
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Dear… 

 

I wanted to write with a personal and heartfelt thank you for your very generous support of 

Viva’s work with some of the most vulnerable children in the world. 

 

As CEO, this year has so far taken me to some varied places – UK board rooms, Indian coffee 

shops, a diner in Chattanooga and the pavements of Guatemala City.  

 

Every now and then we have encounters that change us, with people we don’t forget. When I was in 

Guatemala I met 12 year-old Joel, who ran away from home to escape sustained abuse at the 

hands of his father and grandfather. He ended up living on a rubbish dump: the source of his daily 

food and the items he scavenged for selling. Invisible to most people around him, he was seen and 

befriended by volunteers from a Viva Early Encounter team. With their help, he is now living in a 

half-way house provided by a network member, and is being supported to go to school.  

 

As neither of us spoke each other’s language we sat and communicated about football and other 

important matters through sign language. He had two small chocolates, an almost unheard-of treat, 

and he chose to give one to me. Taking my lead from him, I took my time savouring the 

chocolate, scraping tiny amounts off it to suck, just as he did. A rare treasure, but one he generously 

shared with me. Life has already been hard beyond imagining for Joel, but his resilience and kindness 

were unforgettable, as was the combination of expertise, skill, dedication and love modelled by the 

Early Encounter team. 

 

I work closely with Viva’s Board of Trustees, whose wisdom and time I am immensely grateful for, 

but in truth children like Joel are my boss. Transformation in their lives is the measure I use to 

evaluate my and my team’s performance.  We can always do more, but what I have seen for myself 

this year, and what I read in reports and hear from colleagues, shows me that Viva’s model of 

collective action works. People collaborate. Voices are heard. Children are helped. Lives change and 

futures are re-written.  

 

The rigorous auditors of PricewaterhouseCoopers agree, as demonstrated by their reports on the 

progress of the 23 different organisations taking part in the Department for International 

Development’s Girls’ Education Challenge to get marginalised girls back into school in Uganda.  So 

far, the highest number of girls helped back to school by any other organisation is 27; for Viva’s 

partner network in Kampala, CRANE, the figure is 457, with another 229 girls now completing the 

programme.   

 

On their return to school, many girls are passing their exams with flying colours, despite previously 

dropping out because of poverty, pregnancy or discrimination. Life is now opening up for them with 

possibilities they would once not even have dreamed of. Many want to train as teachers or 

doctors, to make a difference in the communities in which they are now being encouraged to 

flourish.  

 

This is something I long to see in my own city, where girls not much older than my daughter have 

been abused systematically by well-networked abusers, and let down by those in positions of 

authority with the responsibility to protect them, according to the findings of the recently published 

serious case review into the response to the sexual exploitation of children in Oxford.   



Our own research here at Viva has shown that the five most significant issues facing vulnerable 

children across the county are: unstable family life, struggling parents, low self-esteem, lack of vision 

or aspiration for life and household poverty. It has also become clear that although church activities 

are sometimes mismatched to the wider needs of the local community, the majority of respondents 

to our study are keen to make an informed, strategic response to children.  

 

In order to help with this, our ‘Doorsteps’ resource will be available in May for churches to use to 

revolutionise how they see local children and their needs, and how they work together to 

meet them. Give me a call on xxx or email xxx if you would like a copy. 

 

Please be encouraged that, in the midst of the messiness and pain of life, your generosity in 

supporting Viva’s work is, I firmly believe, helping to bring about the fruit of Isaiah 61: 3, in which 

God promises to give those who have and continue to suffer ‘a crown of beauty instead of 

ashes, the oil of joy instead of mourning, and a garment of praise instead of despair’.   

 

Thank you for your partnership – it changes lives. 

 

 

 

 

 

Mark Stavers 

CEO, Viva 

 

 

 


