Hello, and thanks for requesting more information about Educate for Life! For ease of navigation and to avoid prose fatigue, we've divided it into compact headlined sections for you.

First, a little bit of biography:

The charity was founded in 2005 by Ed Forrest and Ash Patel, two young men – from Somerset and London, respectively - who met as students at University College London. They had shared the ambition to build a school for some time, having witnessed the effects of poverty on children in places like Honduras, Peru and India, and having worked as volunteers for other charities - but the wheels were not really set into motion until they made a joint trip to northern Uganda. There they visited the Pabbo refugee camp where upwards of 10,000 people lived
, displaced by the insurgency of the Lord’s Resistance Army rebel group, forced by the government into the camps, trapped, immobile, barely surviving. It’s one thing seeing such a place on the news and another, they found out, experiencing it in person: both Ash and Ed found the pervading sense of wasted life there, and the contrast to their comfortable European existences, hard to forget.

Importantly, these experiences at the camp were coupled with a meeting in the northern Ugandan town of Gulu with a woman who set up a shelter for street children. She had taken note, a few years previously, of the thousands of so-called “night commuters” – children who walked into Gulu each night, preferring to sleep on its streets than in the surrounding camps and villages, where abduction by the LRA is commonplace – and asked a church if she could use an old building of theirs as a shelter. She then simply walked the streets, telling children to sleep there. Within a month, around a thousand children were making use of the shelter; by the time Ed and Ash visited, there were perhaps double this number of children, alongside larger shelters, toilets and shower facilities, movies in the evening, a councilor service, singing, dancing, and drumming. Just an amazing achievement, and all instigated by one person with a desire to help and a simple idea of how to do it.

Returning to the UK with a light-bulb above their heads and a fixed resolve to get working, Ed and Ash began drafting mission statements, enlisting friends, filling in forms (many, many forms), and within a few months Educate For Life poked its head out into the daylight for the first time. By March 2006 it had cut its milk teeth, becoming a Registered Charity - number 1114271, thanks! - and so fund-raising was able to begin in earnest.  

Around a year later, with about £6,000 in the bank, work began on our first school in Rajasthan, India. You can find more about the specifics of the local area and the construction on the website: enough to say here that our two man-team of Ed and star Educate for Life volunteer Rob Culverhouse faced plenty of unforeseen challenges, endured more than a few cold, hungry mornings, expended, alongside the villagers, industrial quantities of elbow grease -- and, in August 2007, stood back to admire a (very nearly) finished school! It's now, just a few months later, providing an education and a daily hot meal for around 100 local children, whilst in the background Ash and Buriya, the caretaker, have been putting the finishing touches to the buildings. Needless to say, lots of time, careful thought and hard work will be required to keep the school running, growing and reaching the high standards we'd like it to: it'll be a while yet before we'll be able to leave it to run without the help of the charity, as we hope to. But having got it off the ground and seen its first pupils arrive - the moment any educational charity lives for - we're certainly in no mood to slack off.


Six important things about the charity:

1. Educate for Life was started by two normal young people with no prior experience of running a charity. All that Ed and Ash knew at the start was that they wanted to be of help to communities in poorer parts of the world; and the best way they could see of providing this help was to build community-orientated schools. It really was as straightforward as that. 


2. As it’s a young charity, run mostly by young people, it operates with a degree of flexibility and – dare we say it – youthful exuberance that many older charities seem to lack. We don’t answer to a large corporate board; we don’t do any clipboard mugging on high streets or guilt-trip advertising runs; and we are always open to new ideas and suggestions from the public -- you’ll find no closed door at Educate for Life Towers (nor, for that matter, will you find a tower!). 

3. We won’t embark on a project in an area unless the local community is committed to it, and willing to run it. We have no interest in big money handouts, a gang of contractors from the West swooping down in white Land Rovers and leaving behind a gleaming, mysterious, soon-to-be-derelict waste of space. People get more out of things that they have helped to design themselves, and they’ll care better for a building that they have helped to put up. We provide the initial stimulus, some of the money, and as much help as we can, but we want our schools to be running independently long after we’ve gone. 

4. 100% of donations go to the schools we build. Every single penny. We pay for our own air-fares, living expenses, and for the website out of our own pockets, and we don’t draw wages from the charity or disappear its funds into “admin fees”, office rental, tax-deductible lunches at The Ivy, and the rest. The money’s much more useful, and goes a great deal further, out where the schools are. 

5. In order to guarantee this, we’re making our finances as transparent as possible, and will shortly be publishing, in their entirety, on our website. We want people to be able to follow and review what we’re doing with the money: firstly, it’s a way of keeping ourselves accountable, and, secondly, it allows for more people to engage with the actual operation of the charity. For buzz-word enthusiasts among you, the idea of ‘crowdsourcing’ (en.wikipedia.org/wiki/crowdsourcing) is relevant here: we hope, by publicizing our accounts, to encourage the online public to act as overseers, watchdogs and advisers of the charity. See something on our accounts that you know how to do more economically, more sensibly, or more sustainably? Or something that you disagree with, have questions about, or feel needs further explanation? You’ll be able to let us know; and we’ll be listening carefully.

6. We don’t impose many strict mandates on a build – every site, and every community, have such different characteristics and requirements that a rigid plan would be next-to-useless – but one thing that we do hold firm on is a pledge to be as environmentally friendly as possible. We always try to use locally-sourced, non-polluting materials, from the walls we build to the food we serve. It’s a great shame and a growing problem that much recent development in places like India and China has gone hand-in-hand with ecological damage; but it doesn’t have to be this way. Nor, we contest, does ‘development’ have to entail an exclusive focus on the economy of something: how much growth, how cheaply something was done, how many new ‘assets’ created, etc. Investment in people and relationships, hard to quantify in a spreadsheet or on a graph, are just as important to us as investment in bricks and mortar.

Where next?

From the outset, Educate for Life has been characterised more by a sense of journeying than of arrival. We haven’t yet been tempted to hoist a “mission accomplished” banner, and nor do we plan to any time soon. The blunt truth of it is that the problems which we set out to solve will never go away; there will always be poverty, and poverty will always claim its victims.
Consequently, there will also always be a place for charities like us, and people like you who want to do their bit and then, perhaps, a little bit more to balance out some inequalities of the world, and take the time to demonstrate to people out there that we care about them for them as much as we care for ourselves.

� The number is now closer to 50,000.





