Gift of life

Taken for granted by most of the world, access to clean water

is not so simple for many of the world’s poor

lean water is the gift of life. Worth more than
gold, it is the most precious resource on earth.
It can prevent disease, quench the thirst of
entire communities and keep children alive.
As stated by the World Health Organisation, access to
clean water is a basic human right.

Yet so many developing countries don’t have
enough for their own survival. The real tragedy is that
it needn’t be so. Science has given us the tools and
knowledge to overcome water shortages effectively
and sustainably — all it needs is the will to do so. To
this end, aid agencies worldwide are calling for a
concerted commitment by private companies,
governments and interest groups alike to ensure all
communities have access to clean, properly distilled
drinking water.

It sounds like a gargantuan task, given the sheer
weight of numbers. An estimated one billion people
worldwide are in need of clean drinking water —
including about 300 million in the poor rural villages
of China.

The solution is take one step at a time. Or, in the
words of international humanitarian organisation
Global Water, to save the world “one village at a time”.
This is also the approach adopted by the Kerry Group
Kuok Foundation for its philanthropic work in China.

Established in 2007, the Foundation aims to
change lives by transforming poor rural villages into
sustainable middle-class communities. It does so by
promoting harmony between humans and nature, and
respect among all people. This is the basis of the
Foundation’s mission: to foster advancement through
opportunity for all.

Projects fall into four core strategies: health,
education, enterprise and water resources. Each
follows a set of guiding principles. These require that
the projects be of sustainable social and economic
value, and that they are replicable by the Foundation

and other charitable organisations so that more
people in other communities may benefit.

The guiding principles are people-focused. They
require that projects unite villages and towns, and
help the poor to build their own capabilities. They
ensure integration of all the available social resources,
to be effectively used in the right place for maximum
value.

The starting point is identifying the greatest need
in the poorest prefectures/counties in China.
Foundation team members go into the villages of
those poorest regions to set up bases where they will
work in partnership with local authorities and the
villagers themselves to bring them out of poverty in 15
years.

As Dr David Pang, chief executive of Kerry Group
Kuok Foundation, explains, the journey above the
poverty line requires a concerted effort. “In the end,
you really have to change people’s mindset. Money
cannot change mindset — only people devoting their
loving hearts and committing their valuable time can
doit."

Guiding principles are strictly adhered to. And
"you don'’t take your eyes off the people”, Dr Pang
adds. “Hardware is helpful but not critical — the focus
is on changing people.”

“We identify the current state — i.e. how poor they
are, why they are so poor, and our future vision: what
their lives will be like in 15 years’ time. We will then
develop and execute projects in health, education,
enterprise and water to close the gap. The work has to
be measurable, and disciplined. Only in a very
disciplined way can you close the gap."

Rural China’s water problems are diverse. In the
north, where it’s very dry, there are chronic shortages.
Southern provinces get more rain, but it runs off
quickly in the steep terrain, and is often tainted by
industrial pollution.
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Village children work together to collect clean drinking water and take it home.
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The Foundation’s solution aims for long-term cure
and, short-term care. It works to cure the root cause of
poverty and water problems through river management,
while simultaneously caring for immediate needs by
bringing safe drinking water to the poor and their
livestock.

In one village, the Foundation might build a dam, and
provide each family with a water tank. In another, it may
need to dig a well to find a reliable source of clean water,
build pipelines, then pump it, after purification, into
homes.

In every case, it’s done in partnership. In addition to
participation by government, the villagers are expected to
contribute, too. Poor though they may be, in order for the

model to work, these villagers must play a hand in building
a better life for themselves.

At the initial village meetings, Dr Pang outlines “the
bad news” first, telling the villagers what is required of

them. And if they’re not prepared to do it, he says, he’ll go
to another village. To date, no-one has said no. Their
response is always an enthusiastic, “what do you want from
us”?

Later, Dr Pang will be back and call follow up meetings
to see what changes have been made with time.

At one of these return meetings, an old man stood to
speak. He told how he’d heard it all before, from outsiders
who’d turned up at their village with promises of a better
life. Even one group sent by a foreign government had
spouted their grand plans to bring water, but were never
heard of again. If they couldn’t do anything, he thought,
who could?

Two years later, the Kerry Group Kuok Foundation had
earned the community’s trust. The village now has clean
water, and a better future within its grasp. Its project even
reunited a family — the old man had called his son back
from Guangzhou, “because now there is opportunity here”.
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Creating destiny

Currently, the Kerry Group Kuok Foundation has bases in six
Chinese provinces: Hunan, Guizhou, Yunnan, Sichuan, Shanxi
and Shaanxi. Teams of local people are assembled at each site
to plan and execute the projects, and support the villagers to
accumulate the knowledge and experience that will elevate
them out of poverty.

The Foundation’s targets are both clear, and ambitious.
Goals include raising income levels, enhancing health
conditions, educating children and adults, and bringing clean
drinking water to all. The ultimate aim is to establish a
replicable and sustainable model that can begin to be
replicated in other small villages, and eventually across the
whole of China.

The Kerry Group Kuok Foundation is committed to curing
the root cause of poverty and water problems in China, one
village at a time. In the words of its mission: “We will help the
poor to build their own capabilities so that they can create
their own opportunities and change their own destiny and that
of others, and the world can become a better place for our
children and generations to come".
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Some of the poorest regions of China now have access to clean water.
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