


“ Que Dieu Benisse cet offre gratuit  “  Grandmother ( quote from grandma ) 
‘God bless this gift we have been offered’

The breathtakingly beautiful amber and red ball of a luke warm sun rises over the 
Miombo woodlands encircling Kisankala village in Katanga Province, DRC. It is a 
typical dawn at the village which awakens the pigs to shuffle about the garbage strewn 
roads. Hungry stray dogs wander nervously, as if fearing a rude boot or hard stone in the 
ribs, as they sniff around hoping for a morsel of somebody’s left overs to eat. 

The sprawling village mainly of tarpaulin makeshift dwellings is home to some three 
hundred permanent residents. Kisankala, nestled in the rich copper cobalt belt of Katanga 
in the Democratic Republic of the Congo, is a village with the bare minimum to offer 
human subsistence.  

The water source is a spring which feeds into a murky pond. Only the few that can afford 
generators have the privilege of lighting when the sun goes down. A few sporadic pit 
latrines dotted here and there provide rudimentary sanitation, again only for those who 
have bothered to construct them. The majority relieve themselves in the bush. One mud 
brick primary school that conducts classes up to primary 4 level, offers some elementary 
education for those children who attend.

In this minimal existence, life nonetheless teams with all manner of activities; loud noisy 
bars have music bellowing from mono speakers almost 24 hours a day, a bakery provides  
bread and popular ‘pistule’ buns for its customers. Small shops with swanky clothes and 
sandals, mostly imported from Tanzania, line the two major roads leading into the 
village. A number of crude cinema houses with televisions, DVD and video machines 
running on generators, pull crowds onto hard rail track benches to watch the latest 
Tanzanian film.  

A pharmacy shack stands beside a mud brick clinic. It supplies aspirins, cough syrups and 
a few ointments. The clinic has a larger stock of neatly stacked medicine boxes and a 
worn out in-patient counter book on the wooden table in the medic’s small office. 

One mill serves the needs of the village. There are “hotels” with rates ranging from one 
dollar to five dollars a night depending on the level of comfort one seeks.

An orange tarpaulin hairdresser’s tent faces a tall termite mound where there is a mobile 
phone booth. It is possible to make a mobile phone call here for a few francs. Steps have 
been carved up the mound and at the top one gets the best reception.

Kisankala market is well stocked with, among other things, vegetables, palm oil, grains, 
dried fish, clay pellets for pregnant women and sometimes even herbs.  

 A miserable looking crumbling mosque is no match for the 5 churches of different 
denominations which appeared to have services sometimes all through the night.  



Passionate singing and the beat of drums ring out in praise of God, seeking protection, 
seeking hope, seeking mercy, seeking no doubt an escape from a harsh veracity.

The artisanals or creuseurs  as they are fondly called,  sort, wash and pack their precious 
goods of copper and cobalt ore into gunny sacks. Often the washing of product is carried 
out right onto the road! These bags are taken to negotiators who sell to the buyers. 
Incomes can range from 10 to 50 dollars a day. This is the life they know, the way they 
know best to live, the way it has always been.

Children run around all day long, dusty, snotty nosed, mainly in worn out clothes and yet 
some of the little girls sport very exotic hairdos. Mostly they are smiling, laughing, 
playing, and gleeful of an opportunity to be photographed. “ Ni bambe photo!” they call 
out at a sight of a camera. There is pure delight in their heart melting squeals when they 
see their images on the digital camera screen.  

In amongst this would-be chaos and disorder, there are strong governance structures. 
Chief Nsemba and his court of advisors hold the fort and constantly plan what they would 
like to do to improve the lives of those in the village. With the emergence of a new 
neighbour through Africo Resources Ltd, a Canadian mineral and exploration company 
invested in the DRC through its wholly owned subsidiary H&J Swanepoel Famille Trust 
SPRL who are partners with Gecamines. Swanmines is committed to good corporate 
governance and sustainable community development for it’s stakeholders and visible 
change is set to emerge soon. 

In this village lives a nine year old girl called Melissa. Born in Kipushi, she is one of 7 
children. At the age of four months, a terrible tragedy happened; she was involved in a 
horrific head on collision between two trucks. Lucky perhaps to have survived but not 
without crushing both legs and having to have them amputated from the upper thighs.  

She has been confined to dragging herself on the dirt floor of her family compound from 
the time she had some limited independent movement. It was much too hard work to send 
her to school. Who would carry her back and forth every day? Carry her to the toilet? 
Carry her books? It was all too much effort. It was far easier to leave her with grand 
mother shuffling around at home and dragging herself using her arms and bottom. That 
was her lot; there was no future to dream about, only life one day at a time.  

This was all to change one fateful day when Australian mining engineer Grant Pierce 
joined Swanmines in the DRC as Director. Grant has been involved in Wheel chairs for 
Kids, a joint project between Scarborough Rotary Club in Australia and the Christian 
brothers, for several years now and it was a pet project he brought with him to the Congo. 
In Tanzania he assisted in providing 300 wheelchairs across the mainland, Pemba and 
Zanzibar, as well as 100 in Mozambique.  

Melissa was identified as one of the 150 receipts of wheelchairs shipped into the DRC 
recently. On August 28th, Melissa’s life changed dramatically. That morning she was 
dressed up in her Sunday best, her grandmother shaved her head apparently to shave off 



the unlucky past. Her father carried her to the chief’s compound where there was a group 
of men talking in loud voices in the chief’s meeting hut.  She felt nervous; no one had 
said anything about what was happening. She was used to that really; she seemed to go 
unnoticed most of the time. 

Then a big white car arrived and three ladies disembarked. The driver opened the back 
door and lifted something out; as she peered she saw it, a wheel chair shiny and new with 
a sky blue seat! … Her grandmother was beaming and clapping. Every one seemed 
excited. She was whisked inside the hut. One of the ladies talked about the chairs and 
how some retired men are spending their time, thousands of miles away in a place called 
Australia, making these chairs for children like her. There were applauds and cheers from 
the group of men and the chief. Her grandmother was praising the lord, hugging the 
women who had brought the chair and making loud celebratory sounds. There were tears 
in her eyes.

Then she was placed in the chair .She was the queen and all before her were her subjects. 
Gifts of blankets and toys were showered upon her. Children gathered in a crowed and 
peeped into the meeting hut in awe of her. She had never felt this special. As she hugged 
one of the fluffy toys she had received, a big smile cracked across her pretty face. Then 
she was wheeled out into the sunshine and she felt a new sense of freedom and wonder.

This was her wheel chair for keeps; it was her means to a different life! No more bruising 
her thighs and hands, no more tired arms and being dusty all the time. Maybe she would 
go to school now. She could learn how to sew and fulfill her dream of becoming a 
seamstress and make pretty clothes for a living. 

There were photographs being taken of her, her with her family, with the chief and his 
friends, with the ladies. Today was all about her!

When it was time to leave, her grandma wheeled her away and she waved at the crowd, 
smiling, heart dancing …she was thinking “ Today I got some brand new legs.  Can’t 
wait for mama to get back home from work. Can’t wait  to show mama  my brand new 
wheelchair, my brand new legs!” 

*Because of the wheelchair Melissa’s parents are working on enrolling her into 
school in Likasi town this year ! 


