Jasmine Foundation Launch June 2005 – speech delivered by Priyanga Hettiarachi at Manchester Lane.  

Harry Potter.  Luke and Leia Skywalker.  Frodo Baggins.  Moses.  Oliver Twist.  History and literature remind us of the plight of orphaned or abandoned children - their lives resonate strongly and generate empathy.  Perhaps that is because they suffer the disadvantages of losing very important people in their lives.  Maybe it is because we marvel at individuals who are left alone to negotiate the world.   

Ladies and Gentlemen, Good evening, and thank you for coming tonight.  I would like a few minutes to tell you about the Jasmine Foundation, a charity set up in Australia in March this year to assist orphaned and abandoned children.  

Our first project is to raise funds for such children in Eastern Sri Lanka.  Nearly 100,000 people have been killed, as a result of a devastating 20 year civil war and the recent tsunami, in Sri Lanka, an island smaller than Tasmania.  Due to the tsunami alone it is conservatively estimated that 1100 children lost both parents, and 3,500 children lost one parent.

Jeremy Meltzer and I were in Sri Lanka during that difficult time, as were the other trustees of the Jasmine Foundation, Chris Carrodus and Nick Perkins.  We loaded and unloaded trucks, packed and carried food, medicine and essentials to give those in camps.  

For us, seeing was not only believing, but a powerful call to action.  Witnessing first hand the horrific conditions of a life without loved ones, basic foods, and a place to sleep, stirred in us the desire to do more than occasionally undertaking relief work and occasionally making contributions to large organisations.

So we thought long and hard about what else we could do to help.  For my part, my family is my rock and explains much of who I am.  I can’t easily imagine a way of life without family.  So to help orphaned and abandoned children was a good place to start.  

Beyond that, we wanted to be able to pick small and discrete projects, to have input and monitor progress.  We wanted to maintain regular assistance, in the face of diminishing media interest.  We wanted a charity where donors know where and how there money is spent - to know how many bed sheets, bricks, tool kits or pairs of slippers their contributions provide to children.  Our focus is on the direct, on tangible connections, on accountability and on transparency.  That focus is equal to our passion to do something, however small, to make a difference.  The result is the Jasmine Foundation.

Information about the foundation and how to contact us is available on the fact sheets on your tables or by visiting our website at www.jasminefoundation.org.  If you would like further information about future events, please leave us your contact details on the forms provided on the tables.  There is also on each table photographs showing two very different visions of Sri Lanka.

I have a natural affinity for Sri Lanka.  That is where I grew up.    My fellow trustees are not Sri Lankans.  Of course, they labour under a great burden – they have been seduced by the beauty and charm of that island paradise.  And it is to their credit that they have volunteered to take time away from their full time jobs and busy lives here, to continue to help in a very direct way.  

On this project in Sri Lanka, we are working together and in close contact with the St John’s Church in Batticaloa.  That Church has been supporting orphaned children for nearly 15 years.  This relationship on the ground allows us to identify what needs to be done quickly, efficiently and without waste.  It helps us to work together with the community and experts in children’s affairs, rather than standing as an aloof provider.  It allows us to work, in the future to, support child sponsor programmes, vocational training programmes, community development exercises, further building works and like initiatives.    

In April I met with representatives from the Church and the orphanages, visited all the homes, spent time with several of the children and discussed how our assistance will have the best impact.  Prior to the tsunami, there were six overcrowded homes and some 400 children.  One of the homes was destroyed.  Now there are five very very overcrowded homes and just under 500 children.  

I firmly believe that tackling poverty and injustice is one of the greatest challenges that we face.  But rather than despair, it is comforting to know that something can be done to help.   

We know for example that 35 bunk beds and 145 mattresses, and smaller goods and services are needed today.  The associated costs are around 12,000 dollars.  That is what we hope to raise from our launch tonight and last Thursday.  

Longer term, the jasmine foundation will explore assisting like projects in other deserving parts of the world, including in Australia.  

That you are here suggests that you like to imagine a world where children are safe and fulfilled.  That you are here is proof that you are happy to work harder to create that world.  

Let’s continue to make a difference to the lives of children who have already been robbed of so much.  

I invite you to turn back the clock.  May be 10 years.  Perhaps 20 years.  May be more.  Or even better, I appeal to the inner child in you.  

Thank you.     
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