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Globalization of charity: the Carmelite Missions from
Liguria to the Central African Republic

Riassunto. - Globalizzazione della carita: le
missioni carmelitane dalla Liguria alla
Repubblica Centrafricana

L’obiettivo del presente capitolo & quello di porre in
evidenza il contributo dato dai Missionari della Chiesa
Cattolica, e in particolare dalla grande Famiglia Carme-
litana, alla promozione umana, oltre che all’evangeliz-
zazione, delle popolazioni nel cosiddetto “terzo mon-
do”. Si tratta di un argomento costantemente trascurato
dalle scienze umane secolarizzate, che, nelle rare volte
in cui accennano all’attivita dei Missionari, ¢ solo per
rimproverare loro '”’indebita interferenza” con le cultu-
re indigene. Un argomento di tale vastita, quale I'Opera
Missionaria a livello globale, richiederebbe molu volu-
mi, e in questa sede pud essere trattato solo presentan-
do un singolo esempio, ma assai significativo, della vita
missionaria: quello della Provincia Ligure dei Carmeli-
tani nella Repubblica Centrafricana. In quel paese i
missionari hanno portato a termine un gran numero di
progetti: le scuole di villaggio a Bozoum e Baoro, il sil-
labario della lingua sango, il centro di promozione fem-
minile a Baoro, la scuola del seminario e le scuole pro-
fessionali (ceramica, falegnameria, meccanica), i pozzi
a Bozoum, il dispensario medico ¢ dentistico a La Yolé,
il nuovo ponte sul torrente Koyali a Bozoum, la ristrut-
turazione delle prigioni di Bozoum, il Centro di forma-
zione e sviluppo agropastorale a Bouar-La Yolé, la coo-
perativa di allevamento a Boyele-Bozoum, il centro pilo-
ta per la formazione agropastorale a Bangui-Bimbo.
Come spesso awviene, le opere dei Missionari sono state
largamente saccheggiate e distrutte durante la guerra
civile originatasi da una faida familiare all'interno del
ristretto circolo dominante, con larga partecipazione di
miliziani islamici. I Missionari carmelitani, inizialmente
costretti alla fuga, sono tuttavia tornati sul posto per
ricostruire cio che & stato distrutto e proseguire Ja loro
opera di evangelizzazione e promozione umana.

Introduction

The purpose of the present paper is to provide
an example of the actions for the promotion of
human development performed daily throughout
the world by the Missionaries of the Roman Cath-
olic Church. This is a subject usually overlooked
by the literature on development, produced by
geographers, sociologists and economists. The
current secularization trends bring about a style of
development studies totally silent on the initiatives
(and the martyrs) of the Catholic Missionaries. If
the Missions are mentioned at all, it is only to
stress an alleged “undue interference” of the
Church with “native” cultures.

It is plainly impossible to deal in any detail with
all missionary activities by the many Orders of the
Church, as they build a true globalization of char-
ity. One significant example only will be provided:
the operations of the Ligurian Province of the
Carmelite Order in the Central African Republic.

The Central African Republic

As the name implies, the country is at the very
centre of Africa (Fig. 1). It has an area of about
623.000 sqkm. The relief is dominated by the Cen-
tral African Ridge, with massifs rising over 1000
metres, which divide the land into two main river
catchments, that of the Ubangui, a tributary to the
Congo, and the Chari-Logone which flows north-
wards. The climate is tropical, with two seasons, a
wetone (roughly from April to October) and a dry
one, the latter being longer in the north.
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Fig. 1. The Central African Republic and the main settlements of the Ligurian Carmelites.

In the country there are about 3 million peo-
ple, and therefore a population density of only 5
inhabitants to the square kilometer: the country
can therefore be regarded as underpeopled. An
artificial creation of the colonial age, the Central
African Republic is far from being ethnically ho-
mogenous, being located in a contact area be-
tween two major language groups: the Congo-
Kordofan and the Nilo-Saharan. Most speakers
belong to the Oubanguian branch of the Ad-
amawa-Ouganguian family. The main languages
of the group are the Gbaya, the Banda and the
Gbanzirisere, although there are many others.
Two peculiar groups are the Pigmies and the
Peuls, the latter being mostly herdsmen of the
north, in contrast with the peasant populations of
the south. One fourth of the population is protes-
tant, one fourth animist, while the Catholics are
17%, the Muslims 15%, and “others” 18%.

The country has been a French colony, under
the name of Oubanghi-Shari, until 1960. Between
1966 and 1976 it was the “empire” of Jean-Bedel
Bokassa. The ensuing political history is one of
military coups d’état, civil strife and international
pressure to get a democratisation process under
way. The official language is French, as it would be
hard, among the great number of local speeches,

to find one which would be accepted by the whole
population as a national language.

The currency is the Central African Franc
(CAF), lately linked to the French Franc, and
nowadays to the euro (1€ = 655,9 CAFs). The
gross national product per capita is US$ 330: The
rate of economic growth per capita —0.3% per an-
num, e it is decreasing. The illiteracy rate for
people over 15 is 66% (but 96% for females). With
the exception of a small number of youngsters at-
tending senior schools, the majority has practically
no option except agriculture. No attempts are
made either by the State or by private agencies to
favour a search for alternative occupational out-
lets. A part of the young people try to survive by
starting small trading activities, favoured by the
closeness of the border with Cameroun. However,
any trade of a significant importance is in the
hands of Muslim Arabs who possess the necessary
means of transportation on the local roads, which
tend to damage lorries, because of their condition
of utter disrepair, the only exceptions being some
main arteries which although are not tarmacked,
have been improved by a recent aid project of the
German government.

Local entrepreneurial traditions are virtually
non-existent, the introduction of useful innova-
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The Centre for the advancement of women at Baoro

The human and Christian promotion of a Mis-
sion needs, among other things, the development
of material structures. To fulfil these ends, the
Carmelite Missionaries opened in 2001 a Centre
for the advancement of women at Baoro. This is a
continuation of a previous cooperative activity,
which received government acknowledgement in
1998.

In 2001-2002, 27 girls, divided into two classes,
attended the Centre; in 2002-2003 attending girls
had risen to 53, divided into three classes. Primary
school licence is a requisite for admission. Pupils
are required to pay an enrolment fee of 1500
CAFs. The Mission provides all necessaries to run
the Centre, ie teachers (all Central Africans ex-
cept two Italian Carmelite nuns) and equipment
(textbooks, sewing machines, fabrics, wool skeins,
material for cutting and sewing, stationery, physi-
cal exercise equipment).

Taught subjects include: pediatric nursing,
knitting, embroidering, cutting and sewing, pasto-
ral theology, moral theology, French, history, ge-
ography, mathematics, natural science, physical
education. The school year begins early in Octo-
ber and closes at the end of June. Classes are held
both in the morning and in the afternoon, shun-
ning the hottest hours around midday. At the end
of the school year, pupils display and sell many of
the textiles, clothing and embroideries they have
made: proceeds are largely used to purchase new
materials.

Updating stages for continuing education are
held for the teachers of the Centre, as for those of
the Primary school. They also have free access to
the library and the audiovisual equipment. The
Centre has proved extremely effective and, as the
advancement of women and their social freeing
from the weight of traditional powerlessness are
important aims in themselves and for the promo-
tion of development, the most effort is spent to
introduce similar initiatives in all major villages of
the area. For this purpose, it is foreesen to employ
as teachers the girls educated at this early Centre.

The seminary school at La Yolé

Several hundred pupils attend the seminary
school, due to the always uncertain situation of the
State schools. The school offers two classes of the
Cours Moyen (the last two classes of the primary
cycle), then the Middle School (4 years) and final-
ly the Licée (three years). Teachers are mostly
Central African, though some are Italian, both
Carmelite sisters and lay people. It is not easy to

find well prepared native teachers, but the Mission
is working by continuing education to promote
their human formation and update their teaching
skills.

Only a small part of the pupils actually enter
holy Orders, but the others are well prepared to
perform their future duties as citizens, emplovees
and fathers of a family. The students of this school
achieve excellent results in the State (external)
examinations, with a rate of failure of 0% (zero
per cent), against an average rate of 80 to 85% in
the country as a whole.

Such results are only achieved by means of care
and dedication to the tasks at hand, offering pu-
pils an education as complete as possible, helping
them in their human and Christian choices. State
programmes are followed accurately, adding
something more which the State does not contem-
plate: art education, necessary to educate the
young to an appreciation of beauty.

The vocational schools at La Yolé

Therefore, at the seminary school at La Yolé, a
ceramics school has been added, thanks to the
efforts of some lay cooperators of the Missionaries.
Clay deposits have been discovered nearby, and an
oven has been provided, largely thanks to the con-
tributions of the association “Talita Kum” of Desio
(which supports also the dispensary and the den-
tal clinic). The kids are enthusiastic about the
opening thus offered them; and the school can be
regarded as an early educational initiative grant-
ing an opportunity to develop native decorative
skills.

Targeted educational projects are essential for
human promotion of the poverty stricken popula-
tions of large parts of Africa. These have to start at
grassroot level, providing the basic skills without
which any further technical education could not
be built. For this reason, at Baoro, a school of
carpentry has been opened in 1986, and in 1994
another school for training in mechanical skills.
The teaching staff is formed by a director and two
technicians, one Itahan, another from Ruanda, as
the general policy is to employ African workers
wherever possible, replacing it with non-Africans
only when suitable local, or anyway African, tech-
nicians are not available.

Also, a basic mechanical workshop was estab-
lished. It is run by an Italian technician, and it is
the only school of its kind in the whole of Central
Africa. Courses last an entire school year: the first
six months are devoted to theoretical and practi-
cal teaching of general mechanics, electrome-
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large entrance hall, used by sister Payton for med-
ical examinations, two rooms making up the den-
tal surgery (equipped with an electric generator,
and a hydraulic installation with specific compo-
nents for a dentistry apparatus), a toilet and a
verandah used as a waiting room. The new dispen-
sary was ready on January 26, 1996, and was imme-
diately filled with patients, especially young moth-
ers with their children. While sister Payton catered
for general medicine, the dental surgery was
staffed by two Italian voluntaries, Doctor Angelo
Sala and his wife Stefania Figini, a licensed ortho-
dontist, both from Desio (Lombardy), aided by a
Central African male nurse undergoing training.

Many patients of the dental surgery come from
distances of 70 or 80 kilometres. There were no
dentists in Bouar, prior to this initiative, although
this is the second town of the Central African
Republic. The nearest dental surgery was in the
capital Bangui, 400 kilometres away. Patients at
the Bouar-La Yolé are required a fee in accord-
ance with the national list of rates. The fee does
not by any means cover all expenses, but provides
an opportunity for some assumption of responsi-
bility by the population.

In addition to these initiatives, crate-pharma-
cies are being provided for use in the villages. This
is a customary arrangemeunt used by Missionaries
in Africa: true pharmacies in the European sense
being too expensive, a simple crate is divided into
compartments by means of shelves and filled with
medicines for the native population. It is the best
solution allowed by circumstances for countries in
which the alternative is to be left with no medi-
cines at all.

A new bridge on the Koyali stream at Bozoum

The town of Bozoum is cut in two by the Koyali
stream, which forms a marsh just below the Mis-
sion. In this very area, during the years 1970-75,
rice cultivation was attempted by the Chinese of
Taiwan, as a demonstration to the inhabitants: for
this purpose, the stream bed was lowered to lay
down the paddy field. Later a new paddy field was
laid 7 kilometres from the town, and the old aban-
doned field in the centre of town has become a
marsh. To worsen the situation, the stream bed
has been invaded by heaps of rubbish thrown
down by the inhabitants. The upshot is that, dur-
ing the rainy season, the stream floods the town,
easily destroying the mud huts. The area, called
GPN, formerly the seat of a pioneer Israeli associ-
ation for agricultural development, is sparsely
populated and has largely become a transit place
for people going to work from the centre of town

to the plantations bordering the road to Bouar.

The passage over the stream was therefore of
crucial importance, there being no bridge, but a
simple covering of tree trunks. The Mission took
therefore upon itself the task to build a bridge. Af-
ter obtaining the necessary permits from the au-
thorities, and gathering funds, construction began
in February 1990. The bridge is 35 metres long, in
massive brickwork and iromn, with three bays. Usual-
ly the water level is so high as to overflow the
bridge only during one or two weeks a year, at the
peak of the rainy season. This is a considerable re-
sult towards making the crossing of the Koyali se-
cure.

The restructuring of the Bozoum jail

The old jail of the sub-prefecture of Bozoum
dated back to colonial times, and was a dilapidated
building, devoid of sanitary services and of water
supply. For several years the administration of the
sub-prefecture had asked the Mission for help, as
the finances of the Central African State were
unable to shoulder the task of restructuring the
jail. The inmates, usually ranging from twenty to
forty, are seldom fed by the State, and are obliged
to support themselves by casual work.

Fund raising for restructuring the old jail has
been no easy task but, thanks to the contribution
of an anonymous donor, it has been possible,
eventually, to entrust the job to a local enterprise,
headed by a Bouar merchant, Abbo Bello. Thanks
to a donation by another friend of the Carmelites,
a well has been drilled alongside the jail, in order
to provide water to the inmates and the warders,
and also to the surrounding population. The
whole was completed in 2001. It was solemnly
opened in 2002 at the presence of the highest
administrative and judicial authorities, who
thanked the Mission for their excellent work. Fa-
ther Marcello Bartolomei, the Superior of the
Mission, then answered, expressing the continu-
ing readiness of the Mission to serve the poor, and
also calling attention on the respect due to the
prisoners in application of the Charter of Human
Rights.

Unfortunately, 40% of the people locked in jail
in the Central African Republic are accused of
witchcraft, in the sense of evil eye deemed respon-
sible for sicknesses or death. These absurd beliefs,
rooted in envy, superstition or conscious revenge
against an enemy, sometimes lead to persecutions
or even to swmmary executions, once the alleged
author of the spell is named. As a consequence,
the jail is often used as a refuge to prevent a lynch-
ing.
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