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Summary 

In April 2011 Jo Heaven and her family, in conjunction with Lights for Learning, visited 

the Gambia for the fourth time. However this was the first time that Lights for Learning 

solar light packages have been installed in the Gambia or West Africa. 

In three days two schools ï Ndkiri Kunda Lower Basic School and Agape Nursery 

School, Bangsang, were installed which has brought the opportunity of evening studies 

to more than 380 children and the communities they serve (see The Places of 

Education where lights were installed page 8 for statistics on both schools). 

Transport, accommodation and air fares were paid for by the Heaven family along with 

fundraising which raised the £1500 to purchase the lights for Ndkiri Kunda Lower Basic 

School, while Lights for Learning provided the second set of lights for Agape Nursery 

School free of charge. An additional £500 was raised by fundraising for resources and 

materials along with donations (see Costs and Expenses page 13 for detailed 

breakdown) 

The team built on the valuable contacts made in previous years and further developed 

links with the Barra Port Authorities, Banjul Airport Customs and non-Governmental 

organisations (NGOs) on the coast. 

Impact of the Lights 

Feedback on the lights from the two schools has been very positive since its installation.  

Agape Nursery School is now able to use the lights for their sessions whereas before 

the classroom was very dingy for the children, teachers and congregation of the church 

held in the same building. 

See Appendix 1 - Photos of Agape Nursery School prior to installation of lights and 

Appendix 2 - Photos of Agape Nursery School installation 

ñWe use the lights on Sundays and evening programs. There was a time when there were no 

lights in town and I encouraged the youths to used it for their night classò 

Pastor Paul Mendy, Agape Nursery School and Church 15 June 2011 

The building is being used in the evening for church and school meetings and Bible 

teaching which it was unable to do so due to the lack of electricity.  
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Ndkiri Kunda Lower Basic School had 3 classrooms, the Headmistresses office and a 

store room fitted as well as the blackboards in each classroom repainted, resources and 

teaching materials left and additional sports equipment donated. 

The teachers told Jo Heaven that they are now hoping to stay at the school as they can 

see that education is important to the village and resources will be available. The 

teachers helped prepare the classrooms ready for the lights to be switched on by 

repairing the blackboards and putting up teaching resources and they were very 

pleased with the results of the lights and the impact it would have on their teaching and 

performance of the children in their studies. Sarata Tambajang, Headmistress was 

particularly pleased about the installation not only for the benefit to the pupils but also to 

allow her to work in the evenings in her office when it was quieter and cooler. 

The first evening the lights were installed in Ndkiri Kunda Lower Basic School one 

classroom was used by the Scouts to meet to discuss their presentation evening while 

another classroom was used to display photos of the village from previous trips, much 

to the joy of the villagers.  

ñThe people in the village are very happy about the solar because nearly all the children in the 

vill age go to school at night to study, we are really happy with your help. We canôt thank you 

enough. Both used it - students in senior secondary and upper basic students as well as meetings 

at night.ò 

 

Amadou Baldeh, Trainee Teacher sponsored through Gambia Connection 18 July 2011 
via Facebook 

 

The school is planning to run adult literacy classes, homework club, use the classrooms 

as meeting rooms for village committees, the Scouts and Youth Club as well as allow 

teachers to do lesson preparation.  

ñI got a message from Kimintang Sowe who is one of the top brass in the education department 

of the upper River district. He visited the school and is very impressed about the solar lighting. 

He wished that it could be rolled over the whole district and beyond.ò 

Hendrik Bebber, Project Manager, Gambia Connection 28 June 2011 

It is too early at present to give statistical impacts but both schools will update Lights for 

Learning with end of year results and associated impacts. Photos of the installation of 

the solar lights into the school were taken on the translatorôs camera and subsequently 

the memory card was lost. As photos are taken we will supplement these into the report. 
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Background to the Gambia trips 2008 - 2010 

Jo Heaven initially visited the Gambia in November 2008 to arrange a Swindon College 

trip the following April. She visited Ndkiri Kunda with Gambia Connection, Bathford who 

had supported the village for the last 30 years on long term projects such as paying 

school fees, building a well and repairing the school buildings. Jo realised that short 

term projects would compliment the work that Gambia Connection undertakes on a long 

term basis. 

On the second visit to Ndkiri Kunda in April 2009, Swindon College students painted the 

medical centre, taught in the Lower Basic School and helped with sport. At the end of 

our visit we had also linked with a medical worker to visit the village on a monthly basis 

to teach the women health care and instigated the revival of the kitchen gardens 

through the Womenôs Committee. 

 

We then returned in April 2010 with a group of adults to teach football to the numerous 

village teams ranging from 8 years ï adult culminating with a football tournament; teach 

intensive English to the top boy and girl in each class with a prize given to the best 

improved student; to continue supporting the women who ran the kitchen garden and 

worked with the agricultural advisor seconded to the village, and renovate some of the 

classrooms in the school.  We also took a nurse who ran a check up clinic and a 

vetinary nurse who worked with the local vet. Due to the volcanic ash cloud our stay 

was extended by 4 days where we continued our links on the coast with Shelter 

Gambia, Royal Victoria Hospital and visited the Gambian Parliament where we met the 

Central River Region MP, Mohammadou Jallow and his colleagues. Solar lighting 

projects were discussed and agreed that this would be beneficial to the Gambia. 
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Aims and Objectives of the 2011 trip  

The 2011 projects were agreed with the village committee during our 2010 visit, Gambia 

Connection, Agape Nursery School, Shelter Gambia, Bangsang Hospital Appeal and 

Lights for Learning: 

 Install a solar lighting system in three classrooms, the Headmistresses office and 

store room in Ndkiri Kunda Lower Basic School that could be used as a Reading 

room in conjunction with Lights for Learning 

 Repair the blackboards in the three classrooms in Ndkiri Kunda Lower Basic 

School 

 Take out teaching and sports resources ie posters, flash cards, games and girls 

rounderôs equipment to be used in all classes in Ndkiri Kunda Lower Basic 

School and Agape Nursery School 

 Take out stationery ie pencils, pens, rulers, chalk for use by both of the schools 

 Take out vegetable seeds for the Ladies Kitchen Garden, Ndkiri Kunda 

 Install a solar lighting system in the church hall at Agape Nursery School, 

Bangsang so that evening meetings and training could take place. 

 Take out medical supplies, spectacles and training materials for Bangsang 

Hospital and continue to build links for the 2012 trip 

 Take out sewing resources and training materials for Shelter Gambia based at 

Brikama 

 Use bras to pad out the solar lights and redistribute to the women in all the 

projects we visited 

The majority of the fundraising was to finance the purchase of the solar lights for the two 

schools and supplemented with donations of goods and additional purchases of 

resources for the other projects.  

By installing cheap, long-lasting, low maintenance lighting into the two schools it was 

envisaged that there would be a widening participation in education; higher staff 

retention; increase in educational standards and an opportunity for the wider community 

to benefit through adult literacy, village committee meetings and additional events to be 

held in the evenings. In particular as there are no community buildings with electricity in 

the village of Ndkiri Kunda the impact would be greatest here. 

These schools would be the first in the Gambia to benefit from the Lights for Learning 

installations and it was felt by Jo Heaven, that if the installations were successful in 

these remote locations then the programme could be replicated across the country and 

indeed West Africa. Currently education is free to all females while males have to pay 
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once they progress onto Upper Basic schools at the age of 13 years. This installation is 

aiming to improve the adult female literacy rates which currently lag behind those of 

males (42.5% overall; 30.6% among women and 55.1% among men)  

See Appendix 3 - Literacy Still Low Among Females. 

See Appendix 4 ï Country Profile  

The Places of Education where lights were installed 

Ndkiri Kunda 

The village of Ndkiri Kunda, based in the Central River Region of the Gambia,  250 

miles away from the coast and the capital Banjul. Ndikiri Kunda village and satellite 

villages and hamlets has a population of about two thousand people. There are about 

50 compounds (households) and each household consists of a large number of people. 

Most of the men are married to more than three wives.  As is reflective across the 

Gambia, the majority of the population is below 18. There are two main tribes in the 

village ï Fula and Mandinka. These two tribes live harmoniously together with inter-

marriages being common. The majority of the population is Muslim. Within the village 

there is a Lower Basic School, a bakery and a doctors surgery which is manned once a 

month as well as visiting clinics. The closest town is Bangsang which is 10km away 

reached by a dirt track road that becomes impassable in the monsoon season. 

Education is a key issue in the village with the Lower Basic School providing education 

to 160 pupils aged between 5 years and 11 years. Education is valued by the majority of 

the village, particularly the teaching of English which all children are expected to master 

quickly as all lessons are conducted in English (although Fula or Mandinka is used to 

supplement understanding in the lower classes).  While the Headmistress, Sarata 

Tambajang, and teachers are keen to introduce new and exciting teaching practices 

there is a lack of teaching resources, blackboards, equipment and furniture in the 

second block. Due to the lack of furniture and classrooms, the children have lessons in 

two shifts. This puts an extra strain on students and teachers, especially when the 

second shift has lessons in the full heat of the afternoon (up to 46 C in May).  

 

 

 

 

Classroom in second block that has not    Ndkiri Kunda Lower Basic School                                     

been repaired but will be in 2012    

http://thepoint.gm/africa/gambia/article/literacy-still-low-among-females
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However the first block of three classrooms, headmistresses office and store room have 

been repaired and redecorated with one classroom having its blackboard repainted in 

2010 by the team. It was this block that had solar lights installed in 2011 and the other 

two classrooms having their blackboards repaired. Age appropriate resources have also 

been added to all the classrooms. 

    

Blackboard repaired in 2010                          Classroom repainted in 2010 

Literacy rates are a particular problem in the adult population and amongst women with 

only 42.4% women and 50.2% men classified as literate in the Gambia (Source: 

http://www.unicef.org/infobycountry/gambia_statistics.html Published: UNICEF 2 March 

2010) with the rural populations traditionally having much lower literacy rates. Fula and 

Mandinka are the main tribal languages with English being spoken by a minority of the 

adult population. One of the benefits of installing the lights will be that adult literacy 

classes can be taught by the teachers thereby improving literacy rates and also giving 

the teachers an additional income. 

Only a small number of students from Ndikiri Kunda completed grade 12 in 2007/08 with 

the main reason for the high drop out given as the cost of the school fees. It is hoped 

that with the installation of the lights the success rates in year 6 will allow mores 

students to progress onto Upper Basic School, particularly with the homework club 

planned by the teachers to coach the students to pass their end of year exams. 

Sport, and in particular football, is very popular with the village supporting several boys 

team and a very talented youth team. However there is not a permanent football pitch.  

During our 2009 trip we took football kit, footballs and played a match against the youth 

team Football coaching was a major project in 2010 with two qualified football coaches 

and two assistants coaching the Lower Basic School teams and running a football 

tournament for the school team and village team. We took out more football kit donated 

by Football Gambia and a set of goal nets ï the only ones we have seen outside of the 

http://www.unicef.org/infobycountry/gambia_statistics.html
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National Stadium! For the 2011 trip we took out a rounderôs set for the girlsô team and 

some balls, Frisbees and whistles. 

The school has a successful market garden but the children have to fetch water for the 

plants from a long distance on a daily basis. Last year the school garden fell into 

disrepair due to a change in head teachers and lack of seeds and access to water. The 

new headmistress is keen to restart the school garden and seeds are to be sent by Jo 

Heaven in September 2011, while Gambia Connection have started to install a 

rainwater harvesting tank in 2010 which is planned to be completed by 2012. 

 

           Children in School Garden in 2009     Rain water harvesting tanks 2010 

Agape Nursery School 

Agape Nursery School is based on the outskirts of Bangsang which is a busy trading 

centre that also has a hospital, fire station, police station, bus station and Upper School. 

This town is an important stopping point on the road from the coast to Basse, the 

second city in the Gambia. 

The school is run by Head teacher Mrs Angelic Mendy, Supervisor Pastor Paul Mendy 

and four teachers. Two of these teachers are currently undergoing training in Early 

Childhood Development at Gambia College through funds raised by Jo Heaven in 2010. 

Students attend class Monday-Friday from 8am to 1pm.  There are three class levels: 
Nursery 1, Nursery 2, and Nursery 3, corresponding to the three years of attendance, 
from age 4 up to 7 years old, at which point they will start attending primary school.  
Subjects taught are Science, English/Phonics, Math, Social Studies, Pre-reading, Pre-
writing, Good Manners and Activities which includes arts and crafts both inside and 
outdoors. The school has increased its intake every year and currently teaches 220 
children. It has an excellent reputation in the town and surrounding areas. 

Teaching resources are in short supply but the teachers have designed their own 
posters and materials. In addition teaching materials such as posters, flash cards, 
pencils, books and games were supplied to the school on the last trip in 2010 and again 
on our visit in 2011. 
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Agape Nursery School has many needs including a new classroom to replace the 

temporary shelter in the grounds; a second classroom to allow Nursery 1 and 3 to have 

a separate area rather than share the main hall; there is no access to piped water so all 

the drinking water has to be brought down to the school; teachers accommodation 

which is slowly being built at the back of the school and playground equipment to give 

the children exercise. The two most important needs however were the teachers 

training which was resolved in 2010; lack of resources and the lack of electricity and in 

particular lighting.  

See Appendix 1 - Photos of Agape Nursery School prior to installation of lights 

Solar lighting has now been installed through the Lights for Learning donation of an 

additional set of lighting to Jo Heaven and was operational on the 17 April 2011 and is 

already making an impact on the church, school, community and teachers. 

See Appendix 2 - Photos of Agape Nursery School installation 

 

How the lights were installed 

Timescales 

The installation for Ndkiri Kunda Lower Basic School was installed on the 15 and 16 

April (@ 7 hours) and the installation for Agape Nursery School was installed on the 17 

April 2011 (@ 4 hours). 

See Appendix 5 ï Detailed itinerary for 2011 trip 

People 

The installation was carried out by Ben Heaven, Omar the builder and Mansari, 

Chairman of the PTA. Ben trained Omar and Mansari who then worked alongside Ben 

to install both schools. This allowed Omar and Mansari to be able to fault find and fully 

understand the installation and ensure that any future issues could be dealt with by the 

village. Omar had no prior electrical knowledge but Mansari had installed solar panels 

onto his house so had some working knowledge of solar power. 

Equipment 

The equipment installed was manufactured by a mixture of volunteers, the Wiltshire 

Probation Trust workshop, supplier donations and third party suppliers. The key 

components included: 

 Small solar panel x 2 
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 Bulbs 

 45amp car battery x 2 

See Appendix 6 ï List of equipment 

Method 

Jo Heaven co-ordinated all the transport, Bangsang and Ndkiri Kunda accommodation 

and translator through her contacts with Musa Jallow, Kumba Baldeh, Kebbe and 

Pastor Paul Mendy. Flights were booked direct with www.flythomascook.co.uk 

Accommodation was booked direct with www.sunsetbeachhotel.gm and 

www.hiddengambia.co.uk  

On advice from Roger Mugridge, it was decided that two schools could be fitted in three 

days and that the equipment could be carried onto the flight as additional luggage which 

was exempt from duties under Thomas Cooks 40kg per person allowance if charity 

status was applied for in advance. This ensured that there would be no delay in waiting 

for a shipment, which as present is suffering delays due to the border dispute with 

neighboring Senegal. To minimize content settle the boxes were stuffed with second 

hand bras donated by friends, colleagues and students. These would then be 

distributed to women at the schools and Shelter Gambia and the publicity and interest 

generated benefited both Lights for Learning and the charities in the Gambia. 

 

Art students at Swindon College who donated some of the 750 bras collected 

 

 

http://www.flythomascook.co.uk/
http://www.sunsetbeachhotel.gm/
http://www.hiddengambia.co.uk/
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Costs and Expenses 

Jo, Ben and Cherry Heaven paid their own air fares, hotel and personal expenses as 

well as food and accommodation for the team and translator fees.  Transport (including 

fuel) and materials were covered mainly by fundraising. 

Total cost to Heaven family  £2395.32 

Purchases paid by fundraising  £2044.68 

Total      £4440.00 

See Appendix 7 ï Breakdown of Costs and Expenses 

 

Fundraising and Donations 

Fundraising was essential to meet the costs of the solar lights, teaching resources and 

transport costs. Without the support of friends, family, work colleagues and 

organisations such as Old Town Brownies, the Co-op, Nythe and St Maryôs schools and 

Swindon Community Church then the projects envisaged could not have been 

contemplated let alone completed. 

The 125cc Motorbike Challenge raised money for Lights for Learning Gambia and 

Street Pastors. £738 was raised by sponsorship and collections at the Street Pastor 

bases en route at Plymouth, Exeter, Yeovil, Swindon, Leicester, Sheffield, Newcastle, 

Sunderland and Stockton-on-Tees. None of this was possible without the whole hearted 

support of Abbeyrider Training and in particular Rachel Pattison and Bill Ferrell, along 

with the van drivers Mike Wadley and Peter OôDriscoll. 637 miles were covered from 

Lands End to Hadrianôs Wall, sometimes in appalling weather conditions all on a 125cc 

Suzuki Van-van motorbike. 

In addition materials were donated by individuals and organisations which were taken 

out to distribute to the schools and charities. Without the generosity of these donations 

the costs of buying resources would have been much greater so thanks are extended to 

these organisations. 

See Appendix 8 ï Breakdown of Fundraising and Donations 

 

Summary of meetings with officials and other contacts 

The team was met at Banjul airport by Musa Jallow, benefactor of the village who was 

very helpful in getting the Lights for Learning equipment through customs without paying 
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taxes. A good contact has been made at the airport and with prior consultation there will 

be no issue bringing in Lights for Learning equipment in the future. 

The Akalo (Chief) of Ndkiri Kunda, Mr Momodou Baldeh as well as the Headmistress 

Sarata Tambajang were very appreciative of the solar lights installation into the school. 

Mr Baldeh presented a letter to Jo Heaven on the 16 April stating: 

Ȱ-ÏÍÏÄÏÕ "ÁÌÄÅÈ ÔÈÅ !ÌËÁÌÏ ÏÆ .ÄËÉÒÉ +ÕÎÄÁ ÖÉÌÌÁÇÅ ×ÉÓÈÅÓ ÔÏ ×ÒÉÔÅ ÁÎÄ ÅØÐÒÅÓÓ ÍÙ 

happiness of your visit to my village. Although Joe has been coming here for the past few 

years with students and their journeys were ever wonderful but visiting my village as a 

family has shown me that your relationship with my village is ever increasing.  

Therefore I have this honour to thank you for the present you make to my family (village) 

and also I want to assure you that my family and your family are friends and forever you 

are always welcome to Ndkiri Kunda and the Gambia at large.  

4ÈÁÎË ÙÏÕȱ 

On previous visits, Jo Heaven has met up with Mohammadou Jallow MP for Central 

River Region but this year he was not available at the time of our visit. Likewise we 

normally have a visit by the Regional Educational Officer but again this was not possible 

due to the school holidays. 

Projects were approved in principle for Bangsang and Daru Lower Basic Schools, 

Central River Region for April 2012. Bangsang Lower Basic School educates 1222 

children aged 7 ï 13 years while Daru has just 252 children and is located in a rural 

area 10km from Bangsang on the Basse road. The Head teachers, Mr Yuba Jarjusey 

(Bangsang) and Mrs Jabou Kongira (Daru) were very pleased to be receiving solar 

lighting as well as teacher training workshops on phonics, first aid and deaf awareness. 

Additionally the school teams would be offered a football and rounderôs tournament at 

the same time based at Bangsang Lower Basic School for the cluster of 7 schools in the 

area.  

Jo Heaven met with Orla Klippe, Director of Shelter Gambia 

based at Brikama on 12 April and visited on the 20 April the 

new premises being built at Gunjar further down the coast 

which is twinned with Marlborough, Wiltshire. During this visit 

the purchase of solar lights and a portable solar and wind generator was discussed 

along with other projects for 2012. Gifts of sewing equipment, cotton reels and tape 

measures as well as medical training materials, seeds and bras were left with Shelter to 

be distributed to the women involved in the project.  



Post-trip Report Gambia 2011 Lights for Learning 

15 
www.LightsforLearning.org 

ά¢Ƙŀƴƪǎ ŀ ƭƻǘΦ ¢ƘŜ ǎŜǿƛƴƎ ǘƘƛƴƎ ƛǎ ƎǊŜŀǘΗ LȰƭƭ ǎǘƻǊŜ ƛǘ ŀǘ ƘƻƳŜ 

and give the matching color to the women in the end 

together with material I buy for them. So in the end after 

learning how to sew well they will do a dress for themselves 

to take home with them. ς I attaché a picture of the 2 ladies 

(Jarra and Sankary), you can see how happy they are. It´s a 

joy to visit and ǎŜŜ ǘƘŜƳΦέ  

Orla Klippe 7 June 2011 

 

Also on the 20 April Jo Heaven visited Friends of 

the Gambia offices at Kotu and was able to visit 

Bakau Community Nursery School and discuss 

possibilities of solar power and lighting which follows from the 

meeting held in Banbury with FOTGA committee on the 2 April 

2011. 

Additional links were made with NGOs who work with communities in the Gambia that 

would be followed up upon returning to the UK. 

Media links were made with Today newspaper to cover future visits as well as a local 

radio reporter via Orla Klippe. 

 

Lessons learned and the way forward 

 Local funding 

Throughout the visit, and indeed previous visits, it was apparent that solar and wind 

were the way forward to bring power to the remote locations in the Gambia. Even on the 

coast which has a much better infrastructure there are still breaks in the power supply 

which means that businesses and essential services rely on stand-by generators. 

Jo Heaven recognised that by linking with NGOs who may be interested in purchasing 

the products produced by Lights for Learning that this would increase the impact of 

solar power and lighting beyond the small number of schools that she could install 

herself through teams visiting the Gambia. 

By putting together off the shelf solar lighting packages for large schools (3 classrooms 

and 2 offices) that have over 500 pupils, or small schools (1 classroom and 1 office) it 

would enable Lights for Learning to quickly supply NGOs with a suitable solution that 
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could be taken out as part of their baggage allowance. Training by Lights for Learning 

could be provided in the UK to key personnel to ensure quality and safety standards are 

met. 

See Appendix 9 ï Fixed Lighting System  

Likewise the potential for the solar and wind powered portable generator for medical 

centres, training centres and schools would allow multiple uses for the community, 

enable income generation from mobile phone charging or hiring out for festivals while 

providing a secure and portable method of generating electricity in all weather 

conditions, day or night. This product would not need prior training but again could be 

taken out as baggage allowance. 

See Appendix 10 ï 1Kw Solar and Wind Generator 

Since returning from the Gambia, Jo Heaven has now been appointed Sales Manager 

with the remit to contact NGOs concentrating on countries Lights for Learning have 

already made links with. 

 Customs 

While the solar packages were taken on as personal luggage by Thomas Cook with a 

40kg luggage allowance due to our charity status and labeled with Lights for Learning 

as directed by the charity, we were delayed at the Gambian customs with a query over 

whether we should pay import duty. Thankfully Musa Jallow was able to explain the 

purpose of the lights and came to a satisfactory agreement with the customs official. In 

future we need to confirm in advance the shipment and we will then be exempt from 

paying import duty. However Roger Mugridge has started discussions with the Gambian 

ambassador to the UK and it is hoped that Lights for Learning will be able to secure 

import exemption as it does in other African nations prior to the next visit in April 2012. 

 Accommodation 

April is one of the hottest months to visit the Gambia with temperatures reaching 35 ï 

40C inland. However it is also the driest month at the end of the dry season which 

minimizes the insect population and in particular the malaria risks. It is also cheaper to 

travel at this time compared to over Christmas when the prices double and we do not 

have enough time to complete the projects if we go at February half term. Because we 

take out teachers it is not practical to go within term time and also it would not be 

possible to install the lights while the children are attending classes. 

Sunset Beach is the ideal start and finish to the trip being based on the coast with 3* 

accommodation and a good way for first time visitors to get acclimatized to the heat and 

culture while having the Western luxuries.  
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Paradise Lodge at Bangsang is a mini oasis with its welcoming host, a Senagalese 

Parisian who has many artistic touches and appreciation of Western culture. The rooms 

are clean and there is an en-suite toilet and shower room. However the rooms are hot at 

night without paying a small supplement to keep the generator on to use the fans. 

However the second floor is being extended and air conditioning is being installed ready 

for next years trip which will make it much more welcoming. The food is of an excellent 

standard and there are always cold drinks in the fridge. We provide our own breakfast. 

In Ndkiri Kunda we have always stayed in the teachers compound which is not ideal as 

the children of the village seem to have a free reign to wander which allows little privacy 

for both the groups and the teachers during our stay. It has been agreed that next year 

we will be billeted in pairs with host families chosen by the Women Committee and will 

have someone in the compound who speaks good English. In previous years we have 

always taken camp beds which we leave in the village or donate to Bangsang Hospital 

and we will continue to do this and leave the beds with the host families in 2012. We 

take along a duvet cover to sleep in as it is around 20C at night and again we leave 

these with the village to reuse the material. 

There is no electricity in the village except for the solar lights now installed in the school 

so torches are essential. Cooking is over an open fire or using a calor gas stove and the 

Gambians eat very late in the evening which we cannot cope with after a day of work. 

Therefore using the calor gas stove and quick to prepare meals allows us to keep 

energy levels up. We also have a stock of snacks in case of delays. Shower is by ócup 

and bucketô. All meals will be taken in the teachers compound communally so not to 

cause undue labour for the families but a gift of a solar lamp will be given to each family 

along with a small payment. Ice and water can be delivered daily and bread brought 

from the village baker. We have always paid for a goat to be prepared which is shared 

with the teachers as a thank you in lieu of the porridge and meals they provide (even 

though we bring our own food to eat so not to be a burden and allow for dietary 

difference).  Any food not used is left with Kumbas family as they do our clothes 

washing for us while we are in the village. In 2012 any food will be left with the teachers 

as we will not need our clothes to be washed as we are only going to be in the village 

for two nights. 

Entertainment is provided by a drumming troupe and the community and is a true 

cultural experience. However there has been difficulties over the willingness of the 

village to provide entertainment which costs them a lot of money which I personally 

would rather they did not commit to as the experience of staying in the village and being 

entertained by the young people and ladies is more than enough although to see the 

Gambian wrestlers is an experience in itself but as it goes on all night we cannot always 

appreciate it. Due to staying in the dry season it is safe to sleep outside which is more 

comfortable and allows a fantastic astral display to be viewed before going to sleep! 
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Relationships with the village continue to strengthen and the new headmistress is 

working hard to co-operate with the village. Final arrangements are communicated to 

the village via Musa Jallow and approved by the Gambia Connection but the projects 

are agreed for the following year with the school and the village before leaving each 

year. 

We stay at Birdcamp for one night on the way back to 

the coast after the projects. This is run by Hidden 

Gambia, a UK tour company and offers swimming 

pool, English/Gambian cuisine and accommodation 

in safari tents or traditional mud huts. There is wi-fi 

connection and the camp is run sustainably. Mark the 

owner is very knowledgeable in the wildlife and 

culture of Gambia and the boat trip to see the hippos 

is always one of the highlights of the visit. We will 

continue to use Birdcamp for one night as it is a chance to refresh and experience 

another side to the Gambia. 

 Transport 

We always use Kebbe as our driver on all our trips as his knowledge of the routes and 

vehicle is second to none. The minibus is not the top of the range but it serves our 

purposes. Although it doesnôt have air conditioning we use Magicool to keep the 

temperature down. We did have a problem with the starter motor leaving Bangsang and 

Birdcamp but this was quickly repaired en route to the coast. We have had 

reassurances that our next vehicle will be fitted with air conditioning.  

The price we pay includes fuel, tolls and Kebbes wages but I have now negotiated to 

pay a vehicle hire, Kebbe wages, tolls and fuel as three separate amounts which will 

make it more economical. Kebbe also acts as translator and as Kumba, the Gambia 

Connections sponsor daughter is now working full time and is less available, Kebbe will 

also translate for us as required. Kebbe was invaluable in terms of his contacts, skills 

and ingenuity and to undertake the trips without Kebbe should not be considered and he 

is already on standby for 2012.  

It was debated whether to try the new South road rather than chance the delays 

experience at Barra. Kebbe was not keen to try a new route but once again we got 

delayed for over 6 hours due to one of the ferries breaking down. Thankfully we used 

Carolines café at Barra and the proprietor, realizing that we were going to be stranded 

over night, got us a meeting with the Port Authority manager who fast tracked us 

through once he realized that we had been doing charity work. It has now been agreed 

that the vehicle should display a Lights for Learning banner and we should contact the 
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Port Authority Manager when we are at Farafenni. However we have had confirmation 

that the South road has improved travelling times and for our 2012 trip we will travel out 

on the North road and back on the South road to avoid delays at Barra. 

Equipment 

There were no issues with the equipment but more tie wraps were taken than were 

allowed for by Lights for Learning. The crimp joints will always be the weakest point so it 

is recommended that another method of connection is used. The best method would 

involve complete plug and play so all leads and hubs are pre-made in the UK so the 

need for cutting/crimping will not be necessary. There was not enough string and there 

was exactly the right number of wall fixings which did not allow for any error therefore a 

few more of the above would be recommended. 

Rather than the string supports it may be advisable to use the steel A-Frame structure 

which may raise the height to around 3m with some lessening of the light density at 

desk height unless a change of LED to compensate for this should be considered. This 

would be a more secure and long-lasting structure and not reliant on the string and wall 

supports. 

The smaller solar panels allowed them to be transported in our flight luggage whereas 

larger panels would cause issues. We used two small panels at Ndkiri Kunda and one 

small panel at Agape. The two small panels were crimped which again is a weak link. 

Car batteries are easily sourced but it is recommended to purchase on the coast for the 

best price and guarantee of quality. 

The battery was placed in the headmistresses office rather than in the first class room 

which allowed it to be locked away. This meant the solar panel was placed one quarter 

along the roof rather than at the end. 

The manual was clear although there was not a picture of the connection of the system 

to the battery which for the complete novice would have been helpful. 

Padding of the systems was provided by donated bras. These filled any voids and 

cushioned against movement. Once at the village the bras were distributed to the 

women by the Womenôs Committee. This method of packaging is to be rolled out to all 

the Lights for Learning projects as it is beneficial to the communities and also a good 

publicity stunt to promote Lights for Learning. 

We took out two rechargeable electric drills which did not need to be re-charged during 

the three days of constant use. These were purchased at Homebase and were a 

generic 18 volt model. We left one with Omar the builder and the second with Kebbe the 
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driver as a thank you. The hand tools were left with Omar the builder and a basic set of 

tools, volt meter and spare bulbs and cables left with the school. 

See Appendix 11 ï Gambia 2012 for details of projects to be completed on our next trip 

and arrangements in country which take on board the recommendations learnt from the 

visit in 2011. 

 Costs and fundraising 

The costs for the trip were based on previous years trips and securing discounts and 

prudent purchasing. This year was costed the same as previous years as the cost of the 

trip was bourne by the passengers while the materials used for the projects were paid 

for by fundraising and donations. Due to the passengers all being from Jo Heavens 

family it was a large expense but as this was a once in a lifetime trip it was felt 

worthwhile. For future trips, as in the past, the costs will be shared between a larger 

group of people.  

Fundraising was boosted by the 125cc Motorbike Challenge and the Brownies Co-op 

Bag Pack which raised the majority of the funds paying for the solar lights. Donations of 

materials also went a long way towards keeping costs down. The fundraising would be 

conducted by each person by raising £250 each which would pay for the solar lights for 

the two schools and also materials for the projects. This would mean that Jo would not 

have to do extensive fundraising herself but would still continue to do car boot sales, 

events at the allotment and sell organic produce to raise her own £250. 

 

Conclusion 

Overall the trip to the Gambia was very successful. The trip went as planned with just a 

few hitches in terms of the return trip via Barra. The accommodation was suitable 

although at Paradise Lodge it was uncomfortably hot if the generator was not on all 

night.  The stay in Ndkiri Kunda is the most demanding part of the trip but is more than 

made up by the welcome we are given and the friendships that are made. The duration 

of 14 nights is suitable when incorporating a family holiday but also ensures that the 

group has had time to acclimatize to the heat and dry conditions experienced when 

visiting in April. 

The installation of the lights was a very straightforward process and Ben was able to 

train Omar and Mansari quickly and to a standard that they were able to install the 

second project under minimal supervision. The impact of the lights was immediately 

appreciated by the two schools and their communities and there have been no 

problems reported since their installation. Feedback from the authorities, visiting 
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organisations and the Gambian ambassador to the UK is also extremely positive. While 

we cannot provide statistical evidence this early, both head teachers are very positive of 

the impact of teacher retention, exam results and motivation for teachers, students and 

parents. 

By installing the solar lights into a remote part of the Gambia, away from the usual 

tourist trail, it has proven that the Lights for Learning packages are suitable for NGOs 

and other organisations to install with minimal instruction. It is hoped that this will be just 

the start of many installations across the Gambia which in turn will impact on the whole 

of the West African region. 

Our sincere thanks go to é.. 

Donors of money and goods to the fundraising activities who are too numerous to 

mention and some are complete strangers and probably have no idea of how they have 

helped. In particular Swindon College staff and students, Swindon Community Church 

and Glenwood Close Allotment tenants 

Bill Ferrel, Mike Wadley and Peter OôDriscoll along with everyone at Abbey Rider for 

supporting the 125cc Motorbike Challenge by donating their time, the motorbikes, fuel, 

insurances and support vehicle free of charge ï and going along with a pretty crazy idea 

Artdeans for supplying the motorbike clothing free of charge for the trip which kept me 

warm even in the numerous downpours we experienced 

Plymouth, Exeter, Yeovil, Swindon, Leicester, Sheffield, Newcastle, Sunderland and 

Stockton-on-Tees Street Pastors for providing refreshments, accommodation, prayer 

and a cheerful welcome throughout the Challenge 

Swindon Old Town Brownies for raising a huge amount of money and collecting 

materials to take out to the schools 

Musa Jallow, Kebbe and Kumba for smoothing over any issues that may have arisen on 

the trip 

The village of Ndkiri Kunda, the Akalo, Sarata Tambajang and the teachers who made 

us so welcome and especially Omar and Mansari who helped install the lights in both 

schools and worked so hard 

Pastor Paul Mendy, Angelic Mendy and Orla Klippe for their support and prayers ï I 

look forward to seeing you all again in 2012 

Finally thank you to my fantastically skilled and patient husband Ben along with Roger 

and Jean and the Lights for Learning team who were prepared to ólight upô my vision for 

two remote schools in the Gambia 
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Appendix 1 - Photos of Agape Nursery School prior to installation of lights 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Outside the school with the teachers 

 

Class 1 inside the main building 
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Class 1 showing length of building 
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Class 3 showing building towards the door 
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Children playing outside 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Class 3 in the hall 
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Class 2 in the temporary classroom 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Teacher with Class 2 in the temporary classroom 
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Vicky, Grace Mendy and Pastor Paul Mendy with some of the resources provided by the 

2010 team   
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Inside the hall teaching Class 1 

Appendix 2 - Photos of Agape Nursery School installation (poor quality photos) 

 

 Master box wired to solar panel on roof 
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Lights inside the school with additional resources displayed 

Appendix 3 - Literacy Still Low Among Females 

 

A national report issued by the Adult Learning and Education, prepared by the National 

Technical Committee and coordinated by the Adult and Non-Formal Education Unit, 

under the Ministry of Basic and Secondary Education has revealed that literacy is still 

low among females in The Gambia. 

The report stated that it is accounted for about 40%, compared to an estimated 64% 

among the male population. 

According to the report, literacy rate in The Gambia for the population aged 10 years 

and above is estimated at 52.1%. 

"The overall literacy rate for the adult population 15 years and above is estimated at 

42.5%; 30.6% among women and 55.1% among men", the report stated, outlining some 

improvement from the 1998 estimates of 48.5% and 25% for men and women, 

respectively. 

The report further stated that this makes the provision of equal opportunity for learning a 

vital social service to be provided to all individuals as one of the basic rights and a 

condition for improving the quality of life.  

Over the years, the report continued, the government of The Gambia has adopted 

various policies which provided the main direction for education with addition to the 

country's Vision2020, the constitution of The Gambia 1997 and the National Declaration 

of Education 1998. 

The report also indicated that the current education policy commits The Gambia 

government to upholding the rights of every citizen to basic education, regardless of 

gender, age, religion or disability.  

Accordingly, the report further stated that basic education is open to all, while learning 

at this level is geared towards holistic development of the individual. 

As indicated in the report, the priority goal for Adult Learning and Education in The 

Gambia is to achieve a 50% improvement in all levels of adult literacy by 2015, 

especially for women and to reduce imbalances between regions; and between urban 

and rural areas. 

Author: Lamin B. Darboe 

 
http://thepoint.gm/africa/gambia/article/literacy-still-low-among-females  

Published: The Point 10 September 2009 

 

 

http://thepoint.gm/africa/gambia/article/literacy-still-low-among-females
http://thepoint.gm/africa/gambia/article/literacy-still-low-among-females
http://thepoint.gm/africa/gambia/article/literacy-still-low-among-females
http://thepoint.gm/africa/gambia/article/literacy-still-low-among-females
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Appendix 4 ï Country Profile 

The Gambia is one of Africa's smallest countries and unlike many of its West African 
neighbours it has enjoyed long spells of stability since independence. President Yahya 
Jammeh seized power in a bloodless coup in 1994 and has ruled with an iron fist ever 
since. Stability has not translated into prosperity. Despite the presence of the Gambia 
river, which runs through the middle of the country, only one-sixth of the land is arable 
and poor soil quality has led to the predominance of one crop - peanuts. This has made 
The Gambia heavily dependent on peanut exports - and a hostage to fluctuations in the 
production and world prices of the crop.  

Consequently, the country relies on foreign aid to fill 
gaps in its balance of payments. Tourism is an 
important source of foreign exchange, as is the 
money sent home by Gambians living abroad. Most 
visitors are drawn to the resorts that occupy a stretch 
of the Atlantic coast. 

 Full name: Republic of The Gambia 
 Capital: Banjul (pop 50,000) 
 Area: 11,295 sq km (4,361 sq miles) 
 Population: 1.7 million (UN, 2010) 

 Ethnic groups: Mandinka 42%, Fula 18%, Wolof 16%, Jola 10%, Serahuli 9%, 
other 4%, and non-African 1%. 

 Major languages: English (official), Mandinka, Wolof, Fula 
 Major religions: Islam (90%), Christianity (9%). Religious tolerance is good. 
 Life expectancy: 56 years (men), 59 years (women) (UN) 
 Probability of dying under five: 103 (per 1000 live births) 
 Probability of dying between 15 and 60 years: 296/246 (m/f per 1000 

population) 
 Total adult literacy rate: 45% (2005-2008) 
 Primary school net enrolment/attendance: 61% (2005-2009) 
 Monetary unit: 1 dalasi = 100 butut (£1 = 40 dalasi) 
 Main exports: Peanuts and peanut products, fish, cotton lint, palm kernels 
 GNI per capita: US $440 (World Bank, 2009) 

http://news.bbc.co.uk/go/pr/fr/-/1/hi/world/africa/country_profiles/1032156.stm 
Published: BBC 4 May 2011 
 
http://www.fco.gov.uk/en/travel-and-living-abroad/travel-advice-by-country/country-

profile/sub-saharan-africa/gambia Published: FCO 26 April 2010 

http://www.who.int/countries/gmb/en/ Published: WHO 2011 

http://www.unicef.org/infobycountry/gambia_statistics.html Published: UNICEF 2 March 

2010

http://news.bbc.co.uk/go/pr/fr/-/1/hi/world/africa/country_profiles/1032156.stm
http://www.fco.gov.uk/en/travel-and-living-abroad/travel-advice-by-country/country-profile/sub-saharan-africa/gambia
http://www.fco.gov.uk/en/travel-and-living-abroad/travel-advice-by-country/country-profile/sub-saharan-africa/gambia
http://www.who.int/countries/gmb/en/
http://www.unicef.org/infobycountry/gambia_statistics.html
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Appendix 5 ï Detailed itinerary for 2011 trip 

Day 1 ï Monday 11  April : Check in on flight TCX1032 to depart 09.50. Arrive in Banjul 

15.10. Transfer by taxi to Sunset Beach hotel, Kotu. The hotel is situated on the beach 

approx 45 minutes from the airport. The accommodation 

is twin or double beds with en-suite bathroom and air 

conditioning. We will have dinner in the restaurant with 

fabulous views of the sun setting. UK Sterling will be 

exchanged for Gambian Dalasi (approx £1: 40GDS) from 

Serrekunda that evening but for the first time visitors to 

the Gambia this will be an evening of leisure. 

Day 2 - Tuesday 12 April: Day at rest and supplies will be purchased. Meet up with 

Shelter Gambia. 

Day 3 ï Wednesday 13 April: We will leave after breakfast 

to travel to Bangsang. Kebbe will collect our luggage before 

breakfast to get the earliest ferry. The crossing takes 40 

minutes although there can be delays either side of the port. 

Our next stop will be at Farafenni where we will stop for 

lunch (fish and chips) and refreshments at Eddies Diner. We 

then travel on to Georgetown where we take a smaller ferry which takes 10 minutes to 

cross the river and we will stop off at Georgetown for a cool 

drink. We will arrive in Bangsang around 18.00 and stay at 

Paradise Lodge in twin rooms with ensuite. The 

accommodation is clean with a very friendly proprietor who 

only speaks French! After unloading the minibus we will eat 

with Pastor Paul Mendy and his family who run the Agape 

Nursery school. 

Day 4 ï Thursday 14 April: After a breakfast of baguettes 

and fruit we will buy extra supplies of bottled water and rice 

for the school and Alkalo as a gift. We will then travel the 

10km to Ndkiri Kunda which is over rough track for the last 

3km. We will time our arrival so that we arrive before 

lunchtime. There will then be a formal presentation of the 

school equipment and materials to the Akalo and the 

village committees.  We will be shown to our 

accommodation and later tour the village to get our 

bearings and check progress of the projects. Later in the 

afternoon we will meet to discuss the projects we want to 

undertake with the village. There is usually entertainment 


