Africa in the New Millennium 

A panel discussion moderated by Christine Dolan addressed the World Affairs Council about Africa, its people, and its future in the new millennium. Ms. Dolan is an accomplished photographer, journalist, producer, and adventurer. She has traveled extensively throughout Africa and is currently producing two African documentary series as well as a photo essay book. After covering the U.S. bombing of Khartoum, Sudan, Ms. Dolan was shocked at America's ignorance about Africa. As a result of this experience, she decided to "package Africa" for the American people to make them aware that the continent is more than dictators and civil wars. Through her panel guests, Ms. Dolan presented different views and issues on Africa. 

Jennifer Lawson, head of Magic Box Mediaworks, an independent film company, was the first guest to speak. Her eight-hour television series entitled Africa, produced in conjunction with National Geographic and WNET, New York, will air in September 2001. Ms. Lawson presented clips of her documentary that uses the stories and lives of individual Africans throughout the continent as a springboard to the story of Africa and its regions as a whole. Since Africa is so vast, Ms. Lawson felt that the "intimate level of storytelling," like the story of a young African single mother returning to her village in Kenya to give birth, could accurately capture the spirit of a people. Ms. Lawson's project was inspired by her personal experiences in Africa and also by what she called a "vacuum of knowledge [of Africa] in the United States." Like Ms. Dolan, Ms. Lawson became frustrated with the one-dimensional coverage of Africa in the American media and sought to influence public opinion about the continent. 

Ms. Dolan's next guest was Ernie Allen, the President and CEO of both the National Centre for Missing and Exploited Children and the International Centre for Missing and Exploited Children. Congress authorized the National Centre in 1984 as a nonprofit organization in response to the lack of national coordination for the recovery of missing and exploited children. To date, the National Centre has recovered 55,000 children. However, Mr. Allen pointed out that there was no global resource for the recovery of children at the international level. He especially noted that the world has "missed the victimization of children... especially in Africa." The problem of missing and exploited children is acute in Africa due to the AIDS epidemic leaving behind millions of orphans as well as those left behind or separated from their families due to civil war. Currently, there are 800 active missing children cases in South Africa and perhaps many as 8,000 missing children in Uganda due to civil war. In response to this acute need for international attention to the plight of children, the Centre created a "children's Interpol" that currently has the support of ten nations, and in 2001 the South African branch of the Centre's Web site and organization will be fully operational. According to Mr. Allen, one of the key goals of the Centre is to prevent the trafficking and sexual exploitation of children especially in Africa, where the problem has reached crisis proportions. In many countries child trafficking and child exploitation is not illegal. Through the internationalization of resources to help the continent's children, the Centre hopes to improve the future of Africa's children and also to draw attention to the plight of children in the region. 

Keith Bellows followed Mr. Allen's presentation by describing his close relationship to Africa. Mr. Bellows was born in the Congo, formally Zaire, and is the editor-in-chief of National Geographic Traveler as well as the vice president of the National Geographic Society. 

In conjunction with the eight hour Africa documentary, National Geographic Traveler will release a special issue on Africa. In addition, all National Geographic resources will be devoted to Africa to coordinate with the documentary. Mr. Bellows believes that Africa "is a mystery to us North Americans" and hopes to "open America's eyes to Africa." However, Mr. Bellows paused and also expressed a fear that Africa would be "over discovered." As a large portion of America's population reaches retirement age and looks for a location to spend their retirement funds, he believes that they will look to Africa. However, despite the economic benefits to this discovery, Mr. Bellows fears that it could be detrimental to the continent in terms of its environmental beauty as a well as its culture if growth is not monitored carefully. 

Ms. Dolan's next guest was Professor Wouter van Houven of the Centre for Wildlife Management at the University of Pretoria. He also serves as the president of the Kissama Foundation, an NGO that is working to rehabilitate Angola's National Parks. Professor van Houven spoke about the Foundation's Noah's Ark project. Under the project, the Kissama Foundation has taken elephants from overpopulated South African game preserves to the uninhabited Angolan parks that were destroyed after decades of civil war and poaching. Originally, the Angolan national preserves were home to over 4,000 elephants. The initial phase of the project concluded successfully when a family of seven elephants was placed in the Quicama National Park in Luanda. The operation involved identifying the elephant family, since they must be kept together, transporting them by cargo plane to Angola from South Africa, and acclimating the family to its new home. Another bonus that the project provides is employment for the new park guardians in Angola. The majority of the curators are decommissioned soldiers, making the elephants in the park the most protected animals in Africa. Professor van Houven believes that the preservation of the national parks in Angola will stimulate the tourism that is essential for the success of the conservation movement in the country and eventually all of Africa. Following up on this, the country of Botswana has promised an additional 400 elephants for Angola from their overpopulated game preserves in 2001. 

The final guest of the evening was Mr. David Varty who is the founder and CEO of CCAfrica (the Conservation Corporation), which strives for sustainable development and conservation in Africa. Currently, CCAfrica owns 22 campsites in six countries in southwestern Africa. Mr. Varty and his brother inherited the property of Londolozi and sought to convert it into a model of wise land management as well as a demonstration of 'how tourism, in a balancing way, can make a contribution to a developing country." Through Mr. Varty's "Londolozi Model" he has sought to reach out to communities that suffered under apartheid and "unlock the potential of local Africans." One of the main goals of CCAfrica is to expose visitors to the camps to African culture and foster education of both visitors and natives through adventure, understanding, and communication. In many instances Mr. Varty noted that guests become "ambassadors" from their home countries after their holidays in Africa and try to maintain the relationships that have made while in Africa. Although CCAfrica's main mandate is to make a profit, it also strives to protect and develop Africa's natural beauty and introduce a different side of Africa to the world. Mr. Varty noted that there is a "huge amount of hope in Africa" and that one of the best ways to encourage this hope is "to simply visit Africa." 

At the conclusion of the panel discussion, Jessica Rucker, a senior at H.G. Woodson High School in the District of Columbia, spoke about her trip to Tanzania last summer, courtesy of WACDC. Ms. Rucker spoke about how the trip was the first out of the country for many of the students who participated but all were deeply influenced by the vastness of the continent and felt that the trip converted them into "global citizens" according to Ms. Rucker. 

The theme throughout the evening was that Africa is a continent that has been misunderstood by Americans for too long and that now, with the start of the new millennium, is the perfect time to discover Africa. 
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