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Women working together against poverty and its causes 

Ladies of Charity 2008
San Antonio, Cal.

2.  INTRODUCTION:  
First of all, I would like to thank Mary Ann Morowits and the Ladies of Charity National Board for having invited me to this gathering.  I am very happy to be here again with you, because it is a great opportunity to know you and your work better and also because I am aware not only of your work, but also about the great possibilities you have to change the lives of the Poor. 

 Before beginning, I consider important to introduce myself.  You just heard about my work, but I also want you to know something about my personal life.

I want to share with you some photos of my family

3.  For whom I am here?
I also want you to know that am here because I can’t accept poverty when it is the product of injustice and because I am convinced that as followers of Christ, inspired by Saint Vincent De Paul, we must try to help de persons who are poor to live a better life.  I am here because of the many excluded persons that I encounter in my path. Among all, I am motivated, as you are, by the concrete men, women and families that suffer.

4.  This sweet old lady was the first to introduce me to the service to the Poor.  I could see her joy when I first visited her at a home for the elderly. She told me about her happiness, because I was going to visit her every day.  “I shall never be sad again, knowing that you are going to be my friend”, the old lady said.  Besides my second son, four years old then, told me he had to visit his new “girl friend” every day.  This girl friend was at least ninety five years old.  
* * *
5.  II. Systemic Change approach
After this introduction, I am going to talk about Systemic Change approach, a process that aims to achieve a radical transformation in the lives of the excluded. I am going to focus particularly on the strategies related to lobbying, main theme of this talk.  

6.  The stories and the strategies I am going to present are proposed by the Commission for Promoting Systemic Change, mandated by Father General Gregory Gay and his Council, to study and promote Systemic Change among all Vincentians. 

7. The first thing is to understand that to achieve Systemic Change we must see the world with a new perspective.  We always think in two dimensions.  By introducing a third dimension, we can learn to see the world anew.  This new way of seeing the world leads us to take into account the different systems related to the person we want to help.

8. We must understand some concepts in order to clarify Systemic Change.  
· “A System is a perceived whole, whose elements “hang together” because they continually affect each other over time and operate toward a common purpose 
· A System is composed of parts, but we cannot understand a system by looking only at its parts. We need to work with the whole of a system, even if we work with individual parts or isolated problems. You and your work are elements of dozens of different systems.  So are the Poor you work with.
· 9. Systemic approach  focuses in the relations between the system’s elements, and not in the contents of such elements

· It is a process that favors a structural change of a whole system

· Systemic Change leads to a radical transformation of the life of the excluded, through needed specific strategies, indispensable to produce such changes.

10.  The System and the interaction among Systems
We could mention infinity of examples of different systems: a person, a family, a community, the Vincentian Family, the AIC, the Ladies of Charity and so on. 

If we think and act in a Systemic way,  we can say the Ladies of Charity of the USA is a dynamic association, formed by multiple systems, and also part of multiple systems, interacting  to achieve a common goal:  “ To contribute to eradicate poverty and its causes”. 
11.  How Systemic Change works  
Each of us lives within a socio-economic system whose parts interact with each other.  If the system is working well, it favors personal growth.  If not, it thwarts growth and accelerates decline.  Lack of education, work, money, food, health and so on, are closely related and form the circle of poverty, difficult to break.  Similar things can be said about housing, sanitary conditions, health care and other basic human needs.  The elements in a poorly functioning system influence one another and move a person, step by step, deeper into poverty.  The challenge for a systems thinker is to know where and how to break the circle. 

12.  We can not achieve change if we want to help the Poor without taking into account all the different Systems related to them, such as their families, their communities, the society in which they live.  It is in these societal relations, that political actions, such as lobbying, are extremely important, and often indispensable to achieve Systemic Change.

13.  By thinking systemically, Saint Vincent encouraged his followers to examine various elements in people’s lives to see what their most important needs were.  

Today we are conscious that people who are poor live within a social system where some or many of these elements are lacking, a system that, if changed, can help a person emerge from poverty.

14.  It is also important to understand that Systemic change projects, as well as projects inspired by the AIC Guide Lines, aim at creating more equitable social structures so the opportunities might be more equally distributed.  
Structural thinking, systemic thinking, does not come easily to us.  It requires an informed understanding of the real circumstances of the Poor.  It requires patience, analysis, and a disciplined search for solutions.  Beyond that, structural change demands dialogue, collaborative action, and perseverance.  But without structural thinking and structural change, the root causes of poverty remain embedded in society, even if programs that we set up are successful in dealing with some symptoms.  
15. The Church´s Social Teachings urge us to promote structural changes
In an address given in 1979, to the Congregation of the Mission,  Pope John Paul II stated: “Social thinking and social practice inspired by the Gospel must always be marked by a special sensitivity towards those who are most in distress, those who are extremely poor, those suffering… from hunger, neglect, unemployment and despair. You will also want to seek out the structural reasons which foster or cause the different forms of poverty in the world and in your own country, so that you can apply the proper remedies.”

16. We are going to illustrate the theory with some stories and with the effective strategies of Systemic Change, suggested by the Commission 
These strategies are very important, if not indispensable, to give place to real and deep changes in the projects and services of the members of the Vincentian Family.  

17. For a better comprehension, we divided the strategies, according to their orientation and main objectives:  Mission, people, task and solidarity and net working oriented strategies.  
We do not have enough time to present the different strategies one by one, but I am going to give all of you a document where you may find them, and study them carefully.  After a brief explanation of each group of strategies, and in order to illustrate them, I am going to present some of our Systemic Change stories.  In all of them, you will see and find women working together and being advocates of the persons who are poor.  
18.  First of all we have the Mission oriented strategies (related to motivation and direction)

These strategies flow from our identity as Christians who are attempting to listen to the word of God attentively, and as members of the Vincentian Family who are seeking to serve the Poor in word and work. 
19. Saint Vincent was a precursor of Systemic Change.  He is at the core of the Vincentian Family Systemic Change approach.  Saint Vincent was thinking systemically when he urged his followers not only to assist the Poor in their immediate needs by providing food, clothing and shelter, but also to assist them to change the social system within which they live, so that they might emerge from poverty.  He said we must serve the Poor: "affectively and effectively"
, spiritually and corporally”"
, “by word and work”. 

20. This is the story of Akamasoa.  “City of the Good  Friends”

21.  (Starts video)  It takes place outside Tananarive, capital of Madagascar, a country where poverty is a true scandal and a threat to human rights and against the dignity of God’s children.  
When Father Pedro Opeka C.M. first arrived to Madagascar, from his homeland, Argentina, he couldn’t believe the misery around him.   “What is there to do for the hundreds of families that live in outrageous conditions on top of the garbage?   

He started searching for a solution with some members of the community, mostly women. They discovered that working on the quarry could be a good departing point.  Women’s work was very important at this stage, and has continued being so in every way.  

Today, those first settlements have become real urban communities, with all sorts of services.  On Sundays, around five or six thousand persons congregate for praising the Lord for all they have received.  
Nothing of this could have been possible without a strong individual, family and social discipline, grounded on personal responsibility and a firm belief in Providence.  Nothing of this could be done without women’s participation at all levels.  The women from Akamasoa, all very poor, are always denouncing the structural injustice that affects de poorest of the poor in Madagascar.  
As this work has been known around the world, the Akamasoa’s project has been extended to seventeen towns, thanks specially  to the Malagasy volunteers and the poor women in the community working together, the guide and support of their leader, Father Pedro, the Congregation of the Mission and the generous help from individuals and international organizations.  

* * *
22.   People Oriented Strategies focus on the Poor as the persons who are most capable of changing their own situation
All the strategies identified in this category, are centered on the persons of the Poor. As Vincentians, inspired by Jesus Christ the Evangelizer of the Poor, we must be attentive to their cries, to their needs and their aspirations, so that we not only serve and evangelize them, but also that we are evangelized by them.  All these strategies have as a prerequisite the participation, promotion, and empowerment of the Poor and express solidarity with them in promoting Systemic Change.
23. Saint Vincent promoted radical changes in the lives of the Poor.  He turned the world upside down, giving the first place to the last.  It is only when we learn from the Poor that we can be inventive in serving them.

· The Poor are your lords and masters… and we are to render them our small services.   (SV 9, 119; X, 332) This implies respect, affection, solidarity, listening to their needs and aspirations, to their cries for justice and peace.

24.   Father Robert Maloney gives us an example of the person oriented strategies in the story I have a D.R.E.A.M
 This is a project coordinated by Father Maloney, carried out in collaboration between the Daughters of Charity and the Community of Saint Egidio 

25.  (Starts video)
The acronym DREAM signifies “Drug Resource Enhancement against AIDS and Malnutrition”.  

Since 2002, Project DREAM has been applying in Africa, with extraordinary success, the standards of treatment now used in developed countries.  

Recently the World Health Organization (WHO) chose it as a case study for treating AIDS.  

Giving particular attention to the sufferings of the sick persons, DREAM provides treatment to children and adults who are HIV-positive, but its special focus is to prevent the transmission of HIV/AIDS from a pregnant woman to her new-born child and to maintain the on-going health of the mother. 

When Ana Maria first arrived to participate in DREAM she weighed a skeletal 64 pounds.  

Upon discovering that she was HIV positive, her husband had left her and her neighbors isolated her. 

 As she struggled to take care of her six children she realized that she was dying.  

Today she and her children are well.  In fact, Ana Maria is filled with fighting talk and enthusiasm as she promotes the struggle against AIDS, fuelled by her awareness that she would be dead if she had not received treatment.

Dejar la última imagen del video hasta que yo empiece a hablar de Joaosinho
26. Joaosinho has become a symbol of DREAM and one of its most loved pacients.  

He was the 1000th baby born to HIV-positive women receiving treatment.  Like other children born in DREAM before and since, he now has the chance to lead a healthy life.

Joaosinho has another reason to rejoice as he faces the future:  his mother is alive and healthy and will take care of him in the years to come. 

Treatment helped Ana María so much, that as her medication was phased down, her inmune system became almost normal.  The women that have received the treatment have become the principal agents in this project.  They are trained as formators of many other sick women, that work shoulder to shoulder with the Daughters of Charity in order to make aware the decision makers about the importance to prevent this illness, that affects a hight percentage of human beings. 
* * *
27.  Task Oriented Strategies are based on organization
Saint Vincent has been the inspiration for countless charitable services that have produced remarkable results. Clearly some of the keys to his success were his organizational talent and his ability to transmit his vision to his followers, helping them become servant leaders by empowering them for the challenges they faced.
Vincent’s time at Chatillon-les-Dombes, when he wrote a large number of documents on organizational matters addressed to the Congregation of the Mission, the Daughters of Charity and the Confraternities of Charity, marks the beginning of an enormous network of charity that channeled individual good will into effective service. These documents show how Vincent’s message was translated into organized action. Today, they continue to inspire us to aim for concrete, effective results.  Under this headline, the Commission identified several strategies that should be present in projects of the Vincentian family.
28. The Perfect Storm is a twining project that embraces many facets in the Dominican Republic    

29. “This project, build step by step in San Jose de Ocoa, was possible thanks to a remarkable organization in which women played an important role.
30. Thanks to a visionary leader, a “perfect storm” of jointed efforts and events, a number of positive elements intersected resulting in a transformed community.       In no time twinning money was flowing to the Conference in Ocoa for the water project.  Traditionally, twinning in the Society of Saint Vincent de Paul is sent from one Conference to another so the members can give direct assistance to a few of the most needy. Jack came up with the creative idea of “cluster twinning” whereby large numbers of conferences and councils in the United States would send twinning support to the project through (San Jose de Ocoa Conference and, subsequently to other new conferences in the Dominican Republic. 

31. In no time, large sums were sent for needed equipment to build the aqueducts and buy pipes.  Work brigades of people from many villages were formed.  Women were very active in the different stages of the project, especially convincing new communities to participate.  Their lobbying actions were very successful.    
32. Water now flows to more than one hundred villages.   When Jack returned to Ocoa after two years he could not believe what he saw.  Everything was green and the water system had grown. He saw one village helping another and so on. There was a holistic effect. 

33. The excellent work led to many spin off projects:  Aqueduct and irrigation work, water purification plants, creation of the more varied home gardens for better nutrition, farming cooperatives, building of latrines for sanitation, home building and so on.
By bringing water to the villages, nutrition improved, health improved, opportunities for work resulted and the communities grew closer”.                                      

34.  Nothing of this could have been done without the participation of two sister associations that worked together giving their best to change the life of their brothers and sisters.  
* * *

35. Co-responsibility, networking and political action (participation and solidarity)  
The members of the Commission recognize the importance of being co-responsible for the transformation of society.  On several occasions, St. Vincent had to intervene in political issues in order to alleviate the sufferings of the Poor. He became a public figure with great influence.  He called upon the powerful to help the poorest.  He knew that decisions made by the great affect the small.  

These strategies, as the AIC Guide Lines, urge us to be a transforming force within society, in a world in which the Poor are ignored and often despised.  We arrive to this transformation through networking and political action. They are also most important, if not indispensable, for producing real changes in the lives and the suffering of the Poor.  
As all the strategies in this group are closely related with the theme of this talk, I am going to present them one by one, and after each one, I am going to make some questioning about your work.   Nevertheless I propose you to reflect later on, in your own associations, about its application and its impact on the lives of our needy brothers and sisters.  

36.  The first strategy in this group is.

Promote social co-responsibility and networking, sensitizing society at all levels --- local, national and international --- about changing the unjust conditions that affect the lives of the Poor
In the footsteps of St. Vincent, members of the Vincentian Family must meet the individual needs of the Poor, our brothers in Jesus Christ, but at the same time, in light of gospel principles, they must try to reform social structures that are unjust, so as not to perpetuate or hide the causes of poverty.  This means that we must have “a charitable heart together with a social conscience”.  (P. Jaime Corera, C.M.)

* * *
37.  Every Lady of Charity lobbies or should lobby for the Poor:

· At hospitals,

· At soup kitchens

· At homes for the elderly

· Inner city schools
· Wherever a Lady of Charity is present

* * *

38.  In order to respond to the different needs of the Poor, it is necessary to foster different types of collaboration and network with organizations that have the same objectives.  
Projects will have a greater impact if we collaborate with all those who work for the eradication of poverty, and obviously with other branches of the Vincentian Family, our natural network. 
This is underlined in the second strategy: Construct a shared vision with diverse stakeholders:  (poor communities, interested individuals, donors, churches, governments, the private sector, unions, the media, international organizations and networks, etc.)
A shared vision must direct our efforts toward change, so that, together, we might formulate future possibilities.  When we desire transformation, we need bold strategies to achieve bold objectives.  Saint Vincent de Paul had a vision that spoke to a higher purpose:  Extend mercy toward others, so that no one whom you encounter in need will go unaided.  It is easy to see how this vision incited others to action. 

39.  We must follow Saint Vincent, who was also a forerunner of lobbying for the Poor:

· St Vincent understood this and used all his influence at the French court in order to alleviate the fate of the Poor.

· He was in contact with kings, queens, ministers, public authorities, noblemen, members of the highest church hierarchy, but also with national and international figures.
* * *
40.  The Ladies of Charity Mission is also oriented in this direction.  I am quoting your own words:
“Personal service to the Poor has always been a part of the life and activity of the Ladies of Charity”. “We also strive for social justice, support other charitable undertakings, and promote spiritual growth of the members”.

What if… (Remember Sister Pat O Connely used this phrase several times last year) What if… every one of you, every one of us, takes the challenge to be an active promoter of social justice?

41.  In order to help bring about systemic change, many of the branches of the Vincentian Family, have, in recent documents, committed themselves to stand at the side of the Poor in their struggle for justice. The third strategy expresses this commitment clearly:  Struggle to transform unjust situations and to have a positive impact, through political action, on public policy and laws
Today the Vincentian mission at the United Nations, in which various branches of the Family are taking part, aims at assisting the Poor in their struggle for justice, particularly through the pursuit of the Millennium Development Goals and advocacy on behalf of human rights.

* * *
42. Is there something we, as Ladies of Charity can do?
· We are already present at sister international organizations

· Some Ladies of Charity represents LCUSA and AIC at the United Nations
· You participate at campaigns promoted by the AIC
· The AIC has several representatives at UNESCO, the European Counsel, and many other international organizations that have the same objectives…

The big questions are:  
                           Personally, what do I do?

                           What political actions do I support?
                   What does every single Ladies of Charity association do?

***

43.  “Have a prophetic attitude:  announce, denounce, and, by networking with others, engage in actions that exert pressure for bringing about change” is the final strategy in this grouping.  Being a prophet, announcing and denouncing injustices, is our duty as followers of Christ.  Quoting the prophet Isaiah, and proclaiming Good News for the Poor, Jesus announced the pattern for his ministry.
In the Gospels He repeatedly challenges civil authorities and Church authorities, calling them to focus on the truth (Luke 12:1 ff.).


Vincent did not speak of human rights, since it was not a term used in his time, but he shows deep concern for justice.  Constant attention to creating a just society requires solidarity, and solidarity is at the center of Vincentian values.  We can do very little without engaging others and sharing our vision with them. 
* * *
44. The Ladies of Charity at the national level are conscious of the need to be prophets, to be leaders of change.
· What is your personal contribution?  
· How many of you have become prophets in the cause of the persons who are poor?
· What if… every Lady of Charity engages herself and becomes a leader of change?
* * *
45. AIC-Madagascar.  To be transformed in order to transform

This is a clear example of how an AIC association was transformed in order to transform the lives of many poor people.   Very poor women, with a holistic vision, have become subjects of a transforming process.  

46. (Starts video) The AIC in Madagascar, a mission country towards which Vincent de Paul channeled great efforts, keeps his charisma alive to this day.  
 Actually there are thirteen AIC groups, whose members are all poor women, who work very hard to alleviate the poverty of their own families and that of their own communities. 

 
Networking is one of the association’s guidelines and this has allowed us to reach goals that could have not been achieved otherwise. 
Madagascar’s internal net links with other nets, above all with the Fathers of the Congregation of the Mission and the Daughters of Charity, who participated in the founding and follow up of the association in the country. 
 
The net collaborates and receives support from international organizations that help through subsidies, didactic material, school materials and food. This national net has been sustained by other AIC Associations, such as the Ladies of Charity of the USA. 

AIC-Madagascar has been recognized by UNICEF as a privileged partner and Madagascar’s volunteers have been invited to speak in international meetings sponsored by this and other international organizations.  
They have had the opportunity of speaking and sharing their experience and projects to support children and their nutritional projects have been selected as pilot projects. Their proposals pertaining to nutrition of children, maternal care, violence prevention, and responsible paternity have been listened and taken into consideration by decision makers.

Listening capacity, on going formation, empowerment, political action and networking are at the basis of Madagascar volunteers’ work.  Their projects show their clear commitment in a global effort to eradicate poverty.  

* * *

Probably many of you would think the stories proposed by the Commission are very far away from you, and that they are beyond your capacity.  In a sense this is true, but at the same time it is important to underline, that every one of these projects started by a little step, and that the subjects of all of them, have much less resources than most of us have. As you have seen, the role of women working and lobbying together is also essential in each project.

* * *
After seeing these experiences, we can each answer the following questions:

47.  Is Systemic Change possible?
· What do these stories and images tell us? 

· Could we apply the strategies for Systemic Change in our projects?  

· Do our projects transform in a radical manner the lives of our brothers and sisters?  
· Do they have a real impact in society?  
· Do they favor a change in the structures that affect the lives of those who suffer poverty and exclusion?
What can we do?

48.  CONCLUSION:  
As a conclusion I am going to present some examples to show you that change is possible, that it is in your hands…

49.  Change is possible:  London. The Passage
This important center, run by the Daughters of Charity with the collaboration of a good staff and many volunteers, provides resources which encourage, inspire and challenge homeless people to transform their lives.
Each year it receives almost 50,000 visits from up to 7,000 homeless or insecurely housed individuals, seeking help with health, housing or employment issues, a hot meal, a shower and fresh clothing.

The service has gradually developed to a quality and professionalism which assists many individuals to break out of the cycles of poverty and homelessness they have been trapped in.
50.  Change is possible:  AIC-Bolivia

In the project for the reintegration of street children, the AIC with the collaboration of the Poor themselves, created small family enterprises,  offers training workshops on health, hygiene, micro-business management … and for the children training workshops on hygiene, dangers of the street, spiritual formation, etc.
This has improved the living conditions of the families; children have been integrated into their family and in the school system.   Frequent visits by volunteers to families and the training experiences have raised self esteem and personal empowerment. Through lobbying, the volunteers have helped the community to get governmental support
51.  Change is possible.  At the United Nations, Anne Sturm and Rose de Lima Ramanankavana, from Madagascar, explain what can be done about poverty and exclusion. Their explanation is based on the AIC’s experience of doing hundreds of local projects for women, children, the elderly, people who suffer from disease and handicaps,  all over Africa, Latin America, Asia, Europe, the Near East and the United States.
52.  Change is possible:  “We, --said Father Joe Folley--, The NGOs of this United Nations Forum,  demand a systemic approach to poverty eradication, that addresses the prevailing lack of access because of underlying social, economic or political barriers”
53.  Change is possible.  At the United States, in this country, in which poverty increases every day, there are more than 16,000 LADIES OF CHARITY, wishing to serve the Poor, with dedication and creativity. 

They are also committed to struggle against the unjust situations and systems that affect the lives of the Poor.
* * *

I would like to conclude this talk with three reflexions:   
54.  1) To work as Ladies of Charity, having the Poor as the center of all our projects, we must work first on ourselves, with a new mentality and wider perspectives, to transform ourselves in order to transform others.
55.  2)   The Ladies of Charity of the USA are a great force to improve and even change the lives of Poor.  

56.  3) Women working together are a powerful force.  
Each one of you, each one of us, following the steps of other great women, such as Saint Louise de Marillac and Saint Elizabeth Ann Seton, must profit from our talents, our connections, our close relations with the Daughters of Charity and with the Sisters of Charity.  We must work united as brave and inflexible advocates of the poorest, above all women, who carry on their shoulders the burden of poverty and exclusion.  
Patricia Nava (AIC) 
Member of the Commission for Promoting Systemic Change[image: image1.png]
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