Local non—proﬁt fights extremism with schools

Offers insight
on “Three Cups

of Tea” scandal

By Terray Sylt./ester
Sopris Sun Staff Writer

In 2007, long before allegations of finan-
cial impropriety and fraud began to surface,
auchor, mountaineer and acclaimed activist
Greg Mortensen visited Carbondale as part
of the annual One Book, One Town commu-
nity reading program organized by the
Friends of the Gordon Cooper Library.

The community responded enthusiasti-
cally. A total of more than 700 people turned
out to hear Mortensen speak at Colorado
Rocky Mountain School and Roaring Fork
High School, recalled Joar Lamont, of the
Friends of the Library. She said Mortensen’s
first book, “Three Cups of Tea,” proved to be
the most poputar work the Friends have cho-
sen in the 10 vears since they started One
Bock, One Town.

“We were so fortunate he was able to
waork it in,” she said. “He walked away from
our little town.of 6,000 [people] with
$33,000, which we were so proud of”

Lamont said $2,600 of that sum were gath-
ered by local students as contributions to Pen-
nies for Peace, one of Mortensen’s programs.

Carbondale’s hearty reception was just a
flicker of the passion Mortensen has ignited
globally from donors eager to embzace his
nonviolent work in war-torn Pakistan and
Afghanisean. The Central Asia Institute, which
he founded, reportedly received about $23

milfion in donations in 2010 and, according to -

its Websire, has built more than 170 schools.
But in April, joumatist Jon Krakauer and
CRSs “60 minutes” reported Mortensen had
blended his own finances with those of the
Central Asia Institute to the une of millions of
dollars and lied about some pivotal events in
“Three Cups of Tea,” all while a sigaificant
portion of the schools he has helped build are
sitting empty, among other alleged misdeeds.

A local perspective
For a perspective on the allegations against
Mortensen, as well as the promise and pitfalls

of humanitasian aid in Pakistan and
Afghanistan, The Sopris Sun caught up with
Carbondalians Silbi Stainten and Jodi Fischer.
In 2007 Stainton foumded the Marshall Direct
Fund, a non-profit organization that has es-
tablished two schools in Pakistan over the last
several vers. The group is currently working
to set up a third, while also exploring ways to
provide vocational training and business op-
portumities to adult Pakistani wornen. Fischer
isemployed as program director {or the Fund.
She has worked for USATD and currently also
works for the Roaring Fork Business Re-
source Council.

Like the Central Asia Institate, the Marshall
Direct Fand strives to provide an education to
children, especiaily girls, who might otherwise
not receive one. But unlike Mortensen’s oz
ganization, the Fund was created specifically
as a means of combating terrorism and the
spread of extremism. Stainton, who studied in-
ternational security and Southwest Asia -at
Harvard’s Kennedy School of Governiment
and elsewhere, said she decided to organize the
Marshalt Diirect Fund because she was frus-
trated by the predominance of force in the
United States’ counterterrorism strategy. She
thought & more balanced approach would
prove more effective.

“We certainly don’t believe that it’s the

Stainton (second from left) and Fischer (trd from riht) with faculty and staff of the
Marshall Direct Fund school in Sheibkhupura, Pakistan, near Lahore, The photo was
“taken in October, 2010. Courtesy photo

end-all-be-all one solution that will solve
everything,” Stainton said. “It’s just a matter
of having the right balance. And that’s where
I saw a weakness.”

According to statistics provided by the
Marshall Direct Fund, two thirds of Pakistani
women are illiterate and 2 percent of U.S. for-
eign aid supports education and development
while 96 percent pays for military efforts.

The Marshall Direct Fund is considerably
smaller than the Central Asia Institute, Jts
2009 budget was just over $100,000,and in-
cluded one paid staff member, Fischer.

“The schools sponsored by the fund are lo-
cated in a slom named Barakahu in the Pak-
istani capital, Islamabad, and in an area named
Sheilchupura near Lahore: About 130 boys
and girls from pre-school to fifth grade attend
each institution, Stainton said, and dozens of
others are on waiting lists. With enough fund-
ing, the Marshalf Direct Fund hopes to expand
its current schools and establish a third in a
rural area named Karahi, outside of Islam-
abad. Stainton and Fischer said they are also
working to partner with other non-govern-
mental organizations to set up vocational
training facilities in each school. A portion of
the proceeds from those businesses would ide-
ally support the schools, they explained.

Stainton and Fischer also coordinate a

program called Global Kid Conrect, through
which students at Crystal River Elementary

* Scheol in Carbondale, Sopris Elementary
b School in Glenwood Springs and Aspen

Country Day School share a blog with stu-
dents in Pakistan.

Sopris Sun: What was your sense of Greg
Mortensen's repuration among the non-gov-
ernmentai organizations working in South-
west Asia?

Stainton: Certainly I think people appre-
ciate the attention he has brought to the need
to educate gmrls and to what schools can dom
terms of helping create peace in that part of
the wotld. I think that’s been a big positive.

f think one area that has been of concern
for some people in the development commu-
nity has been the concept that building the
building itself is the same as building a school
- that you can ensure that a building, once
you leave that town or that village, is going to
stay utilized as a school. That’s not usually
how it works in the developing world.

A lot of organizations really follow a dif-
ferent approach, that bricks and mortar are
really not the best investment. Specifically,
whatever you can do to not invest in bricks
and mortar and instead invest in homan cap-
ital — save the money on the building and in-
vest in teacher training or better books and
curriculum and hmches to keep the kids com-
ing and a manager who makes sure things are
moving smoothly - that’s the highest return
you can get on investment.

Sopris Sun: Has the Marshall Direct
Fund ever parmered with the Central Asia In-
stiture?

Stainton: We did reach out to [the Cen-
tral Asia Institute] early on but they were not
interested in any kind of partmership. This is
the story Pve heard from a lot of NGOs: that
[Mortensen] just wasn’t interested in part-
nering with any other NGOs, Sometimes he'd
work with some in Pakistan, but otherwise -
be wasn't interested.

Sopris Surk: It sounds like the Marshall
Direct Pund and the Central Asia Institute
pursue different strategies in different areas.
Where the Central Asia Institute has worked
in mostly rural regions, MDF focused more
directly on combating extremism through ed-
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Pakistan exchange an eye-opener for local students wmimiponpages

ucation, and as a result works in larger pop-
ulation centers.

Stainton: We wanted to work in more of
the areas where recruitment was happening.
So we had to work with different strategies
from the get go. It’s definitely easier to lease
when you're in an urban area, We found ..
that we can use our resources more effectively
anel reach more children i we lease a space.
A building to zent in an urban area - if’s not
a pretty building but if’s a building, and
they’re just happy to have a school —is about
$125 per month for a five- or seven-class-
room building. :

' Sopris Sun: Why focus on urban areas?

Stainton: Most of the recruitment actuaily
happens in the urban areas. ... The poverry in
the developing world is 1sually worse in the
rural ateas, but sometimes there’s less dire
frustration. T think because sharp discrepan-
cies in wealth are not Hght in people’s faces.
Packing people into urban centers creates an
environment where extresnist groups can cap-

- italize om the sentiment and recruit.

Sopris Sun: In a written response t0 (ues-
tions from “60 Minutes,” Mortensen de-
scribes the difficulty of ~working in
Afghanistan and Pakistan, from language
batriess to shifting allegiances to corruption.
What's your take on that description of cir-
cumstances on the ground?

Stainton: I have never encountered any-
thing, other than maybe being a mothez, that’s
as challenging (laughs).

It’s really hard to work over there. It’s
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highly challenging, and I think that’s why it's
good for donors to ask themselves, “Does the
organization have the support it’s going need
in order to manage their investments?” There
is 1o way, even if he was a perfect human
being, that all the schools would perform well
given the limited staff and large number of
schoos he had.

Sapris Sun: How do you think the alle-
garions against Mortensen will affect the
work of Marshall Direct Fund and cther de-
velopment groups in the region?

Stainton: I think people are smart and in
particular I think the American people are
stmart. 1 think just reading the books that he's
put out has helped educate the public on the
need for this kind of work, and has helped
the military see the benefit of having schocls
and promoting education in that part of the
world. I think it's going to be OK.

I¥’s certainly made some NGOs a little bit
nervous, but I think what we’re trying to do
is band together to help make sare that does-
n’t happen to other organizations, because
nobody would want to see these children lose
their schools.

Sopris Sum: In a nutshell, what's the link
between education, particularly for girls, and
the threat of terrorism?

Stainton: If you look at the highjackers
who flew the planes into the World Trade
Center ... many of them actually did go to
school, but none of their mothers were liter-
ate or had gone to school, This is very com-
mon in the world of extremism. Mothers

have a very important role in the direction
their child takes — if they have fewer children
and keep their eyes on the ones they do have
and feed them or send them to school rather
than having seven children and they can only
send one kid and have six running in the
street. Girls in Pakistan will aormally have
about four kids but if they go o schoct for
five years they'll only have about two. So it
has to do with their future role and influence
as a mother. That’s where you get the long-
term payoff in preventing viclence.

The Brookings Institution put ot a report
Tast yeaz and it showed that in Pakistan, none
of the children who went to NGO schools
had so far been arrested for being in the Tal-
iban. It was only children not in school, chil-
dren from govermment schools, or children in
madrassas that were involved. ... That shows
it’s not onty about having them in school, it’s
about having them in the right kind of school
that teaches them the thinking process o be
critical, 1o make good chojces.

Sopris Sun: Flesh that out a little. What's
the importance of teaching critical thinling?

Stainton: [This] is one of the major prob-
lems in Pakistan: Their education system re-
ties so much on rote learning. It's not enough
just to teach skills to read or to teach math.
The government schools sometimes will do
thac, but the government system is aot teach-
ing them to think and to think abeut problem
solving, It's kind of creating generations of yes
men instead of generations who will thini,
“Well, this is certainly not working and what
can I do to change it?”

Fischer: Not all the madrassas in Pakistan
are breeding future terrorists, but all of them

are focusing on religious studies. 5o students
are ot learning science. They’re not learning |

math. They're not leaming critical thinking
skills. They'ré mermarizing the Koran, When
parents are given a choice between religious
schools and nonprofit schools like ours, nine
out of ten don’t necessarily want their chil-
dren to have over 50 percent of their learning
be religious stirdies. It's about choice. When
parents are given a choice between a
madrassa and a school like ours, they in-
evitably do [choose ours]. :

Sopris Sun: It sounds like the Global Kid

Connect program offers a fresh perspective .

to the students who participate.

Stainton: Sometimes the kids will come to
us straight from the battlefields of the Pash-
tun areas. They come down to the cities and
they’ve been driven out because of the [U.5]
drones attacking or the wars with the Pak-
istani Ary fighting the extrernists. At the be-
ginning of their class these kids [are asked],
“What do you think of Americans?” One of

the boys wha just had started the school said, -

“Oh, I think they’re our rumber one enemy,

and I think they want to kill us. They are try- |
ing to bomb us.” This happens every yeag, but |
at the end of the program they say, “I didn't !
know I had so many friends in the U.S. and

they wang to help us.”
Its eye-opening. Same thing with the

Americans. It’s eye-opening for them that
they have so much in common with their ;

peers in Pakistan.




