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Johann Gottlieb Fichte, German teacher  
and philosopher (1762–1814)

“We do not only teach through words; 
we teach much more powerfully 

through our example.”
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editorial

We believe
that the world would be a better place if all people had the  

same chances when it comes to education.

We think
that we should emphasise strengths and encourage talents.

We want
to give people space for personal development and to show  

them the possibilities when orientation is necessary.

Sustainability
is the root of business activity. Companies think about  

tomorrow and set the course for it today. Admittedly it does not offer 
a fast return on investment. But it is reliable, secure and sustainable.

The future belongs to people
who determine their lives independently and responsibly, who  

see the wider picture and who form their own opinion.

The future belongs to the companies
which recognise that their success rests on these people  

– now and in the future.

The Umdasch Foundation is an initiative of Hilde Umdasch and Alfred Umdasch 
which has been established with the goal of linking together the fields of education, 

economy and ethics. It supports projects within their companies, the Doka Group, the 
Doka Ventures and the Umdasch Shopfitting Group. And it also supports initiatives 

which focus on the topics of education and knowledge transfer worldwide.

This magazine presents such initiatives. And people who are involved with their ideas 
and visions in a world which is changing fast. Who do so with confidence  

and courage – and not with pessimism and cynicism. And above all without  
moralising undertones.

This magazine targets employees, partners and customers – and people who combine 
business with values and who recognise knowledge as the biggest chance  

for our society.
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8 Thato – The South African  
answer to Rockefeller
How problems become solutions which provide  
a ray of light for children doing their homework

Six people – six opinions 

Helping hands for a 
children’s home in Mongolia

The news in brief from the Umdasch Group

The news in brief from all over the world

A woman in the Netherlands organises help 
for Kenyan orphans

A young Austrian volunteer blogs 
about her experiences

30 A break for a suitcase
Why a management consultant exchanged  
her desk for a classroom   

Secondary school pupil Mohammed has found 
a big brother and mentor in businessman Stephan   
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THATO

INTERVIEW WITH THATO KGATLHANYE 

With Repurpose Schoolbags the young business-

woman Thato Kgatlhanye (25) finds solutions to 

problems, makes school bags from rubbish and 

turns unskilled workers into experts. Her business 

idea provides a ray of light for children from the 

very poorest families. She even won the approval 

of Bill Gates, who twittered about this committed 

and ambitious South African. In an interview with  

chances, Thato told us how entrepreneurs can make 

the world a better place. 

The South African  
answer to Rockefeller:  
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Thato, your company Rethaka produces so-called “Re-
purpose Schoolbags” from plastic waste which has 
been collected. The bags are then distributed free of 

charge to children from poor families. Why are these school 
bags so much more than ordinary school bags? 
When we give the children a Repurpose Schoolbag in which they can 
keep the few items that they possess, we are also giving them a sense 
of dignity. In South Africa you see kids without school bags when 
you drive through the streets. I know families that still live in homes 
with no access to electricity. That is life in South Africa today. This 
is why we have integrated solar technology into each bag, to make 
solar power more accessible to those that need it the most: children. 
For example we at Rethaka once visited a school in a very remote 
area of South Africa, where the teachers weren’t giving the children 
any homework because it was never completed. That was because the 
kids were unable to do their homework without light in the evening.  

Since we distributed our Repurpose Schoolbags the children’s literacy 
rate has improved considerably.

Where did this business idea come from?
I had a number of different experiences. For example I can re-
member a conversation I once had with my mother. She said to 
me: “You are such a creative person, but no one cares about how 
creative you are if you don't create things that help people.” When 
I went to university to study Brand Management I had this in the 
back of my mind. 

Any creative idea that I come up with needs to solve a problem, so 
that it will make a difference to someone’s life. Repurpose School-
bags started as an assignment at university, and what I submitted 
was a bag made out of plastic. And then I decided to develop the 
idea further.

Why is education part of your business model?
When you want to solve core problems in a society, you have to 
start with education. People need to be empowered to maximize 
their potential, to use their ideas themselves. I believe this goes 
much further than just education at school; it includes a special 
way of thinking. So that you can achieve more with less. For exam-
ple with our Repurpose Schoolbags we make the kids realise that 
you do not always need a lot of money to solve problems. 

What does Rethaka stand for?
Rethaka means “We are fellows”. A proverb says, if you want to go 
fast you must go alone, but if you want to go far you must go with 
others. That is why the company was named Rethaka. Basically 
what we do is manufacture bags. We are producing a product that 
really makes education accessible and also gives access to solar 
light. We believe that we need to be a for-profit company in order 

to be able to reinvest in the community. So in our factory we also 
train women, to enable them to produce high-quality products. I 
think it is the task of my generation to transform our country from 
a developing country into a developed one. 

I want Rethaka to be one of these companies that when people 
look back in history they will count our legacy as one of those that 
built Africa. Like for example, Rockefeller did for America.

Could we say that you want to become the next African  
Rockefeller?
I can only be the next Thato because I am unique. All I can do is 
hope that my work will have a lasting legacy and a lasting impact. 
I feel very humbled that Bill Gates recognizes the work we have 
been doing in our company. That means a lot to me. 

“When you want to 

solve core problems in 

a society, you have to start 

with education.”
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Repurpose Schoolbags 

Education, solar energy, social commitment and safety 
– the South African company Rethaka manages to wrap 
up all these things. They put them in the Repurpose 
Schoolbag, to be precise. Every week Rethaka produces 
about 200 schoolbags from old plastic bags for children 
who would otherwise not be able to afford one. Up to 40  
plastic bags are needed to make one of these Repurpose 
Schoolbags, which are financed through cooperations 
with companies and are then distributed free of charge to 
schools in six countries in Africa. The bags are produced 
by 20 employees, most of them unskilled women, who 
in this way gain both a job and training. The material is 
simply collected by the roadside or elsewhere. It is not 

just a solution for the rubbish problem; the bags also in-
clude an integrated solar panel which is charged during 
the children’s walk to school, which is often a long one. 
When they arrive back at home they can use it as a lamp. 
For children with no access to electricity it is often the only 
opportunity they have to study. The bags are also made of 
reflective material, thereby ensuring greater safety on their 
way to school. This simple but effective idea was created 
by the two friends Thato Kgatlhanye and Rea Ngwane, 
who founded the company in 2013 and have been running 
it successfully ever since. 

www.repurposeschoolbags.com

As the founder of Microsoft and the Bill and Melinda Gates 
Foundation he has achieved a great deal, and he serves as a role 
model for many people. Who has been a source of inspiration 
for you? Do you have any role models? 
I have a lot of role models for different things. In business, I  
absolutely love the original ideas and courage of Elon Musk.  
He built SpaceX to make his dream a reality, so that people could 
journey into space. And then you have Steve Jobs and his eye  
for design and all that he stood for. And of course there is also  
my mother, who is a constant reminder of what it means to  
live a life where you are empathetic about other people and be-

lieve in the potential of each and every individual. Do good  
and be good. I admire my mother for that.

With Repurpose Schoolbags you are also a role model for 
young entrepreneurs yourself. In your view, what does it take 
to be successful?
Wow, I think it is necessary to give EVERYTHING. I am  
that kind of entrepreneur – whatever I do – I always make 
sure that I put everything I can into achieving it. What it  
takes to be successful is not just your ideas, but whether you  
can you execute them. 
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ROLE MODEL; According to the dictionary, a 
role model is a person regarded by others as an 
example, a person whom one tries to imitate.  
We asked people from business and society why we 
need role models and why they could be especially 
important today.

role model

“Each generation seeks its own role models. Role models 
are people whose values and achievements we would like 
to be guided by. They could involve courage, intelligence, 

creativity and integrity. Role models do not seek rapid 
success at the expense of others. They see the whole 

picture and find new approaches.”

MAG. NORBERT ZIMMERMANN
Chairman of the Supervisory Board, Berndorf AG

“Role models are enormously important in our lives! 
People whom we admire give us strength and support 
us. In the generations before ours there were also people 
who had something to hold on to.”

ROBERT PÖCHHACKER 
Installation Manager, Umdasch Shopfitting Group

“Even as a child, people who overcome obstacles and achieve the 
apparently impossible have always fascinated me: Martin Luther 
King, for example, with his vision of equal rights; for example my 
parents, who gave us the chance of education despite the difficult 
financial situation; and for example managers who run their com-
panies sustainably (= fair, in an environmentally friendly way and 
as successful businesses). Their strong will, their vision, their crea-
tivity and their esteem are infectious. So we need them today more 
than ever.”

ROSWITHA M. REISINGER, MBA 
Publisher, BUSINESSART

“As a result of the rapidly changing life situations of today it is 
more important than ever to have different role models according 
to our sphere of life who will guide us, so we can follow new paths 

with confidence into the future. However, role models should not 
serve as a ‘template’ for our own important decisions in life; this 

also means that we can make mistakes from which we can learn, 
so that we in turn can act as role models for others.”

DIPL.-ING. PETER BLIEM
University of Natural Resources 

and Life Sciences

“Because we as people learn from what other people do 
and not from what other people say. Role models give us 
orientation in a world which is becoming progressively 
more crowded with stimuli. They are little lighthouses 
which inspire us and accompany us.”

GABRIELA SONNLEITNER
CEO magdas Social Business 

“Good role models are particularly valuable in the present day. 
Sensationalism in journalism is increasing and there are fewer 

real opportunities for orientation (in our surroundings, our fami-
lies, our education institutions, etc.). Role models represent ‘soft’ 

success factors like empathy, credibility, loyalty 
and they convey positive energy.”

HARALD ZIEBULA
Chairman of Executive Board Doka Group

Vorbild (Ger.)

modèle (Fr.)

modelo (Span., Port.)

榜样 (Chin.)

Образец (Russ.)
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REPORT

At first sight the rectangular Soviet-style apartment block looks depressing. There are 

bars across the windows and the sandstone-coloured façade faded long ago. But if you 

look more closely you will see that colourful flowers and butterflies have been painted on 

the ground floor. And as you approach the prefabricated building, the sound of children’s 

laughter becomes louder.

Anything
   but ordinary

It was here that Elisabeth Bitter spent her summer. It was, 
as she says, a time that changed her life. A member of the 
sales department at Doka in Amstetten (Austria), she was 

granted leave of absence by her employer so that she could 
volunteer in a children’s home in Mongolia.

“For a long time I had felt that I would like to do some volunteer-
ing, and now that time had come. We have such a good life, and 
I wanted to give something back. I felt it was important to help 
people who really needed it. And the greatest gift of all that you 
can give is time”, she said. So she registered with the voluntary or-
ganisation Projects Abroad, which sends volunteers to social insti-
tutions all over the world. Through them she was sent to the chil-
dren’s home in Ulaanbaatar. She realised within just minutes that 
she had come to the right place. “When I entered the building, I 
saw a child sitting in a wheelchair and crying. I was surprised that 

nobody came to comfort him. So I simply picked him up and held 
him in my arms”, she remembers. It was this affection and atten-
tion which the children lacked most of all. “They had clothes and 
food, and there was a playroom with toys. But the human contact 
was missing. You could tell how important it was for the children 
that somebody was just there for them”, commented Elisabeth. She 
noticed that the children became more relaxed in her presence.

In fact, she is a trained civil engineer who had never previously 
worked with children. In Ulaanbaatar she looked after no fewer 
than 12 handicapped children. Her daily routine consisted of feed-
ing, changing and bathing them and playing with them. “One of 
the best moments was when I realised that I no longer thought 
about the fact that the children were handicapped; it seemed quite 
normal to me. Initially I was very apprehensive, but afterwards I 
got over that”, she recalls. In spite of the many positive experienc-
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es, it was physically and mentally challenging work which pushed 
her to her limits. The home was a state-run institution and helping 
hands were urgently needed on all sides. There were only a few 
carers to look after a total of some 40 children aged between 1–15 
years. They simply had no time to give the children individual at-
tention. This was time which Elisabeth could give them during the 
weeks she spent there.

She is very grateful that she was able to take six weeks off work 
to help other people. “I never expected to get so much support. 
When I asked my boss if I could have leave of absence, he did not 
need very long to decide. My employers gave me their full support 
from the very start. It was wonderful for me to see that they were 
prepared to support me to such an extent and to demonstrate so 
much trust”, says Elisabeth, who has already been working for the 
Doka Group for nine years.

But Elisabeth did not only encounter understanding with her 
decision to go to Mongolia to help children without remunera-
tion of any kind. Apart from the many positive reactions she also 
came across some people who shook their head and reproached 
her with the comment that her help would be simply a drop in the 
ocean. It was criticism which she refused to accept. “Every little 
helps”, was her response to those sceptical comments.

Because Elisabeth believes that it is the many small things which 
make the difference and which make our world a better place. 
There is her neighbour, who looks after the community within the 
house she lives in, and who always asks everyone how they are. Or 
her colleague, who always washes and arranges the free fruit sup-

plied by the company for the entire department. “I have no use for 
big role models”, she says, “I seek my role models in ordinary life.” 

However, Elisabeth does not regard herself and the time she spent 
working in the children’s home as offering an example to others. 
She sees it simply as one of many ways in which we can get in-
volved in social projects. And yet her effort, her attitude and her 
commitment are anything but ordinary.

“We find it important to give our employees freedom 
for their personal development. We are always ready 

to listen when an employee wants to become involved 
in social projects”, emphasises Dr. Andreas J. Ludwig, 

Chief Executive Officer of the Umdasch Group, to 
which the Doka Group also belongs.
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Pride  
Inspiration

Lae-titia Giling from the Netherlands is 

the proud mother of 62 children aged be-

tween 4 and 27. But worlds – literally – lie 

between her children. 

&

While her eldest daughter Amy (23), grew up in a 
sheltered environment in the Netherlands, her eld-
est African son James (19) had to look after himself 

from an early age in Kenya. Today Amy is a student in Europe, 
while James attends a grammar school in Africa. And although 
he is not her biological son, he belongs to Lae-titia’s family, as do 
the other 57 needy children and young people who are currently 
living in the Fahari Foundation Centre in Mtwapa, a suburb of the 
Kenyan town of Mombasa. 

REPORTAGE
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“Mama Lea” is what she is affectionately called by the children 
here. And that is how Lae-titia sees herself. “I have such strong 
feelings for these children that I cannot imagine a life without 
them. When I don't see them for a while I miss them”, says the en-
ergetic 48-year-old, who lives in a small town in the Netherlands 
and who travels to Mtwapa several times a year. The children are 
the reason why Lae-titia keeps returning. 

The Fahari Foundation Centre is her “baby”, if you like. She estab-
lished the foundation in 2010 with her husband. It started as a small 
charitable campaign but today it has become an institution for 57 
orphans and children whose families are unable to take care of them. 

“The name Fahari means ‘proud’ in Swahili. Every child should be 
able to be proud of himself or herself ”, explains Lae-titia, and that 
is precisely what her institution aims to achieve. In the centre the 
children not only gain a roof over their heads; they also get the 
chance of a happy future. The education of the young residents is 
supported in particular. During the afternoon, after school, the 
center offers extra tutoring in its own classrooms. Many of the 
children who live now in the Fahari Foundation Centre had to 
struggle to survive in the past – and had no chance to go to school. 
“They have a great deal to catch up when they come to us”, ex-
plains Lae-titia. This applied to James as well. Instead of going to 
school, for many years he went to the beach to earn a little money 
by performing acrobatics so that he could somehow support his 
sister, who was ill, and her five children. Today they all live here. 
The former school dropout has become a model pupil. “This year 
James even won fifth prize in a national school competition. Just 
imagine, a competition in which pupils from all over Kenya took 
part!”, says Lae-titia proudly, as if she can hardly believe it herself.

“The name Fahari  
means ‘proud’ in Swahili.  

Every child should  
be able to be proud of  

himself or herself.” 

The fact that she has created a place where this is possible in the 
Fahari Centre is, as she admits herself, “pure coincidence”. Be-
cause in fact seven years ago she really only wanted to travel to 
Kenya with her husband to visit one of the children, for whom 
they regularly donated money. In order not to arrive with empty 
hands, she collected donations before leaving. But the meeting 
never took place because the organisation, having initially agreed, 
then kept offering new pretences why the visit would not be possi-
ble. Instead of giving up, without further ado Lae-titia established 
contact with another private initiative, an elderly lady who looked 
after 16 orphans. Impressed by the warmth with which she was re-
ceived, she decided to help. Back in the Netherlands, with photos 
of the children in her luggage, she told her friends and relatives of 
her visit and soon found the first donor parents. And then the idea 
of the Fahari Foundation Centre was born. “It began as an emo-
tional reaction; we had no plan and also no experience in the char-
ity sector. All we knew was that we had to help these children”, she 
recalls. She gradually set up the Foundation. Initially the Foun-
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Fahari Foundation Centre

According to UNICEF statistics, some two million children 
in Kenya are orphans. There are many reasons for this, 
but often diseases like Aids result in children losing their 
parents. The Fahari Foundation Centre in Mtwapa is one 
of the institutions which provide these children with a new 
home. In order to make it possible for the children to have 
a better future, the private organisation also supports the 
education of these young residents. Through contributions 
from private individuals – who act as donor parents – and 
through large-scale donors not only the school fees and 
schoolbooks of the children are financed, but teachers are 
also engaged to provide the children with extra help on 
site. “We are very pleased that the Umdasch Foundation 
also supports us. Thanks to the donations we have been 
able to afford another teacher”, comments Lae-titia Giling, 
who founded the Initiative in 2010 with her husband.

www.faharifoundation.com

dation simply financed the daily midday meal; then it also paid 
the school fees. The children increased in numbers, their needs 
became more pressing and there was not enough space either. And 
so in 2011 they started with the construction of what is now the 
Fahari Foundation Centre and took on their own staff. Apart from 
dormitories, places for cooking, washing and eating, the complex 
now also includes its own classrooms and a 900 m2 vegetable gar-
den which is tended by the staff and the children.

Lae-titia still cannot really believe that this matter of the heart 
should have become reality. Even as a child she had always 
dreamed of making the world a better place. In those days she 
wanted to travel the world and help children in Africa. Her teacher 
at primary school, who visited an orphanage in Sri Lanka and told 
her all about it, was the inspiration for this idea. Today Lae-titia is 
a role model herself and helps the children and young people of 
the Fahari Foundation Centre to rewrite their stories and make 
their dreams come true.

“It began as an emotional
reaction; we had no plan and

 also no experience in the 
charity sector. All we knew

 was that we had to help 
these children.”
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Until recently Anna Högn regularly packed her suitcase for business trips; 
today she packs her rucksack for school trips. The management consultant 

exchanged her desk for a classroom. She is taking a break from her consultan-
cy job and is working instead in the social field. Within the framework  

of the Austrian education initiative Teach For Austria she is  
teaching young people mathematics.

 suitcase 
A break for a

I used to pack my suitcase
The blouses and trouser suits were freshly ironed. Everything was 
neatly packed for the next morning. A company chauffeur brought 
me to the airport in the mornings. It was the same every week. 
The aircraft landed in Berlin, another time in Wolfsburg, Ingol-
stadt or Barcelona. As a management consultant I provided IT and  
strategy advice for large automobile concerns. I visited interest-
ing production locations and made an in-depth study of future-
oriented processes. But in spite of many exciting tasks and a  
very eventful time, I wanted to find room for more social respon-
sibility in my life. 

About me
I matriculated from secondary school in Waidhofen/Ybbs 
in 2008 and subsequently studied Business Economics at the  
Vienna University of Economics and Business with a focus on Lo-
gistics and Change Management. After a year abroad in Belgrade 

and Berlin I completed my Master’s degree in Management in Vi-
enna. After that I was very proud to get a very good job in the 
automotive industry. When I was younger I played tennis to a high 
standard and later played in the National League. As a student I 
trained as a tennis teacher because I have always enjoyed teaching 
children and young people. 

I want to make a difference; I want to change something
And then I heard of Teach For Austria. I have been a Fellow there 
since the summer of 2016. I teach Mathematics, History, Biology, 
Geography and Art at secondary school in Wien-Donaustadt. 
My school day begins with cloakroom duty for 15 minutes. The 
children come rushing in and greet me in a friendly way. They 
tell me about what has happened and how they are. “Good morn-
ing, Ms Högn!” “Are we going to carry on with the volcanic erup-
tions today?” “How many points did I get for the maths test?” I 

ARTICLE BY ANNA HÖGN

am challenged from the very first minute; critical children’s eyes 
gaze at me and I have to give of my utmost. This dynamic situation 
and this pleasure in the pupils give me energy and motivation to  
implement the vision of Teach for Austria every day: It aims to 
provide children from disadvantaged families with access to  
quality education. 

However, teaching is a job which presents enormous challenges. 
There is a boy with behavioural problems, for example. I discover 
that he has difficulties at home and I realise that he has problems 
which have nothing to do with the maths homework which he 
has failed to complete. And then there is one of my most diligent 
pupils, a girl who wants to become a doctor, but at home she is 
rejected by her family.

Teach For Austria

This initiative forms part of the global Teach For All network. Its 
aim is equality of opportunity irrespective of the income and 
status of the parents. It recruits young, talented executives – 
so-called Fellows – and provides them with special training 
before sending them out into schools in problem areas where 

they work as full-time teachers and have a direct effect. It is an 
idea which the Umdasch Foundation supports not only as a 
sponsor partner, but also through active cooperation.

www.teachforall.org, www.teachforaustria.at

These realities which my pupils face in their lives never fail to sur-
prise and shock me and make me think. At the same time it is 
precisely these situations which give me new strength and energy 
to be able to change things every day. As a teacher I aim to accom-
pany them, to arouse their curiosity and to spur them on to fight 
for their dreams.

Nowadays I pack my rucksack
I am just packing my rucksack for a day trip to a zoo: snacks, 
emergency telephone numbers of the parents, first-aid kit. For 
many of my children this is something very special. And I become 
aware that we should never take anything for granted. I am thank-
ful that as a teacher I can make a valuable contribution through 
my work in education. 
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Lucky
to have a big brother

The dark chords in the first move-
ment of Ludwig van Beethoven’s 

Moonlight Sonata evoke a melan-
choly mood at the beginning of 

the world-famous melody in  
C sharp minor. But they are inter-
spersed with bright notes which 

lighten the tone so that by the end 
the work sounds almost 

cheerful. 

Mohammed looks rather serious at first sight too. The 
fourteen-year-old in his black leather jacket, ear-
phones and Chucks, is lost in his own thoughts and 

gives monosyllabic answers to the questions. Asked what his fa-
vourite song is, he replies “The Moonlight Sonata”. When asked 
why he likes this work so much he looks up briefly and says: “Be-
cause it helps me to switch off.” To switch off from what? – that he 
refuses to say. 

But he is more at ease during the conversation with Stephan (33). 
When the two of them are standing in front of a display cabinet 
containing music by Beethoven, Mohammed smiles and nods 
when Stephan asks him: “Did you know that at the end of his life 
Beethoven was completely deaf? He was such a remarkable musi-
cian that he still continued to compose.” The two understand each 
other without speaking much. And yet they have not known each 
other for very long. It was only in February that Stephan became 
Mohammed’s “Big Brother”. Since then the successful entrepre-
neur and the secondary-school pupil have been meeting regularly. 
They go to a museum or simply stroll through town and talk. 
When chances magazine meets them for an interview they are vis-
iting the House of Music in Vienna.

PORTRAIT
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Mohammed enjoys doing things with Stephan. “I like the 
way he explains things to me. Before, I was often bored at 
home. Now I have my weekly meetings with Stephan”, he ex-
plains. They were brought together by the organisation Big 
Brothers Big Sisters, which provides mentors for young peo-
ple in difficult situations. They provide support and spend 
time with them. Time is what Mohammed’s mother cannot 
always find for him. Mohammed is the oldest son in a family 
of five children. His little sister is autistic and his mother is a 
single parent. She and Mohammed’s father fled to Austria 12 
years ago – “her second home”, as she calls it – to escape the 
war in Chechnya and start a new life. Mohammed was just 
two years old at the time. However, the marriage broke up. 

When an acquaintance told her about Big Brothers Big Sis-
ters, Mohammed’s mother did not hesitate for long; she reg-
istered Mohammed. She sees Big Brothers Big Sisters as a 
“good opportunity” for Mohammed to be able to develop his 
full potential.  

Stephan knows how important it is that young people in par-
ticular have someone who supports and challenges them. As 
managing director of a family business he frequently experi-
ences that young apprentices do not know what they should 
do with their lives. That was what prompted him to apply 

to become a mentor. “I wanted to pass on something in my life”, 
explains Stephan. “So much in life depends on the environment 
in which you grow up. We learn from role models, from family 
and friends. That is something which a school cannot give you”, 
he adds.

School is also one of the topics during today’s museum visit. “What 
do you say – next time should we look at a few technical colleges 
for you together?”, asks Stephan. Mohammed thinks that is a good 
idea. He is currently in the third class at a secondary school in 
Vienna and must now decide on his options for his future school 
career. He dreams of becoming an architect – and of “having his 
own villa and family”, as he explains. Mohammed has found in 
Stephan someone to accompany him and provide him with im-
portant support on his journey towards achieving that. “You’re a 
smart boy and I hope you will be able to pursue your interests and 
achieve your goals”, comments Stephan. 

Big Brothers Big Sisters

Big brothers and sisters are people to whom we look 
up, and from whom we can learn. This is the principle 
behind the charitable organisation Big Brothers Big 
Sisters. It finds mentors for children and young people 
aged between 6-17 who live in difficult circumstances. 
The two mentoring partners meet each other regularly to 
spend their leisure time together and also study together 
if needed. The Umdasch Foundation supports the initia-
tive, which operates in 14 countries, in Austria. All men-
tors work on a voluntary basis and are carefully chosen 
during a rigorous selection process.  

www.bigbrothers-bigsisters.at

“So much in life depends on 
the environment in which you 
grow up. We learn from role 

models, from family and  
friends. That is something 

which a school cannot  
give you.”
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Lydia Steininger is a young Austrian woman who worked for  
a year as a teacher in Congo, where she taught street  

children in the town of Pointe-Noire. Her time there has had a 
lasting effect on her life. She describes her experiences in  

a blog. We present excerpts from her account.

                 My year 
             in Congo 

“At the market you can buy everything within a very 
small space. Wherever we go we hear people call 
‘Mundele’, which means ‘white woman’ in Munuku-
tuba.” 

“For more than two weeks now I have been going to 
school again every day – this time not as a pupil, but 
as a teacher. As ‘Madame Lydia’. The biggest challenge 
is that the children possess neither English nor Ger-
man books.” 

“On Sundays, half the inhabitants of Pointe-Noire 
meet on the beach– Congolese, Chinese and Munde-
le. Since most Congolese can’t swim, only a few crazy 
people actually dare to enter the water. Often I stand at 
night just gazing at the night sky. What impresses me 
most is the African crescent moon. It lies on its back 
and smiles at me in the evening like a mouth with its 
corners turned upwards.”

“The Salesians’ cook, Madame Scarlene, accompanied 
us to one of the many dressmaker’s workshops. A few 
days previously we had chosen some colourful fabrics 
so that we, too, could finally wear a traditional dress, 
known as a pagne.” 

“The home for street children is called ‘Foyer Père An-
ton’ and is a home for boys between the ages of 7 and 
16. The Christmas biscuits which we really wanted to 
bake had to give way to pancakes because there is no 
oven in the children’s home. So we changed our plans 
and made a pancake batter instead. When we all sat 
there together by candlelight munching pancakes and 
singing ‘Merrily, merrily, tralalalala! Soon it will be St 
Nicholas’ Eve!’ at the tops of our voices, it was a per-
fect evening.”

“I have heard a lot about the project run by the Sale-
sians and I am waiting to take off.”

A lifelong link with the Congo 
In August 2015 Lydia Steininger travelled to the Republic of Congo within the framework of “VOLONTARIAT bewegt” to 
spend a year doing voluntary work. She taught street children and young people German and English in a Salesian com-
munity in the town of Pointe-Noire. She wanted to broaden her horizons and see Europe from another perspective before 
starting her studies. Since then she has acted as a facilitator between two cultures which “unfortunately know far too little 
about each other”, as she wrote in a thank-you letter to the Umdasch Foundation, which supported her trip. “I shall retain a 
lifelong link with the Congo.”

You can read the entire blog under: www.lydia-kongo.jimdo.com

BLOG BY  LYDIA STEININGER

OCT
17th

FEB
12th

SEP
3rd

DEC
17th
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2. 3.

1.

4.

insight

Instruments for self-reliance
The Svaram Project in Auroville (South India) offers inhabitants of the region a way out of poverty. 
With training in the fields of instrument making, carpentry and metalwork the participants in the 
training programme gain the necessary tools to find a job. They also make instruments in their 
own music workshop. This is another project which has been made possible by the support of the 
Umdasch Foundation.

Outstanding student projects 
For the third time the Umdasch Shopfitting Group will be awarding the prestigious Josef Umdasch 
Research Prize, which focuses on the interlinking of science and practice. The aim is to gain in-
novative and creative input for activities and thought processes within the company from the pro-
jects and to encourage young people during their training. The prizes are awarded to outstanding 
student projects on future-related topics such as Shopfitting 4.0. The students can win great prizes 
and exciting opportunities for practical experience with the Store Makers.

A project that has caught on 
They are short of almost everything in the village of Valea Lui Pavel in Central Romania with its 
population of just 600. Agriculture is the main source of income for the inhabitants, who belong to a 
Hungarian minority. The project Rumänienhilfe (Aid for Romania), which Doka staff also support, 
helps not only the school but also the inhabitants of the village with commodity contributions. The 
goods to be donated are collected – school materials, PCs for teaching purposes and other important 
items for everyday use – and are transported from Waldhausen in Austria to Romania. The Umdasch 
Foundation supported this year’s shipment of donated goods with laptops, buses and by taking over 
the costs of the journey.

Hope – carved from very special wood 
The QuerciaLAB is part of a first reception centre for refugees in Rovereto, Trentino-Alto Adige. 
This place of waiting is to become a place for creative activity, learning and experimentation. 
With its workshops for wood, sewing and printing and its encounter zones it is intended to bring 
together people with different cultural and geographical roots. Doka formwork sheets were used 
to furnish the building; the refugees and students worked together to make items of furniture. In 
the wood workshop the formwork sheets, which have been donated by the Umdasch Foundation, 
are processed to make further items for everyday use.

1.

2.

3.

4.
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6. 7.
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8.

far sight

Cooperating for a good cause
Once a year, L’Oréal organises a Citizen Day – a day when solidarity is demonstrated for people 
who need help. Throughout the world, over 25,000 employees in 70 countries are mobilised and 
provide voluntary help. Those who benefit every year include old people, handicapped people, 
children or people whose lives are full of difficulties. In addition to a getting to-know-you picnic 
with refugees and employees, during 2016, for example, the volunteers organised a training course 
for job applications for young people and helped in the garden at a children’s hospice. 

Helping people to help themselves
The aim of the organisation Engineers without Borders, which operates throughout the world, is 
to ensure that people in need have access to basic water supplies, sanitary facilities and power sup-
plies as well as bridges. The projects are realised in cooperation with local partners and volunteer 
members from all professional sectors. They are only concluded when the people on the spot are 
in a position to continue them independently. The organisation has already executed projects of 
this kind in over 30 countries. In Tanzania, for example, they ensured that school children, fami-
lies and communities have clean water available throughout the year.

Education as a win-win situation
A high level of unemployment amongst young people and a lack of specialist staff present the Ser-
bian economy with huge challenges. The so-called dual career training system – within a firm and 
in a technical college – is widespread in Austria. It is now being implemented in Serbia and offers 
young people better job opportunities and companies more highly qualified staff. The training 
firms include both Serbian and international companies in a variety of sectors such as transport, 
logistics and trade. After the first year of the project, so far over 100 young people have been able 
to start their training in this manner. It is being made possible by the Austrian Development 
Agency and the Austrian Chamber of Commerce. 

Schools for one world
The charitable organisation Probono aims to support education in schools in Africa, and also to 
encourage social values and global learning at German and African partner schools. Not only do 
they build classrooms, dormitories, laboratories, school kitchens and wells and acquire school-
books and teaching materials; the pupils in Germany and Africa also profit from the direct ex-
change. They learn from and with each other, thereby making an important contribution to inter-
national understanding and intercultural learning on both sides.

5.

6.

7.

8.
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www.umdaschfoundation.com

“Role models do not seek rapid 
success at the expense of others.

 They see the whole picture 
and find new approaches.”

page 14


