4,708

10,033

13,288

10,622

19,01
9
23,72
7

23,72
7
17,15
3
40,88
0

This table above shows that up to 5th April 2012, we had paid over for our projects some £197,000 since we started. This
£197,000 has been spent on projects in Bonou as follows:
Restocking of pharmacy

1,000

Building of maternity block

12,779

Building of Sonagnon girls‟ training centre

14,976
5,161

Repair of walkways at Sonagnon

General repairs at Sonagnon
Building of library at Dangbo secondary school
Desks for local secondary school
Building of dormitory block at Sonagnon
Furniture for dormitory
Running costs of Sonagnon, term 1 2007 to term 1 2012 inc.
School books

6,411
22,902
2,400
61,104
3,591
55,010
4,866

Football kit for local school

498

Excursions for Sonagnon girls

405

Evaluation of graduating girls

824

Start-up kits for graduating girls, including micro-loans

1,284

Payment for local accounting, and local training courses

3,408
310
214

Additional lessons in micro enterprise management
Vaccinations

total

197,143

A big thank you to all our supporters
By Barbara Coyne
“Give a man a fish and he‟ll eat for a day, teach him how to fish and he‟ll eat forever” is how the wise proverb goes – with a
small tweak, it could be the motto for Friends of Bonou – teach her how to sew and she‟ll eat forever!” says long-standing
FOB member Louise Upton. “Where FOB really excels, and why I have supported it over a number of years, is that I know
that it is giving young women tools to live by and use for the rest of their lives – not just a quick fix for today.”
The Friends of Bonou‟s steadfast presence on the ground reflects the dependable support we have received over the years.
Whilst every contribution is vital, regular contributions from enthusiastic supporters like Louise have enabled us to guarantee
the long-term stability of our projects in Benin and really make a difference in Bonou
Committed donors have recognized that our strength has rested in our consistent, manageable initiatives. “It is so heartwarming to hear personal stories of how our money is directly making a difference to people‟s long-term future,” says
Louise. “On this scale, the charitable cause is bolstered by real personal relationships and there is no money lost on
middlemen and bureaucracy – and it‟s done with as much consultation with the local community it is working with as
possible,” she adds. “I support FOB because I believe that they are absolutely the best model for helping people born into
very different circumstances to my own. Guided by the needs of those it serves, their projects could eventually be selfsustaining.”
Oxford High School (OHS) also stood by their long-term commitment to Friends of Bonou this year. OHS students sharpen
their understanding of global inequality at a critical age by considering the commonalities and discrepancies between their
own experience and that of their peers in Bonou. And collaboration with Friends of Bonou exposes OHS students to
constructive approaches to social justice, equipping them to participate in sustainable development throughout their lives.

Eveline Tucker, Oxford High School‟s Friends of Bonou Club organizer (2012-2013), headed up an unprecedented occasion
this year. The school‟s „Friends of Bonou Week‟ empowered girls to raise community awareness for their school charity (FOB)
over a prolonged period. Staff and students engaged in five days of information-sharing and fundraising in support of The
Sonagnon Centre. In anticipation of the weeklong event in October, younger club members staged an assembly calling
attention to their work. “They also made a power point slide to be displayed on the TV screens dotted around school,”
explains Eveline. During „Friends of Bonou Week,‟ a stall set up in the „Crush Hall‟ (the main school meeting area) offered
different activities each day. Games involved guessing the name of the bear, guessing the number of sweets in the jar; and
guessing the teacher's baby photo. “This last one was extremely popular and we got some hilarious pictures from the
members of staff, who all chipped in,” Eveline says.
„Friends of Bonou Week‟ coincided with Oxford High School's Open Evening, which enabled the club to broaden their scope
and reach a wider audience. Club members manned a stall and presented information about Bonou to current and
prospective students and their parents. Eveline reported that considerable interest was generated. Younger club members
ingeniously fashioned handmade material flowers to distribute in exchange for donations. The handmade flowers can be used
as hair accessories, which might prompt donors to remember Bonou in the future! “All in all we raised about £62.02 for the
charity [that evening], and a lot of awareness!” says Eveline.
Through dialogue, engagement and positive action, Friends of Bonou has continued in its efforts to lay the groundwork for
deep-rooted networks of understanding in Bonou and the UK. Grateful thanks indeed go out to all our supporters who
contribute in so many different ways.

Towara, a dance troupe with a mission
By Laurence Lalanne
Visitors who come to Benin are pretty much unanimous: one of the things they most appreciate is not only seeing what their
own financial contribution is able to achieve in terms of educating girls in Bonou but also being able to connect with “real”
people in an African village, talk with them and relate to the problems and successes of their day-to-day life. This is what
you don‟t get if you simply give money to a big aid organisation which certainly may achieve “bigger” results but cannot give
you that direct human contact.

Cape Coast, slavery fort in Ghana

Ouidah: slave in shackles

Agricultural development Songhai style

Another positive feedback that we have consistently received from the trips we have organised for our supporters is the fact
that it is not “all work and no play”: As well as the unforgettable experience that Bonou is for most people who have never
been to Africa before, we visit palaces of ancient royal dynasties and slavery sites in Ouidah or in Ghana, go and watch the

fishermen, the weavers or the bead-makers at work, learn about the importance of organic agriculture in the Songhai
Centre, eat Beninese delicacies (or not…) and are given the opportunity to marvel at the TOWARA dancers‟ energy.
Now, TOWARA is not your usual amateur dance group who perform for a few tourists. It is a real cultural asset that has
been recently recognised by the Benin Ministry of Culture in so far as Marcel Zounon, the founder of Towara, has been
appointed in February 2011 Director of the “Ensemble Artistique National” and given a substantial budget to increase the
profile of all aspects of Benin culture and spot new talents in dance, drama and music all over the country. Marcel Zounon‟s
professional trajectory is in itself quite interesting: As a student in economic science in the early 90‟s and then as a teacher,
Marcel spent all his free time researching the traditional music and dances of Benin in villages south and north of the
country, including within the cultural and ceremonial aspects of the Voodoo cult, indigenous to Benin and Togo.

The fishermen at work on the beach near Ouidah

Egugun masks in the streets of Ouidah

Voodoo is a word that often strikes suspicion and fear in Western minds for it has been much-maligned, mainly because of
the Haitian and the Brazilian versions (Camdomblé and Santeria) where it has become, or so it is believed, quite sinister and

steeped in black magic. But the original voodoo of the Yoruba, Fon and Ewe people as it is still practiced nowadays in Benin,
Togo and Ghana is not about evil and juju but simply the traditional animist religion which existed before the white
colonialists came: The cult of the ancestors (as practiced particularly by the Egugun initiates) and the belief that inanimate
objects are receptacles of divine power accessible through the practice of magic spells, divination and medicine-healing and
conjured through dance, drumming and trance, are important elements of Voodoo. In fact the word vodún is the Yoruba/Fon
word for “spirit” as, like in all primeval religions all over the world, everything from nature has significance: A fallen dry leaf,
a green leaf, the tree itself. Voodoo comprises nearly 400 divinities, each one honoured according to a particular rite. It is
worth remembering however that in Benin, Christianity and Voodoo are not mutually exclusive: A large portion of the
population follows both religions: during the latest graduation ceremony in Bonou for example, we had a Catholic mass and
the appearance of the Zangbeto, the traditional “night guards” who protect the village. January 10th is the official Voodoo
Day, a National Holiday and the occasion of much rejoicing and official ceremonies attended by government dignitaries!

Voodoo Temple near Ouidah

Voodoo divination in front of a village “altar”

When Marcel Zonon realised the cultural importance of the musical and dancing elements of the Voodoo cult and also
discovered during his many trips around the Benin countryside, how alive the traditional dances still were, he came to the
conclusion that this cultural heritage should not only be preserved but made known to a larger public. This is when he
started a first dance-group in 1992 called Agora which subsequently merged with another group called Towakpon to become
Towara in 1995. Since then, Towara has grown from strength to strength. Most of the members (about 50 of them at any
one time, men and women) are not professional dancers or musicians as they still have a day job (electrician, teacher,
seamstress, secretary, IT technician etc) but the time and energy they dedicate to their art and their natural talent have
enabled them to win recognition nationally as well as internationally: They have performed in France, Germany, Switzerland,
Denmark, Spain, Byelorussia, Cuba, Tunisia, Nigeria, Burkina Faso, Dubai and even Japan.

The Guelede dance performed by Towara and Marcel Zounon explaining how a Guelede mask is made

Towara‟s repertoire comprises 30 dances from all the regions and ethnic groups of Benin. One of the most spectacular is the
Guelede dance, famous for its big colourful masks and costumes, consisting of layers of elaborate bright cloth. The Guelede
"mask" is more accurately a headdress, since it rests on top of the head and the wearer's face is covered by a cloth veil. The
headdress takes the form of a human head on top of which are motifs that are intended to entertain onlookers but also
address social concerns. In villages, the Guelede ceremony is always performed by men in spite of the fact that it celebrates
“Mothers” a group that includes female ancestors and deities as well as the elderly women of the community, and the power
and spiritual capacity these women have in society. The dancers generally perform in pairs and while they have bells on their
feet, they are also always accompanied by a number of drummers. The singers use irony and mockery to denounce deviant
behaviours as the role of the Guelede is to preserve social cohesion. They often imitate the gestures and manners of
different animals or birds during the dance. In villages, the performers of Guélédé belong to a secret society whose members
are the guardians of the masks.

Various Gueledes masks during private and public ceremonies in villages and towns

Among the other dances that Towara performs, the Sakpata dance stands out by the sheer energy deployed by the dancers
who jump, turn and whirl around in an amazing display of colours and energy: That dance is dedicated to the divinity of the
earth and is performed to keep all the diseases at bay, but more especially small pox.

In contrast, the Massé dance is simply a mime of day-to-day activities: cooking, eating, planting, caring for children and …

…just guess!!!

The dance Blékété is dedicated to Mamiwata, the goddess of water and to Golo Vodoun, the divinity of the Kola nut who are
invoked to get abundance and protection: Blékété is performed by women only whose face is painted white.

The Blekété dance and the accompanying musicians

DONATION FORM
I want to give a donation to Friends of Bonou of £………………
Name………………………………………………………………………………………
Address…………………………………………………………………………………
…………………………………………………………………………………………………
…………………………………………………………………………………………………
Email …………..…………………………………………………………………………
Phone number…………………………………………………………………………
Please send this form + the GIFT AID declaration below to the FOB Treasurer:
Mr Mark BALE – 20 The Moors- Kidlington- OXFORD OX5 2AJ

GIFT AID DECLARATION
I want The Friends of Bonou to treat all donations I have made since 13th July 2004* and all donations I make
hereafter as Gift Aid donations, until I notify otherwise. I am a tax- payer.

Name:…………………………… Address: ………………………………………………………………………………………
…………………………………………………… Date:………………… Signature:………………………………………
(* This is the date when Friends of Bonou received official charity status)

