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In this podcast I will tell the story of a United Nations project, called “Millennium Villages” and I will suggest that, in meeting the challenge of poverty, the Vincentian Family and the “Millennium Villages project” might well be natural allies. 
I will tell the story in four brief segments:
1. The Systemic Change Initiative
By now it is well known that the Commission to promote Systemic Change aims to enable people living in extreme poverty to be agents of their own integral human development – spiritual and material. The Commission does this by offering a process rooted in the Vincentian tradition. 
This process
· Involves poor people themselves in both the identification of their needs and in finding solutions to those needs
· The process insures local ownership of development projects
· It facilitates human and technical capacity building
· It likewise fosters strategic networking
· And it promotes transparency, especially in financial matters.
These strategies and many others are detailed in “Seeds of Hope, Stories of Systemic Change.”                                                                                                                                      
2. United Nations
The United Nations, too, has a long history of presenting recommendations and plans for systemic change. One has only to think about the global conferences of the 1990’s. By any measure, these remarkable conferences and summits were groundbreaking: 
the Children’s Summit of 1990, with its influential report, “A World Fit for Children;” 
the Rio Conference of 1992 on the environment and development; 
The Human Rights Conference in Vienna in 1993; and
The Population Conference of 1994;
1995 was a year for two defining conferences: first, the Social Development conference in Copenhagen and, second, the Conference on the status of women. 
Finally, in 1996, the United Nations hosted a conference on the situation of urban housing worldwide.   
The global conferences of the 90’s have made a long-term impact: 
· mobilizing national and local governments and non-governmental organizations (NGOs) to take action on a major global problems;
· establishing international standards and guidelines for the formulation of national policy;
· serving as a global forum where new proposals were debated and consensus sought;
· setting in motion a process whereby governments make commitments and report back regularly to the United Nations on those commitments…..
Many of the outcome documents and recommendations of these conferences were compressed and expressed again in the Millennium Declaration of the year 2,000 and in the Millennium Development Goals. 
3. MDGs
These goals represent a global partnership committed to addressing (1) poverty reduction strategies, (2) education; (3) maternal health, (4) gender equality, and (5) they aim at combating infant mortality, AIDS and other diseases.
The MDGs are an agreed on set of goals and targets that can be achieved if all actors work together and do their part. Poor countries have pledged to govern better, and invest in their people through health care and education. Rich countries have pledged to support them, through aid, debt relief, and fairer trade practices.
The MDGs are highly significant because: they represent what can reasonably be done in one generation to cut extreme poverty in half; the goals are also significant because for the first time in history, the world has the capacity to realize these goals. 
4. Millennium Villages
In 2001, UN Secretary General, Kofi Anan, was asked by the General Assembly to develop a concrete action plan for the world to achieve the Millennium Development Goals. 
In 2005, the SG commissioned Professor Jeffery Sachs of Columbia University to develop such a plan. The result was a document entitled “Investing in Development: A Practical Plan to Achieve the Millennium Development Goals.” One important recommendation from this report stressed the need to accelerate the implementation of the Goals by creating some Quick Impact Initiatives on the ground. Thus was born the Millennium Villages Project.
Millennium Villages are an integrated approach to development. 
They attempt to implement, simultaneously, in rural African villages, multiple MDGs - such as 
· school feeding programs, 
· increased agricultural productivity 
· health services 
· the provision of safe water
· improved transport 
· and enhanced communication. 
The idea is to integrate these programs and implement them together. 
Since 2005, 80 Millennium Villages have been created in 10 countries: 
In Ethiopia, Ghana, Kenya, 
In Malawi, Mali, Nigeria, 
In Rwanda and Senegal, 
In Tanzania and Uganda.

Each village must address four core areas: 
· agriculture
· health
· water and the environment
· and infrastructure. 
The main sponsors of the Millennium Villages are local governments, the Millennium Promise, the Earth Institute at Columbia, and United Nations Development Programs.
A brief word about Malawi
This project was begun in 2005. 
In the three years since the start of the project, Malawi reports that
· agriculture production has increased due to subsidized fertilizer, the distribution of maize feed, and training in new farming techniques. 
· Farmers are now producing beyond what is required for household consumption. This allows them to sell their excess crops and to use the proceeds to purchase much-needed household items. 
· The impact of this increase in the agriculture has also resulted in higher school attendance, since meals were now able to be provided in the schools. 
· In terms of health, there are new treatment programs for patients with HIV/AIDS. (Some 550 had been placed on antiretroviral treatment.) This has brought a sense of hope to a community that had been seriously impacted by the disease. 
·  De-worming of children has also improved their health status. 
·  This Millennium Villages project is also making improvements in infrastructure, such as increasing access to safe water supplies and building bridges, bridges that provide vital links to schools and markets.
·  New microfinance initiatives had been established, enabling people to start new businesses. 
· Mobile banking units facilitate personal savings. 
After only three years, Malawi, like many of the other Millennium Villages, can point to systemic change, leading to the transformation of life for people who lived for too long in dehumanizing poverty.  
5. Finally, The Commission to Promote Systemic Change                                          and the Millennium Villages Project
In common with the Millennium Villages project, the Vincentian Family seeks to end extreme poverty at every possible juncture. 
· Both are committed to the local ownership of development projects 
· and both give a priority to sustainability, scalability and transparency. 
In that sense, the Vincentian Family and the Millennium Villages Project might easily be natural allies in a mutually enriching enterprise. The United Nations and its partners could be a rich source of expertise; they could also be a source of initial funding for future systemic change projects. 
The strength that Vincentians have historically brought to their work is a spirit of “accompaniment.” They are the NGOs, on the ground, accompanying people. Therefore, they know the people and they respect their cultures. And, in times of hardship, Vincentians do not simply pack up and leave. Vincentians would always be inclined to start with a keen knowledge of local people, their strengths, resources and cultures - and to build on that foundation.  And, more significantly, Vincentians are not likely to overlook the spiritual dimension of the development. 
In other words, the Systemic Change process of the Vincentian Family and the Millennium Villages Initiative of the United Nations could easily find common cause in the challenge to overcome extreme poverty.
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