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Written by Ellen Small

On November 8, the Center for International Studies hosted its final “Social Work around the World” presentation for the Fall Semester. Delora Musslin, a second year Community Organization student, spoke to us about her time served as a Peace Corps volunteer in the west African country of Niger. After an hour with Delora, we came to realize exactly why the Peace Corps maintains the motto, “The toughest job you’ll ever love.” 

Niger, one of the poorest countries in the world, is a landlocked country in western Africa, bordering countries such as Mali, Chad, Algeria, and Nigeria, among others. The country currently operates as a democracy following a coups d’etat in 1999. The economy is market-based, depending mainly on subsistence farming, herding, small trading, and informal markets. In 2003, the rate of economic growth was 3% as the country was devastated by drought, deforestation, soil degredation, deforestation, high population growth, extremely low literacy rates, and a locust infestation that destroyed vital crops (www.state.gov). 

International relief organizations such as the UN’s World Food Programme have increased aid to Nigeriens over the past year to combat the mass starvation caused by the locust invasion. The World Food Programme has “tripled the number of people being fed through its Niger emergency operation to over a million” (www.wfp.org). Because “extreme food insecurity is now widespread in affected areas,” it is important to reach the people now as “the situation is particularly critical this year following a poor rainy season and the worst locust invasion in 15 years, which has devastated crops and grazing land” (www.wfp.org). Niger’s situation is particularly dire as this dry, desert land experiences extremely high malnutrition rates among children even in a good year. Only 15% of the land is arable for farming, and with little irrigation, Nigeriens depend on the rain to grow their crops (www.wfp.org). 

Delora began her presentation candidly expressing her motivation to become a social worker. She read an excerpt from a journal entry she had written not long after beginning her work in Niger. The entry, written as a prayer, told of a one-year-old girl, Rashida, who particularly captured Delora’s heart. Rashida was suffering from dehydration and malnutrition, and her fragile young body eventually succumbed to the harsh conditions under which she lived. Rashida is Delora’s motivation to become a social worker.

Delora provided excellent visual aides to help the audience understand what life is like in Niger. She showed video footage shot from when her mother visited her, allowing us to see the school the children of her village attended and what those children were like at play. She also showed pictures of her village, including her own house—the first house she ever owned. 

We learned about the various cultures in Niger as five different ethnic groups inhabit the region: the Hausas, Dharmas, Tuaregs, Fulanis, and Germanchis. The Hausas and the Dharmas are the groups that rule the government more. Within each of these ethnic groups, multiple sub-groups exist, making the country a very diverse culture. Some needs of the Nigeriens include year-round food supply, clean water, primary education, and basic medical supplies. The people rely heavily on NGOs, Peace Corps volunteers, and even missionaries, to help meet these needs. In fact, the primary way social work operates in Niger is through NGOs. The Peace Corps’ main objective is to get the people of the village connected with those in government; in essence, to put the village on the map. One of the most important issues facing Niger right now is to ensure the right of children to a long and enjoyable life. With an average infant mortality rate of 121 out of every 1,000 children born, this is hardly a guarantee. 

Some current Peace Corps projects in Niger include: 

· Pre-natal education

· Connecting villages to government agents

· AIDS education

· Family planning

· Building schools

· Irrigation

· Immunizations to humans and animals

· Hygiene education

· Agricultural technology advancement


Upcoming International Events:





Friday, November 18, International Potluck Dinner


The International Students and Company invites you to attend its Fall Semester International Potluck Dinner. Please join us for a night of fun, friends, and cross-cultural experience. The dinner will start at 7pm and will be held at 129 South Highland St.; West Hartford, CT 06119. 


Everyone is welcome!





Tuesday, November 29, Social Work at the United Nations


The Center for International Social Work Studies presents Janice Wood Wetzel, the main NGO representative for the International Association of Schools of Social Work at the United Nations. She will speak on representing social work at the UN and will compare social work values to those of the United Nations. The program will be held from 12:30-1:30 in room 203. Lunch will be provided. 





Please join us next semester for more presentations on Social Work around the World.








