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Name of Fellow:  


Cari O’Brien
Host Organization: 


International Leadership Institute
Location of Host Organization:
Minneapolis, MN and Kigali, Rwanda.
Brief History of Organization: 

The International Leadership Institute (ILI) was established in 1994 by Judge LaJune Lange.  Judge Lange recognized the lack of sustainable assistance provided by many organizations to populations in need.  By seeking long-term solutions, the ILI promotes partnerships in order to empower self-reliance and independence among communities and individuals.  To this end, the ILI directs the efforts of professionals, and others who share a commitment to social justice, representative democracy, and nurturing community leadership.  The ILI has many projects in place, including those in Minnesota, Brazil, Rwanda, Kenya, and South Africa. 
Responsibilities of Fellow:

My responsibilities included planning the trip to Rwanda, managing general responsibilities prior to departure, scheduling appointments and interviews with individuals, government officials, and non-governmental/non-profit organizations, interviewing all of the above, researching the history of Rwanda and the 1994 genocide, participating in reconciliation and unity activities, obtaining permission to observe gacaca, documenting all interviews and other work, creating a PowerPoint Presentation for an ILI reception, fundraising money to purchase airfare for an ILI partner to travel from Rwanda to Minnesota this upcoming fall, and writing a summary report detailing all of the work accomplished during the fellowship.
Your Accomplishments: 

We, meaning the team that traveled together to Rwanda, successfully obtained interviews with several government ministers, employees of non-profit organizations, and individual community members.  We made many personal, and hopefully long-lasting, connections with many Rwandans on all levels.  We spent a great deal of time becoming more knowledgeable about Rwanda’s struggle and its ability to overcome the past.  We obtained permission to observe the community courts, known as gacaca.  We learned much about Rwanda and the current state of women, children, genocide survivors, the role of government, and other areas of current concern.  In fact, we learned more than we expected.  We succeeded in our research goals and hope that the ILI will build upon our research in the future.
Your Challenges:


Our biggest challenge was learning to be less reliant on our local contacts.  In the beginning, we had our local contacts make meetings for us and transport us all over the country.  We spent much of our first week waiting for things to happen for us, instead of making things happen.  We learned quickly that we needed to learn how to use the local transportation system.  We also eventually purchased our own mobile phone and minutes so that we could make initial contacts and meeting times ourselves. 

Another challenge was the language barrier.  Rwanda has three official languages: Kinyarwanda, French, and English.  What we were not made aware of in the beginning is that there is really a small amount of people in Rwanda who can speak English fluently.  Most of the population only speaks Kinyarwanda or French.  Those who speak English are able to speak at least two languages.  We did not have a difficult time finding translators, but the amount of people with whom we could directly speak was minimal. 

Other projects/works started or completed:


I, along with two other William Mitchell College of Law students, have created and finalized a PowerPoint Presentation with pictures and quotes from our journals.  We also wrote a substantial report on all of the work accomplished during our time with the ILI.  Both of these works have already been submitted to the University of Minnesota Human Rights Center.  We have also assisted in creating a program for Pastor Paul Ndahigwa for his first visit to the United States, and specifically, Minnesota.
Personal Essay Section
How has this fellowship changed the ideas and expectations you had before leaving?

Prior to leaving for my fellowship, I attempted to avoid setting high expectations. I did not know what and whom I would encounter.  I did not know how we would obtain the information for which we were searching.  I was completely unsure of the reception the ILI team would receive upon arrival.  All I knew was that I was traveling to a developing country for my first time.  I knew I was traveling to a country that had been through genocide.  I also knew that it had been twelve years since the last genocide had occurred.  I had no idea what Rwanda was like now that so much time had passed. 


Upon arrival in Kigali, I was first amazed by the beauty of the countryside.  I just did not expect it.  All I knew of Rwanda was murder, a million deaths in 100 days, hatred, fear, anger, inability to grow beyond physical differences.  What I knew was only one minute portion of Rwanda’s full story.  I had no idea that I would be welcomed with open arms by most everyone I met.  I had no idea that my interest and compassion for these people would provide me with automatic love and respect from them. 


I also did not expect or even come close to realize that my travel and research would put me in a position to act as quasi-ambassador from the United States.  Duty to act, learn, and report were automatically imputed onto me, an American, by all Rwandans.  People I met expected something from me, whether that was money, assistance getting into college, creation of a social service program, or even prayers.  It was assumed that I had the means and power to make a difference in many people’s lives.  


I thought that I was a simple law student traveling to Rwanda to learn more about women’s rights and advocacy.  In reality, I was an American showing everyone I met that the United States is still interested in Rwanda’s stories, lives, and future.   I was there to learn whatever the Rwandans wanted to share with me.  

On a more practical level, I suppose I expected that we would be able to obtain information as quickly as we would like.  I did not take into account the way the days ran in Rwanda.  I did not expect that the ILI team would be so dependent on our hosts.  I noticed my own frustrations at not accomplishing more.  

I was also frustrated at the lack of control I had over the events we participated in and in the interviews we scheduled.  Due to the great amount of work I completed in order to make this ILI trip to Rwanda happen in the first place, I assumed I would have just as much leadership participation regarding what occurred while in Rwanda.  Instead, I became more of a minor assistant, following the lead of those in control of the situation.  This was unexpected and took some adjustment on my part to feel as though this was still a program of which I was a part.  

Finally, I did not expect to build strong, caring relationships with so many of the Rwandans with whom I spent my time.  I now share long-lasting friendships and mentorships from this experience.  I also did not expect that I would fall in love with the country and the lifestyle.  I traveled abroad prior to this fellowship, but I never once felt the need to stay, to continue my work, to continue fostering my new relationships.  The connections that were created were unanticipated, but I fully welcome them.  
Has your motivation for human rights work changed/altered or remained the same? Why?


This experience only solidified my resolve to work in the field of human rights.  I learned to embrace the compassion and love I have for this world.  I learned that there are ways for me to show this through my work.  I also know that I still have so much left to learn from the world and its people.  This experience revived my passion for life like no other line of work could do for me. 

There is nothing that makes my life and work feel more worthwhile than having the ability to make another person’s day brighter.  In my mind, the best way to help the largest amount of people is to work in the area of human rights.  This work leads to more wide-scale changes on the social, economic, legal, and psychological levels.  

Also, this experience provided me with an opportunity to see a more underprivileged side of life.  This helped me to understand that human rights work needs to occur at all levels.  There are the smaller tasks on the more personal, village level.  Then there are the larger tasks to attack at the state, country, and global levels.  All parts are interconnected, but each must be dealt with separately.  Up until this experience, I believe I focused most of my human rights work at the global level, thinking that this work had to be handled from the top on down.  Now, for me at least, I think I am better off working on a more local level, creating personal connections and making each day a little easier for the people by whom I am surrounded. 
Who had the greatest effect on you during your fellowship experience and why? 


Pastor Paul Ndahigwa had the greatest effect on me during my fellowship.  Pastor was pivotal in making this fellowship worthwhile for me.  Pastor was the first contact the ILI team had in Rwanda.  Judge Lange had met Pastor the previous year during her first trip to Rwanda.  We reconnected with Pastor upon arrival in Rwanda.  

Pastor is one of the most selfless men I have ever met.  He gives and gives of himself, his time, and his resources.  He not only helped the team locate housing for our stay when our first route failed us, but he also gave up almost a month of his time to us.  He took time away from his work.  He included us in his duties.  He sat with us and talked with us about Rwanda, its history, its present, and its future.  He provided us with contacts, scheduled our initial interviews, and always provided us with transportation.  Pastor never asked for anything in return, except for prayers for him, his family, his congregation, and his country.  


Pastor opened our eyes to all aspects of life in Rwanda.  He explained to us the needs that were not being addressed.  He gave us names of people to meet and places to visit.  He connected us with organizations and events to which we would not have access otherwise.  He also helped us to see that almost every issue in Rwanda is intertwined with all other issues.  Everything is interconnected and most can lead back to the same starting point (e.g. the 1994 genocide).  


There are many instances that I could list that would barely begin to show Pastor’s ability to inspire every person with whom he comes in contact.  Pastor’s compassion for his fellow people has brought him to work in his country on many levels.  Pastor has his own church.  He also leads the Rwandan missionary work for the Pilgrim Center for Reconciliation (which was founded by Pastor Arthur Rouner in Edina, MN).  Pastor also sits on many boards, including the Interfaith Commission of Rwanda.  Overall, Pastor is dedicated to helping his country overcome the genocide.  While accomplishing all of this, Pastor remains dedicated to his family and his congregation.


I often wondered if Pastor set aside any time for himself.  And then I realized that these thoughts may be too individualistic, and maybe, too Western.  Pastor’s way of giving to himself was giving to others and to God.  He acted according to his beliefs and his heart.  I then found myself hoping that some day I could achieve a manner of living life like Pastor.  I cannot imagine a more selfless, and at the same time more fulfilling, lifestyle. 
How did your perspectives on the world change from interning at a local/national/ international human rights organization?

This internship provided me with a real understanding of the role international and internal politics play in everyday life.  This also provided me with the knowledge of how a not-for-profit organization operates, on both micro and macro levels.  
I learned how much of the world really is quite dependent on money and resources.  If someone does not have either, she demands it from someone else.  If someone has one or both, she looks to put it to a use that is beneficial for both herself and the other party involved.  I learned firsthand how money is politics and vice versa.  I learned that the information given to you depends on whether you are perceived as having capital to share.  This made me realize how incredibly difficult it is for a not-for-profit to gain respect and power.   Most not-for-profits are philanthropic in nature.  They exist to provide assistance to others through whatever means possible.  The importance of money downplays the necessity of these types of organizations. 

This experience also opened my eyes to the limitations that face all human rights organizations.  Due to limited resources, each organization can only do so much.  Each organization can only help a selected population regarding a selected issue or group of issues.  The more broad-based an organization is the fewer people it can assist.  Also, unless each organization discusses its goals and target groups with other organizations, there is an issue of overlapping.  This overlapping causes a great divide among the people that are being helped and the ones that do not get reached.  If all organizations focus their attention on one square mile and the people that live within that mile, what happens to the people outside that mile that also need help? 

Overall, there is this idea of interconnectedness that has made its imprint on me.  I, a single white American female, will forever be tied to the young orphan in Rwanda who lost her family to the genocide and has since been living as a prostitute to survive.  We are all connected on this level known as humanity.  There are no racial, class, gender, religious, or ethnic divides here.  We each experience the effects of tragedy that occur to those around us.  We each have the ability to show our concern and to provide love and compassion to others in this world.  Most importantly, we need to work together and without prejudice to ensure that we are all valued, each and every person, on the basis of life itself.  

What quote would captivate “a moment” that you had during your fellowship? 

We are each of us responsible for the evil we may have prevented.


- James Martineau

How do you anticipate bringing your fellowship experience back home to your local community?

I have already started to give back to my community.  I, along with the rest of the ILI team, put together a slideshow presentation and held an event at an art space in downtown Minneapolis.  Then, as stated above, Jerrae Swanson, Carolyn Tuttle, and I wrote a summary report about our experiences.  This report will be used in several manners: it is a resource for the ILI for any follow-up visits it may have to Rwanda; it is a learning tool used at William Mitchell in Judge Lange’s Civil and Human Rights Externship course; and, it is available as a resource for anyone who may be interested in learning more about our trip through the ILI and the University of Minnesota Human Rights Center.

I am continuing to bring my experience back to Minnesota.  I am currently in the process of creating a trip for Pastor Paul Ndahigwa to travel to Minnesota for approximately three weeks.  The ILI team expects to give a panel discussion, along with Pastor, at William Mitchell College of Law.  We are planning on having Pastor speak at several churches and a few colleges.  Hopefully, at least one member of the ILI team will be present with Pastor at each of these events.  Pastor, and perhaps some members of the ILI team, will also be speaking at the ILI International Youth Conference in October.  


On a more personal level, I expect to continue to educate individuals about Rwanda as time goes on.  I am willing to speak with anyone who is interested in hearing about Rwanda and learning what life is like now, twelve years after the genocide.  I also imagine that I will continue these trips back and forth between Rwanda and Minnesota.  If that does become a reality for me, then I hope to continue updating everyone on these experiences and on the growth of Rwanda.
Organizational Profile

Full Name of Organization:  

International Leadership Institute

Abbreviation & Initials Commonly Used:
ILI

Organizational Address:


5021 Vernon Avenue South







PMB #136







Minneapolis, MN  55436


Telephone Number:



(612) 340-0250

Fax Number:




(651) 257-9504

Email Address:



president@internationalleadership.org

Website Information:


www.internationalleadership.org

Names of Executive Director and 

LaJune Thomas Lange  (President)

Senior Staff:




Joash Maangji
              (Int’l Coordinator)







Coventry Cowens         (U.S. Coordinator)







Sally Collins                 (Accountant)

Number of Employed Staff: 

Full-time _0_; Part-time _3_

Number of Volunteers:


20

Objectives of the Organization:
The International Leadership Institute is dedicated to increasing and strengthening international exchange and understanding between Minnesota and the world, with the goal of empowering communities of color by promoting leadership, justice, peace and democracy.

Domestic/International Programs:
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Human Rights







Sudan Center







Twin Citizens International Citizens Award







Youth Council
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