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1. Ensure a strong local team initiates the idea. Idea must come from the local community.
2. Work with the team, take their advice because they are the ones who know and understand the local dynamics and if they are not driving the project it will fail when volunteer support is ended.

3. Pray hard or otherwise find external sources of funding because it will not be possible to find sufficient finance without funding from outside the country. 

In this talk I wish to tell you a little about the project I worked on for four years in Uganda. At this stage I think it is well established and secure provided we are able to obtain the money we need for the future. But I will also give you some ideas I have as to why the project has gone well and why I am confident for the future. 
I joined Volunteer Missionary Movement [VMM] some years ago because it is an organisation which believes that the initiative for development projects should come from the country in need, they are the ones who know what is needed and they design the proposal accordingly. VMM has no agenda of its own, for example that it will only support primary education by way of school building but not teacher training, or that every project must mainstream AIDS or gender. However the recipient group must have an organisation in place of sufficient strength to support and house the volunteer. 
I received a call in April 2003 to ask if I would go to Uganda and start a University, quite simple to ask but I had never done such a thing before, not many people have. The answer of course was yes, not because I knew how to establish a university but because I believed that this job was what my life so far had been preparing me for.
There was very little I could do in preparation, although I was able to meet Fr. Albert Byaruhanga who answered a lot of questions and gave me confidence that the people behind the project were very serious and had the ability to make it work even though the financial resources were meagre. I also became deeply interested because the idea behind the University was to establish it in a country town not in the capital, it was to be focussed on the needs of the communities of the Western Region which had been ignored in educational plans and developments, it was to be for everyone, irrespective of tribe, religion, political or other difference, the basic aim was to produce graduates who could use the information they had, in other words to think and we  wee to establish sreuctures which would encourage graduates to remain working in the country regions rather than joining the brain drain to Kampala, the capital. This is why I tell people we want to produce a cultural revolution through our graduates because analytical thinking and questioning the status quo are not part of the culture.
We arrived in Uganda on 4th November 2003 and after many introductions in Kampala we travelled to Fort Portal for many more introductions and to begin work. It became clear that the paperwork needed to be refined and modified before presentation to the National Council for Higher Education [NCHE] but I also needed to become familiar with the education system in Uganda, similar to but in crucial ways different from the systems I was familiar with.
By the end of January 2004 the document had been sent to the NCHE and we had identified premises with sufficient space for the facilities specified in the documentation supplied by the NCHE. Finances were very tight consisting of some money raised in Uganda and the rest raised by ourselves before leaving Ireland.
Completely unexpectedly I had to return to Ireland at very short notice for an operation for cancer which necessitated remaining in Ireland from mid February until the end of May. During this time we were introduced to a man who, on the basis of a 30 minute conversation and trust gave me a cheque for €50,000, about nine months later he found a friend who gave $100,000 these funds were absolutely critical to the existence of the university because I was able to use them for any purpose both current expenditure and capital development. The same individual has since raised another €400,000 cash and €400,000 for a building. Without this support MMU would not exist.
On my return we were informed by the NCHE that our documentation needed to be greatly expanded with a needs assessment, in October we were visited by an inspection team, the meeting went very well we believe but we have never been shown he report. In January 2005 we had a rather stormy meeting with the NCHE at which they told us we would be given an Interim Letter of Authority, to run for three years, during which we had to satisfy certain requirements, we dealt with the requirements in three weeks, not three years, and received our Provisional Licence in March. The first and only University to receive the Licence before recruiting staff or students. A holiday course for primary teachers took place in May and students were recruited for August 2005 for the other courses and the University was up and running. 

The first Graduates have just completed their final examinations. 
A little more about the philosophy of MMU, what we are trying to do and how MMU is different from all other universities in Uganda.

1. MMU is a Community Trust University, non profit and for the entire community.

2. The trustees of MMU include the District Councils, and the three main religious bodies: Catholic, Church of Uganda and Muslim. This brings together members of tribes who normally will not work together.

3. As a result of the Trustee listing, funding for MMU was included and voted on, in the National Budget last year. The only private university to receive such funding.

4. Staff recruitment has focussed on appointing talented people and then funding them to get the academic qualifications they need to become senior staff. 
5. MMU is now being seen, and used, as the focus for developing regional coherence and development planning, again something that no other university is doing to the same extent.

6. Many of the courses take place in the evenings and at weekends to facilitate students who have or can obtain jobs through which they can pay their fees.

7. All students must do field placements during their long vacations which are part of their courses and graded. This too is unique in Ugandan universities and helps the student to relate their studies to the world of work and gives them invaluable work experience before graduation.
8. All students get three hours per week hands on computer experience which also is something few if any other universities are able to provide. 
9. All courses include modules of ethics.

This gives a very brief idea of how MMU is trying to be different in ways which we believe will be of great benefit to the students themselves, to the communities of the Western Region and ultimately to the rest of Uganda and perhaps the whole of East Africa.

What lessons can be learned from our experience of setting up the University? lessons which may point directions for more effective aid in the broad context.

1. Project planning should initiate from a local group, this may be at government level or be local but the critical requirement is genuine involvement of local people who will drive the project.
2. Skills transfer rather than money is the critical requirement, although money will be also be crucial.

3. Financial support should be structured so that it can be replaced from local resources.

4. Financial support needs to be available long enough to allow the project time to be properly established, possibly ten years.

5. Built into the project there must be training of local personnel to take over at the appropriate time. This, of necessity takes time and may need training of graduates, post graduates etc. In general these will not be available locally. This is a very expensive undertaking but vital for the long term viability.
6. Funding for high level, high quality education is extremely difficult to source.

It is my firm belief that many projects fail for reasons such as:

a. Local community did not initiate so are not committed to long term sustainability.

b. Donors come with their own agendas: AIDS, Good Governance, Limited interpretation of Millennium Goals: Build a primary school but not a teacher centre, Global Warming, etc. these must be included in any project. These requirements are not bad in themselves but they distort many projects from what the local community sees as its needs, thus limiting commitment and sustainability.
Also I believe that there is an important but subtle effect: These are demands insisted on by western nations which were largely colonial powers, so by insisting on agendas drawn up in London, Washington, Paris etc. we are maintaining the mind set that we are the bosses who know best, the inverse is that the recipient countries are forced into a subservient mode which reduces self esteem and initiative. I believe this is one reason why western aid to Africa has failed to produce the effects we all hoped for.
c. Short term thinking, many projects need 5 – 10 years not 2 – 5 to be fully sustainable.

d. Grave reluctance to fund training and extended employment of local staff: Build it and get out.

e. Projects are manipulated to give employment in the donor country: “What’s in it for our tax payers?”

f. Especially the big organisations appear to decide what and where they will work without any coordination through the relevant bodies, no reports are submitted so there is no accumulation of knowledge for planning purposes and serious duplication, wasting resources and again because these projects may appear to be more for the interest or benefit of the international community there is not much buy in and little sustainable benefit. 
g. Nearly all bilateral aid is for budget support. In principle this is a good thing as it gives the responsibility for decision making to the recipient country which is exactly as it should be. But, given that local financial control is often weak, there is, in my view, a responsibility on the donor to put strong mechanisms in place to ensure that the money is used according to the agreed guidelines. 
My hope is that the above will stimulate discussion and some level of reassessment of the way that Aid at many levels is managed
