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By Ashleigh Viveiros

The new school year is well under-
way in Winkler, and so too is it in the 
community’s adopted school half a 
world away.

The school founded in the village of 
Ciriri in the Democratic Republic of 
the Congo by Winkler newcomer As-
sani Muhanuzi began its third year of 
operations this month.

With the start of the new year came a 
massive jump in enrolment, says Ari-
an de Bekker, a member of HANDS 
(Hope for All Nations Developments 
and Sustainability) Canada, which 
was created to oversee fundraising 
for the school.

“When the school closed in June 
there were 230 students. In the fi rst 
week of September we opened up 
and we were to accommodate 430 
students,” he says, noting that includ-
ed 100 kids just starting out in Gr. 1, 
with the remainder sprinkled across 
the other classes in the Gr. 1-6 facility.

What’s drawing them, Muhanuzi  
says, is the promise of reliable, high-
quality teachers—something that is 
only possible thanks to donations 
from generous supporters in the 

Winkler area.
“The parents, they trust what we are 

doing now,” he says.
The growth is exciting, but with it 

comes the need for more help.
Staff at the school began construct-

ing a second two-storey building  
earlier this summer to accommodate 
the extra students.

“From almost nothing they began to 
build the extra classrooms,” says de 
Bekker, explaining the organizers on 
the ground in Congo got the project 
going on land that previously housed 
the school’s pig farm (shut down af-
ter it was struck by disease) and us-
ing about $1,000 in funds raised from 
the project’s new sewing shop.

“With the generation of funds out of 
the sewing shop they were able to get 
started on it. But we still need about 
$2,500 U.S. to really complete it,” he 
says, adding that kids are already 
attending classes in the unfi nished 
structure. “There is a concern from 
our side about how safe all this is, so 
we really want to try and bring some 
funds to them so they can fi nish it as 
quickly as possible.”

While families pay tuition to have 
their children attend the school, 

some struggle to make ends meet, so 
foreign donations help fi ll in the fi -
nancial gaps and keep kids in classes. 
Tuition is $4.50 a month for one child.

“We’ve had amazing support lo-
cally,” de Bekker says, thanking the 
many individuals, churches, and busi-
nesses who have given to the project 
fi nancially or donated supplies like 
extra pens for the kids to use. “Things 
like that go a long way. They’re very 
needed.”

“This whole thing started here. It 
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HANDS Canada’s school in the Democratic Republic of the Congo 
started the new school year this month with 200 new students.

New year begins for 
HANDS Canada school

Assani Muhanuzi worked hard to get HANDS Can-
ada’s school in the Democratic Republic of the Congo 
up and running three years ago, doing much of the 
fundraising work on the Canadian end of things him-
self.

These days he’s thrilled to be moving forward with 
some help from his neighbours.

Much of the current HANDS Canada board is made 
up of Muhanuzi’s fellow Shamrock Bay residents.

“I said come join me, I’m not going to do this alone,” 
he says. “And my neighbours were there to help.”

“We’re kind of a little community on our own. We 
make it our job to make sure we know everybody,” says 
Harold Hamm, who explains the Shamrock clan fi rst 
heard about Muhanuzi’s school project when his fam-
ily attended their fi rst block party after moving to the 
street a few summers ago.

Then, when Muhanuzi’s wife and children were seri-
ously injured in a car accident in spring of 2017, the 
bay rallied together to help take some of the load off 
his shoulders.

“We decided that we would create something not just 
for the Muhanuzis, whose need was very apparent in 
that moment, but also for everybody in Shamrock Bay,” 
explains fellow board member Arian de Bekker. “So we 

created a fund called the Love Your Neighbour Fund 
with the intent that whenever there is some hardship 
or some joy in the neighbourhood we will be there to 
share and support that family. 

“Something as simple as maybe just a bunch of fl ow-
ers or a small gift, but the main thing is to be there and 
be a listening ear,” he adds, noting people donate what 
they can when they can to the fund.

Shamrock’s 25 families decided to use the money to 
support the Congo school for six months last school 
year while Muhanuzi focused on helping his family 
heal.

“We could write no receipts, but within seven days 
there was $3,500 in the account,” notes Hamm.

And then, last year, several people—all but two Sham-
rock Bay residents—came on board to help Muhanuzi 
offi cially form HANDS Canada to oversee fundraising 
for the school project going forward.

“We don’t know how far this will go,” says de Bekker. 
“Are we going to see 1,000 students at some point? Can 
we take this to other countries?”

With the support of the community—both on Sham-
rock Bay and beyond it—the sky, he says, is the limit.

—Ashleigh Viveiros

A little neighbourly help

only exists because of people from 
here,” stresses Muhanuzi. “That’s 
part of what Canadians do: helping 
people around the world.”

HANDS Canada hopes to have its 
charitable status by year’s end, which 
will allow it to host fundraising 
events and issue charitable receipts.

“We ask people to become friends 
of HANDS Canada,” de Bekker says. 
“To understand how this war-torn 
country is in need, a need that needs 
to be fi lled from the outside because 
internally they cannot do it them-
selves.

“I know it’s far away, but the need 
is so high and nobody else is going 
to do it,” he adds. “What hope, what 
future is there if you never get an ed-
ucation? Now at least these children 
have a basic start.”

In addition to the current building 
project and ongoing school expenses, 
donations also help cover unexpected 
costs—like those that came up after  
an earthquake damaged the school 
last December—and future improve-
ment projects, such as installing a 
rainwater collection system.

“We are always going to see some 
gaps that need to be fi lled when, 
for whatever reason, there just isn’t 
enough income, and we need to be 
ready for that,” de Bekker says. 

“The struggle we have, too, is we 
believe that there are more students 
who want to come to this school but 
may not quite be able to afford it. So 
how can we help them?”

“We’re not sure where this is go-
ing to lead to,” adds Harold Hamm, 
HANDS board member, who notes 
they welcome new voices on the 
board to help guide the organization 
into the future.
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