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         Niger Zinder, May 2012 
 
 
 
52° in Zinder – scorching hot 
 
Night falls on Zinder… it is nearly 7 pm and the searing heat of the day has begun to wane and 
slowly lose hold on a few meagre degrees. The 52° of 2:30 in the afternoon gives way to 34°, 
leaving us to spend an oppressive 30° night in our rooms (for the expatriates privileged enough to 
have them), protected from the rain, sand storms and hungry mosquitoes, but never from the 
suffocating heat that permeates the lovely Sahel! 
 
Ariane often asks how I deal with the heat, when the water and electricity are off day and night. 
I get used to it just as one gets used to the passing of time, as one might make friends with an 
animal… cautiously, with respect and renunciation. 
 
I let my body adapt and turn my mind to the many other things that occupy my thoughts when out 
on the job! Most importantly, I contrive to create even the smallest waft of air in this inferno! 
 
 
 
Day to day in Zinder 
 
In Niger for three weeks, the temperature sits at roughly 45° to 52° without water or electricity! 
People have suffered for three weeks. Students and the population at large demonstrate in Zinder to 
claim their rights to drinking water and a minimum hygiene. It’s a terrible thing to see women and 
children wandering through sandy streets with empty pots of water on their heads, going door to 
door to beg for the few litres of water needed for some ten people to hold on for a couple more days. 
Five litres of water per day are needed just to survive. Even at the Association’s school water is hard 
to come by and we either have to travel a considerable distance to buy it or bring it from my home (I 
can stock water during the night, at 3 am, in my small water tower). 
 
But I have to be careful because the water supply is dreadfully limited. Pity! My garden, which had 
begun to produce beautiful green hues, has taken a beating. So long carrots, onions and zucchini! I 
am sad to report that the small vegetable garden at school that had just begun to sprout from the 
earth (sorry, the sand…) is dying of thirst. Each classroom of girls had been responsible for a 
modest square of earth, a competition of sorts meant to stimulate and encourage them at school! 
We’ll start again in the rainy season, if the sky cooperates by July… 
 
Ten days ago I summoned all the mothers, grandmothers or fathers for our monthly parents meeting. 
Everyone looked at me with big eyes full of supplication. They’ve been hungry and thirsty for 
weeks, and it only gets worse with the burning heat that soared to 52° in just a few days! After the 
meeting, mothers and grandmothers approached me to ask for just a little more help; they simply 
don’t have enough to get through to the next relief transport at the end of May. 
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Mariama’s grandfather also came forward to express his gratitude for the quality care he was able to 
afford at the clinic for his infected leg, thanks to Association aid. He also explained his sad family 
situation. For three years this grandfather has been caring for the young Mariama, orphan child who 
attends our school. One of his daughters passed away a month ago and he was left to care for six of 
her children. Last week his son died, leaving three young orphans. All of them were given into his 
care and he doesn’t know how to manage. He has nothing to give them to eat and there’s no work in 
Zinder. Everyone is poor, and money is scarce. 
 
Aïchatou’s grand-mother made a request that I really appreciated. Her will and desire to succeed 
through her own means pleased me. She is devoid of income since her son, who helped her as he 
could, died a week earlier due to untreated asthma. Aïchatou’s grandmother was in need of “capital” 
to buy provisions for food preparation, which she intended to sell in the street. She needed 5,000 CAF 
Francs (10 CHF) to launch her business, and promised to reimburse me little by little as she could. I 
gave her the money ten days ago, and by last week she had already repaid 500 CFA! A woman of her 
word and of a great perseverance; a woman after my own heart! 
 
I’ve had to tackle the issue of mothers who send their daughters out at 4 a.m. to fetch water 7 
kilometres from Zinder. It was important to explain that they ought to let their little girls come to 
school rather than send them to walk in this oppressive heat. These mothers were selling a part of the 
water to earn a bit of money. In the face of such a desperate situation, I decided to distribute supplies 
a few days later that would help these families send their daughters to school! The Association 
distributed 20 kg of corn to each family to help them hold out until the next big transport, scheduled 
three months later in June after my return from the Romont Fair in Switzerland, May 11 – 20! 
 
The generous support of people in Switzerland and elsewhere, such as yours, makes it possible for me 
to help those who are in misery year after year to hold out a few weeks longer when last season’s 
produce has been consumed and next season’s has yet to be harvested. And what with the rain 
holding off, the seeds that need to be planted for an October harvest have not yet been sown. 

 

 
 

The street children are joyful despite being under nourished, a condition easily observed in their 
emaciated arms and legs. Many of them show stomachs swollen from worms and the sparse reddish 
hair associated with malnutrition. 
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Girls at school 
 
The 65 street girls, aged from 7 to 14 years, and child-mothers, aged from 14 to 18 years, attending 
school received new uniforms sporting the warm orange and burgundy colours of Association “Au 
Coeur du Niger”! The old blue uniforms, which some girls had been wearing for two years, were 
worn through with school and home use (in many cases the uniforms are the only clothes or 
underclothes the girls have). They are so proud to wear the colours of their generous sun! The Niger 
flag is also orange, with green and white. Now the school girls are colouring hearts and their 
country’s flag to send to their sponsors in Switzerland, France and Lichtenstein!  
 
The bicycles that arrive in containers are always a joy to the girls. The youngest still have a hard 
time mastering the technique, but navigating in sandy, cluttered streets isn’t all that easy, which I 
quickly learned during my first year in Zinder back in 2010. Quite the challenge! Wednesday 
afternoons after the 1 pm meal we offer support classes to help the littler girls gain confidence and 
safety. All of them dream of pedalling home to their houses of straw or banko to show their pretty 
blue bikes to mother! Until then, the bikes are stored under an unassuming tin roof in the school 
yard and under the watchful eye of our guardian. 

 
 
 

 
 
Generously donated by a company based in Monthey, the bicycles were presented to the school girls 
on a lovely afternoon in March! Each bike was serviced, tires inflated and fitted with a small plate 
sporting the Association’s colours for identification. Sitting on straw mats, we held a meeting in the 
courtyard with the parents and children to explain how important it is to take care of the bikes they 
receive. A contract is signed for each bicycle and is subject to regulations. Each girl checks out a 
bicycle that officially belongs to the Association, and is responsible for it. She may use it to get to 
and from school only, and is required to leave it at the school on Fridays for the weekend (otherwise 
the bikes would quickly be stolen in the more impoverished Zinder neighbourhoods). Their tiny 
straw or banko quarters are about 3-4 m2, which makes it impossible to safely store a bike. 
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Mariama, 12 years old and in a wheelchair 
 
Mariama is a skinny, adorable young girl from the poor district of Zinder. Late in 2010, she fell and 
fractured her thigh bone. With her father having died in 2007, leaving her mother penniless to care 
for four small children, medical care was impossible. She kept her chin up, but had never walked 
since. I discovered Mariama during one of my visits to her home. Someone told me that the family 
was in need of help and that a child named Aïchatou wanted to come to our school! I saw Mariama 
on the ground, crawling with the palm of her wounded hands; it didn’t take long to realize that we 
also needed to see to the welfare of Mariama. 
 
There were two wheelchairs in a container 
that arrived in February. Mariama was given 
one and immediately found her place at 
school! Jörg, the Association’s Technical 
Director, helped me carry the chair to 
Mariama. His heart went out to this tiny girl 
just as mine did. Since then Mariama has 
been a diligent student at school! 
Reacquainting her body with food has been a 
tedious process since up until then her only 
meal had been a bit of rice floating in water 
that could hardly be called safe. 
 
Eating too much too soon after years of 
hunger can do more harm than good; and as 
one curse seems so often to follow another, 
especially in the Sahel, one day Mariama 
didn’t show up at school. I sent an educator 
to her mother’s house to inquire. Ayouba 
found them all seated in front of their 3m2 
banko hut, door locked. Penniless, 
Mariama’s mother hadn’t paid their 3,000 
CFA/month (6 CHF/month) rent for three 
months. The child’s wheelchair was locked 
inside, as were all their worldly goods (the 
precious little they had). 
 
Ayouba went to speak with the landlord to 
inform him that the Association would be 
handling the rent from then on, paid by 
generous donors in Switzerland! With 
Mariama’s health growing steadily worse 
and her strength waning, she was taken to 
Zinder’s unassuming “hospital” for an 
examination and x-rays of her leg. In 
addition to a bad femoral fracture and bone 
infection, Mariama was diagnosed with a 
blood disorder known as emaciation. A 
check-up last week revealed the need for a 
blood transfusion to provide Mariama with 
more blood. With her blood’s self-renewal 
capacity impaired, it was necessary to 

intervene. I did not want an anonymous 
donor; it was hard to trust the bags of blood 
lying on the table in the oppressive heat. 
Ayouba, educator and Mariama’s rescuer, 
immediately volunteered! He is a universal 
donor and it was no trouble for him. What a 
stroke of luck! 
 
Mariama is doing much better now; she eats 
a bit more with each passing day and the 
new 20 kg maize distribution has done 
wonders for her entire family. These are 
Mariama’s first days at the school! 
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Upcoming Association Fundraisers 
 
Saturday, May 5, 2012 
Spring Market in Sorens - Organised and presented by the village children and young people, 
among whom one mother is the sponsor of the young Aïchatou who attends the Association’s 
school in Zinder. 
 
Friday, May 11 – Sunday, May 20, 2012 
Romont Fair – Booth in collaboration with the Romont Rotary Club with arts and crafts, poster 
prints of Niger and sundry items made by the school girls, such as powdered chilli, peanut paste 
and heart-shaped soaps made with eggs, honey, shea butter and salt. There will be wonderful 
things to discover at our African-coloured booth! 
 
Monday, October 8 – Saturday, October 13, 2012 
Booth at Fribourg Centre (main hall, level 1) - With Pécub and artwork, and the participation of 
Anne Carrard, Association sponsor. 
 
Friends of the street children and child-mothers in Niger, it has been a pleasure for me to share 
with you a bit of my day to day in Niger. Thank you for having taken the time to read this far! 
For now, I will spare you the details of the lizards and cockroaches that in this blazing heat have 
returned to their nesting grounds at the Association! I’m no longer surprised when a cockroach 
springs to my leg as I emerge from my mosquito net, not astonished when an army of lizards 
decides to sing and chirp all night long; I can spend a lifetime listening to them carry on in their 
delightful way!  
 
Isabelle 
Zinder Niger, May 2012 
www.aucoeurduniger.ch 
 
German and French versions are available on our website, expertly updated by Séverine! 
 
 
 
“Treat people as if they were what they ought to be, 
and you help them to become what they are capable of being.” Goethe	  

 
 


