Free The Children Deutschland

Broadcast on RADIO NATIONAL Saturday 19/05/01 

"Inspiring a New Generation of Young Leaders"

Speaker: 
Craig Kielburger 
Craig Kielburger is an 18 year old Canadian. At the age of 12, he started an organisation in Canada, (Kids Can) Free the Children, to fight the practice of child labour across the world. (Kids Can) Free the Children now has more than 100,000 members in 35 countries. Carl Kielbarger shares the stories of his travels and the children he’s helped, discussing how young people can bring about change in the world.

It is actually my first time in Australia. I am from Toronto, from Canada. And growing up in Canada we always thought of Australia as a very similar country. You know very large, not a lot of people, massive land, we don’t call it the outback in Canada, but a huge expanse of land, the outdoors. We think of Australia, the people who are very kind, very welcoming, amazingly so in this country. 

I arrived yesterday and went for a quick walk through the streets and stopped a police officer. I was asking for directions, and the police officer out of the blue suddenly asked me my name. And in Canada when a police officer asks the name of a young person you are about to get arrested. In Australia he asks me my name to refer to me by name and started saying ‘Oh Craig, you go down to the left, you go down to the right’ and I was amazed at how nice people are in this country. And so when I think of Australia, besides the little difference in accent, I think of a country that is very similar to Canada - similar values, similar history, similar ideals and so I didn’t expect much of a culture shock, coming to Australia.

But that culture shock was there. Not so much because of the difference between Canada and Australia, but because when I was in this part of the world (and I kind of use that loosely, ‘this part of the world’) I decided to stop in China along the way. I had a stop-over in Hong Kong, went to the mainland to visit the projects that Free the Children run, up in the North of China, the North East, just along the Korean border. And the culture shock was coming from China to Australia. 

Today is May 17th, and just any normal day, except in China. Because three days from now, May 20 is the anniversary of one of the most horrible, and one of the most explicit violations of human rights the world has ever seen. On May 20th, 12 years ago, the Government of China declared Martial Law in Beijing. A month earlier one of the most reformist members of Government had died, and thousands of students poured into Tiananmen Square, this massive outpouring of grief. 

It started as a memorial service, and it quickly grew to be a pro-democracy rally. At least thousands of students, they swelled in numbers, and swelled in numbers, and workers came in from the fields, police officers joined them and all of these different groups, and they swelled to well over a million people; a million students mostly high school students, mostly university students who gathered in the square. And nearby that day, it went on for about a month, the Government couldn’t quell the protests, three thousand students engaged in hunger strikes, it kept growing and it kept growing, and Gorbachev was arriving. He arrived a few days before May 20th, and so the Government couldn’t use force to shut down the protests. 

But just after Gorbachev left, just after the press left with him, on May 20th they declared Martial Law and moved 350 000 troops into Beijing. They surrounded Tiananmen Square and by June 2nd they had marched in. Hundreds were killed in the Square, some say thousands, and in the street fights that took place around the Square thousands more were killed. Hospitals were barred from even treating those who were injured. And coming from China, coming from one extreme, I stood at Tiananmen Square just four days ago actually, walking through the Square to see the flag being risen, to see the guards standing, and right in the middle of the Square there is a massive statue, it is very close to a monument, to Mao. And the statue has now been closed to the public: there are guards around it, they have a massive fence. And it is closed off because there is still so much shrapnel inside the statue from when the tanks and the armoured guards moved in. 


China says the Tiananmen Square massacre never took place. This monument stands as a memory to the thousands who were killed there. And I say it was a culture shock, because coming from China to here, we are talking about human rights today. And that’s what I’ll be talking to students, talking to you, talking in Australia about. Human rights, child labour, youth empowerment, getting involved, socially active, we are talking about something you can’t mention in China. You can’t even say the words ‘human rights’. 

That’s what we are talking about, and that’s the culture shock to realise how lucky we are to be here today, to even have that discussion. Because in many countries around the world you can not have that discussion. You don’t have that right. And when we are in a country like Australia, or in a country like Canada, when we don’t raise our voice, when we don’t seize that right, not only is it an insult to those millions who suffer human rights abuses, but it is an insult to the millions out there who every single day, like Tiananmen Square, put their life on the line standing up for what they believe in. 

But the part that is even more amazing than the culture shock, the sudden change being able to discuss human rights in an auditorium, is realising how short it took. It took me 28 hours, I arrived yesterday, it took me 28 hours to leave the China-North Korean border. We were in these tiny villages, in the middle of nowhere, no roads, they had never seen a white person before, these tiny villages where we were building schools. It took me 28 hours to get from that extreme of poverty to the extreme of Melbourne and the skyscrapers, and the auditorium where I am standing here today. And that’s maybe the most amazing part, is to realise how close it is to home. And the reason why I am here, the reason why I went to China, the reason why I am in Australia, the reason why I am standing here today is because as Helen mentioned, it is because of human rights, it is because when I was 12 I got involved. 

When I was 12 I wasn’t looking for an issue, I wasn’t looking for a cause to get involved with. It was actually by accident that I first got involved in the struggle for human rights. When I was 12 I was looking for the comics in the newspaper and this article caught my attention. And especially it was this picture on the front page of the newspaper was a young boy, he had his fist clenched and his arm was high in the air and he was wearing this bright red vest, and the title read ‘Battled Child Labour, Boy 12 Murdered’. And as mentioned I was also 12 years old, and so I looked at my life, and I looked at his life, and it was just seeing the differences there. And so I held up this article, I went to my class, I was in grade seven at the time, and I said ‘I need your help’. And ten of my friends, we were all 12, we went back to my house, we sat down, we got some pizza and dreamed up this crazy idea. 

We wanted to start an organisation entirely made of children and youth helping their peers. And we now have over 100 thousand members, in 35 nations around the world - one of the largest networks of children helping children. And I am here today to share with you a little bit about those children, those children in China, those children who are 28 hours away or closer, those children around the world who labour and who suffer and who are exploited. 

Children in the mines of South America for instance. And when you meet these children they are always coughing because they worked in these cramped conditions inhaling the stagnant air and when they are fully grown they are only about this tall because they work hunched over for long hours dragging the coal deep from underneath the ground where they go blind from a very early age because they work in almost complete darkness, and they complain of arthritis in their fingers from working. But when you meet these children the thing that strikes you the most is when you see them coming deep from underneath the ground. 

Two weeks ago human rights groups heard in India that there had been a massive cave-in in a coal mine. What had been happening is, they had children working underground and they had been setting off explosions, they were pushing the mine deeper, and it took too long to evacuate all of the attached mine shafts, and so they set off an explosion in one and it caused a ricochet explosion in the other and you go around the world and you see kids who are working in the very same mine shafts where their brothers or their sisters or their best friends were killed or scarred for life from cave-ins. And when I show this picture, and even when I discuss the situation, when I’m talking about China, when I am talking about 24 hours away, when I am talking about how close it is in this world, we all know that poverty exists, and I didn’t come all the way from Canada to Australia to just show these images expecting it to surprise people. We all know it is out there. We see it on the news, we see it on the television, we even see it walking down the streets of Melbourne. But it is to understand how lucky we are. 

And it is not to mean that we are supposed to feel guilty, but instead to realise how lucky we are means we have so much to give back in return to help others, how lucky we are, how fortunate we are to have that opportunity. 

In the Philippines, thousands of families who live and work in the garbage dumps, and every day they sort through the rotting trash and the medical waste, and they are just trying to find anything that they can re-sell to earn some money to survive -scrap pieces of metal, cloth, plastic. And when we were there we met with an 8 year old boy named Geoffrey. And I asked him a question that I ask a lot of the kids who I have a chance to meet, and I asked him ‘Have you ever been to school?’ And he stopped for a long time and he looked up to his father who was right next to him, working next to him, and he asked ‘What is school?’ Because not only had he never been to school, he had never even once left the garbage dump where he was born, and where he worked each and every day of his life. And when we see images like this one, often we think ‘Well, poverty has always existed, it has to exist, always has existed, the world just doesn’t have enough, can’t provide for everyone’. 

The question isn’t the fact that the world just doesn’t have enough, the question is that if we truly care enough. You know, in school we learn about economic issues, we learn about all of the surrounding issues around poverty. What we don’t often learn about, and I am a high school student myself, a senior, is that gap between the rich and the poor and how it is growing. If you look on a global scale, if you were to take the 447 wealthiest people, 447 people, so basically you take Bill Gates and 446 of his richest friends, and you put them in a room, and you could fit them in this room, it is big enough, you could fit those 447 people. They would have a net worth, as much money, as half of humanity, as half of the world’s population, three billion people. 

Or again, if you take Bill Gates, and you literally take his two best friends, you take Bill Gates and you take the two top officials at Microsoft, those three people, last year, at the height of their stock, they had as much money as every person and every government on the entire continent of Africa. Technically those three people could just buy Africa if they wanted. And re-name it Microsoft Land or something, I don’t know. But just imagine that disparity in the world. 

That’s what we mean when we talk about wealth. And when we show images of kids who cant go to school often you’re heart will go out to them when we see it on the news, but again we say ‘Oh well, putting children in school it is almost impossible’. Well, I am assuming people wear these uniforms not out of a fashion trend, I am assuming you wear them because you are in school. That’s an opportunity we have that a lot of kids don’t have. 

All that would take is an additional ten billion dollars American annually to put every child into school. And we say as a world we can’t find it. But last year, this world spent over a trillion American dollars on the military. The Australian dollar you have to double that. Two trillion Australian dollars. They spent 800 billion Australian dollars on cigarettes, 320 billion Australian dollars on beer, and 40 billion Australian dollars on golf. But all it would take is 20 billion Australian dollars to put every child into school. That’s less than last year the United States spent on cosmetics, that’s less than last year Europe spent eating ice cream. 

And one last story I want to share with you, is of a young girl who I met in India, who is 8 years old and worked in a recycling factory. And her job everyday was taking apart used syringes and needles for their plastics. And I know that the picture is hard to make out, but just take one second and look at it. She wears no gloves, she doesn’t even own a single pair of shoes, and at one point we even saw her stepping on the piled needles to get to the other side where her workplace was. She’d never heard of AIDS, and when she’d cut herself she would simply take the cut, and she would dip it in this bucket of water that was next to her to stop the bleeding. And we couldn’t even speak to her long because the worker who was next to her said that if the Master saw her talking the Master would beat her. Eight years old. 

When we learn about poverty in school, or when we see it on the newspaper, or when we see it on television, we always see it in isolation and we never really connect all the dots and put it together, in many ways. We never connected the dots to realise images like this, every single day 33 000 children die because of poverty. What does that mean? Well, that’s equal to if you were to take 144 Concord jets, fill them entirely with children, and those 144 Concord jets would crash into the ocean killing everyone on board. And that’s equal to every two seconds a child dying because of poverty. 

But when I say we don’t always connect the dots, we always think it is far away, we always think it is another world almost, we always say it is beyond our control. Well, when I said I didn’t expect a culture shock visiting Australia I was right in some ways. Because since I have arrived I have already learnt that Australia is very similar to Canada. In Canada, one in five children live in poverty - it is the same in Australia. The Australian Government states that 542,857 children live in poverty, a very precise number; a little over half a million. 

UNICEF, the Salvation Army, the Melbourne City Missions and about a dozen other groups say that number is closer to 100 000. Most put it at one in five. In Australia, in an average night, they did a quick sweep, and they found 21 000 children between 12 and 18 living on the streets. Last year 30,000 cases of abuse and neglect were reported, an report into child prostitution and Asian tourism found 3733 children engaged in the sex trade in Australia. 

That’s a low number. And I say it’s somewhere to Canada: one in five Canadian children living in poverty, one in four American. If you look at the US right now they have a 1.3 trillion dollar tax cut for Congress, and they have the highest level of child poverty in all the developed countries. So when we talk about these issues, most people I say when they don’t connect the dots together, we look at it in isolation, and we say ‘Yeah you know what, we are students, that’s half way around the world, we don’t have anything to do with that, it is not our choices’. They are our choices, what we buy, what we do, what we say, what we don’t say, everyday, makes that choice. 

I am amazed around the world when we look at things like the protests. I know that Melbourne, Sydney, most major cities in Australia were hit with May Day protests. Melbourne last Fall was the site of a major anti-world economic forum protest that took place. This picture was from three weeks ago, I took it at a protest that we were at in Quebec city. 35,000 students descended on the protest. It is amazing when you look around the world, and you look at these issues, and you meet with students who are there protesting and you ask them why are they are there, most of them will say free trade, labour, environment, all these issues, all these issues when learn about at school, all these issues we hear about on the news, all these issues we hear about every day. But most of them say, fundamentally, is that they don’t have a voice. It is that ‘X’ across the mouth, they were standing outside of the halls just before they got tear gassed. This was a peaceful protest, the only type of protest that should exist in my books, but this was a protest where they were trying to send a subtle message. 

From the day that we are born, going through school, often as youth we are taught, oh when we magically turn 18 some day we gain the right to vote, and we suddenly have a chance to unravel all of the mistakes made by past generations. The truth is a vote means a lot, yes, but when it comes down to issues such as globalisation, it is beyond any one country, it is beyond any one vote. It is the choices that we make everyday in our lives, the choices that we make in what we decide to do. We can take to the streets. 

I was at the protest, I go to them also, but we have to go beyond just that. When I was in China we were visiting these rural schools in the middle of nowhere and what amazed me the most was that we would arrive at these communities, and the community I had just left, where we were building a school, all the kids gathered together. The families were there, the leaders were there, all of the kids had gone to their house, and they had gotten one duck egg, which is the main type of egg they eat in this community, they got a duck egg and they boiled it and they put it in a box and they collected about 25 duck eggs and they gave it to us as a gift. And the kids in North America that had fundraised and built that school, it took them a lot of time, it was hard to do, those kids went and they were literally taking food out of their own mouth, putting it in a box to give to us as a gift and show how happy they were. 

Another community had gone to the side of mountains, collecting these vegetables, putting them in these large canvas bags and gave them as a gift. And when I say protests are important we have to raise our voice however we can, but we also have to make the choices everyday. What we buy, what we don’t buy, how we decide to share, how we don’t share, when we open our closet, when we make those choices in our schools, when we decide what to do with our free time we don’t wait until we are eighteen, we don’t wait until we suddenly gain this magic right to vote, to bring about a change. 

We do it by volunteering today, we do it by learning about these issues today, we do it by becoming involved, even when we are younger than 18. This is how we started. This is actually my grade 7 class plus some friends. That’s how we started. We were volunteering in the community. Getting speeches to schools, basically to whoever would listen to us. And as the organisation grew, as our mission grew, so did our activities. If you walk the streets of China, walk the streets of Kenya, walk the streets of the Philippines, stop any child in the middle of the day and ask them why they are not in school you always get the same answer. And they say no money for school supplies, no money for school uniform. It is literally against the law in some countries. If you can’t by pencils, if you can’t buy paper, you cannot go to school. Governments thought this up so they don’t have to pay for education for poor kids, especially poor girls. And so something as simple as collecting school supplies, kids in Australia, we have Free the Children chapters here, young people around the world have collected 50 thousand school kits for their peers. 

This picture that you are looking at was a picture that was taken by one of our members on a trip to Nicaragua. What you are looking at is a school. They have no fancy auditorium, though it is a beautiful auditorium, they have a bamboo pole, they have banana leaf for the top and they’ve got a blackboard. That’s it. Kids walk an hour and a half on average each way to get here. And there is no shelter from the pounding sun or from the rain. And that community you saw is this community that now has a school. Just like this community in India, this community in Kenya, all those communities now have a school because young people gathered together, they raised about 3 or 4 000, which is 6 to 7 000 Australian dollars, raised and constructed a school in this region of the world. 

They adopted, they exchanged letters, exchanged artwork, some even travelled down to visit, it became their friendship school. Something as simple as that gives these kids a chance to receive an education. 

When you look at the issue of child labour, one of the main reasons why children are labouring away is most kids, 180 million in the world, don’t have access to schools. They don’t have an education, an education that sometimes we take for granted. I know that when I go home I have to write my exams, I don’t want to. I don’t even want to wake up some Monday mornings. But it shows how precious it really is. Or Leadership Training, we do camps, conferences, volunteer trips to India, Kenya, Nicaragua, Jamaica, taking youth overseas to see the situation first hand, to volunteer part of their summer, to volunteer part of their school break, to take a year in between High School and University, and go there and actually physically put themselves working in this type of situation. And when we talk about all of these issues, when we talk about letter writing to Governments, when we talk about challenging companies on what we buy, when we talk about raising our voices, doing overseas development projects, collecting school supplies, doing all these different campaigns, often we say as nice as that all is it doesn’t change things. Some of us say that. Because some people say there is just too much poverty, we can’t change things. 

One of my heroes is this amazing lady I had the chance to meet before her death in Calcutta, and that was Mother Teresa. When I met her I asked her how does she do it, and how does she work everyday knowing that no matter what she does it is not enough, because she cant eliminate poverty around the world single-handedly. And she said ‘Ah, but you must realise, in our lives, we can do no great things. We can only do small things with great love’. 

And I want to leave you with one last story. Remember how I mentioned those kids in China, when we met them and they gave us those eggs, they gave us those gifts. The one thing that amazes me around the world is how you see so kind and how giving a lot of street and working children are. 

When I was in India I met with a group of street kids there, and there was a young girl who had no legs and so her friends were carrying her from place to place so that she wouldn’t be left behind. And I remember I was in Brazil and I spent a day with a group of street kids in Salvador and they ranged in ages, they were about 8 to 15 and they all lived on the streets. And they explained how they ended up there, they explained how they lived, they showed me where they lived. And it was just a simple bus shelter. 

And they explained at night how they would cover themselves with loose pieces of cardboard or newspaper or whatever they could find to stay warm that night. And one of the street children there asked me if I wanted to play a game of soccer, they call it football, I said ‘Yeah, I’d love to’. And that street child he started dashing off, he started looking all around on the ground until suddenly he reached down and he picked up this old plastic water bottle. It was broken and someone had thrown it away. And he picked it up and he suddenly waved it back and forth and he said ‘We have our soccer ball, we can now begin’. Because a street child doesn’t own something as simple as a soccer ball. 

But eventually night came and that group of street kids and I we had to say goodbye as I was leaving the next day. And one of the street children there, a fourteen year old boy named Jose, turned to me and said before I left he wanted to give me something to remember the street kids by. And most street kids have almost nothing, they have no home, they have no possessions, they literally don’t have a single penny to their name. And so he gave the only thing which he could: he gave me the shirt right off his own back. It was a soccer jersey from his favourite team. And even though I said I couldn’t take it he insisted because he was so proud of the idea that he actually had something to give. And so I did the only thing which I could, I gave him my t-shirt in return. But I still have that shirt. It is actually framed, it is hanging on my wall to remember that group of street kids and to remember the lesson they taught me. Because they taught me something school can never teach me, they taught me the true power of sharing. And that’s what it comes down to around the world, when you look at all these issues, and that’s the message I want to leave you with. 

To remember the power of sharing, to remember the power of one person like Mother Theresa, to remember those people who give their life in Tiananmen Square, in South Africa with Apartheid, the United States in issues with race relations, Australia - Aboriginal rights, all around the world people who stand up for what they believe in and to realise that next time someone asks you for help, to remember the generosity of a 14 year old street child. 


