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EEFIRE Board of Directors’ Report

20 Years of Sowers Action has a Date with You
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19 years ago, founding members laid down Sowers Action’s mission
and spelled out its roles and responsibilities in the context of China’s
development. With the belief that transforming China’s population burden
into an intellectual resource has a pivotal role in China’s development,
we reaffirm our commitment to help China provide better educational

opportunities to its younger generation.

Fostering an innovation mindset and accepting new challenges,
Sowers Action has scored some successes that were the envy of our
peers. Over the years, we have tried different ways of fund-raising and
broadened our scope of educational aid. However, along the way, we have
also gone through untold misery and hardship at times of challenge and
controversy. | believe that a devotee of Sowers Action’s undertakings could
not agree more that our educational aid projects are arduous tasks, tasks

for seeking joy in adversity.

We have experienced numerous difficulties in operating our service of
educational aid. In the first place, as a “non-Mainland” organization, Sowers
Action has retained its rights to impose its own conditions on the granting of
educational aid. Beneficiaries in Mainland China must honor their promise
to comply with the conditions attached. For the local government, Sowers
Action does the fund-raising, hands over the donations and then leaves
them to take charge is the most convenient way to handle the donations.

However, Sowers Action does not agree. And our donors do not agree.

Under the current legal setup, Sowers Action is not eligible to register
itself as a “non-government charitable organization”; and so, we do need
help and cooperation from the local government for our operation. The point
is that the local parties (local authorities, educational department together
with the beneficiary) we deal with are key factors in the success of a project.
Success is assured if the local parties we are dealing with are efficient and
ready to understand what we expect in terms of quality and effectiveness.

Otherwise, we would be caught between the donors and the local parties.

In the current term, we are compelled to have
two school building projects scrapped. Both are
reconstruction projects in the area where the 512
earthquake struck. The problem is that the local parties
signed an agreement with us, and yet later on they
accepted donations from another sponsor in view of
a larger amount of funds with fewer strings attached.
Thus far, we have successfully recovered the funds
from one of the schools, while litigation is under way
with the other.

Secondly, let me talk about an unhappy incident
happened in the earlier part of the year. Unlike most
charitable organizations, which follow the standard
practice of reserving for operating expenses a certain
percentage of donations received, Sowers Action
uses donations exclusively for educational aid. This
means that funds for operating expenses have to be

raised separately.

This year, we held the event “Cycling for
Education” with the initial aim of raising funds for
operating expenses. This is the first time ever for us
to hold such an approach to raise operating fund.
This arrangeme nt, misunderstood by some people,
triggered the “Cycling Incident”. Regrettably, the
incident was distorted by the media to be something
like: “misappropriating funds for educational aid” or
“administrative overheads of a fund-raising event
exceed half of donations as large amount of donation
received will go to the charity’s overall operating
expenses.” Since nowadays any message can

be widely transmitted in the blink of an eye via the
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20 Years of Sowers Action has a Date with You

electronic media, Sowers Action, a nondescript sort of an organization, is,
of course, defenseless in this incident. Our clarification on the matter went
unheard; we have no means to make ourselves heard. The damage to the

organization is done; that, in fact, is no small damage.

An association to the incident terrified me. | realize that a message can
just be transmitted to thousands of recipients in a split-second, forwarded,
distorted, and disseminated over the communication network without the
senders caring a damn to verify its truth. And while we are quick to make
use of technology, we are apt to disseminate inadvertently messages in
obscure language for which the right and wrong of what they said are hazy.
Isn’t this awful? It seems to me the society we live in has become a society
easily hyped by a single rumor; a society in which the majority of people take
for granted the truth of anything labeled “it is reported” or “it is said”. Does
this aura make you feel less trust in people, make you feel estranged from
the society, make you feel a growing sense of alienation from affections? My
worry is that if our trust in people diminishes, how could an organization like

ours that operates on the mutual trust among volunteers be able to survive.

The third matter | want to talk about is related to staffing. Sowers Action
lays stress on “rule by volunteers”. Indeed, our organization operates under
minimum amount of staff and relies considerably on volunteers to conduct
most of its tasks. But after the 512 earthquake, there was a need for us
to increase the number of our staff, in order to handle a sharp rise in the
number of school rebuilding projects. When these projects are subsequently
completed, the amount of donations is expected to drop back to the normal
level at around HK$35 million annually. However, our operating expenses
will be staying at around HK$5 million, as we still need the extra staff hired to
follow up the completed projects. And we aware it may be no longer true that
the ratio of the former to the latter will be kept under 10:1, our benchmark for

many years.

For most management, cutting cost and reducing headcount would
normally be done to fix the situation. But it is not easy for us to do so. Sowers
Action has more work than our volunteers could ever be able to shoulder.
And among the volunteers working for us, while litle accomplishment is to

be expected from uncommitted members, those who are committed are
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sometimes too independent minded to mix well with a group. Moreover, there is
a downtrend for the community’s patriotic passion and sense of national identity
has set in following the peak formed around 1997. People’s enthusiasm is now
replaced by a strong pressure to “earn a living”, and keeping one’s job is the
most urgent business for most everybody. Such circumstances make it hard for

us to replace regular staff with volunteers.

In the past year, adjustments have been made to our personnel, mainly in
reducing the number of staff who handle aiding affairs in Hong Kong while the
promotion and publicity team is expanded. On the Mainland, with our Yunnan
office in Zhaotong relocated to Kunming, we have increased the headcount of
our mainland staff to follow up school projects. We hope that this arrangement
will help us raise more funds and reduce the expenses for monitoring projects

that have been confirmed.

I should emphasize that these changes would not affect the quality of monitoring
our projects. This is because with the launching of the “Project Management System”,

piloted for months, we have our follow-up services computerized.

The next matter | want to talk about is the merging of administrative zones
and thus merging of schools in Mainland China. The policy was first heard in
2004, but merging did not take place until 2006. It has forced the closing down
of many “teaching site” with a single teacher, pianxiao (primary schools that

offer only part of the primary curriculum), and village primary schools.

Since the general public including Sowers Action knew nothing about the
new policy before its enactment, most people are of the opinion that Sowers
Action should not be held accountable for the consequence of the change in
policy. No matter what, the closing down of some of our schools are harsh facts
difficult for us to accept. We understand that our donors, especially those who
have made donations for commemoration purpose, may suffer an emotional

loss. Let me make a point of the fact that we feel much the same way they feel.

In order to get a full picture of the current situation, we have decided to
conduct inspection of all the schools built by us before 2007. This undertaking
will help us learn about the overall situation as well as the emerging needs of

those schools that are still in use.
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The merging of schools implies expansion in the size of the average
school. The catastrophe of 512 earthquake also calls for higher standard
of seismic safety for building new schools. And since prices of construction
materials have been going up due to inflation, the figure for rebuilding the
average school nowadays is around RMB 1 million, which is more than HK$
1 million. In the past, making a donation in a lump sum of HK$200,000, a
donor could build a small commemorative school. But now this is no longer

possible. This makes our fund-raising task a lot harder.

On the other hand, isn’t it the case that the Chinese government
has claimed that the two “foundation tasks” — nine-year compulsory
education and elimination of illiteracy among the youth — have basically
been achieved, and so has been the task of renovating ramshackle school
buildings? The government has also claimed that because national revenue
has gone up, the nation’s education budget has been increased to the level
of that of the developed countries. These claims have the effect of giving us

a tougher time to justify the need of our services and hence our existence.

Our knowledge is that despite the Chinese government has in fact
appropriated more funds to support basic education, there are still many
schools in China’s poor regions that need our services. On the other hand,
we also notice that “special education” which covers education for the
disabled and orphans, is an area whose needs have continued to be taken
lightly upon. We think it is time for us to extend our scope to cover this new
area. From a strategic point of view, special education also provides a new
attraction for publicity and potential donors. We are glad to announce that
our schools for special education in Yunnan Province, at the three locations

of Lincang, Baoshan and Dehong are currently under construction.

Schools cannot exist without teachers; schools for special education
need even more professional services such as counseling. We think there’s
a need for us to do something with this demand of human resources. Since
last year, we have gone ahead to explore what we can do in a number of
areas including the teaching of English, counseling, and regular teacher
training. Inviting relevant experts to give training to a bunch of selected
groups in these areas is one approach we have taken; collaborating with

mainland universities to provide the needed training is another.
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I'm glad I'm getting close to the end of my report. You may have noticed
that Sowers Action has revised its constitution to extend its services to all
regions of China including Hong Kong. As the common saying goes — “great
achievement is success in finding the right successor”. Are there successors
for Sowers Action? This question preys on my mind. If Sowers Action’s
operation still merits to be sustained, there’s an idea we would like to try out.
The idea is to recruit local tertiary students from poor family background and
pay them traveling expenses to tutor primary students of poor families. This
may be a way to make Sowers Action better known among our younger
generation. But | am not sure if this is a realistic way to find successor of our
work, because | have an impression that our young people of today may not

have enough commitment to make it come true.

While it is not impossible to allow this account on adversities to go on
further, let me remind you that it is for the purpose of alerting ourselves to
potential pitfalls involved in our undertaking that | have been talking at length
about adversities. When we know what could possibly go wrong, we are in a

better position to avoid making gross mistakes.

Needless to say, Sowers Action is not flawless. In fact, we have not just
a few weak links. But, it is not the brand of the Sowers to dwell on our own
weaknesses and neglect our strength and competence. We give play to our
superiority and potential. For 19 years, despite obstacles and setbacks, we
persevere in our faith. Amid China’s economic boom and on the eve of Sowers
Action’s 20th anniversary, we keep up sowing — sowing for educational

equality, a task yet to be completed in the developing China.

Chairman, 2010-11 Board of Directors
Choi Shiu-ming 2011.7.9




