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“I was really talkative when I was a child. And I like events,” Essan Emile Ako tells the State
Department’s Macon Phillips in a YALI Voices podcast. That helps to explain the passion he has for
his work as managing director of Radio Arc-en-ciel,  an urban community radio station in Côte
d’Ivoire.

He says one of his biggest influences is his grandfather, whose storytelling prowess transcended an
inability to read and write due to a life spent in poverty.

“I never realized that maybe communication was something that was directly related to the tales and
stories that the old man was telling me. But when you give it a thought, you see that it is a straight
line going from the curiosity to learn, to discover, tales, stories that are really interesting, and then
going to radio where you have to, yes, write about fact,” Ako said.

Ako’s radio station is especially valuable to his community during Côte d’Ivoire’s elections, which
have sometimes been marked by violence. As a nonpartisan media source, “our role is to make sure
that population get the right information before making an informed choice,” he said.

Listen to the whole podcast to find out more, including the challenges of sustaining community radio
and Ako’s efforts to expand public access to it.

Don’t have access to SoundCloud, iTunes or Google Play? Read a transcript of the podcast below:

UNITED STATES DEPARTMENT OF STATE
BUREAU OF INTERNATIONAL INFORMATION PROGRAMS (IIP)

“YALI Voices Podcast: Essan Emile Ako”

[MUSIC - GRACE JERRY, "E GO HAPPEN"]

MACON PHILLIPS: Welcome young African leaders. This is the YALI Voices podcast, a place to
share some of the best stories from the Young African Leaders Initiative network. My name’s Macon
Phillips, and I’m so glad you have joined us today.
Before we get started, don’t forget to subscribe to the podcast and visit yali.state.gov to stay up to
date on all things YALI. My conversation today is with Essan Emile Ako. Essan is an inspiring young
leader and popular radio personality in Côte d’Ivoire. He credits his career path to his grandfather,
an avid storyteller, who helped raise and heavily influenced him. Essan is especially passionate
about promoting free and fair elections in Côte d’Ivoire. He’s also working hard to expand public
access to radio programming over the internet.
Now let’s jump right into my interview with Essan Emile Ako.
So welcome, Ako, it’s great to have you here.

ESSAN AKO: Thank you so much, Macon. It’s really great to meet you for the first time. I’ve been
receiving mail from you, from the YALI Network, for the great work you have been doing. We are
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really grateful, and I’m happy to meet you and to take part in this podcast.

MR. PHILLIPS: Great. Well, it’s been a lot of fun. And I apologize for all the emails. We just get
really excited, you know.

MR. AKO: Yeah, I know.

MR. PHILLIPS: So you’re in radio, and now you’re trying to steer your work in radio to support
peaceful elections. But let me start a little bit earlier. What was your first memories, your first
experience with radio?

MR. AKO: Well, thank you. My very first experience in radio was in May 2008. By then, I was a
student of second year at the University of Côte d’Ivoire. And I was just in the barber shop when I
heard an advertising on the radio, on local radio, of our district that they are recruiting new program
hosts. I had never been into a studio, a radio studio, before. But I just decided to apply because
when I was in secondary school, I used to just act like an MC of some ceremonies.
And so I decided to apply, and then I went, I asked for information, what should I bring? They say,
you should bring a show proposal. They asked me to present my first program as a test. So I read the
story of Nelson Mandela for about five minutes in English. And then some listeners called to say
that’s really great, we need an English program on that radio station. So you should take this guy.
And that’s how I started as a talk show host.
MR. PHILLIPS: Now if you had gone back to yourself and secondary school, or even younger, and
said, guess what you’re going to be doing in a few years, would you have been surprised?

MR. AKO: Well, not really. Not really, because I was really talkative when I was a child. And I like
events. Appearing in events and always trying to have my say, trying to contribute. And this was a
really part of me. But actually, I really wanted to become a pharmacist. That after I chose that, I
don’t know exactly why, but maybe I was going to do work in radio, in communication is a really
great and fun so far.

MR. PHILLIPS: So you’re always talkative, always storytelling. I know you mentioned that your
grandfather was a big influence on you in that way. Can you describe that a little bit?

MR. AKO: Exactly. As it goes back to my way early childhood, the ’90s. I was born in 1987, and then
in 1992 I started going to school. Then I discovered my grandfather, whom I took my father, because
I never knew that I had another father somewhere, because my father had divorced with my mother.
And then this old man would — could not even walk even, because he was too old, really nurtured
me with his own experience, always telling me his stories and tales from our cultural background.
And from his experience, what he had done in Côte d’Ivoire, even in the sub-region, in West Africa.
Although he was illiterate, he had traveled, and at that time they used to walk wherever they wanted
to go. So they told me to the whole of these stories, and I was so close to him that I couldn’t even
relate to my age-mates. And then after this, is something like a fish in water, I was to become the
future, and what I’m doing now.

MR. PHILLIPS: So walk me through that. Your grandfather, and stories, and that experience really
led you to what you’re doing now. What do you see in what you’re doing now that’s connected with,
sort of, the values he communicated to you?



MR. AKO: I never realized that maybe communication was something that was directly related to the
tales and stories that the old man was telling me. But when you give it a thought, you see that it is a
straight line going from the curiosity to learn, to discover, tales, stories that are really interesting,
and then going to radio where you have to, yes, write about fact. There are sometimes, also, you
have to be imaginative. To imagine things, and then tell their story. So I think that’s a whole lot of
these have really contributed to what I’m doing now.

MR. PHILLIPS: And so let’s talk a little bit more about what you’re doing now. So you’re not only in
radio. You also manage radio. You’re in the business of radio, trying to think about how radio can not
only be interesting, but can actually be sustainable.
So talk to me a little bit about the challenges of being involved in radio right now in Côte d’Ivoire.

MR. AKO: Well, thank you. Radio is such a great, amazing, interesting business for one to be in.
Unfortunately, for community radio stations, the low-end policies around that are not really clear, so
there are people in the radio stations that don’t have a status. And most of the workers in the
community radio stations are volunteers. Volunteers, they are not paid, they just work there for their
passion, and then they are obliged to look for money somewhere else.
So this is one of the biggest challenges. There is no clear policy. There are some requirements. For
example, a radio station cannot be involved in partisan politics. It is true this avoids using politicians
using radio stations to manipulate the people, and to create wars in crises. It’s good.
But at the same time, this prevents radio stations from having income and resources, and this
prevents our actions on the ground. On the other side, also, we are not allowed to do commercials as
a commercial radio stations. So our commercial actions are really limited to about 20 percent of our
whole budget.
So if you cannot run adverts to a certain level, you cannot deal with politicians, then our sources of
income are really limited. And we have to rely on donors, let’s say, NGOs, local NGOs, international
NGOs. But the whole of these structures, institutions, have their own agendas, have their own
programs. So if what you’re doing does not fall into what they want to achieve, or if what they want
to achieve does not have a communication component, then radio stations have to just struggle to
just live.

But we could do more if the policy was very clear, the staff in the radio station had a clear status,
and had a career — where you can have careers in community radio stations.

MR. PHILLIPS: So you describe a challenge. And so now tell  me, moving forward, how you’re
addressing that. What are you planning to do about that?

MR. AKO: Well, in addressing these challenges, you have to be a really creative and imaginative. We
live in a community of 1.5 million people. And these area is said to be the poorest urban area in Côte
d’Ivoire. So we are confronted by many challenges. In trying to address some of these issues, we
may create opportunities.
For example, during the election in Côte d’Ivoire in 2015, the radio stations decided to promote free
and fair elections. This was our goal that help when we go into the street, go into communities, and
organize with communities so that we come together around the table to discuss the benefits of free
and fair elections.
We did not have funds. We wrote some grant proposals, and fortunately for us, we met the USAID
office for transition initiatives. They had a program called CT2, Côte d’Ivoire Transition Initiative, so



they decided to just support us. And they gave us a grant of about $48,000 that helped us to promote
free and fair elections for eight months.

And also, we tried to create programs that will attract local businesses or sponsors that would help
us. So we have our ways to think about the strategies, and to refine our strategies.

MR. PHILLIPS: And so now you’re trying to move forward, and use these community radio stations
even more to promote free and peaceful elections. Can you walk us through what the future looks
like? What are some of the exciting things that you’re looking forward to?

MR. AKO: Well, in the coming months, there will be two very important elections in Côte d’Ivoire.
The legislative, where we are going to elect our members of the Parliament. And then there will be a
referendum about the amendment of our constitution. So these are really great moments.
And if you look at the past story of Côte d’Ivoire, you will see that election time have been times of
struggle, times of fighting. So we are going, also, to promote free and fair elections at this local
level, and also inform the population about the upcoming referendum. With that being, we don’t
know exactly what is going to be modified in the constitution. But as a community, as a community
radio station, or a community organization, our role is to make sure that population get the right
information before making an informed choice.

Then in trying to move forward, there are many challenges, as I mentioned earlier. So in trying to
solve some of these challenges, then we could come up with opportunities, grant opportunities, to
deal with some more on these problems.

MR. PHILLIPS: And then anytime we talk about the future, and moving forward, inevitably, we talk
about the impact of technology, social media. So as someone who’s in a medium that historically
been pretty basic, you’ve got the antennas, and radio receivers, and all that, I’m sure that you’re
also exploring the digital side of your work. Can you talk a little about the intersection of technology
and the current business you’re doing with community radio?

MR. AKO: Well, yeah. The development of technology, in the beginning, some of our elders, in radio
and television, saw it as a competition between internet, and the radio, and television. But our
generation, we are fortunate enough to learn that the internet is not coming to compete against to
the radios, that we can use internet to further reach a larger audience.

So we, in the recent past, we built a website, and then we tried to broadcast, live-streaming online,
just for us to have a broader audience. Because one thing about community radio stations in Côte
d’Ivoire is that their reach is limited. There is a regulation that we should not go beyond, sometimes,
10-kilometer radius, or 60-kilometer radius, like in our case.

But with the internet, there’s no limit. You can have it everywhere. So it’s really fantastic and
wonderful. Once we finished our website, the problem we were confronted with was, in fact, two
problems.  The  cost  of  internet,  and  how quick  internet  is.  So  these  two  problems  prevented
ourselves from being really streaming online. So after that we took our website down.

But our project is not done. We are learning ways to continue that. But we have a presence on social
media sites like Facebook and Twitter, and we even intend to be build a mobile app, application, for
young people to be able to receive our radio station and some of the recorded programs on the



mobile phones.

MR. PHILLIPS: OK. So we’ll wrap it up with three questions we like to ask everyone just to kind of
see what the different answers. So you’re someone who’s been in radio for a while, focused on
elections, really got it all put together. What’s something about you that would surprise people?

MR. AKO: That’s a question, but let me just try to say that I come from a very poor family. Poor, but
have always said you don’t need to be a billionaire to be happy. Although I was poor, my grandfather
was poor, my family was better. I was not unhappy when I was a child, because of the love that I was
in need, I got it from my grandfather and from my mother, also.

And so when I started going to school, I was fortunate to have my stepfather taking up all the
charges for my education. And then when I went to a secondary school myself, I started having some
problems. So while I was in secondary school, we tried to go to work in farms just to have yams,
some cassava, some bananas. And sometimes some money for us to continue our education.

And this continued to when I entered university, where I used to sell booklets. I was out of the
classrooms while my mates were in the classroom. Following courses, I was outside, and I was
selling English-speaking booklets. So I used to do sell these, and by the end of the day, I could have
up to $10. That’s enough for me for the week.

And then for the courses, once my mates come from the classroom, I used the courses, I made a
photocopy, and I’d read through. And once I have a topic, I go online, on the internet, I bring some
courses about this course that have been done because I did not have explanation of a teacher. And
at the end of the day, I succeeded to pass all my credits up to the master.

MR. PHILLIPS: Man, that’s amazing. So you would be outside selling these little books for next to
nothing, make $10 worth of money out of it —

MR. AKO: Yes.

MR. PHILLIPS: Find your friends. Photocopy their notes. Study that. Go online. Watch the courses
on the topic. And then still pass the test.

MR. AKO: Exactly, exactly. Yes, this is what I did. And I did it for almost five years, when I was at
university.

MR. PHILLIPS: Sounds to me like whatever you put your mind to, you’re going to figure out. It
seems that it’s pretty impressive. So let me ask another question, then.

MR. AKO: Ok.

MR. PHILLIPS: Are you a morning person, or are you a night owl?

MR. AKO: Yes, I mostly work better in the night. So I can stay up in the night, up to maybe 3 o’clock,
3 AM, working. But in the morning, it’s really difficult for me to wake up and work. So yes, when I
wake up, I have to do some sport, wash, then go to where I’m going. But I really stay late in the
night.

MR. PHILLIPS: OK, that’s great. My final question is if you could ask Barack Obama a question,



what would your question for him be.

MR. AKO: You know when you look up the story of President Obama, some to 20 years ago, he went
to Kenya where he was met only by his sister at the airport. And we saw the pictures where his
grandmother was living, and we even saw pictures of him carrying a bag in all of this.
And then, 20 years later, the same person goes back to the same country, but this time it’s not only
his sister who came to meet him, but the head of state, the whole people, and even the whole Africa,
came to meet him. Then my question is, what are the three most important principles that guided
him from that time where his sister only met him, up to this time, where he cannot go anywhere
unnoticed. This is my question to President Obama.

MR. PHILLIPS: That’s a great question. And within that question, I think you make some really
important points. And certainly one of them is that he has received quite a lot of support from people
across Africa, including a lot of young leaders. And I think that’s part of what makes YALI so special,
is it’s certainly a relationship between President Obama, but the United States generally, and young
leaders across Africa, like you.
And I really appreciate you making time to share your story with us today.

MR. AKO: Thank you so much.

MR. PHILLIPS: I want to thank everyone from YALI, YALI Network, for tuning in today. And we will
be back with another interview soon. Thanks, everyone. Have a great day.

Essan’s an incredible example of the power of perseverance. There’s no doubt he’s put the work in
to achieve his goals and succeed. Thank you to Essan for sharing your story with us. If you’d like to
get in touch with him, you can find them on Facebook under Essan Emile Ako. That’s E-S-S-A-N E-M-
I-L-E A-K-O.
He’s also on Twitter. His handle there is @seniorako. Get ready for my French pronunciation. His
radio station is Radio Arc-en-ciel, and can be found on Facebook, as well. That’s A-R-C E-N C-I-E-L.

Be sure to come back for more inspiring stories from young African leaders on the YALI Voices
podcast. Join the YALI Network at yali.state.gov, and be part of something bigger.

Our theme music is “E Go Happen” by Grace Jerry, produced by the Presidential Precinct. The YALI
Voices podcast is brought to you by the U.S. Department of State, and is part of the Young African
Leaders Initiative, which is funded by the U.S. Government. Thanks, everyone.

Applying to be an MWF: A Message toMandela Washington Fellow Hopefuls,Never Give Up
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(Courtesy photo)

Alfousseni  Sidibé has  over  seven years’  experience in  the agricultural  community-development
sector.  He served as communications manager for President Obama’s global  hunger and food-
security  project,  Feed  the  Future,  where  he  focused  on  communication  activities  to  inform
beneficiaries about improved technologies to increase income. In 2016, Alfousseni joined the USAID
Mali Justice Project as communication and outreach coordinator. He is also founder and CEO of the
personal development startup LYD (Live Your Dream). LYD empowers young students with public
speaking, leadership, entrepreneurship and English skills and has a special mentoring program for
young girls. With a master’s in English from the University of Bamako and a bachelor’s in business
administration, Alfousseni is the founding president of the Bamako English Toastmasters Club, the
first English club in Mali.

Fellow African leader, is it true that you have decided not to apply for a 2017 Mandela Washington
Fellowship (MWF)? That would be a huge mistake! As U.S. senator and 1968 presidential candidate
Robert F. Kennedy told South Africans in 1966, “Only those who dare to fail greatly can achieve
greatly.”

This year was my third time to apply for the fellowship, after being unsuccessful in 2014 and 2015.

Imagine, if I had given up. I would have not been able to experience six extraordinary weeks with 49
like-minded fellows from 30 countries across Africa, in the same university. I would not have been
able to cross paths with an excellent management team from the College of  Public Service &
Community Solutions at Arizona State University. I would not have been able to experience the best
moments of the Mandela Washington Fellowship program: a three-day presidential summit and the
town  hall  meeting  with  President  Obama.  I  had  networking  time  with  senators,  development
agencies, foundations, nonprofit organizations and the other 950 Fellows from Africa.

When I applied in 2014, I was not selected for the semifinal interview. I said to myself, “Maybe
something was missing in my application; but I can make it.” By reading the selection criteria, I
refined my skills. I realized that I needed to focus on my passion if I wanted to stand out among the
other thousands of applicants. As a passionate community organizer, I traveled to my home village
and shared my passion with young people. As the saying goes,“Charity begins at home.” In my
village, my words convinced young people to build houses for the community school teachers. I
continued my work in Bamako, the capital of Mali. There, I initiated the Let’s Speak English Forum,
a free English-learning environment for youth and professionals to practice English. In 2015 I was
selected among the MWF semifinalists for an interview. I did not make it to the U.S. that year, but I
was on the waiting list.

As  Henry  Ford  said,  “Failure  provides  the  opportunity  to  begin  again,  more  intelligently.”  I
continued working on my ideas. After creating the Let’s Speak English Forum, I founded the Bamako
English Toastmasters Club, the first Toastmasters International English Club in Mali. Toastmasters
International is a world-known organization that helps its members refine their public speaking and
leadership skills. That same year, I held many other leadership roles with Toastmasters. In October
2015 I participated in a YALI Network TechCamp in South Africa. In early 2016 I took part in the
Sahel Leadership Program in Burkina Faso to learn about the problems facing the Sahel region. In
2016 I founded Live Your Dream, an organization focused on empowering youth in leadership, public
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speaking, and entrepreneurship.

In 2016 I applied for the third time for MWF and the Professional Development Experience (PDE),
the follow-on internship program for 100 Fellows. After the interview, I received the Fellowship but
not the PDE. However, during the Fellowship, I received news that I would be able to remain in the
U.S. for an additional six weeks to refine my skills as part of the PDE.

Fellow African leader, I tell you my 12 weeks in the U.S. has been a life-changing experience. I have
been able to network with hundreds of people in Africa and in the U.S. I also have had the chance to
shake the hand of President Barack Obama. Can you see now why you should not give up? We never
know when chance and good preparation will meet.

Applying to be an MWF: Application advicefrom former Mandela Washington Fellows

(State Dept.)

Having trouble with your 2017 Mandela Washington Fellowship (MWF) application? Former Fellows
are here to help.

Fellows across Africa flooded to the YALI Network Facebook page to provide applicants with advice
for their #YALI2017 application. We’ve compiled the best recommendations we received.

PREPARATION
Before you begin your application, research the Young African Leaders Initiative (YALI). Once you
better understand the program’s goals, you’ll be able to write a stronger essay by connecting your
personal goals with those of YALI. Engage in Twitter and Facebook chats, listen to podcasts and
read blog posts (like this one!) for more information about YALI.

WRITING
Read the application thoroughly before filling out the online form. When answering essay questions,
first write your responses in a word-processing software like Microsoft Word. Once you’ve finished
writing and editing your essay, copy and paste it into the application form, making sure to abide by
the word-count rules. This will allow you to work on your essays offline and have friends, family or
former Fellows proofread your writing. Seek out a former Fellow to provide you with personalized
advice either online or in your area.

Do not rush through the application process. Take your time to avoid errors. Make sure to submit
your application with time to spare in case of a technological malfunction.

CONTENT

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Vf8tVpoFHHw
https://yali.state.gov/application-advice-from-former-mandela-washington-fellows/
https://yali.state.gov/application-advice-from-former-mandela-washington-fellows/
https://yali.edit.america.gov/wp-content/uploads/sites/4/2016/09/Tips-from-Fellows1.png
https://yali.state.gov/washington-fellowship/apply/
https://www.facebook.com/YALINetwork/photos/a.324177887663682.72214.316156395132498/1121354851279311/?type=3&theater
https://yali.state.gov/category/in-action/yali-voices/
https://yali.state.gov/resources/blog/


“Share your passion in your application. Be brave and brag about who you are as a leader and what
you have done and will continue to do to make this a better world for all,” 2016 Fellow Lumbiwe
Lulu Limbikani wrote on Facebook.

Don’t be modest in your application essays. Show how passionate you are about a subject through
your accomplishments and actions.  No accomplishment is  too small.  Detail  the positive impact
you’ve had on your community. Specify the number of people affected by your work and the amount
of time you’ve spent on your projects. Talk about the challenges you have overcome and how you
were able to persevere. Also, be sure to articulate your goals for the future and how being a
Mandela Washington Fellow will help you accomplish them.

While you are encouraged to boast about your accomplishments, do not lie. The next step in the
application process is an interview in which you will be questioned about your achievements. If you
are only applying for the chance to visit the United States, it will show through in your application.
While coming to America is a great opportunity, you should seek to improve yourself so you can
change the lives of those in your community.

Include your short-, medium- and long-term goals in your application. The Mandela Washington
Fellowship will provide you with the tools to accomplish your overall vision. How will you apply what
you learn as a fellow to your situation in Africa?

WHAT’S NEXT
Once you complete  your  application and press  the submit  button,  you are one step closer  to
becoming a Mandela Washington Fellow. As you wait to hear if you have been selected for an
interview, there are many things you can continue to do to prepare. Learn about climate change,
civic responsibility and the rights of women and girls through the YALI Network Online Courses. Use
your newfound knowledge to teach those courses to members of  your community through the
#YALILearns initiative.

Improve your conversational English by finding people to practice speaking with and by watching or
listening to English-language media. Also, improve your knowledge of the terminology in the track to
which you applied by watching one of the Mandela Washington Fellowship YALI Network Online
Courses: Business and Entrepreneurship, Civic Leadership or Public Management. These skills will
prepare you for your interview as well as your time in the U.S.

If you are not selected as a Fellow this year, do not give up. Begin working on your application for
the next year. Perfect it. Many Fellows apply numerous times before they are accepted into the
program.

The greatest piece of advice from former Fellows: Do not give up hope.
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2017 Mandela Washington FellowshipApplication Tip: Don’t Be Modest!

(© Shutterstock.com)

As you fill out your 2017 Mandela Washington Fellowship (MWF) application, you will be answering
questions about your role as a leader and your efforts to help your community. According to some of
the 2016 Fellows who applied to the program many times before being selected, one of the factors
that strengthened their application was overcoming their natural tendency to be modest about their
accomplishments.

After she was unsuccessful, Rita Zaumu, a 2016 Fellow from Cameroon, got an MWF alumnus to
look at her application to try to find out how she could improve her chances.

“When he learned that I was doing a lot of community work, he was quite impressed and asked me
why I hadn’t included this in a more elaborate way in my application. He told me to say exactly what
I do, how it impacts the community, especially the young people, because this is what this whole
thing is focused on,” she said.

“I used to think talking about it was showing off. But now I know that when you talk about it you
inspire other people and it helps them to go out there and do something to help the community too,”
Zaumu said.

Juby Peacock, a 2016 Fellow from Botswana, said, “If you wish to say ‘I did this thing’ or ‘I initiated
this thing,’ which I think the American Embassy wants to hear [in the application], you feel you are
going to come across as arrogant. So I had to have my friends prep me to say things differently. I
was doing it all along, but I just didn’t know how to say it.”

Evaluating his own unsuccessful application, 2016 Fellow Albert Muragijimana from Rwanda said,
“The mistake I made was telling stories about myself without impact. I didn’t demonstrate impact. In
my essays I was just saying actions, but I was missing the point of impact.”

How do you show impact? Muragijimana says it helps to combine the description of your experience
with some metrics. “If possible, show the numbers — how many people are going to be reached?
How many lives are you going to change? If you are running a school, for example, how many kids
are you going to take at school? If you are looking to improve access to education or access to
health, how many people are going to have access to those services?” he said.

Remember that you are competing for a spot as a 2017 Fellow against very qualified people who also
have impressive resumes. As Balarabe Ismail, a 2016 Fellow from Nigeria, said, “Not many people
can apply because some of the questions cannot be answered by somebody on the street. It has to be
somebody doing something for society.”

How will you differentiate yourself to make your application stand out? Don’t be afraid to contact
MWF alumni and those who are familiar with your work for advice. They may be able to help you
strike the best balance between sounding true to your naturally modest character and not selling
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yourself short. You can connect with them and find more helpful tips by becoming a YALI Network
member and by following the YALI Network Facebook page or the YALI Network Face2Face group.

My #YALILearns — TrainingEntrepreneurs and Leaders in Rwanda

Caption:  Jean Bosco Nzeyimana at  his  #YALILearns event  on entrepreneurship and
leadership in Rwanda (Courtesy photo)

By Jean Bosco Nzeyimana, 2015 Mandela Washington Fellow

With glittering faces, thirsty for knowledge and filled with diverse expectations, over 50 young
people from all corners of Rwanda came to attend a #YALILearns training event that YALI Rwanda
fellows hosted in Huye, Rwanda.

When Ange (another Mandela Washington Fellow) and I, on behalf of YALI Rwanda, designed the
training, we couldn’t agree more that the suitable topic would be “Entrepreneurial Leadership.” This
is traced far back in a story that the majority of young people across Africa share. Nowadays, we are
the first generation of educated people. Many of us have parents who haven’t gone to school, and
the only thing — yet very important — that we have learned from them is “value.” While on the other
side of the world a mom is teaching her son how to write computer codes, at home I am teaching my
parents basic savings concepts and the reasons we need a farm of vegetables and fruits in our
backyard.

Our #YALILearns event took only five days to plan and implement, including promoting the event,
signing up participants and holding the training session. We used the YALI Network Online Courses
“Fundamentals  of  Starting and Running a  Business”  and “Strategies  for  Personal  Growth and
Development.”  We  also  focused  on  exploring  ways  to  meet  challenges  that  we  face  in  our
communities  through  entrepreneurship  and  leadership.  To  sustainably  meet  the  underlying
challenges in our communities, we need to be both entrepreneurs and leaders. Our goal was to make
sure that participants knew how they can solve problems they face in their communities through
entrepreneurship. So we made sure they understood the basics. Through this lens, problems become
opportunities for business ventures that ultimately lead to job creation and income generation.
Applying the principles of leadership makes us remember who we are as young Africans and where
we want to take our continent — thanks to the #YALILearns toolkits that we used and guest
speakers who shared their journey with the participants.

Through this training, we were able to shed light on a number of topics, ranging from business idea
conceptualization to writing a winning business plan.  Needless to say,  all  participants got  the
opportunity to craft and pitch their ideas, but more importantly, they left inspired and hungry to be
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agents of change.

With this very experience, we were prompted to plan similar events in other parts of Rwanda. This is
something you can do as well by either centering your training around the same topic or finding
something that is relevant to your place.

God bless Africa.

Editor’s Note: For resources to help you plan and hold your own #YALILearns event, including the
toolkits mentioned above, go to yali.state.gov/learns.

Advice for a first time #YALILearnsfacilitator: Follow the curriculum - it’seasier.

A YALI Network member facilitates their #YALILearns event. (State Dept.)

From his experience facilitating two #YALILearns events on climate change, Rodney Kimbangu of
the Democratic Republic of the Congo learned that the easiest way to present one of the YALI
Network Online Courses to an audience is to just follow the curriculum. Of course, you can design a
program that caters specifically to your community. But if you are just looking for a way to get
started, Kimbangu, a 2016 Mandela Washington Fellow, has some advice.

“The knowledge that people share on a #YALILearns course is empowering. Really empowering. It’s
the kind of knowledge that people spend maybe a year or four years in class learning,” he said.

His first experience facilitating an event did not go as planned. He combined his efforts with another
Network member who introduced a controversial topic that was not part of the curriculum of the
climate change course.

“It was a bit messy. We didn’t really follow the YALI Network course plan as we should have,” he
said.

So Kimbangu tried again. Because he volunteers at a local American Corners space, he was allowed
to plan his event there, and he reached out to many of the same people who had attended his
previous event.

This time, “I was alone and I followed exactly the YALI Network plan and it worked well. And they
told me ‘Rodney where were you? It was so amazing. We learned a lot!’ he said.

“I was just there to facilitate things. I just was there with guidelines and they had the content. And
so the activities that I had to discuss in groups and to share were very powerful.”
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Kimbangu’s conclusion? “When they give us the guidelines it’s for a good reason,” he said. “So don’t
be scared! Follow the guidelines and do it. Nothing is impossible.”

He also wanted to remind fellow Network members that as a facilitator, you are not expected to be
an expert on the subject you have chosen to share.

“There is a line on the [course] guidelines that says ‘you are not a climate expert. You are there to
give them access to the content,’” he said.

But as a facilitator “you have a certain power,” he continued. “They don’t  have access to the
information. You are the key to giving them information and you don’t have to be afraid of that.”

If you want to hold a #YALILearns event of your own, look at the #YALILearns page to learn more
about how to facilitate your event and choose a topic that will most benefit your audience. A local
partner such as a university or civic group can be useful in finding a venue for your event and
helping you get the word out.

During your event, make sure to take pictures, and then let us know how it went at the #YALILearns
feedback page so that we can share your success with the Network.

YALI Voices Podcast: Once a rural villager,he now helps businesses get started

Alieu Jallow (Courtesy photo)

Alieu Jallow enjoyed the setting and simplicity of growing up in a remote north Gambian village, but
he did not like the poverty he experienced, or the difficulty of finding good job opportunities.

Speaking in a YALI Voices podcast with the State Department’s Macon Phillips, Jallow said he
earned a small amount of money on weekends to help his parents, and those modest earnings ended
up sparking an interest in business.

Now he is the founder of The Gambia’s first business incubation center, Startup Incubator Gambia,
which trains young entrepreneurs in sectors ranging from agriculture to fashion to renewable
energy. He also helps them network with potential investors, social entrepreneurs and government
officials.

In  the podcast,  Jallow explains  why most  startup businesses fail  within the first  five  years  of
operation.  With his group,  “we want to mitigate this  by providing them with office space,  co-
working space, so that they can reduce their rent cost rate. And we also provide them with advisory
services, with the mentorship and networking and stuff. That we do.”
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Listen to the whole podcast to find out other projects Jallow is working on — and what it was like to
grow up without a television set.

Don’t have access to SoundCloud? Hear YALI Voices on Google Play Music or download this podcast
on iTunes by searching “YALI Network.”  Bandwidth issues? Read a transcript of the podcast below:

UNITED STATES DEPARTMENT OF STATE
BUREAU OF INTERNATIONAL INFORMATION PROGRAMS (IIP)

“YALI Voices Podcast: Alieu Jallow”

MACON PHILLIPS: Welcome, young African leaders. This is the YALI Voices podcast, a place to
share some of the best stories from the Young African Leaders Initiative Network. My name is
Macon Phillips, and I’m so glad you’ve joined us today. Before we get started, don’t forget to
subscribe to the podcast and visit yali.state.gov to stay up-to-date on all things YALI. For all you out
there listening who might live in a small town, perhaps with limited resources for opportunities,
wondering how you can make it, this episode of YALI Voices is for you. Alieu Jallow is a young leader
and successful entrepreneur from The Gambia. Alieu’s life story is truly inspiring. He grew up in a
small rural town in the north of The Gambia with 25 siblings. All of his free time was spent working
to provide for his family. At age 12, he had to leave his town and enter a city for the first time his
life. Through the hard times, Alieu remained focused, his determination never wavering from his
goal to improve the life of his mother and his family. Today, Alieu is a successful entrepreneur. He
runs The Gambia’s first startup incubator, where he mentors young business leaders and helps them
navigate the often treacherous task of starting a business. Here is my interview with Alieu Jallow.
Alieu, it’s great to have you here.

ALIEU JALLOW: Thank you. It’s a pleasure to be here.

MR. PHILLIPS: And we’re looking forward to talking about what you’re up to in The Gambia, what
your life’s been about so far, and sort of what you’re looking forward to in terms of the future for
your projects. And I want to start by just saying The Gambia, I think, is a place that a lot of people
don’t know a lot about. And so, paint a picture of what life is like for you every day in The Gambia.
MR. JALLOW: Yeah, basically, The Gambia is — it’s a beautiful country. We are endowed with a lot of
people, like the population is not very much compared to other countries. One of the things that I
love most about Gambia, because the people itself, they’re very friendly. And on a daily basis, you
have people went to the markets, and some go to the farm. It was really interesting, growing up in
the rural areas because we do not have the opportunities like having TVs and all the stuff. So,
basically, what we do is — daily routine was going to school, from school we’re going back to the
farm. And at night, especially when the moonlight is on, we’ll go at night, play around in the town
and stuff like that. So it was really fun growing up in a rural area.

MR. PHILLIPS: You had no television growing up.

MR. JALLOW: Yes. No television.

MR. PHILLIPS: So when was the first time you saw television?

MR. JALLOW: My first time that I saw television was almost — I think I was around 12, 13 years.
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MR. PHILLIPS: What’d you think?

MR. JALLOW: When one of, I think a family member, relative, traveled to the U.S. and bought a TV,
a black-and-white TV. And we all ran to the TV and just sat down. And just started watching and
seeing people. It was like, wow, look at him. Like, we were thinking if we can touch the guy and
stuff. So it was really fun.

MR. PHILLIPS: Do you remember what was on the television?

MR. JALLOW: I can’t remember really. But I remember the first one that I watched was a football
match. That day, I think, that was Senegal and something playing. So there was a football match, so
the whole village like — the house was full, so they had to remove the TV from the house and put it
outside so that everybody can watch. So it was really interesting. That was the only TV we had in the
village at the time, so —

MR. PHILLIPS: So when did you figure out that you wanted to leave the village and come into the
city and sort of set your course?

MR. JALLOW: Yeah. I think it wasn’t like personally figuring out. It was a time that I studied, and I
was going to school. And I was like pretty much smart student, doing well in primary school. But
after I finished my primary school — so our village do, we only had a primary school and then I have
to go for a junior school. So I have to move from my village to another village, and do that. So at the
time, my parents were like, OK, you have to go to this particular village. Suwareh Kunda with a
different ethnics group, a different people,  a different lifestyle.  And during that time was also
another experience, an interesting experience, because I have to learn their language. I have to
learn to eat their foods. I had to learn to understand their culture. So it was really an eye opening for
me at that age. So I had to move from there. That’s the time I left the entire region of North Bank,
and come to the city. That’s when I finished my grade 9 exams. So I moved into the city. So it was
nice.

MR. PHILLIPS: And what was the transition like coming from country to the city?

MR. JALLOW: So my expectation of the city was way different from what I find. What I found in the
city was like — I thought the city was all nice and rosy. Like you have all the street light and stuff
that we saw on TV. Remember, we had a TV in the village. So we saw all these nice streetlights and
stuff. I was like, wow, I want to be in this place. But when I get to the city, I realize that there’s not
much difference. Well, the only difference was I think they had a — electricity was there. Like, you
didn’t have to go to schools. You get taxis and cars and all over — because growing up in a village,
you didn’t have a lot of cars, once in a while.

And as a kid, we used to be very funny when a car passed by. We look at the model, and we’ll go and
take a carton and start to make the car. And say, oh, this is my car. When I grow, I’m going to drive
this kind of car, something like that. So those are the kinds of things we would do.

MR. PHILLIPS: But now you grown up, and you’re focusing on business and startups and that sort of
thing. So how did you go from being a kid that was watching cars and making cartons out in the
country to come in the city and really decided to start building things?



MR. JALLOW: Yeah, I think my passion was, initially, it was in — my first thing was I’d grown up in a
family of over 25 siblings. And we struggled for the few resources that our parents had. So my mom,
who didn’t go to school, has to shoulder the responsibility of sending me to school. So I watch her go
to — buy mangoes and buy stuff and selling it in the village with the little money she has to be able
to give me lunch, to go to school, to be able to give me books, to buy books, and stuff like that. So
she was doing this petty trading and family activities. So during my weekends and holidays, I’ll go
out and help her to make sure that she has enough capital to — my only desire, other than, was to
lift my parents, my mother especially, from that condition. To make sure that we have food, we don’t
have to go to school thinking, what are we going to do to put food on the table the next day. But
going to school will realize that when I come back home, there will be food, mom will be happy, and
don’t worry about stuff. So I really wanted to lift my parents from that condition at the time. That
was my motivation. So coming to the city, especially, I think, going to the university, one of the
things I did was — I was still interested. I remember when I moved from the village to the city
because of my grades and because I was like a one mark away from the pass mark. So I literally
didn’t pass the exams of the transfer. Because of the education systems were different. The village
didn’t  have  proper  teachers,  and  books  and  everything.  We  didn’t  have  like  all  of  these
opportunities. But when I came into the city, I spent almost two months to three months not going to
school. So my guardian, the one that was taking care of me, was selling, and the — I remember
helping him sell. Let’s go. We will go to the market. And he will also sell. And stuff like that. So I
would help him sell and stuff like keep records on what he’s doing. And I remember on weekends,
we have like a donkey cart where we will go around and go by, pick up stuff. And people would pay
us to do that. So I used to have some small money from that. That sparked my interest in business.
And seeing then I wanted to do something. With all the small money I was getting, even while I was
going to school, I was taking it, sending something to my parents.

MR. PHILLIPS: So you came into the village. You’re now in the city, and focused on incubators and
businesses. In some way, taking the energy from your time selling things off a donkey cart. But now
trying to look at businesses that are little bit bigger, a little bit more profitable, hopefully.

MR. JALLOW: Sure.

MR. PHILLIPS: So tell us a little bit about the work you’re doing now.

MR. JALLOW: Currently the work I’m doing, it’s — we’re supporting entrepreneurs. We’ve set up the
first  business incubation center  in  Gambia,  which we bring young entrepreneurs from various
sectors, from agriculture, to fashion, to renewable energy, to all these sectors. So the first batch,
we’ve trained over 20 entrepreneurs. And we don’t only train them, we provide them with access to
mentors. We also provide them with access to networks. We also provide them with a little access to
finance in some instance. So, basically, one of the things that we do is a six months incubation
program that these young entrepreneurs apply to come into, to be able to learn entrepreneur skills
and get the network that they need to grow their businesses. And part of the things that we also do
at the Young Entrepreneurs Association is to provide a networking opportunity for all these young
entrepreneurs. So on a monthly basis, almost every month, last Friday of the month, we organize a
networking  event  where  we  invite  all  members  from  different  industries  —  from  social
entrepreneurs to government officials to diplomat, and everybody, just to come to network together
and see how best they can share ideas and also create a new network.



MR. PHILLIPS: And what are some of the challenges that face businesses trying to get going in The
Gambia?

MR. JALLOW: Pretty much a lot. Because that’s why we set up the incubation center with a co-
working space. One of the key challenges is most of the startups, when they’re just starting up, they
have a lot of overhead costs, in terms of high, expensive rents. And also tax rates are very high. And
one of the, also, the key things that they also have, the inexperience that they have in running,
actually, those businesses. People will have just ideas or see a friend set up something, and they just
want to set up the same thing. But they don’t know that they have to be innovative. They have to
solve a problem when they’re trying to set up a business, not only this would be customer driven, but
not only because you want to set up something. So these are all key things that most of these
businesses will fail  probably in the first five years of operation in The Gambia. So we want to
mitigate this by providing them with office space, co-working space, so that they can reduce their
rent cost rate. And we also provide them with advisory services, with the mentorship and networking
and stuff. That we do.

MR. PHILLIPS: That’s great.

MR. JALLOW: So these are also key things. And when it comes to access to finances, is also a huge
challenge for startups because they don’t have access to finance. We have interest rate over 27
percent. And it’s a no-no for startups because the banks, conventional banks, think startups are
risky, so they’re not giving them loans, because they don’t know the startup, the likelihood for it to
fail. It’s very hard. So these are some of the challenges that these young entrepreneurs are facing.

MR. PHILLIPS: So can you tell me, in terms of how you’re trying to rise up to those challenges and
address them, some of the different strategies you have to encourage more investment in capital or
other types of things?

MR. JALLOW: Yes. Some of the plans we have, currently we’re working on a young entrepreneurship
summit in Gambia which we are already working on, to bring stakeholders together, to be able to
push up to making sure the current policy that is there on entrepreneurship inculcates access to
finance for these young entrepreneurs. And most especially, one of the things that we’re working on
is to see how best we can get like a mutual fund for these young entrepreneurs. A fund that
entrepreneurs can compete with some of their business ideas, and then they can get access to these
funds to be able to implement this. But we are not only going to give out the funds, but we were able
to help them with — providing them with mentorship, because I think it’s very key as they learn and
grow from their businesses. And the other thing that we also are working on, it’s to make sure —
most of them like there’s many people didn’t take business as a career. They think of it as a second
opportunity.  They’re taking it  like a fallback,  like a Plan B,  like it’s  not their  Plan A.  It’s  not
something that they go out of university and want to be. It’s something that, you know, they — if I
don’t have a job, then I can get my uncle to give me $200 or $100 to start selling some stuff. But not
like, oh, if I finish university, I want to be an entrepreneur. And this is what I want to do, this is the
area, there’s a problem I want to solve in my community. So one of the things we’re doing is, I do a
lot  of  talks  and  inspirational  speech  on  entrepreneurship  at  universities  to  try  to  encourage,
inculcate the spirit of entrepreneurship among the students. One of the things is our education
system  has  not  been  preparing  us  —  especially  in  Gambia  —  it’s  not  preparing  us  to  be
entrepreneurs. They’re preparing us to be employees, and not to be creative. You have a specific



syllabus. You do specific things, and you have to pass the grade exams to be able to move on in life
or get a job and stuff like that. That’s a challenge. And what other things we’re doing currently,
we’ve already started piloting with five schools to be able to inculcate the spirit of enterprise by
having entrepreneurship clubs in these schools, to try to see how best we can encourage them to
listen to experienced entrepreneurs to inspire them. That took — I was a Gambian, this is where I
was born,  and this  is  where I  started,  and here  is  where I  am today.  And it’s  OK to  be  an
entrepreneur, and you can be successful being an entrepreneur, and it is possible. So we also want
to expose them to all these techniques of business plan writings, and business model canvas, and all
these opportunities that are available, most especially on the YALI Network with the YALI Learns, on
entrepreneurship and things like that. So we — that’s the project we are currently planning on
working on. We already wrote letters to the schools, and we have a positive response that they will
—

MR. PHILLIPS: And you’ve done some work already with YALI Learns too. So tell us about what you
put together there.

MR. JALLOW: Yes. I did some work with the YALI Learns, especially when I just returned back from
The Gambia. I was assigned to say, OK, recruitment drive. We should help recruit members to apply
for YALI and all the stuff. So I said to the PAO, the public diplomacy officer, hey, I want to go back
my community. I want to go back to my village. I want to go back to my people. And I want them to
see me like a success story. I was here with them. I lived with them. I grew with them. And this is
where I am today. That they can also be the same place or even better than where I am.

So I went in there, and we organized — I was able to do it through a partnership with one of those
local organizations. And they mobilized over 60 people in the North Bank region. And I trained with
YALI Learns on entrepreneurship. We also trained them on leadership. And we also give them like
some exercise on how to develop their business model [canvas] and their ideas. And I also helped
them apply for like a demo of the YALI application and what is required and what is expected with
some of these things.

MR. PHILLIPS: That’s terrific. So are you someone who likes to get up early in the morning and get
things done? Or are you someone who typically finds yourself awake late at night?

MR. JALLOW: I typically find myself way awake at night. Yes. I think the best time that I write stuff
is at night. So, especially when everybody’s sleeping, around 12, 1, I’ll be writing a lot of stuff. Yeah.

MR. PHILLIPS: Do you find that there’s things you do every day or every week that help you be more
organized or help you be more focused on your work?

MR. JALLOW: Yes. One of them is planning myself out, especially when I know if I go to work, I know
that, OK, when I go to work today, I have this and this and this to do. So I have like a list of myself
that I have. I also have a notepad, also have it back there. That if I have ideas and stuff that I want to
do, it’s oh, let’s write it down. So writing stuff down is always good. Works for me. And one of the
things also is that I always plan ahead. Like when I plan ahead, if stuff [gets me by] surprise, I also
try to maneuver, but I plan ahead. It gives me more time to prepare and have some thoughts about
it.

MR. PHILLIPS: All right. Well, Alieu, it’s been great to talk to you. I really appreciate you making



time. This is been a great conversation. And I wish you the best of luck back in The Gambia.
MR. JALLOW: All right. Thank you very much. It’s been great talking to you too. And shout out to the
YALI Network.

MR. PHILLIPS: Absolutely. And I want to thank everyone for tuning in, and have a great day. I had a
great time chatting with Alieu. He’s proof that no matter your circumstances, you can succeed in life
if you have the will and determination to keep pushing forward. Thank you to Alieu for sharing your
incredible story with us. If you’d like to get in touch with them, you can find him on Facebook under
Alieu Jallow, that’s A-L-I-E-U J-A-L-L-O-W. You can check out his organizations, Startup Incubator
Gambia, which is at startupincubator.gm. And the Young Entrepreneurship Association at yea.gm.
Be sure to come back for more inspiring stories from young African leaders on the YALI Voices
podcast. Join the YALI Network at yali.state.gov and be part of something bigger. Our theme music
is “E Go Happen” by Grace Jerry, produced by the Presidential Precinct. The YALI Voices podcast is
brought to you by the U.S. Department of State and is part of the Young African Leaders Initiative,
which is funded by the U.S. government. Thanks, everyone.

No tech, no social media = no problem for#YALILearns

(YALI Network)

Internet  capacity  in  sub-Saharan  Africa  is  growing,  but  not  very  quickly.  According  to  the
International  Telecommunications  Union,  many  African  countries  have  a  low  1  kilobyte  of
international internet bandwidth per user, and this creates challenges for those who are planning
their #YALILearns events and need to access course materials online.

Fortunately, there are many ways to work around slow or nonexistent internet service, a lack of
computers and limited access to social media. Here are some stories and ideas from your fellow YALI
Networkers and Mandela Washington Fellows.

DOWNLOAD AND/OR PRINT ALL COURSE MATERIALS IN ADVANCE

If you have enough space on your computer, flash drive or DVD, why take a chance on a slow or
unreliable network?

Obinna Ebirim from Nigeria downloaded all his course materials onto a flash drive and found a
television with a USB input for a smaller-size class. He was also able to find a projector that would
work with the drive for another class that took place in a large hall. He didn’t have computers
available for the students, so he encouraged those with mobile phones to take the test at the end of
the course immediately, or else go home and use a laptop or personal computer and to report back
to him when they earned their certificates.
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Charlene Chekenya also downloaded the online videos from YouTube using her personal  Wi-Fi
connectivity and saved them. For her event, she simply played the saved videos. To download, she
simply searched the name of the YALI expert speaker she wanted and the name of the course and
downloaded the video either on YouTube or straight from the website.

Because she did not have enough computers, “I used a projector for the presentation and circulated
two laptops that were connected to mobile internet devices for the online tests … until a greater
number of them had completed. The rest completed after the event on their personal time,” she said.

Personalizing the course materials for the audience takes much more preparation, but that can pay
off by making the event even more effective.

Fatouma Elmi from Djibouti said: “I made time to download. It  takes a long time because the
internet is not that fast. This is the first thing. The second is for the presentation on climate change
we added specific information about our country and how climate change has affected it.” She said it
took her about a month to get these materials together, but it was a very successful event, with 60
people attending, and “they loved the topic.”

NO SOCIAL MEDIA? SPREAD THE WORD THE OLD-FASHIONED WAY

There’s no question that applications like Facebook make organizing easier and create a network
you can use to follow up with your course participants. But in Jaka Kabba’s community in Sierra
Leone, social media is still not widely used.

Her #YALILearns event was targeted toward women and focused on climate change. To tell people
about her event, she said, “I used the ‘woman channel.’”

“I went house to house. I spoke to people about the event. I called the community chairlady. The
chairlady called other stakeholders, and they passed on the message. Even if I couldn’t reach all of
the houses, they helped the message go out,” she said.

She also prepared by printing out the materials in advance and divided her group into their specific
areas  of  interest.  In  her  case,  it  was  cleaning  up  garbage  in  the  community,  addressing
deforestation, and how flooding was affecting local sewage.

“You don’t need to have all the papers to do something. As long as you have the vision, have the
passion, you can do something and raise awareness in your community. You will see a change, even
if it starts with one person. That person will pass on the message. I started door to door and people
heard me and saw the passion I had,” she said.

RURAL AREAS PRESENT EVEN MORE CHALLENGES

The YALI Network online course on climate change convinced Awo Abdi Elmi from Djibouti that
women in rural areas of her country would especially benefit from it because their livelihoods are
already being affected by dying trees and desertification. She also wanted her #YALILearns event to
promote the use of  clean cooking stoves that  burn much less wood.  She knew it  would be a
challenge. Not only were there no computers or internet service in the village where she was going,
but most of her audience could neither read nor write. With advance planning, she was able to
overcome these challenges.

https://yali.state.gov/courses/climate/


Elmi downloaded the entire course ahead of time and borrowed a projector from work. She also
contacted a local NGO that worked in the village to help spread the word.

“We told the ladies who had phones one week before that we were going to come that day. ‘We’re
going to train you and raise awareness about this issue.’ And they said, ‘OK, please come,’ and
promised to spread news of the event to others … They live far away from each other, so they
needed at least a week to let each other know about the event,” she said.

Elmi designed her own PowerPoint presentation using course materials, made posters to use in the
classroom, and brought a model of the clean cooking stove.

By designing a lighter version of the climate change course that emphasized the practical solutions
the women could take every day, Elmi was able to reach an audience that is often overlooked. She
was even able to convince many of them to start using the new cooking stove.

Elmi  adds  that  for  rural  events  where  many  are  impoverished,  it  is  important  not  to  raise
expectations. “In some areas when they hear people are coming to see them they expect things.
They expect maybe donations, maybe gifts. So take small tokens. Not really a proper gift, but bring
something with you,” she said.

Do you have your own ideas on how to overcome challenges caused by technology, connectivity or
equipment? Please share them with the Network, and don’t forget to take pictures. Let us know how
your event went at the #YALILearns feedback page.

Planning a training or #YALILearns event?Check out these tips from Marcella Simon.

(YALI Network)

Members of the YALI Network tuned in to Facebook August 25–26 for a chat with education and
training expert Marcella Simon, who answered their questions on training tactics, goals and styles.
Many of these tips can also be used to help you plan your own #YALILearns event.

In her blog post, Simon outlined the need to approach training by answering these questions:

Why are you taking the time and effort to train people?■

Who are the people you are targeting for your training event?■

What do you want the audience to have learned by the end of the experience?■

In her conversations with Network members, Simon went into greater detail on these and other
points. Here are some helpful tips she gave:
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Since there are less expensive ways to deliver information than training, the first question to ask■

when designing a training course is, “Why are we doing this training?” Training is usually a
solution to a problem such as improving performance, introducing something new, or changing
people’s attitudes toward something.
Use outside expertise when you can in designing your training. Specialists can help you create a■

curriculum that is well-organized and follows sound educational principles, and perhaps even help
create engaging graphics to illustrate points.
From the beginning, consider what a successful training program will look like to you or your■

organization. Increased sales? Better crop yields? Improved worker performance? See if you can
state a specific goal or goals, such as “After the training, workers will make 20 percent fewer
mistakes in counting change.” Then measure the results 30 days after the training has happened.
Good training requires energy. “It helps to have two trainers so one can sit down and rest while■

the other is working. It is also a good idea to let the participants do most of the work through small
group discussions and applying knowledge, then reporting back to the larger group.”
If your training program is aimed at women’s empowerment, consider inviting only women so they■

feel more comfortable and confident speaking openly and support each other. Teach them skills
that they can teach to the community to emphasize their importance.
Training does not have to be expensive or require technology to succeed. You can use flipcharts,■

whiteboards or drawings to illustrate points. You can also design games or exercises for the
participants to discover information without any technology, such as scavenger hunts or a
competition where two teams answer questions and points are added up.
There are also ways to train people who lack formal education through drawings or illustrations.■

You can also ask the participants to draw pictures themselves to show they understand what you
are telling them or get creative by hosting a debate or a contest for your audience where they need
to demonstrate their skills or knowledge using the resources at hand. You can also tell stories to
make a point using things they are familiar with in the environment, like plants or animals.
If you feel the conversation is deviating, keep your participants on track and steer their discussion■

back toward the topic by asking them questions. You can also ask them to take turns explaining the
concepts they just learned to the others.
After the training event ends, it can be challenging to maintain group cohesion. You can develop a■

“community of practice” with those participants who share an interest or expertise. If they can’t
share online, they could meet periodically to exchange resources and ideas and you could post the
exchanges somewhere on- or offline.

You can use these training tips to help you plan and facilitate your own #YALILearns event. If you
do, be sure to take pictures, and then let us know how it went at the #YALILearns feedback page so
that we can share your success with the Network.

YALI Voices Podcast: A rapper and
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photographer turns to peace activism

Cyrus Kawalya (Courtesy photo)

Ugandan-born Cyrus Kawalya sounds a bit coy about his past as an entertainer in the latest YALI
Voices Podcast with the State Department’s Macon Phillips.

He was once nicknamed “Cyrus the Virus,” known for songs like “A Menace to Society.” He was also
a professional photographer who founded Vision I, an organization that offers workshops to young
people who are interested in pursuing a career in film or photography.

But many YALI Network members have also heard of this 2014 Mandela Washington Fellow as the
man behind the #IPledgePeaceUg campaign, which many credit with playing a part in the decreased
violence around Uganda’s elections in February 2015.

What motivated this successful artist to change his focus from the entertainment industry to social
advocacy,  and transform his  routine  from being  “a  late-night  person”  into  someone who now
advocates meditation and reading?

Kawalya also discusses how he uses the YALI Network to engage rising leaders across the African
continent and challenge them to stand up to corruption. “I’m going to be looking at you. I want to
see what you’re going to do when you get into that space,” he says.

Listen to the full podcast and also find out what he would ask President Obama if given the chance
or download this podcast on iTunes by searching for “YALI Network” in the iTunes store.

Don’t have access to SoundCloud or iTunes? Read a transcript of the podcast below:

[THEME MUSIC]
THEME SONG: Yes we can, sure we can, change the world.
MACON PHILLIPS: Welcome, young African leaders. This is the YALI Voices Podcast, a place to
share some of the best stories from the Young African Leaders Initiative Network. My name is
Macon Phillips, and I’m so glad you’ve joined us today. Before we get started, don’t forget to
subscribe to the podcast, and visit yali.state.gov to stay up to date on all things YALI.
My conversation today is with Cyrus Kawalya. Cyrus is an inspiring young leader whose life has seen
its share of twists and turns. In the 1980s, he split his childhood between Kenya and Uganda, even
living with his teacher for a time. Cyrus, AKA Cyrus the Virus, made a name for himself in the
emerging  Ugandan  music  scene.  He  then  pivoted  to  a  career  in  high-end  film,  design  and
photography, always chasing the next big project.
The irony of accomplishing so much at a young age is that, ultimately, Cyrus felt dissatisfied. He
couldn’t shake that feeling that he should be using his skills to make a real difference. Determined to
spur change, Cyrus used his diverse skill  set to start a number of social advocacy campaigns,
including I Pledge Peace, which is a campaign aimed at promoting free and fair elections in Uganda
that’s being adopted by other young leaders across Africa.
Let’s jump right into my interview with Cyrus Kawalya. Cyrus, it’s great to have you here.
CYRUS KAWALYA: Thank you. Thank you. It’s  also an honor to be here with you guys today.
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Especially with the topic that we’re dealing with.
MACON PHILLIPS: Yeah, man. We’re going to have a good conversation. Cyrus is also known, by the
way, as Cyrus the Virus.
CYRUS KAWALYA: AKA, also.
MACON PHILLIPS: AKA Cyrus the Virus, from his time in the music business. You still rapping
much, or?
CYRUS KAWALYA: No,  I  kind of  stopped rapping,  but still  well  connected to that part  of  the
industry. I’m still keeping my ties there, because once in a while I need to go back and work with
those guys. Because they’re very influential. But yeah, the name has refused to go away. It’s still
stuck with me. I tried to run away from it. But now, look today, it’s even caught up with me in the
whole YALI thing.
MACON PHILLIPS: Well, Cyrus calls Uganda home, and we’re going to talk a little about what’s
going on in Uganda, and we’re going to talk a little about the projects that he’s been working on. But
first, let’s start at the beginning. Tell us a little about where you were born. I know you were born in
Uganda but had to move.
CYRUS KAWALYA: Yes.
MACON PHILLIPS: And then you came back. So walk us through that whole process, or what are
your roots?
CYRUS KAWALYA: So I was born in Uganda in 1981, and at about that time, I think, we’re having a
lot of problems, political problems. It’s mostly the time of Obote and Amin, so most of the parents
that were living in Uganda needed to find refuge elsewhere. And at that time, also, my dad was
having a lot of issues with one of the guys that was in government. He was called Paul Muanga by
then.
So we had to move to Nairobi. And then we lived in Nairobi for a while. But then also at the same
time, my dad had to also move to England. And he couldn’t go with me at that time. I mean, my mom
and my dad were being together at different times, and then they’re always separate.
So my mom left and came back to Uganda. And then my dad had to go to England. So later on, I was
adopted by a Kenyan family. But that family that adopted me was my teacher in pre-primary school.
So she told my dad that, you know what? Leave Cyrus here. We’ll take care of him if you have to
move. And, obviously, then I got into the family. It was very interesting.
In African settings, normally, if you go to like a new family and they’ve got other children, you’ll be
treated as a kid from outside. But she had very many children, but still treated me very, very well.
And I think I have a lot of good memories from that childhood experience. And then later on,
obviously, when my dad came back, and then we had to move back to Uganda in the late ’80s.
MACON PHILLIPS: So walk me through the differences between life in Kenya and life in Uganda.
What was it like to have spent some of your earliest years in Kenya and then return to Uganda?
CYRUS KAWALYA: First of all, coming back to Uganda was totally new experience, because I went
when I was very young, and not yet developed a lot of awareness of my environment. And then the
thing is, also, the first languages I learned were foreign languages. I learned Kiswahili, and then I
learned Kikuyu because my family in Kenya used to speak Kikuyu. So I had no attachment to my
local mother tongue.
I actually think I started learning that about the age of 11. And that was really, it was a bit different
because I had the disconnect, like coming back to Uganda and not being able to speak the language.
But then because we still spoke English at school and at home, it was OK for me. But not being able
to speak the local language was quite a trick. And that’s where I felt a bit of the disconnect.



But growing up in Kenya during the time of Moi was also very, very interesting. It was quite an
experience.
MACON PHILLIPS: In what way?
CYRUS KAWALYA: I mean, like the school I went to, some of the schools I went to, I remember this
is something that doesn’t happen a lot like in African schools, is that they used to give us like free
milk, free biscuits at school. That memory stayed on for long. And still when I came back to Uganda,
I never got to experience that at all. So coming from Kenya was a total contrast from Uganda.
MACON PHILLIPS: But then you finally got your feet under you, learned the language, started
making connections in Uganda. And when did you feel like the lightbulb turned on for you in terms
of wanting to pursue the path you’re on now?
CYRUS KAWALYA: I think that came a bit much later because I had a little bit of struggles through
my teen years, because I was still trying to build a relationship also with my mom. And that can be
tricky for very many people. But through my last stages of adolescence is when I actually started
feeling that I wanted to do something with my life, that I wanted to make a contribution.
And I think the first step for me was actually music, because then I had gotten also exposed a lot to
different Ugandan musicians. And at that time, the industry was beginning to kind of take off. And I
had that ride and opportunity of being a part of that whole process. And I think it’s through that
continued process of engaging that I actually developed the idea that I wanted to do something that
was different. I wanted to contribute to my community.
And also being, coming from the background of living as a foreigner in Kenya, it also gave me that
feel that when I came back home, I wanted to make a contribution.
MACON PHILLIPS:  So  what  was  your  connection  to  the  music  industry?  Were  you  always  a
lyricist/rapper type? You play instruments? What did you —
CYRUS KAWALYA: I was a lyricist/rapper. And we used to, I remember one of the biggest artists in
Uganda now recorded actually, one of my first songs.
MACON PHILLIPS: And what was that?
CYRUS KAWALYA: It’s very funny, but the name of the song was actually “A Menace to Society.”
And it was kind of, I think, an expression of the feelings that I had for my country at that time. But
then as we went on along the way, the melody kind of changed, the lyrics kind of changed, because
then I realized that I had to have a positive vibe to drive if I wanted to make a difference.
MACON PHILLIPS: So that was the entry point was the arts. But since then, you’ve developed this I
Pledge Peace.
CYRUS KAWALYA: I Pledge Peace campaign.
MACON PHILLIPS: I Pledge Peace campaign. So how did you move from someone writing “Menace
to Society” to running the I Pledge Peace campaign? Were you always someone who paid attention
to elections and politics?
CYRUS KAWALYA: I think one thing I’ve come to agree with myself now that I think I’ve been trying
to run away from is the role of leadership. It’s something that has been in me. I’ve always wanted to
do it, but I couldn’t figure out how to do it. So over the years, I moved on to do film, design and
photography, after the music industry.
I, at some point, I didn’t feel so satisfied with what the results were coming out. And at that time,
anyway, there was not much you could do with the industry. It was much of hype, much of a name,
but it didn’t contribute to anything that was concrete. And then when I started doing film and design
and photography, I  worked still  in the same industry.  I  worked with different artists,  different
models.



You know, the whole hype of that industry. I worked for one of the best magazines called African
Woman, and another one called Zenji. These were like the two best magazines to come out of East
Africa. And after chasing that still for a while, it turned out to be, how can I get the next big
company? How can I get the next big check? And that wasn’t satisfying at all.
And then I had these skills I had developed. So the next idea to me was like, how am I going to use
film, design and photography as tools for social advocacy? And it spun around my mind for a while
until I actually met somebody who had come from the ILVP Program in the States. And he met me
and said, “I’ve seen some of your work. It looks nice, but have you thought about using it in this
direction?”
And I’m like, you spoke out my mind. So that’s when I actually jumped into the whole idea of how do
I use these tools.
MACON PHILLIPS: It’s not really a new thing, but it’s certainly something, in the States, that a lot of
people are talking about — particularly new media — the confluence of culture and news. The fact
that a lot of people are consuming a lot of entertainment culture, sports culture, arts culture, the
different things that normal people do in the normal time. Not everyone’s aggressively studying
public policy or politics every day. Those are just geeks and crazy people like us, I guess. But most
people don’t have time for that.
But they do have time every night to watch some television, or go see a show or something like that,
listen to some music. And what’s happened with new media, digital media, is that it’s allowed news
organizations to tap into those new audiences. Because those new audiences don’t need to buy a
paper to get that. They don’t need to change the channel to the newscast to get that. And on the
other hand, it’s allowed celebrities and cultural movers and shakers to actually weigh in on public
policy issues. Are you seeing that kind of shift in Uganda?
CYRUS KAWALYA: Yes. It’s going to happen. But it will take a little bit of much of an initiative,
especially now in regards to the recent elections we had back at home. And one of the debates I
actually [had] with most of the artists — because we worked with some artists on the I Pledge Peace
video campaign — and I carefully selected those guys for a reason.
I didn’t want anybody who had actually participated in what we called “Tubonga Nawe.” “Tubonga
Nawe” was a music video that was done by Ugandan artists in the name of praising the president.
And that kind of came off a bit odd for me, and so many other people who probably have not shared
their ideas or said anything about it. But I know it because I’ve spoken to some of those people.
And they felt that artists should have actually used that opportunity to fight for something that is
bigger than themselves, something that is bigger than the check they probably received from the
president to do the music video. Or they would have fought for some social issue.
MACON PHILLIPS: They want to do it for the love, not for the money, right?
CYRUS KAWALYA: Exactly.
MACON PHILLIPS: So I guess for people that are listening in and haven’t followed the elections in
Uganda, I would imagine most people have heard about it one way or another, but obviously there’s
a lot of news that came out of that. There were some challenges, and then there has been a general
election after the primaries. Can you walk us through what the elections were to you, sort of what
happened? Just if someone asks you, randomly, “Hey, what was going on with the elections?” And
maybe to the context of your I Pledge Peace campaign, and how that came out of the elections.
CYRUS KAWALYA: OK. As the end result, I feel that the elections didn’t go the way we really wanted
them to go. They were not open and free and fair. And that remains a fact. But what really drove the
I Pledge Peace campaign is after we had the primaries in Uganda, violence started erupting around



the country. And this kind of shook us a little bit, for people like me who were like, what is going to
happen next?
And then, remember, we had the same incident in Kenya in 2008. So now then we started to see that
this is what is going to happen to our country. And we were like, what can we do about this? And
then we started to design the I Pledge Peace campaign, to kind of deflate the messages of hate and,
you know, slow down that whole violent process. That is the key driver of why we set up I Pledge
Peace campaign.
And generally I would say it went very, very well, considering that at least we’ve had some stability
now. But I feel very many people are not satisfied with the results. But like I keep saying to young
people that their opportunity is going to come. For people like us who’ve invested time in what we
do in the country, it becomes a bit of a problem if we let the country descend into some form of
chaos.
And I always tell young people that look, prepare yourself. Your time is coming. It’s more important
that you invest in preparing for your time than trying to argue and trying to fight now. Because, to
be frank, African leaders, to me, from my perspective, I feel they still have the mentality of tribal
chiefs. They’re not yet statesmen. It’s not yet within their psyche to understand that. It would be, for
young people, it’s a little bit different. Because for them then, they see the world differently.
I mean, look now, Accra, we’re talking with young people from all over the continent. We’re planning
in ways that Accra can have better elections. That is a whole new dynamic. People like our president
have probably not had that chance at our age to be able to deal in something like this. So I know
their time will come. No doubt about it. But I just pray that they do prepare for that. So once their
chance comes, they’re able to, you know, spin off very fast that would have a lasting, positive effect.
MACON PHILLIPS: But ultimately, that we keep violence out of elections. I think that’s the thing
that’s really important to remember is the short-term impact of a loss, even if that loss is unfair or
perceived as unfair, is far less than the long-term impact of perpetuating a cycle of violence.
CYRUS KAWALYA: Yes. Yes.
MACON PHILLIPS: And it’s why I think what you’ve done in Uganda is really important. And I’ve
met a lot of other people from YALI that are doing this in one way or another in other countries. And
what we saw in Nigeria was certainly remarkable, in terms of that election being peaceful. And you
had a peaceful transition of power there that was very welcome.
I wonder if you could comment a little bit about the role of technology and social media in elections,
because that was one of the things that people were talking a lot about your campaign, but also the
government’s response to social media. And just the general environment there around the use of
social media. What’s been happening in Uganda over the last few years in terms of how that’s
affecting politics and civic engagement?
CYRUS KAWALYA: I think now social media is also playing a very key role. The ability for new
technology and what it can do is really, really amazing. And I think that’s why we faced a challenge
that they actually had to shut down social media in Uganda. But on the other side, we also use it as a
positive tool for peace. We engaged; our social media campaign reached out to about 9.7 million
people around the world. And we engaged directly 838,000 people.
So you can see that social media has the possibility to be a very positive tool, or a negative tool,
depending on who and how they perceive it. But I don’t think it was right to slow down the social
media process. But then, I also feel the elements that have also been not using it in a positive way.
MACON PHILLIPS: My reaction to that, not — this isn’t specific to Uganda, but I’d love to hear your
thoughts on it — is the idea [of] shutting down social media in the United States is something that



we couldn’t get our head around. You hear that and you’re sort of, oh wow, how do you even go
about doing that? Part of it is that I get the motivations of people sometimes are positive. They want
to avoid violence. They want to avoid chaos.
And so they deny the social media space to people who would use it to perpetuate lies and sort of say
things that would incite violence. But it seems like turning off that also creates a lot of mistrust, a lot
of angst in society. And so it’s one of those where the easy way out in the short term might be to
turn it off.
But the harder but more important challenge is to actually be out there earlier with your own
message, and your own clarifying message about where you get the actual results from, what’s
actually true and not, ways that people can be a more responsible consumer of news. These are not
things that are easy to do by any stretch, but it just seems that it’s avoiding the easy way out and
something that may ultimately backfire.
CYRUS KAWALYA: True. I also think that because there’s a little bit, there’s no truth in it, that’s why
they didn’t think about using social media as a tool that they could also counter what was going on.
And that presents a challenge in itself, because I’ll tell you personally, shutting down social media
was very, very annoying to a person like me. I didn’t think it was necessary.
And just the way you’ve explained it, the government would have gone out on social media and used
the same tool to counter the situation. But I think sometimes when you’re doing something that’s not
right, it’s not the thing you’re going to think about. And even during the swearing-in ceremony, they
still had to shut it down. And well like, for God’s sake, why again shut down social on the swearing-in
ceremony? Let —
It’s also giving people an opportunity not to express so many things that can’t be driven in the
mainstream media. Because in our country, also mainstream media is very well controlled now. It’s a
small space. So social media gives opportunity for people to also give a different perspective on
things. But I just generally think it’s not right at all.
MACON PHILLIPS: One of the things that working at the White House — I worked at the White
House before I came to the State Department — that was really remarkable is we had a lot of critics.
President Obama has a lot of critics and people who don’t agree with his approach. But I always was
surprised at just how meaningful it was for critics to be heard. Even if you said to them that I hear
you but I don’t agree with you, the very fact that you at least give them some voice and they could
say their piece meant a lot.
I think over time, ultimately they want those grievances addressed. But even in the short term,
stifling that ability, I think, would be really counterproductive. So where do we go from here? Tell
me about Uganda for the next few years, and how are you taking what you’ve learned from the I
Pledge Peace campaign and building on that? Where does it take you now?
CYRUS KAWALYA:  OK.  Through the  I  Pledge  Peace  campaign,  we  realized  there  was  also  a
challenge of civic education. And I think that’s one of the key areas that we want to try and work
over the next years. Like engage young people a lot in civic education so they understand their
rights. And I think if we did it over the next five years, it would make [a] totally huge difference in
the upcoming elections.
But like I say to also many young people back at home, my team, and other people who I’ve worked
with, that I think now is the time to start doing that work. We’re not going to wait into the last two,
one year towards the election to be able to do something that will become meaningful. We need to
kick-start now and engage a lot of youth in civic engagement around the country.
And I realize something that also, in the YALI Network, there’s a lot of people back at home that are



running for leadership positions, that are actually on the YALI Network. And this I had an experience
with when I went somewhere to print some of our work. And one of the guys was running for LC5.
LC5 is quite a good position back home.
MACON PHILLIPS: LC5 — what does that mean?
CYRUS KAWALYA: Local Council 5. Like, it’s a district level. I don’t know how to compare it with a
U.S. kind of level. But I found somebody who, the moment he knew who I was from the Fellowship
Program, being the president, he got very excited. And he told me a lot of things. And we had a lot of
discussions. And I remember one of the questions he was asking was, who are you going to, who are
you supporting?
And I told him point blank, these guys, I feel, are long gone. You’re running for LC5. I’m going to be
looking at you. I want to see what you’re going to do when you get into that space.
MACON PHILLIPS: Next generation of leaders.
CYRUS KAWALYA: Yeah. Are you going to get corrupt? Are you going to get paid off? Or are you
going to stand for it. And he was actually very shocked. He looked at me and he actually realized
that what I’d told him was very sensible. But then, the fact that he was on the YALI Network and
realized how prestigious it was also gave me something to think about. That look, there are many of
these young people on the network that are within our country running for these positions. It’s time
we start to engage them, start to engage with them, see what their ideology is, what do they see
their country like.
MACON PHILLIPS: That says a lot. One of the takeaways I have from that is, people will act as
seriously as you treat them. I think there’s a tendency to look at youth organizations as just a bunch
of kids. And you’ve got to keep them happy and one day they’ll turn into this thing. But the truth is, a
lot of people are already doing things at a young age.
CYRUS KAWALYA: So many.
MACON PHILLIPS: And that’s what YALI is all about. It’s not people who want to be leaders. It’s
young leaders who are doing things that many old leaders aren’t doing. I’m 37, so I guess I count as
an old leader now. But I meet young leaders all the time that have done more in their lives than I
ever will. So it’s absolutely true. We have to talk to these people in a serious way and treat them
seriously.
Let’s wrap this up with a few questions. First off, what’s something that typically surprises people
about you?
CYRUS KAWALYA: Sometimes people don’t expect I’ll say the things that I say. Then many people
don’t know much about my background. So when they get to contrast between my background and
who I am today, it’s like, oh wow. How possible is that?
MACON PHILLIPS: Do you ever just go off and like drop a verse on them?
CYRUS KAWALYA: Sometimes I do, but I’ve always tried to keep away from that. But I can’t escape
—
MACON PHILLIPS: Can’t escape Cyrus the Virus, man.
CYRUS KAWALYA: Can’t escape the — I used to call myself, actually, C to the V, Cyrus the Virus.
MACON PHILLIPS: I love that.
CYRUS KAWALYA: That is what surprises people a lot. But then again, I also realize it’s what has
given me the advantage of being very many successful things. Like I Pledge Peace campaign is really
because of the background. Once you come from that background, you can take things an extra mile.
MACON PHILLIPS: Put yourself out there and be a creative person.
CYRUS KAWALYA: Exactly. You don’t have to do it the conversion way. You get so many dynamics of



putting it out.
MACON PHILLIPS: So the next one is, are you someone who loves to wake up early and attack the
day? Or are you a late-night operator? A morning person, or a night person?
CYRUS KAWALYA: I played both of those parts in my earlier years. I played the late-night person. In
these later years, I’m doing the early-morning person. I practice a lot of meditation. So I really have
to get up —
MACON PHILLIPS: That was going to be my next question is, anything you do every day or every
week that helps you organize yourself — this is really just kind of advice for other folks listening in
— helps you organize your mind, your work, learn new things, whatever the routines are that you
have that you feel has made you more effective.
CYRUS KAWALYA: Meditation and reading. Those are components that have developed over the last
five years. And now I do it very regularly. Because I feel it’s the only way you can organize yourself
and remain focused on certain goals for a longer time. Like because in most cases, many people do
something and then jump off it and then do something else. But through meditation and reading, I’ve
kept a very high level of focus, and I continue to do that.
MACON PHILLIPS: Last question. We’ve been peppering you with questions, but now it’s your turn
to ask a question, which is, if you could ask Barack Obama a question, what would you want to
know?
CYRUS KAWALYA: I want to know what was at the back of his mind when he set up YALI. Because
one thing is for sure — and I keep saying this also to people, I think I’ve said it to guys in the States
and I’ve said it to people back at home — I’ve told them you’re not going to witness the effects of
YALI right now. But five, six, 10 years down the road, you’re going to realize, oh wow. Because it’s
such a huge network.
And I’ve said it before that it has given us also, as Africans, opportunity to get to know each other.
I’ve never been to West Africa. This is my first time to West Africa. And I’m coming here because of
the YALI Network. And most of us grow up thinking of two things: I either can make it to Europe or I
can make it to the United States. We never grow up thinking of, I need to know my continent very
well. I need to engage with people around the continent.
MACON PHILLIPS: That’s been one of the things that I’ve loved the most about the events that I’ve
been to the United States, but certainly when I’ve traveled in Africa is you get a few Americans that
show up at these events and we get up there and say what we’re going to say. But the real action is
among  the  young  leaders  getting  to  know  each  other  and  going  out  and  organizing  things
themselves and exchanging WhatsApp or email or what have you and staying in touch. And that’s
ultimately, I think, the real value of YALI is what each of you makes of it.
CYRUS KAWALYA: We have the most beautiful network now on the continent, more than ever in the
history, I think, of our continent. And I was telling Teddy at the airport, one of the Fellows we are
with on the tech camp, and we both agreed to it. And we said, do you know what it’s going to be like
five years down the road when some of us become president, some of us become ministers, and we
already have this beautiful relationship we’ve created amongst us? It’ll be easy for us to agree on so
many things, which probably the older generation can’t do that.
So that’s the thing I’d like to ask President Obama. What was at the back of his mind when he came
up with YALI, because I think it’s so, so, so brilliant. It’s really now, we can’t have any excuse not to
do great things out of this. I think he set the pace for us, and now the challenge, and it’s on us to
what we can go out of this network. But I think it’s the greatest thing to have happened to the
African continent.



MACON PHILLIPS: Well, Cyrus, I’m going to end it right there, because I couldn’t say it any better.
And I really appreciate your perspective on all this, and really appreciate your time joining us today.
CYRUS KAWALYA: Thank you. You’re welcome. Much love to the YALI Network.
MACON PHILLIPS: All right, YALI Network. So this is wrapping up our interview with Cyrus the
Virus. He can’t get away from it, but we’ll just call him Cyrus today. Make sure you look him up if
you are interested in civic engagement. And if you’re ever in Uganda, let him know. And we will be
back with another interview soon. Have a great day, everyone.
I had a great time chatting with Cyrus. He’s clearly a talented guy who really understands the value
of civic engagement and welcomes the opportunities networks like YALI bring. I love his positive
vision for the future of Africa. Thanks to Cyrus for sitting down and sharing his story with us. If
you’d like to get in touch with him, you can find him on Facebook. Cyrus Kawalya, that’s C-Y-R-U-S
K-A-W-A-L-Y-A.
And don’t forget to take a look at his I Pledge Peace campaign, and his nonprofit organization, Vision
I. And if you’ve got some free time, maybe you can find some Cyrus the Virus deep cuts online. Be
sure to come back for more inspiring stories from young African leaders on the YALI Voices Podcast.

Join the YALI Network at yali.state.gov and be part of something bigger.
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