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 IN MEMORIAM  

    SANDRA PHILLIPS -  8TH AUGUST 1955 ï 15TH JANUARY 2011    

 

We start our Annual Report 2010 with a tribute to Sandra Philips, our colleague and very dear friend who died suddenly in mid January.   
 
Sandra joined the Committee of Friends of Bonou less than a year and a half ago but in such a short time made a huge contribution to our 
work. She was an extremely warm, kind and giving person and she embraced the work of our charity with immense enthusiasm and joie de 
vivre. Laurence described her to our friend Dominique, head of the follow-up team in Benin, who had not met her yet, as a ñreal dynamoò! She 
bubbled over with ideas and we were all immediately impressed not only by the energy and optimism with which she tackled every project, but 
by the intelligent and creative way she had of looking ôoutside the boxô for innovative ways for the Friends of Bonou to develop and grow.  
She so much wanted to "give something back" and she certainly did, not just by her involvement in FoB but in all her other activities. She was 
very much looking forward to visiting Benin at the end of 2011 and to see the Centre and to meet the girls for whom she had already done so 
muché That was not to be.  

  
She had written a piece for this Annual Report and with the permission of her husband Keith and her daughter Rachel, we are printing it after 
this tribute as it shows what she was all abouté Sandra, the world is a poorer place without you. We love you and we miss you.  
 
The Committee: Mark Bale, Barbara Coyne, Caro Fickling, Peter Devlin, Laurence Lalanne, Patsy Townsend  
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FUNDRAISING 
By Sandra Phillips  

 

 

Back in the autumn of 2009 Laurence and Peter asked me if I would like to become a committee member of The Friends of Bonou.  I was 
delighted and flattered to be asked as not only did I have a deep respect for both Peter and Laurence but also knew that they would run the 
charity with integrity and professionalism and therefore, they were reflecting those qualities on me.  Now all I had to do was live up to their 
expectations!   

Over the past 14 years, I have worked with a number of charities both large and small in a professional capacity as an account manager, so I 
felt I had a good understanding of how charities operated in general and of the issues and challenges they faced. Whilst my indirect association 
with charitable organisations was a good grounding for what was to come and I had in the past supported the likes of Cancer Research UK by 
holding fundraising events, I had a lot to learn about actually being directly involved with a charity and the commitment and dedication of the 
members, volunteers and supporters.   

I am a born organiser and like to take on projects and see them through to fruition and these skills have been utilised for fundraising events 
over the past year.  In addition, I like to come up with ideas as to how we could increase our fundraising with events that will draw a large 
audience of supporters who will enjoy the event, whilst supporting this very worthwhile cause.  This all requires dedication and commitment and 
when I take on a role I embrace it wholeheartedly, so I am being given the opportunity to use all my inherent skills in a very challenging but 
rewarding environment.  Of course, I could not do any of this without the support and dedication of the committee who do such a fantastic job 
and ensure all the needs of the charity are so ably achieved. 

What attracted me the most to The Friends of Bonou is the fact that all the committee members are volunteers, we do not have any paid 
employees, and travel to Benin to review the progress of the projects and determine future projects, is funded personally by the committee 
members. This means that with the exception of a small amount of expenses ï cost of goods for resale, printing of annual reports, etc. ï every 
penny goes towards the projects we are funding. 

2010 has continued to be a busy fundraising year for The Friends of Bonou.  In addition to the tried and tested methods of fundraising, we have 
included new events that have proved to be well supported and an invaluable source of income. In March we held a Charity Breakfast in 
Holton, which together with the sale of hand-made goods and home made marmalade raised in excess of Ã700. In May we held our ñPrize 
Drawò raising approximately Ã2000.  In October we held a Charity Supper with a table magician and live music provided by students at 
Pembroke College, Oxford, raising in excess of £2,200.  All of these events were very well supported and made the hard work by all of us 
worthwhile.   
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Needless to say we are always looking at new fundraising ideas and have already started to plan for 2012.  However, like most charitable 
organisations we live from ñhand to mouthò and therefore, regular donations are a key source of income and something we would like to 
increase considerably over the coming year.  Our aim is to raise enough in monthly standing order donations to cover the day to day running 
costs of the Centre, ensuring that our fundraising events enable us to continue to improve and expand on the facilities and services the charity 
provide.  The great advantage of regular donations is that it allows us to plan ahead. This will be no mean feat as in times of economic crisis 
charities are likely to lose regular donations rather than increase them, but this is an essential source of income and we have risen to the 
challenge!  

So if you are reading this column and do not already make a regular monthly donation, we would ask you to consider doing so ï we welcome 
donations no matter how small.  Every penny counts! Refer to the back of this report for a Standing Order form  

A very big THANK YOU to everyone who has supported ñThe Friends of Bonouò during 2010 and we look forward to seeing you at our various 
events during 2011. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 5 

BONOU: A YEAR IN PICTURES 
 

 February 2010 : Graduation day for the first cohort of ñSonagnon girlsò  
 

     
The girlsõ diplomas      greeting the King  on his arrival   some proud parents  and relatives  
 

 
The whole village is present for the great day!   
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The fas hion show, Sonagnon style  

 

     
The start up kits for the new graduates in sewing,  food processing , tie - and- dye and hairdressing  
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 A whole year of hard work for Dominique and the follow-up team!  
 

    
 Interacting with the villagers, the Sonagnon staff and the girls 

 

 
The ñpalaver treeò where important decisions are taken 
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 The construction of the dormitory facility  

   
February 2010: digging the foundations and making the bricks  

   
August 2010     October 2010      End of November 2010 

 
End of December 2010: The finished product ready for the inauguration 
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 The new Sonagnon girls started in March, while some of the former girls have created their own shop or are 
working at home    

 

    
2 former girls in front of their new shop  the new intake in March    former girls hairdressing at home  
 

  And finallyéwe have continued our link with Dangbo by providing 90 desks and benches to the first year pupils of 
the  new secondary school 

   
Giving the money for the desks é   and some of the desks in place 
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FOCUSED GIVING 

By Peter Devlin ï President  

 
 
I would like to reflect briefly this year on the large number of individual supporters and donors who together make our charity a success as, by 
and large, they are individuals rather than corporate donors or Trust funds. 
 
The reasons why people donate to charity are as varied as the charities they choose. Our supporters tell us that above all, when they give they 
want to know where their money goes and that it is well spent é which is not always the case with a large charity. They want to know that their 
gift is making a real difference to other human beings: we all react to individuals more than to a grand cause! Most importantly, our donors do 
not want their money being spent on unnecessary administration or going to a corrupt government. Not only they know that it will never be so 
with FoB but also that the causes dear to most of us, health and education, are precisely at the heart of our projects.  
 
Through the website, newsletters and fund raising events, our supporters can see and get to know those they are helping:  We have watched 
this year in pictures the wonderful graduation ceremony of the first cohort of our girls, the gradual building of the new dormitory added to the 
Centre and the delivery of new desks in the secondary school in Dangbo. Many of us know the names of the girls and their teachers as well as 
many of the villagers involved in the management of the Centre. It is in great part thanks to the regular self-financed visits by Laurence and 
others among our supporters that we can maintain this personal human connection which means so much and which have elicited not only a 
great deal of money through vital standing orders but some very moving acts of giving.  
 
For example several of our friends in Wheatley and Kennington, understanding that the girls through learning an income-generating skill are 
acquiring a new independence, have given us several hand sewing-machines which had been in their families for a long time (the last one 
dating back from 1912!) belonging to their mothers or their grand-mothers. Laurence is taking them in her luggage éone at a time as they 
weigh 32 pounds each! The first machine was serviced by a local workman who, inspired by the story of the creation of the Centre, gave us 3 

more éThen the word spread and we are now on number 7! It meant a great deal to our donors to see pictures of their machines getting a 
new lease of life by being used by ñour girlsò: This is giving with a personal focus!  

 
Others have been inspired to buy books for local schools in the Dangbo area, triggered by the initiative of one of my cousins in Northern 
Ireland, who is in educational publishing and has therefore a keen interest in books: more than a thousand children who previously had had no 
books ever during their schooling have now received the two main text-books in French and maths, essential items for their education.  
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    One of the sewing machines from England  Oxford High School Fashion Show      Donation of primary school books 

 
The girls in Oxford High School have organised several fund raising events in support of FOB over the years, (Fashion Show, Mufti day, 
sponsored ñday withoutò etc é) picking on the fact that they can help girls of the same age who, by chance of birth, are considerably less 
privileged. This continuous link will hopefully result in a trip to Bonou by some OHS girls if important hurdles can be overcome, the least of them 
finding enough money to fund their tickets and the rental of a solid 4x4, the only way to reach Bonou safely.  
 
Other individual giving takes the form of attending fund raising events, buying necklaces and other products, children giving their pocket money, 
selling marmalade or cakes made by our members, organising a wine tasting partyé The possibilities are endless but what they all have in 
common is the satisfaction to know that all that giving of time, money and talents is making a difference to someone elseôs life.   
 
So thank you to all of you for all your generosity and please continue to support our work!   
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                CULTURAL DIFFERENCES:            
LAURENCE IN CONVERSATION WITH DOMINIQUE HOUNKONNOU 
 

During the thirty years or so that I have been visiting and working in Africa, I have always been amazed by how much (or how little in certain 
cases!) our respective cultures affect our conduct. Indeed we must never assume that two people, confronted with the same situation, will react in 
the same way, feel the same way, think the same way. It is not so! I suppose that this could be said about most countries in the world, but in Africa 
I find the contrasts are much sharper because so many of us in Europe know so little about Africa,  and what we do know is often influenced by 
clichés, gross generalizations or media distortions and bias! I have known Dominique for 15 years and cultural differences (and some similarities 
of course!) have figured prominently in our conversations. During my January 2011 trip to Benin, I decided to attempt to ñformalizeò these 
conversations and interviewed Dominique for this Annual Report. After all, this is how I met him, interviewing him all those years ago, when I was 
still working for the BBC African Service and he was still working for the CTA, an international organization based in Holland working for rural 
development in developing countries. What follows is a summary of this interview ... which really felt more like another one of our conversations!   

 
Laurence: What would you say is the main cultural difference when Europeans and Africans work together in partnership?  
Dominique: I think it is in the way we try to resolve problems: In our African societies, we strive to maintain ñharmonyò so we try, as much as 
we can, to avoid direct confrontations. Of course it does not mean that people donôt fight in Africa, of course they do, but generally speaking, we 
really look for a consensus and a solution which can be accepted by most people.  
Laurence: Concretely, how does this ñstriving for harmonyò manifest itself? 
Dominique: Well é You have seen this in Bonou many timesé People donôt state the problem point blank like ñthis does not work, this person 
does not fit or is not good enoughò é They talk around the subject to arrive at the conclusion that may be this does not work or this person is 
not the right person but not directlyé In a lot of cases in Europe, the problem is stated in the first 5 minutes of the meeting, discussed 
immediately and tackled right on é 
Laurence: But there are many instances in Europe where people try to arrive at the same conclusions by using indirect meansé  
Dominique: Yes, probably. But from my experience of Europe, I know that the problems are exposed much more directly éand you might 
rightly say more ñopenlyò éand it takes less time certainly! I know a Parish Councilor in Lyons in France who goes to Senegal regularly as he 
backs a project there, like FOB with Bonou, and he told me that when he sits in the Eldersô deliberations, he is always full of admiration for the 
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way the decisions are taken through consensus and how totally different it is from the way he is used to discussing the problems in his ñMairieò 
where the problem is exposed point blank, discussed directly, a vote is taken and thatôs it, they pass on to another subject. Of course our 
African way takes a great deal of patience and a great deal of time é 
Laurence: éand that is certainly a BIG cultural difference, the value given to time!!!! But do you think that the ñAfrican wayò is better than the 
European way? 
Dominique: Not necessarily ébecause time is certainly something that Europeans have little of é it suits a different way of thinking because 
here, in Africa, if you take a decision too quickly and sufficient time has not been given to people to get on board, that decision wont be adhered 
to, especially in a village situation where financial means and individual power are limited é 
Laurence: Consensus is sometimes construed as ónobody being happy and everybody being obligedô to accept a position which is fine for the 
common good but not necessarily for the individual é 
Dominique: Well, that depends on the quality of the leadership, whether the leader is capable of getting the real assent of the people; in a 
village situation where everyone knows everybody else, what I would call the ñknowledge pathsò are shorter and it is therefore easier to know 
what the other wants, even if you donôt agree. It is much more difficult between two people or two groups of different culturesé.  
Laurence: But in my experience, in Africa, as problems are often not confronted or discussed directly and what we would consider ñopenlyò 
precisely because of that search for consensus, a lot of things are left unsaid and the truth is ñmottledò: you see a bit and then you donôt see, 
and then you see again; but it often feels like you donôt have all the data, you donôt have the full picture to be able to make an informed 
judgment on the situationé It seems that there is always a ñsubtextò é Is that a fair criticism?  
Dominique: Yes, I think it is quite true éI would say two things though in response to this: Traditionally, it is only in situations of total and 
absolute trust that you can say everything and that happens with very few members of your extended family or with some very rare childhood 
friends é In the context of our work with Bonou, it is more complicated because people in Bonou are not employed by us and we have 
perceptions of what they think or do but we donôt have any means of checking é 
Laurence: But it is not only with people in the village, it is more general and it has happened with the follow-up team too: often, precisely 
because people are extremely polite and want to please us, (and I know this is very important in Africa - this politeness and kindness towards 
foreigners), people donôt say the whole truth: there is a first level that you can see but you never know the whole truth or the whole situationé It 
is not that people lie outright but because confrontation has to be avoided at all costs, the whole truth is rarely revealed and this is often quite 
perplexing and unsettling for us é 
Dominique: Yes é well I think there is another element there, in the context of working together as we do, we can only relay the problems that 
we are sure about: We donôt want to burden you with every little detail; we have to ñsieveò, to apply filters é 
Laurence: é mmmm é sometimes I think there are too many filters!!! In a lot of cases, these details are important in the understanding and 
the process of development, even more important than the results éAnd this, I think, is part of a different cultural way of grasping reality.  
Dominique: Yes, I do agree with this analysis actually éFor example, when we had a lot of difficulties with the parents not paying, we all felt 
the same way: fed up, discouraged, angry etc é but the way we dealt with this problem and the way we expressed these feelings were really 
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very different!!! And that has to do with not losing face é This is very important in African societies: rich or poor, one must not lose face. For 
example, if you were to come to a village and say: ñI have come to help the poorò very few people would come forward. They would consider it 
insulting to be recognized as poor and inferior. But if you were to come and say: ñI would like to help you do what you want to doò you will have 
a lot of people coming forward! In the case of the parents we were a bit ashamed and there was an element of losing face é 
Laurence: Actually this reminds me of an insult that is really serious in Benin but which Europeans would find not find as offensive: if someone 
in Benin is accused of being óimpoliteô he or she loses face totally, apparently. Why is that?  
Dominique: Ah éIt is because ñimpoliteò is a (not very good) translation of a Fon word, ñjimakplon.ò = ñJiò means ñborn,ò ñmaò means ñnot,ò and 
ñkplonò means ñteach.ò  So what ñjimakplonò really means is ñborn but not taught.ò  You were born into this world but didnôt receive any social 
education. So this is serious because it is an insult against the parents of the person youôre talking to.  So ñimpoliteò is a slur on the parents of 
the person youôre insulting, who didnôt give them a social education éand this is a BIG face loss!  
Laurence: But here it has also to do with the way that African society (and this is a bit of a cliché but like all clichés there is some truth in it) is 
more collectively based than European society. I have noticed it particularly in the way that Africans ñaccompanyò people who are in moral pain 
due to a sentimental problem or a bereavement é I have always been struck how different it is here. 
Dominique: Yes I think, pain is less ñprivateò in Africa éor rather is less privately expressed. There is a ñcollective relayò when someone 
suffers in Africa... I remember when I was living in Holland, one of my friends with whom I was playing tennis regularly, died suddenly so I said 
to one of the people in the group ñI will go and offer some flowers to his wife and sit with her for a whileò. The guy looked at me in amazement 
and said: ñBut she does not know you, so why should you do that? It is not necessary.ò In Benin, I would have done it without even asking... So 
in Holland I did not do it but as an African, I really felt bad not to have been able to express my sense of solidarity to the wife and the family by 
my physical presence é  
Laurence: Yes it seems that in Africa, it is very important in these circumstances to be seen to ñdoò something: visit the bereaved, bring food, 
help with the children but nothing much is actually said to express your solidarity é This may have to do with the fact that African societies are 
still male-dominated!!! No, no , I am just joking here ébut it is even common in Africa to try to distract the person from his/her pain by acting as 
if nothing had happened and talk about something else é In Europe, it seems, it is much more verbalized éSo that absence of words is 
sometimes quite shocking for us é 
Dominique: Yes, the physical presence is much more important than words, even kind words éWe donôt find that necessary. I always 
remember a friend of mine in Holland, a priest from the White Fathers Order, told me that when he lived in Bamako, in Mali, he knew an old 
Bambara man, a basket weaver, and every Sunday, my friend went to see the old man éNeither of them spoke the language of the other but 
when my friend arrived, the old Bambara man gave my friend a little stool on which he sat and some millet gruel to eat and they did not speak 
at all é The old man continued to weave his baskets, looking at my friend from time to time, looking and smiling, but not one word was 
utteredé My friend said that he was going through a difficult time in his life and these 2 hours that he spent every Sunday with the old man in 
Bamako were more healing than any conversations he was having with different people é so perhaps it can also work for Europeans!  
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ALL PART OF THE FOB FAMILY! 
Interviews by Laurence Lalanne 

 
 DELPHIN SOGNIGB£, OUR WONDERFUL ñMATELASSIERò   

 
For those of you who know FOB well and come to our events, you will have noticed that along with our beaded necklaces, we sell many 
different items (including bags and cases), padded in fire-retardant foam, and covered with the now familiar brightly-coloured African fabrics. 
The one responsible for making these items for us is Delphin Sognigbé, ñmatelassierò extraordinaire! ñMatelassierò, strictly translated, means 
ñmattress-makerò. However, in Benin ñmatelassierò means much more than this and Delphin combines successfully the skills and talents of 
tailor, upholsterer, curtain maker AND carpet fitter! His work is greatly admired locally and we are grateful for his contributions to our work!   
 

     
  Delphin in front of his workshop..     working away with an antique Singer sewing machineé     One of his apprentices   
 

Born in Dangbo (a familiar village to us!), Delphin was raised by his uncle, a Customs officer, and Delphin, as a child, accompanied his uncle 
on many of his tours to far-flung parts of the country. Thanks to this, Delphin is proud to tell you that he knows Benin very well, from North to 
South. Delphin left school at 15; having struggled with his BEPC exam (equivalent of O levels) twice, his uncle suggested he look at training for 
a technical job. Delphin thought of becoming a long distance truck-driver as he had enjoyed travelling with his uncle so much. He got his driving 
licence, but at this point his uncle realised that, with Delphin away on trips they would not see each other very much. Also as a truck driver ñthe 
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boss is after you all the time to go faster and he drives you round the bend,ò says Delphin. Several male family members were therefore 
consulted and another of his uncles suggested a job ñwhere you can be your own boss.ò  
 
So Delphin, by then a young man of 17, became an apprentice to a matelassier and applied himself diligently to learning the secrets of his 
trade for 4 years. As he explains, 4 years was not that long to learn all the secrets of the ñmatelasserieò; you need sewing skills, cutting skills, 
good finishing skills, quickness of hands, imagination, a sense of adaptation and also good taste. His boss was a hard task master and if he 
made a mistake in cutting the different materials he was working with (and it could have been cotton, silk or even leather) he had to reimburse 
the price of that material! So that was an incentive to learn quickly and he managed to set up his own business. His work has been admired 
and he has become a successful businessman - a recent contract he landed for himself was to furnish all the curtains and drapery for the 
Cotonou Airport VIP reception rooms!  
     
Like a lot of tailors, carpenters, or even mechanics in the developing world, Delphin can copy almost anything but he boasts that with 15 years 
experience, he often makes things even better than the originals! The greatest difficulty he encounters in his job is in the upholstery side of 
things: the lack of modern machinery makes the work very difficult when he has to recover car seats or sofas for example. So he likes it a lot 
when he does work for us; the items we order are small, varied in shape, in lovely colours and all in cotton, an easy material to work with, and 
of course not only do we pay him immediately but ñwe treat him wellò. As I expressed surprise at that remark he said to me that he was very 
proud to have the consideration of ñpeople like usò as it is not always the case. ñYou know,  a lot of times,ò  Delphin reveals, ñyou go to houses 
for an order and they treat you like a dog, speak to you very harshly, donôt allow you to come into the house, not even the kitchen or even 
worse, they donôt pay you for the work youôve just done for them. But Monsieur Hounkonnou is not like that: he always greets me properly, asks 
me how I and my family are, welcomes me in his living room where he asks me to sit down with him and gives me a drink. And I can see, as a 
friend of Monsieur Hounkonnou, you are the same.ò And Delphin adds ñit is rare here in Africa to be treated like that by someone important if 
you are a modest artisan like me. But I donôt think this is right because, as the proverb says, óthere is not stupid job, only stupid people.ôò  
 
Delphin has done well for himself and now has a lot of apprentices working for him in his business. However he would still prefer his children to 
have a degree if they can manage it. With a degree, he says, ñyou are somebody and people have some consideration for you.ò 
 

 
 HYPPOLITE KITIKAOUN, THE DOLL MAKER FROM ABOMEY, THE CITY OF KINGS  

 
The diminutive Hyppolite, who has a stall in the Cotonou ñMarch® Artisanalò where we met him last year, is 33 years old and has been making 
these dolls for the last 10 years. His father was part of the huge Yemadjé clan or ñcasteò which, for centuries, was the clan from which came the 



 17 

royal tailors, who made hats, banners and ceremonial canopies using the famous ñappliqu®ò technique which can be seen not only in the 
banners and canopies of the Danhomè kings of Abomey, but also in the Asafo company flags of the Fante people in Ghana.  
 
The members of the Yemadjé clan are still tailors and Hyppolite grew up, not just ñlearningò but absorbing those skills because everybody 
around him in his fatherôs compound was busy sewing! Hyppolite completed secondary school and speaks very good French but did not have 
the financial means to go to university. He studied bookkeeping instead.  
 

    
             Hyppolite in his stall in the March® Artisanal é The ubiquitous banner of the kings of Abomey é and making the dolls  
 

With sewing óin his bloodô, Hyppolite has honed his skills and at a certain moment had the creative and inspired idea of making the symbols of 
the kings in 3D instead of sewing them flat on a piece of material. From the symbols of the Danhomè kings (bird, elephant, buffalo, fish etc) it 
was a natural step to dolls when his wife asked one day: ñWhy donôt you make some dolls for our daughter?ò   

 
To Hyppoliteôs enormous credit, he sells his dolls (and other artefacts) in his stall in the March® Artisanal to help fund the ABEB, the 
ñAssociation pour le Bien-être des Enfants du Beninò that he created with twenty of his friends in 2002. The association helps children in 
difficulty: it enables orphans and children from poor backgrounds to go to school and to learn jobs. All the 20 founders of the association are 
themselves such former children.  
 



 18 

Hyppolite himself, in spite of coming from a famous family, had to fend for himself quite early on. He recounts that his father had 11 wives and 
innumerable children and there was no real follow-up of these children. ñMy father divorced my mother when I was 6. She left but I stayed in my 
fatherôs compound but I was not well treated by the other wives so I had to really struggle and work to pay for my schooling and even to help 
buying my food.ò Once he was an adult and having done well for himself he did not forget his childhood experiences and he felt compelled to 
help children who were in the same predicament as he once was. ñThese are the conditions which make children commit thefts and petty crime 
which are so common in our cityò reveals Hyppolite, ñso I started to think and talk to my friends and as most of them had more or less grown up 
in the same conditions, we created the Associationò.   
 
The dolls are now made primarily by professional seamstresses and hairdressers as Hyppolite, an entrepreneur, now also works as a 
ñtransitaireò; he goes to the industrial harbour in Cotonou,  haggles over and buys second-hand used cars, (the famous ñFrance-Aurevoirsò) and 
then sells them on. About 20 people work on the dolls and the traditional artefacts and 10 % of the sales profits go to the association. ñWe help 
ourselves by making things,ò says Hyppolite, ñwe donôt beg or ask the white people for money!ò  

 
 

 AND LAST BUT NOT LEAST,  RICHARD AHOUSSINOU, OUR PROJECT MANAGER   
 
When you first come into Richardôs small but immaculate office, you would be struck by his excessively affable manners and his modest 
demeanour. But here is a man who has landed huge contracts for his firm thanks to a great business acumen and consistent and unremitting 
professionalism. It is because of his friendship with Dominique and the respect he has for him as his former boss that he accepts the very 
modest fees that we have paid him for looking after the construction of the Dangbo Library three years ago and this year, the construction of 
the Bonou dormitory  

 

    
     The Secondary School Library in Dangbo  Richard    the Sonagnon Dormitory in Bonou 
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Richard is the Director and founder of the Cabinet dôEtudes Gahouri- BTP, a private building consultancy firm which acts as intermediary 
between tendering clients and builders and takes charge of managing the sites. Born in the beautiful Ouemé Valley (like many of our friends in 
Benin), in the administrative capital Porto Novo to be precise, Richard has 40 years experience of managing building sites! He spent 30 years 
working for the rural development para-statal organisation, the CARDER (that Dominique was managing) and 10 years as a private business 
entrepreneur. With a wealth of experience he is not easily phased by situations in his profession. He is remarkably calm and has more than one 
technique for managing his business! For example, just before he goes to see a client who may potentially part with his money to pay Richard 
to manage the construction of a house, school or hospital, Richard puts his hands in front of the cold air coming from the car air-con system  for 
a while é  when he shakes the hands of the client, Richardôs hands are cold and the client knows that he came by 4x4 which means he is 
reasonably well off already and is not desperate for the contract é as Richard says, ñif he want to haggle down the price of my services, he 
knows he can forget itò!!!   
 
Similarly, with new builders that he meets for the first time and that he may want to employ, Richard always make a point of accompanying 
them to the door when the interview is over to see if the potential builder has come by bike, normal car or 4X4!  Richard then has an indication 
of ñhow far I can go to get a good price!ò 
 
The absolute golden rule for Richard, and one which he has applied all through his professional life, is not to take any money from any builder 
in exchange for influencing the choice of the tendering client. ñIf you do [take money]ò, he says, ñeven if it is not illegal, you lose your 
independence and your freedom of judgment. But if you do not take any money from him, you are able to maintain the upper hand and can 
dismiss him if he does not do the job properly.ò  In any case, adds Richard, ñmy main philosophy is that life is finite and money, even if it is 
important, is not everything: we came without it and we will depart without it so why should I break my back to pile up money. The purpose of 
money is not to be accumulated but to be used to get a reasonably good life and to help your children and your familyò.  

 
So is he a bit of a wise man, our Richard? He does not think so, but when difficulties arise, he resolves them with courage, great calm, firmness 
and steadfastness. We have witnessed this first hand during the last three years of cooperation with him and particularly when last year he 
experienced potentially serious health problems.  What motivates him? Staying active: ñLife is to be lived to the fullò he says. ñ You study, you 
work, your procreate and you take care of your children; spending your life trying to accumulate more money, more cars, more land , more 
houses, is totally futile as it does not make you happy in the end. The moral satisfaction I get from a job well done is much more important for 
meò he concludes.  It is a privilege doing business with Richard Ahoussinou. 
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TREASURERôS REPORT   
By Mark Bale  

 
 
Over the course of 2010, we have continued to raise money chiefly for our main project, which is of course the Sonagnon Centre for the training 
of girls in literacy, basic French, home economics and maths, and in trades that they can use later on to support themselves in their 
communities.  Although Sonagnon has been running successfully now for four years the girls have had until now to sleep on mats in their 
working areas.  But in early 2010 we received a hugely generous anonymous donation of £28,000, which with its concomitant gift-aid tax 
reclaim and with funds raised earlier has enabled us to pay for the dormitory block.  As you will read elsewhere, this dormitory has been 
formally opened and brought into use.  We can now regard the Sonagnon Centre as complete!  Thank you to all who have contributed to the 
establishment of this school. 
 
As well as raising funds for such major capital projects as the dormitory, we continue to raise the funds necessary to run the school.  The long-
term aim is to have the school run off other resources (such as small fees charged to parents, subsidies from the government, contributions 
from the sale of produce, and may be other local NGOs), but perhaps not surprisingly, financial independence is still some way away. So we 
continue to pay the running costs of some £10,000 a year.  As with any overseas project, contributors in this country are always keen to know 
that the money they give is spent wisely; this requires above all that it be properly accounted for. 
 
We have always followed funds through to make sure that the Friends' contributions have been well spent, and have receipts to prove it.  But 
as I reported this time last year, we had engaged, at the end of 2008, a firm of chartered accountants in the capital Cotonou, to assist us in the 
preparation of management and annual accounts for the school.  (It might be surprising, given that we take it for granted in this country that 
anything involving money must end up in some set of accounts or other, that the idea of formal financial accounting for the school's activities 
was a foreign idea to the locals). 
 
When the school started, members of staff recorded expenditure, and were assiduous in gathering together receipts for us, and periodically 
having them delivered to the UK.  This had to be an interim measure ï not least because there's not a lot you can do with a bunch of receipts 
here, not being able to match them up to what's happening on the ground in Benin.  And it was unfair to expect the school staff, non-
accountants, to provide us with accounts for the school, which is why we engaged (at the Friends' expense) the firm of ExCCA in Cotonou. 
 
ExCCA initially had some difficulty in picking up the reins, as clearly, with the best will in the world, the records they found at Sonagnon can't 
have been exactly professional, but they have managed to establish a firm base for their own accounts. What we particularly wanted was some 
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monthly financial report from Sonagnon, so that we could see roughly what was happening month by month and also to instil a sense of 
discipline in the financial accounting at the school. 
 
It has been quite a ñbattleò (a very civilised one!) to get the monthly reports we requested, but they have been coming through on email during 
2010, albeit four or five months late to start with.  We are delighted to report that just a few days into December we received the November 
figures, and so we can say that we are now really on top of the accounting for Sonagnon.  Thanks must go to Dominique Hounkonnou who has 
laboured hard to get this far, often phoning the accountants in Cotonou from his trips abroad, to cajole and encourage them. 
 
A summary of the main figures from our accounts since our inception in 2003 is given below: 
 

 22.3.0
3-

12.7.0
4 

13.7.0
4-

5.4.05 

Y/e 
5.4.06 

Y/e 
5.4.07 

Y/e 
5.4.08 

Y/e 
5.4.0

9 

Y/e 
5.4.10 

Total 

 £ £ £ £ £ £ £ £ 

Donations 
received 

4,564 4,715 3,939 5,914 9,277 6,037 12,843 47,289 

Tax refund  786 821 1,152 1,352 1,313 1,585 7,009 

Grants for 
dormitory 

     
25,98

1 
 25,981 

Contributions from 
Amis de Bonou 
France 

2,099   718 1,907   2,371 1,630 2,287 2,703 13,715 

Profits from fund-
raising activities 

 1,788 6,357 6,122 28,818 3,971 4,822 51,878 

Administrative 
expenses 

(101) (538) (323) (889) (687) 
(1,30

8) 
(2,614) (6,460) 

Bank deposit 
interest 

     60 18 78 

Profit on exchange 
(see note below) 

    895 1,641 (1,435) 1,101 

Funds available 
for charitable 

6,562 7,469 12,701 14,670 41,285 
39,98

2 
17,922 

140,59
2 
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purposes 

Transfers to Benin 
for development 
work 

6,370 3,618 12,816 13,890 
   

22,266 
22,82

9 
48,769 

130,55
8 

Increase/(decreas
e) in funds 

192 3,851 (115) 780 19,019 
17,15

3 
(30,847

) 
10,033 

         

Funds bought 
forward 

 192 4,043 3,928 4,708 
23,72

7 
40,880  

Increase/(decreas
e)  

192 3,851 (115) 780 19,019 
17,15

3 
(30,847

) 
 

Funds carried 
forward 

192 4,043 3,928 4,708 23,727 
40,88

0 
10,033  

         

         

This table above shows that up to 5th April 2010, we had paid over for our projects some £130,000 since we started.   
This £130,000 has been spent on projects in Bonou as follows: 
 

 £ 
Restocking of pharmacy 1,000 

Building of maternity block 12,779 

Building of Sonagnon girlsô training centre 14,976 

School books 3,711 

School roof repair 200 

Football kit for local school 498 

Running costs of Sonagnon, for 2007ôs term 1 (of 4)inc. purchase of initial 
equipment 

4,942 

Running costs of Sonagnon, for 2007ôs term 2 1,902 

Running costs of Sonagnon, for 2007ôs terms 3 and 4 6,225 

Running costs of Sonagnon, for 2008ôs terms 1 and 2 3,470 

Running costs of Sonagnon, for 2008ôs terms 3 and 4 3,376 

Running costs of Sonagnon, for 2009's terms 1 and 2 4,527 

Running costs of Sonagnon, for 2009's terms 3 and 4 6,001 
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Reserve for running costs of Sonagnon for 2010ôs term 1 2,703 

Payment for materials used by girls at Sonagnon 1,014 

Excursion for Sonagnon girls 405 

Evaluation of graduating girls 824 

Start-up kits for graduating girls, including micro-loans 1,284 

Repair of walkways and other maintenance work at Sonagnon 5,161 

Payment for local accounting, and related training 882 

Local training courses 1,317 

Building of library at Dangbo secondary school 22,902 

Part-payment of cost of dormitory block at Sonagnon 30,263 

Other expenses 195 

Total 130,557 
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GLASS BEADS BUT ALSO BRASS BEADS!  
By Patsy Townsend  

 
Our trip to Benin in February 2010 for the wonderful Graduation Day in Bonou also took us on a fascinating journey through Togo to Ghana 
where we visited Cape Coast and the slave forts, where we learnt about Adinkra symbols on funeral cloth, Kente weaving and where we 
followed in the steps of the Ashanti kings and discovered the ólost waxô process. The ólost waxô process is an ancient technique used for making 
brass models and sculptures; amongst the Ashanti people it was used to mend the bones of ancestors (considered sacred) and to make the 
gold ornaments so treasured in West Africa. 
 
Our interest in this technique stems from our bead purchases for the necklaces that Laurence makes and of course, which are a key fundraiser 
for the Friends of Bonou. Many of you will have seen the necklaces; I have one made of the brass beads and glass beads made from recycled 
Guinness bottles! Most of the materials used to make our beads whether it be glass or metal, are made from recycled materials e.g. bottles, 
windows, padlocks, pipes, bath taps!!  
 
So back to the process itself: We took a trip to Kumasi, the second largest city in Ghana (after the capital Accra) the ancient city of the Ashanti 
people and home of the current king. On our second day we visited a óworkshopô that was situated off a dusty road on the outskirts of Kumasi 
where the artisans who make the metal work ï including our beads - are situated. The workshop is in fact a series of low tables under a palm-
leafed roof where the sculpting of the models takes place, situated close to the deep trench kiln where the other materials necessary for the 
process are heaped around ï wax, charcoal, fibrous matter, wood for the fire etc. We were taken step by step through the ómanufactureô of the 
beads and to say we were impressed is an understatement! Firstly each model or indeed individual bead is carved out of bees wax:  
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            The bees wax models 

 

After the carving, each wax model is encased in a mixture of charcoal and water, which is slowly built up to give a thick coating, and then left to 
dry and harden. Channels are left for the brass to pour in and replace the wax.  
 

 The moulds ready for the crucible 
 
Crucibles are made that exactly fit over the finished moulds and are filled with recycled metal and then joined together to the waiting mould. 


