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empowering people to tackle social injustice and build a better future 

Help lift People out of Poverty 
Powerful Information is a small British charity which is working with local partners in low income 
countries to help lift people out of poverty and empower local communities to tackle pollution and 
limit environmental impact. We have summarised our aims and approach in the last section. Most of 
our work is in villages in West Africa and Eastern Europe. This paper describes four programmes 
and a number of smaller initiatives (‘good gifts’) that are providing practical support for communities 
in trouble. If you would like to help, please visit our website or drop us a line. 

A West Africa 
In West Africa we are focussing our efforts on Sierra Leone, one of the poorest 
countries in the world. We have been working there since the ceasefire in 2001, 
providing functional literacy and healthcare education for women farmers and 
petty traders who have missed out on schooling because of poverty and war. 
We are also helping create opportunities for the disabled through education, 
skills training and start-up kits.  

1 Healthcare Education for Rural Women 
Over 90% of the women in the north of Sierra Leone are illiter-
ate: they cannot count money, read signs or notices, or write 
their names; and they live in ignorance of their rights as wives, 
mothers and citizens. Lack of education also means that they 
are at increased risk of sickness and disease because of poor 
hygiene, inadequate nutrition and unsafe activities, including un-
protected sex. We are helping two local groups, Grassroots Em-
powerment and Education for Women, run learning circles in 15 
communities in and around Makeni and Kabala and provide 
functional literacy and basic healthcare education for 500 
women. To train and support a local facilitator and provide two 
blackboards (one for slow learners), lamps and kerosene, a 
clock, benches and a set of slates, chalk, pens, note books and 
readers for 25 women costs £1,250. Education builds confidence 
and self-esteem and enables women to live more fulfilling lives 
and play a more active role in the community. It also provides 
role models for girls. 

2 Education & Training for the Disabled 
People who are blind or crippled rarely go to school or learn a 
trade. There are only six schools for the blind in Sierra Leone 
and they are tiny and lack resources. Most disabled people have 
no choice but to beg for food, and from people who are them-
selves living on the breadline. The situation is particularly difficult 
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for women and girls who are open to abuse. We are 
working with Vision for the Blind in Makeni to provide 
education, skills training and start-up kits so that blind 
women and men can make and sell soap, baskets and 
other handicrafts to support themselves and their fami-
lies. It costs £350 to train and equip each blind person, 
and provide mentoring and follow-up support. We also 
have a small programme with the Disability Awareness 
Action Group to train young polio victims to make and 
repair shoes. It costs around £100 to train each person 
and set them up in a trade — less than the price of a 
pair of quality shoes in a London store.  

B Eastern Europe 
We tend to associate living in extreme poverty with people in Africa, but poverty blights the lives of 
millions on other continents too. The problems are particularly acute in rural parts of Eastern 
Europe, where changes in agricultural policy, commodity prices and markets have meant small hold-
ings becoming less and less viable. Farming communities have also been affected by new restric-
tions on the sale of home-produced foods and on logging and hunting. The pressures are leading to 
high levels of stress and depression and forcing many to leave home, including young people who 
see no future on the land. Alcohol abuse is prevalent, and divorce and suicide rates have risen 
dramatically, and villages are fragmenting. What’s more, com-
munities are forgetting traditions and customs that once 
brought pride, satisfaction and a sense of belonging. 

3 Empowering Rural Communities 
We are working to help inform, motivate and coach rural com-
munities in deprived parts of Albania, Moldova, Romania and 
Ukraine so that they are better able to respond to threats 
posed by globalisation, pollution and climate change. This in-
cludes helping rekindle community spirit, protect local heritage, 
and celebrate local distinctiveness. We also promote network-
ing, to build contacts and encourage the exchange of ideas 
and experience. We help community groups mobilise support, 
develop Local Action Plans, and raise the resources to improve 
access to healthcare, safe water, communal facilities, etc. This 
involves providing training in planning, proposal writing, fund-
raising, project management and advocacy, and advising on 
specific environmental and legal issues. We also seek to im-
prove trust, communication and understanding where this has 
broken down. A typical project, which benefits 500 to 2,000 
people, costs between £12,500 and £25,000 and takes two 
years to complete.  

4 Environmental & Civic Education in Schools  
Many teachers in former Eastern Bloc countries still rely on 
‘chalk and talk’ in the classroom, and on rote learning. This 
does little to engage students and encourage curiosity, creative 
thinking and personal initiative. Over the last six years we have 
trained several hundred primary and secondary school teach-
ers in Romania and Moldova in more interactive teaching 
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methods. We have also provided guidance on how to plan and 
implement environmental projects in the community and how to 
tackle civic education. And we have supported over 70 student 
projects concerned with subjects as diverse as bootleg cosmet-
ics, food additives, fast foods, healthy living, agricultural chemi-
cals, plastic packaging, litter, domestic waste and waste water 
treatment1. The work is coordinated by our colleagues at Earth 
Friends in Galati. Training 50 teachers and guiding and sup-
porting environmental and civic educational projects in 12 
schools takes a year and costs £20,000. 

C Good Gifts 
In this section we have explained how we can use smaller donations to target individuals or small 
groups and improve people’s lives. The prices quoted reflect what it actually costs us and our part-
ners to deliver specific gifts to an individual/group. We have focused on Sierra Leone but can pro-
vide equivalent ‘good gifts’ for countries in Eastern Europe. 

a) Talking Watches:  Can you imagine how you would organise your day if you never knew what 
time it was? This is the situation for thousands of blind people in Sierra Leone. A talking watch is a 
real help, and it costs just £12.50. To provide a year’s education and functional literacy for a blind 
person costs £175. This includes lessons in Braille, and the hire of motorbikes to take learners to 
and from their classes — and a talking watch so they get there on 
time! 

b) Keep Blind Children off the Streets:  £40 provides a second-
hand portable typewriter for a blind student; and £250 pays for 
him or her to go to school and also receive a talking watch and 
tape-recorder. Without education blind children face a life of beg-
ging, and there’s a worse fate in store for many blind girls. 

c) A Voice of the Disabled:  A gift of £40 enables Vision for the 
Blind to make a half-hour radio broadcast and help debunk widely 
held myths, such as the idea that blindness is contagious. Regu-
lar broadcasts by the group are helping raise awareness of the 
plight of the blind and disabled and challenging public prejudice2 
and ignorance. Broadcasts also encourage blind people and car-
ers to get in touch. This is particularly important for the newly 
blind who are isolated and in despair, and often suicidal. 

d) Tools & Seeds for Subsistence Farmers:  £20 provides a 
hoe and a rake for a subsistence farmer who is attending one of 
our learning circles; and £40 provides a bushel of rice or ground-
nuts to plant. The farmer will pay back the rice/nuts into a seed 
bank after the harvest, with interest, so that the surplus can be 
redistributed to provide food and opportunities for other families.  

e) Help ‘Dig for Rats’:  Women attending our learning circles say 
that seeking education is like digging for a rat: “when you start it’s 
hard work and you don’t know what you’ll find … but then you see 

                                                 
1  Eleven of these projects have taken 1st prize in regional environmental competitions organised by the Department of Education 

in Romania, and seven have gone on to win prizes in national run-offs. 
2  For example, it is widely believed in many poor countries that disability is God’s retribution for serious sins in a past life. 
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the rat’s tail and the digging gets easier!” £50 provides 
a woman with a year’s education so that she can 
learn her ABC, write her name, and count, and under-
stand how to protect herself and her family from ill-
ness and disease.  

f) A Bicycle for a Teacher:  A bicycle is a most 
treasured possession for the men and women who 
are facilitating our learning circles. With a bike the fa-
cilitator can go quickly around the houses to tell the 
women that the class is about to start. To provide a 
bike costs £75. 

g) Start Up Kit for Small Women’s Cooperative:  
Most of the women attending learning circles dream of 
setting up a small business and becoming more eco-
nomically independent and having money to buy food 
and medicines and pay school fees. It costs £350 to 
buy a start-up kit for soap-making, gara tie-dyeing, 
weaving or basketry for a group of women, and to 
provide them with the necessary training and follow-
up support. A machine to process cassava, and a 
generator to run it, costs a little more (£1,750) but it 
reduces the drudgery and time involved3. 

D About Powerful Information 
Powerful Information is a UK registered charity working to empower individuals and local communi-
ties in lower income countries to tackle the root causes of poverty and environmental degradation. 
We work with and through local partners to provide information, education and training, and we sup-
port grassroots initiatives that build social capital, promote social justice, and raise public awareness 
of important social and environmental issues. We aim to reach the parts that larger organisations do 
not reach. 

The projects described in this flier give a glimpse of what’s required to lift people out of poverty and 
see that communities have the information, skills and confidence they need to respond effectively to 
the threat posed by globalisation, pollution and climate change. We also help civil society organisa-
tions improve their communication and advocacy skills and become more self-sufficient. The illustra-
tions are ones we took ourselves and feature some of our beneficiaries. 

We are currently supporting around 25 local people in full- or part-time employment in 
West Africa and Eastern Europe through joint projects with local partners. We are also 
involved in the UK in raising awareness of development issues. The work is co-
ordinated by a small core team based in Milton Keynes — two staff members and a 
board of six, supported by volunteers and a number of trusted freelance consultants. 

Powerful Information was established in 1990; awarded charitable status in 1992; and 
incorporated as a limited company in 2002. Our main source of funding is trusts, foundations, gov-
ernment agencies and private donations. Please consider giving us your support and helping those 
in need. As Gandhi once said: “Better to light a candle than curse the darkness”. 
                                                 
3  Cassava contains poisons that have to be removed before it is safe to eat. The wood-like roots must be peeled, grated, pressed 

and cooked to produce flour, or ‘gari’. This is a hard and laborious work. Moreover, the gari is of much lower quality than that 
produced by machine and fetches a lower price in the market. 


