John Donnelly Remarks (DRAFT)
Let me tell you a story. It is set south of Lilongwe, the capital of Malawi, in a community of shacks built on the slopes of a stone mountain. For hundreds of people, the mountain is their livelihood. In a scene from a primeval time, people bend over piles of rocks, and, using makeshift hammers, pound the rocks all day into stones. When the stones are small enough, the people here sell their piles to construction companies, which use the stones to make concrete. A day's work of pounding rock earns a dollar, maybe two. 

Next to the stone mountain, in a one-story building made of concrete, I met a woman named Mara Banda just a week ago. I've recently started a fellowship with the Kaiser Family Foundation to study what America and individual Americans are doing to try to help ease Africa's ongoing crisis with orphans and vulnerable children. Mara runs a home-based care and orphan-feeding organization called Paradiso. It has received small grants from a Boston-based charity called the Pendulum Project . During our talk, she broke down in tears recalling the day four years ago when community leaders gave her the building to expand her work; she said it still made her emotional to know that the community believed in her. I asked her how she started working on HIV in the first place. 

She said she learned she was HIV positive in 2000, and foundered for a while not knowing what to do. But two years later, a traumatic event in the community changed her life. A woman died during childbirth. Her baby boy survived. Then a week after the birth, the father of the baby died as well -- both parents, she said, died of AIDS-related illnesses. Some members of the family came together after the man's death and decided quietly that they were going to kill the baby; they suspected the infant of casting a spell over the family, that he was a witch. Mara Banda heard about it, and she went to their home. She argued with them -- she said the child didn't cause the deaths, that the child was innocent. She further said that she and others in the community would help support that child. Over the next hours and days, people in the community, rallied by Mara, brought clothes and food. Some mothers nursed the baby. 

Mara interrupted her narrative and sent her son out of the room. This is important, she told me, as we waited for her son. He returned with a small boy.

``This is the boy,'' Mara said, as he climbed on her lap and hugged her.``This is the boy that we saved. He is now five years old. And we named him Miracle.''

SHOW PICTURE NOW

Here is a picture of Mara and Miracle.

As we gather today for the Joint Learning Initiative on Children Living with HIV/AIDS' ambitious all-day symposium, I think we must not forget that every day in Africa there are thousands of small and large miracles engineered by people like Mara Banda -- people within communities, pressing forward their own solutions, measurable and immeasurable, to the expanding problem of children in great need. We should always remember to learn from them, to listen to what they say, to be humble in their presence. The critical question here today is to move forward on initiatives that support such community leaders and families throughout Africa -- initiatives that can leverage the work of local people and multiply the miracles to help millions. 

As I said, I'm in the midst of a year-long project on OVCs. As I look at the roster of people speaking at the symposium, as well as those of you in the audience, I feel humbled to be here as well. I've been reading scores of papers -- no hundreds of them -- on OVCs over the last many months. Who would have thought that a paper mountain has already been constructed out of OVC research? Many of the authors are here today, and I am excited to learn more from them. 

Let me outline the day ahead for the Joint Learning Initiative's symposium. We will have a series of panel discussions on some of the frontline issues regarding orphans and vulnerable children. Today, we'll be hearing about the status of many projects around the world that are trying to promote well-rounded responses to children affected by HIV and AIDS. We'll hear about promising ways to support families. We'll learn more about what governments are doing to support communities in providing safety nets for children. We'll talk about the incredible effort under way by faith-based groups, and the incredible untapped potential of more action by faith-based groups. And we'll 

talk about money -- what are the costs and who will pay. We hope to air several hot-button topics in the research, and on the ground, today.

As moderator, I will move things along in a timely matter. I will ask that we remain civil. But as a journalist-moderator, I'm also hoping for good doses of tension and controversy. We can call it tension, delivered courteously. We expect that panelists and members of the audience will challenge orthodoxies, question evidence, present what they know from invaluable first-hand experience. We expect this type of critical thinking because why should we assemble here without it -- why go to such great effort, to fly people in from around the world, if not to push ahead strategies and funding schemes that will help the most vulnerable survive and then thrive? 

A few words about how questions from the audience will be handled. During the panel discussions, we ask that people in the audience write down questions on cards and turn them into volunteers who will be roaming the conference center. Just raise your hand and a volunteer will take your written question. Those questions will be delivered to panel chairs, who then will select the best questions -- hopefully a few difficult ones -- and pose them to the panelists. We trust this process will sharpen the debate. Again, questions have to be written down, collected by volunteers, and turned into the panel chairs. 

Now let's get under way.

I'm honored to introduce our keynote speaker today, Peter Piot. I've known Peter for many years, as many of you have as well. He can be described as one of the fathers of the global efforts to fight HIV and AIDS. He began his work in Africa as a recent graduate of medical school in Belgium, when he co-discovered the ebola virus in 1976 in what was then known as Zaire. In the 1980s, he worked around Africa on the emerging issue of AIDS. In 1992, he joined the global programme on AIDS of the World Health Organization. And in 1995 -- 12 years ago -- he became the one and only -- so far -- executive director of UNAIDS. 

But he's also not simply a global-health rock star. I was visiting with Noreen Kaleeba a few weeks ago in her office in Lilongwe. Noreen, who is a panelist today, helped found TASO in Uganda and then went on to serve for 10 years at UNAIDS headquarters. We were talking about Peter and she said of him, ``You know, Peter is a normal guy. You can really talk to him.'' I understood completely. She was paying him one of the highest compliments imaginable. She was saying he listens, that he is engaged, that he is approachable, and that he is humble -- the key traits that we will need if we are to move ahead. 

Ladies and gentleman, Peter Piot.

