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Preface

Our Annual Impact Report for 2016 represents Operation Mercy’s commitment to 
continuous improvement, accountability, and transparency.  We call it the 2016 
Impact Report because in it we attempt to document how Operation Mercy’s activi-
ties in 2016 have made an impact in alignment with our purpose statement.  Our 
purpose is to partner with others to restore hope, grow capacity, and promote com-
munity through relief and development initiatives that transform lives, including our 
own.  The five key concepts in our purpose statement are: partnership, hope, capac-
ity, community, and transformed lives.

This report tells the story of how over 320 Operation Mercy staff engaged in hu-
manitarian and development activities with passion and professional competence 
in 2016.  In this report we attempt to describe how our activities helped transform 
the lives of over 850,000 program participants and beneficiaries as well as the lives 
of our staff.  In 2016 we successfully operated programs in Afghanistan, Iraq, Iran, 
Yemen, Jordan, Kazakhstan, Tajikistan and Macedonia. We were also engaged in proj-
ects in Mauritania, Sudan, Egypt, Pakistan, Nepal, and Kyrgyzstan through long-term 
partnerships with like-minded civil society actors.  

 

Our expenses exceeded our income in 2016 as we predicted.  This is primarily due to 
our transition from being an all-volunteer headquarters administration staff to an all-
salaried administrative staff.  It is important that we find ways to increase our income 
and decrease our expenses in 2017.   Our income from Swedish partners dropped to 
20% in 2016 from 27% in 2015.  On a more positive note, finished the global rollout 
of Winpaccs, a financial software package in all our field branch offices.  This posi-
tions us for growth in 2017.

As mentioned above, in 2016 our international office in Örebro, Sweden has changed 
from being staffed primarily by unsalaried volunteers to salaried staff.  In addition, 
all our international volunteers were compelled to relocate out of Sweden because 

of the high cost of living and tax rates.  This represents a fundamental change from 
how we have operated in past years and threatens our long-term sustainability as an 
organization if we cannot adapt.  

Internationally there has been continued turmoil in place where Operation Mercy 
works, particularly in Afghanistan, Iraq, and Yemen.  In December 2016 we were 
forced to close our operations in Yemen.  Our staff continues to work diligently in 
many precarious security situations. The safety of our staff is a continuous concern.  
In spite of the challenges, Operation Mercy plans to move forward in difficult places 
so as to accomplish the purposes of our organisation. 

I am proud of the achievements of Operation Mercy in 2016. In the following pages 
we provide a summary of both our successes and challenges. 

Sincerely,

Dr. Scott Breslin
International Director

Dear Friends of Operation Mercy

Future

Economy



Facts and Figures at a Glance
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112,769
Volunteer Hours

43,754,372 SEK

Estimated Value 4,849,067€

91%

9%

Programme Costs

Administrative Costs

20%
Income from
Sweden

80%
Income from
International

Sources

45%
Male Beneficiaries

55%
Female Beneficiaries

Estimated Beneficiaries
878,000



Facts and Figures at a Glance

Operation Mercy’s Offices
Afghanistan // Iran // Iraq // Jordan // Kazakhstan  
// Macedonia // Sweden // Tajikistan // Yemen 

Operation Mercy’s Partnership Offices
Egypt // Kyrgyzstan //Mauritania // Pakistan // Sudan 



Operation Mercy

Operation Mercy is a purpose driven global community of project managers, admin-
istrators, accountants, engineers, health professionals, therapists, community work-
ers, teachers, and other occupations. Our staff of over 325 people come from many 
different nations, speak dozens of languages, represent different faiths (primarily 
Muslim and Christian), and come from diverse walks of life. Our international head-
quarters are located in Örebro, Sweden. Our programmes focus on helping the poor 
and marginalised of Central Asia, North Africa and the Middle East.

Our Purpose and Vision is to work in partnership with others to restore 
hope, grow capacity, and promote community through relief and development initia-
tives that help transform lives, including our own.  We believe that as we invest in 
others we will also be transformed.

Two stanzas from renowned poets of the 12th Century eloquently summarise many 
of the shared aspirations of Operation Mercy’s community of humanitarian and aid 
professionals. 

Who we are

Our Values

The first is a verse from the poem Gulistan by the great Persian poet 
Sa’di (1213 -1291)
“Human beings are members of a whole,
In creation one essence and one soul.
When one member is afflicted with pain,
Other members will not at rest remain.”

The second poem is in the form of a prayer attributed to the joyful 
troubadour of Europe, St. Francis of Assisi (1182-1226)
“Lord, make us an instrument of your peace.
Where there is hatred, let us sow love.
Where there is injury, pardon.
Where there is doubt, faith.
Where there is despair, hope.
Where there is darkness, light.
Where there is sadness, joy.
Lord, grant that we may not so much seek
to be consoled as to console;
to be understood as to understand;
to be loved as to love.”



Operation Mercy

Our Core Development Principles
We approach our work with the following principles in mind.  These principles shape 
the way we understand our contexts and design programmes.

Strength-Based Approach: We focus on strengths and what is present as opposed 
to weaknesses and what is lacking.  Thus we attempt to focus on assets rather than just 
needs.

Mutual Contribution: We focus on partnership and the fact that every person has 
something to give.  Thus we attempt to focus on joint contribution rather than givers 
and receivers.

Mutual Transformation: We focus on the fact that there is no transformational 
development apart from people who themselves are being transformed.   We try to see 
ourselves as fellow learners rather than outside experts.

Bottom-Up Approach: We focus on solutions from within the community as op-
posed to imposed top-down interventions.  We are often heard saying, “Approach it 
inside-out not outside-in.”

Empowerment: We focus on people and developing human capacity as opposed to 
buildings, equipment, or other fixed assets (“People and Processes” rather than “Prod-
ucts and Projects”)

Sustainability & Reproducibility: We focus on simple reproducible ideas that can 
spread quickly as opposed to expensive one-time projects. We believe that small, fast, 
and simple is better than big, slow, and complex.

Multiplication: We focus on constantly duplicating ourselves in others who duplicate 
themselves in others and so on.  We often remind ourselves that, “Transformed people 
transform people.”

Values-Based Approach: We try to focus on dealing with root causes rather than 
simply responding to symptoms.  However, the roots of poverty are diverse and com-
plex.  Rarely is poverty simply a lack of money.  Quite frequently we find it is rooted in 
hopelessness, aloneness, injustice, and world view.

Rights-Based Approach: We therefore affirm and reinforce the six main principles 
of the Common Understanding (UN, 2003) of the rights-based approach.  These include 
universality, indivisibility, inter-dependence, equality, participation, and accountability. 

As a signatory to the United Nations Sustainable Development Goals 
(SDG) Sweden along with 195 countries of the UN General Assembly ad-
opted the following goals: 

Örebro Sweden’s 
Operation Mercy

Operation Mercy, with its headquarters and donor base in Örebro, Swe-
den, is proud of its contribution towards the UN’s Sustainable Develop-
ment Goals. Our programmes are specifically addressing 13 of the 17 
goals. In particular, No Poverty, No Hunger, Good Health, Quality Educa-
tion, Gender Equality, Clean Water and Sanitation, Good Jobs, Reduced 
Inequalities, Sustainable Communities, Peace & Justice, and Partnerships.

We also demonstrate our agreement to Sweden’s Policy for Global De-
velopment, which was approved by the Swedish Parliament in 2003. The 
main focus of the policy is to contribute to the achievement of equitable 
and sustainable global development.  In our work we tirelessly support 
the development of local Community Based Organisations (CBO) and the 
growth of civil society.



Operation Mercy

Our strategy in designing and implementing programmes is to develop op-
portunities to achieve positive and quantitative changes in hope, capacity, 
and community.  However measuring quantitative changes in hope, capacity, 
and community is an imprecise science.  When we teach literacy to women 
in Mauritania or Afghanistan, it is not so difficult to measure how many 
women have learned to read, but literacy is more of a means to an end 
rather than the end itself.  Our primary purpose of teaching literacy is to help 
these women:

1. Increase their optimism for the future (i.e. hope) by having an increase in 
self confidence and greater sense of self worth.

2.  Develop capacities they did not have before (i.e. help her children with 
school work, read instructions on medicine, or open a business and be able 
to read written records).

3. Become core valued contributors to their community (i.e. family, neigh-
bourhood, tribe, etc).  We aim to integrate these concepts of hope, capacity 
and community into our project design, organisational structures, monitor-
ing and evaluation cycles and hence develop a culture of positive change out 
of poverty.

Measuring Impact
In this report we have provided the reader with some statistics, such as 
the actual number of direct participants and a conservative estimate of the 
number of indirect beneficiaries. This is one way of measuring and demon-
strating impact.  Yet it is not totally satisfying.  We have tried to supplement 
the statistics with stories and testimonies of people who have participated 
in Operation Mercy programmes and had their lives improved and trans-
formed.  We hope that this combination of numbers and narrative present a 
balanced view of Operation Mercy’s overall impact.

Not everyone who participates in Operation Mercy’s programmes have their 
lives transformed.  Admittedly, we choose to include the ‘success stories’ in 
our annual impact report. We are not ashamed of the fact that some people 
were not significantly affected by participating in Operation Mercy pro-
grammes.  We do not claim that all participants in our programmes have had 
their lives transformed only that some have.  Our staff are also changed in 
the process.  We adhere to the adage, changed people change people.  Here, 
we celebrate the transformed lives and hope to learn from everyone.



Partnering with others

“A little and a little, collected together, becomes a great deal;
the heap in the barn consists of single grains,

and drop and drop make the flood.”

– Saadi; Persian poet

Working in partnership with others, from governments down to communities and 
individuals, is a deliberate and conscious choice. More than that, it is necessary if we 
are to have a real, relevant and lasting impact. As one of our country directors noted: 
“Through networking and partnership you can accomplish more...”

In Afghanistan, our field staff works in close partnership with local community influ-
encers, government departments and other NGOs to ensure that women and men 
in remote communities across the country are able to gain vital birth life saving skills 
through our long running BLiSS project. Because of local community support and 
government backing, many infants and mothers have experienced safer deliveries; 
because of partnership with other organisations, these lessons have reached a wider 
population. Meanwhile, partnerships in Sudan with local implementing partners 
have allowed for the birth and flourishment of Self Help Groups, while partnerships 
with foreign implementing partners in Mauritania, Kyrgyzstan, Pakistan and Egypt 
have added to our impact and operational experience. In 2016, in the Kurdish Re-
gion of Iraq, close partnerships between on-the-ground NGOs meant, among other 
things, that women who have fled ISIS and are living in long-term temporary housing 
were able to relieve stress through fitness classes; classes led by Operation Mercy 
staff in spaces provided by partner organisations.

Partnership is not without its challenges though. The sentence from the country 
director quoted above did not end with a period, but rather a comma and a conjunc-
tion. “Through networking and partnership you can accomplish more, but there 
are often unforeseen difficulties that arise, especially when there are differences of 
vision and values. Transformation [through partnership] takes time […] and lots of 
overlapping relationships, coordination, clear communication and tangible, measur-
able objectives.“

When these challenges are welcomed with openness, the result can far outshine 
any individual effort. In Jordan, for instance, Operation Mercy has a contract with 
the Ministry of Social Development to run community based rehabilitation (CBR) 
programmes. Even with this contract, we still need a local leader or organisation to 
accept us before working in any location. In 2016, one of our CBR programme lead-
ers was approached by a Jordanian doctor who extended the invitation to work with 
her and people with disabilities in Um Al Resas. Not only was the invitation crucial 
for beginning work in this new location, Dr. Hama, who is from the area, plays a criti-
cal role as a bridge into this new community and provides excellent feedback for the 
CBR programme. True to the nature of partnership, Dr. Hama’s methods and ideas 
don’t always neatly coincide with those of our programme leaders. She does howev-
er firmly believe in the community-based approach, and in working together through 
conceptual and methodological differences, people with disabilities in Jordan are 
better served.



Partnering with others

Dozens of organizations and hundreds of individuals partner with Operation Mercy 
each year.  Besides funds, our partners provide expertise, material goods, and free or 
discounted services.  In 2016 our funding partner organisations included:

Organisational Partners in 2016

Livin’ Hotel     Sweden

Läkarmissionen                   Sweden

Mercy Corp     Macedonia

Nerikes Allehanda    Sweden

OM       Global

ORA       Netherlands

PRISMA      Netherlands

RED International     UK

Samaritan’s Purse    UK

SMC/SIDA     Sweden

Svampen Konferens & Restaruang  Sweden

Swiss Relief     N. Iraq

Tearfund      Australia & UK

Tennhults Pressgjuteri AB    Sweden

Um Al Resas Women’s Coop.   Jordan

UNHCR                    Global

UN Women     Jordan

UNICEF, WHO & WFP    Tajikistan

Villstads Församlings Sykrets    Sweden

VOM      Jordan

ZOA      Netherlands

Atlas Copco AB, Water4All    Sweden

CBM       Germany

Cedar Fund      Hong Kong

Crossworld      Kirgizstan 

Doulos Community     Mauritania

Embassy of Australia     Iran

Embassy of Germany     Tajikistan

Embassy of Switzerland                   Iran

Embassy of the United States                  Tajikistan

EO Metterdaad                    Netherlands

Firstfruit     USA

Frikirken     Norway

KNH      Germany 

Husman Lokaler AB     Sweden

ID-Säkerhet      Sweden

International Aid Service   Sweden  

Jönköpings Fastigheter                  Sweden

Kindernothilfe                   Germany

Kågeskolan      Sweden

Lalmek                     Sweden

Linda Norgrove Foundation    UK



Restoring Hope
Without hope, life can seem hopeless; dreams can be absent. War, disaster, long-term poverty… 
all have the potential to dash hopes, destroy dreams and severely detract from the existing 
resources that individuals and communities possess. The ultimate goal of anyone crossing paths 
with those losing hope should be to aid its restoration, so that individuals and communities can 
not only dream again, but begin working towards pursuing those dreams.

One of 2016’s outstanding events demonstrating restoring-hope-in-action was the 1st Tajik Na-
tional Wheelchair Basketball tournament in Dushanbe. 

“When we were planning the Wheelchair Provision and Service Workshop, sport was not the 
first thing that came to mind. There are so many people here that need basic, well-fitting chairs 
that sport wheelchairs seemed out of the question,” Shukhrat, the Wheelchair Provision project 
manager, told us. “But when we met with the local disabled people’s organisations (DPOs), they all 
asked about sport wheelchairs. One man told us that he has wanted to play sports for 12 years.”

And so, our first container of chairs, which arrived in December 2015, included some sport wheel-
chairs. Less than a year later, the first-ever wheelchair basketball tournament in the history of Ta-
jikistan was held. From the first tip-off, the joy in the square was palpable and, as the tournament 
went on, games participants saw attitudes towards them change.

After the event, one government official commented, “When we discussed a wheelchair basket-
ball event, I thought that it would be impossible, that people with disabilities cannot play sports! 
But this event has changed my mind. It is so amazing what these people are able to do. This game 
is exciting and fun!”

At the end of the tournament, the man who wanted to play sports for 12 years sat in his sports 
wheelchair chair and cried and cried – openly weeping with joy. Later, games participants were 
eating together at a restaurant when the owner came out and said, “I saw you on television in the 
wheelchair basketball game. Your meal is on me.” With tears in their eyes, the DPO members told 
us, “We used to be unseen, hidden away, and forgotten by our people, but now we are noticed 
and treated like celebrities.” Without question, this event laid some key building blocks for restor-
ing hope for those living with disabilities in this small Central Asian nation.

Sometimes however, hope seems impossible. Imagine *Farida, fleeing ISIS in Iraq with *Rashid, 
her five year old son (*not their real names). He’s moving too slowly so she snatches him up and 
clutches him tight. He’s a heavy weight in her arms as she stumbles along the rough terrain. “I had 



to pick him up,” she repeats as she unfolds her story. Crossing over rocks she loses 
her footing. She falls and the boy falls out of her hands. The back of his head dashes 
against a large rock. Over the next few hours, he’s quiet but as night falls on the 
temporary camp they have struck, his cries begin to pierce the night. Months later, 
it is determined that he had suffered cerebral hemorrhaging. Now, he can no lon-
ger walk and his once active brain has slowed to a crawl. “I had to pick him up!” his 
mother whispers, her eyes betraying her deep emotion. As she remembers earlier 
times when he would laugh, play, and run, her face gives clues to inner, terrorising 
thoughts.

Sometimes miniscule nuggets of hope are found in words. “It’s not your fault,” 
the doctor murmurs, unleashing a torrent of emotion from the culturally stalwart 
strength. Sometimes miniscule nuggets of hope are found in tangible items – a well-
fitted wheelchair and some training and support for a mother and her son whose 
futures took a sudden turn on the rocks while they fled.

Beyond Iraq’s borders, Operation Mercy also worked in 2016 to shore up crumbling 
hope for citizens of war-ravaged Yemen, as well as Syrian refugees in Jordan, Afghan 

Restoring Hope

refugees in Iran, and those fleeing to Europe through Greece and Macedonia. In 
Jordan, refugee children were enabled to attend school, and in conjunction with 
our Agricultural Development Programme, families were fed. Jordan was also the 
location of our first Arabic language RELIEF training course, organised by our Disaster 
Preparedness and Relief Coordinators. Twenty-five participants from Jordan, Yemen, 
Egypt and Libya crowded into a small room due to a double booking of the larger 
room. One of the Yemeni participants noted during one lunch break that after living 
through months of war, he felt real peace while sitting in the cramped venue. Our Ye-
meni country director wrote about this training, “It was an incredible time of rebuild-
ing hope. Our Yemeni friends arrived war-torn and beyond exhaustion. By the time 
they left they had light in their eyes and hope in their hearts once more.”

In Central Asia, hope is being restored for parents and children in Kyrgyzstan, Tajiki-
stan, and Kazakhstan through community based rehabilitation programmes for peo-
ple with disabilities. In Afghanistan, Iran, Sudan, Pakistan and Egypt, Self Help Groups 
and Women’s Empowerment Programmes have contributed towards hope restora-
tion through training, education, advocacy and community-funded microloans.



Growing Capacity

Hand in hand with restoring hope, growing the capacity of individuals and communi-
ties to see, use and develop the skills and assets they have within and around them, 
is a vital part of any relief and development activity. In 2016, our field offices and 
staff continued to actively work towards growing capacity. In some cases, such as 
in Afghanistan, Iran and Tajikistan, this includes investing in local staff who stay and 
take on increasing responsibilities. In other cases, such as in Yemen, this can mean 
investing in local staff who then have the skills they need to move on to other related 
jobs, continuing to positively impact their own country and society.

Often it means increasing the knowledge and skill base of local experts who then 
invest in others. In Kyrgystan for instance, the head of orthopaedic surgery at the 
National Children’s Hospital was trained in the Ponseti method, a manipulative 
technique for treating clubfoot without invasive surgery. Not only has he success-
fully treated over 80 children using this method, he also recently trained a local shoe 
store to begin making the necessary braces rather than importing them from outside 
Kyrgyzstan.

In Mauritania, the 2016 course evaluations from the business training programme 
continue to attest to its effectiveness in developing the capacity of nationals in some 
of the poorest areas. One wrote: “An excellent training which helped break certain 

ideas which block us or cause businesses to fail.  For me, it wasn’t just a document I 
was given, nor just merely training, but it is LIFE that [the trainers] gave to me - giv-
ing birth to a “new me”. The experience you shared gave me confidence in myself, 
and my ability to be a businessman with a long-term vision.  … Thank you to all. A 
grain has died and a tree will be born.”

In Afghanistan, maternal and infant mortality rates are among the highest in the 
world. In many cases, a community health worker is the one to deliver the babies, 
and in the absence of appropriate knowledge and skills, pregnancy and delivery chal-
lenges are not always met with appropriate solutions. Sometimes, solutions such as 
pushing and kicking on the mother’s back to ‘help’ the baby come out can result in 
broken ribs, injuries to the womb and baby, and sometimes death. Birth Life Saving 
Skills (BliSS) lessons increase a community’s capacity to welcome its newest mem-
bers safely by developing the necessary awareness, knowledge, skills and confidence 
that both women and men need!

In 2016 we heard from Parisa, who was with her pregnant daughter-in-law, Shiva, 
when Shiva’s labour pains started. Parisa took her to a nearby women’s hospital, 
but the doctors told them that she had several days left before she would deliver 
and sent her home. When they got home, Shiva’s labor pains increased. Having 



participated in a BLiSS group in Kabul more than 3 years ago, Parisa began to put her 
knowledge into action. Giving Shiva something to drink to keep her energy up, she 
told her to walk slowly around the room. She also reminded Shiva to keep empty-
ing her bladder to make it easier for the baby to come out. Parisa then prepared all 
the necessary items for the delivery. Finally, Shiva delivered a healthy baby. Parisa 
then put the baby on the mother’s belly, tied and cut the baby’s cord, and checked 
that the cord was not bleeding. She helped Shiva to feed the baby, aware that it 
could help the natural release of the placenta. After that she poured water over the 
placenta to see if it was complete. Then she covered the baby with a warm blanket 
and took both of them back to the hospital for a check-up. The doctors were amazed 
that the mother and baby had not had any problems. “If I had not known the BLiSS 
lessons,” Parisa told the doctors, “then my daughter-in-law and her baby would 
probably not have survived.” 

Growing Capacity

Parisa’s story is just one sample of evidence of increased capacity that is accumulat-
ing in Afghan communities through BLiSS lessons.

Beyond BLiSS in Afghanistan, women across Central Asia, the Middle East and North 
Africa are developing their capacities to learn new knowledge and skills through Self 
Help Groups and Women’s Empowerment Programmes. They also develop their abil-
ities to advocate for themselves, take on leadership roles, and share their knowledge 
and skills with others. In Afghanistan last year, SHG members peacefully demon-
strated in the streets and raised their voices against domestic violence and the lack 
of basic rights. In Sudan, the women are starting small income generating activities, 
which allow them to feed their families, and pay for school books and medical care. 
They are learning about human rights and health care, are gaining literacy and are 
committed to sending their sons AND daughters to school, thus ensuring that capac-
ity is strengthened in the next generation. 



Promoting Community

Hope and capacity can rarely, if ever, be grown in isolation. It is only within the con-
text of connections and community that they flourish. As such, promoting commu-
nity is a vital aspect of any work we carry out. 

In many of the countries Operation Mercy works in, community connections and 
interdependence have been eroded due to conflict, violence, or natural disasters. In 
many cases, the lack of connections between people has led to loneliness and isola-
tion, and exacerbates poverty; poverty that is not simply defined as material lack but 
rather strategic lack; it is the powerlessness of an individual or group to access the 
support they require, make their voice heard or pull themselves up out of their situa-
tion. And when someone stands alone, this powerlessness is at its strongest. It is also 
one of the reasons Self Help Groups are so effective.

Alma is an elderly lady who knows what it means to be lonely. Living alone in an 
apartment block in a densely-populated area of a city in Kazakhstan, Alma was sur-
rounded by people, yet still described herself as having no friends. No friends that is, 
until Self Help Groups came to her area. Now, in her group she has friends. She has 
people who care about what is happening in her life, people to share her struggles 
with, people whom she can support and who will support her. Most revealing is that 
three other group members are from her building, yet were unknown to her previ-
ously.

The growth in Alma’s community connections has spurred a growth in confidence 
too. When her group recently incorporated rotational leadership into their meetings 
she was the first to step up and lead. It is encouraging to see Alma going from feeling 
ignored and overlooked, to inspiring others with the brave steps that she is taking. 



And as her sense of community grows, logically, so will others’ sense of that same 
community.

In Tajikistan, community is being strengthened and grown across the spectrum of 
projects, from community based rehabilitation projects, to health initiatives, to ag-
riculture projects in the Pamir mountains. Our country director notes: “Especially in 
the fruit project [in the mountains] we see whole families and villages come together 
to work on plans, harvest the fruit and process it.” In Sudan, the women in the Self 
Help Groups report feeling more connected to their neighbours and more aware of 
each other’s needs. In one village, the women, realising that some of their members 
and their children had nothing to eat, agreed to meet together every morning and 
share food with one another, ensuring that each woman and child ate at least one 
meal per day. In Iraq, Operation Mercy facilitated the creation of two bakeries in a 
camp housing nearly 18 000 displaced people. Besides providing a livelihood for 9 
different families, the bakeries helped to bond these families and the community 
they serve; many in the camp take pride in the bakeries as not every displaced com-
munity has access to freshly baked bread. In Aghanistan, children’s groups formed 
by SHG member’s children are inviting other children in their community to join with 
them in reading clubs, further strengthening growing community connections. 

Throughout the refugee crisis of 2016, promoting community and an awareness 
of greater connection was one valuable outcome of responding to the urgent and 
overwhelming needs of the vast numbers of people flooding into Europe. One 
man working with us near the Macedonia-Albania border noted his own growth 
in his idea of community. “Before the situation, when you are occupied with your 
own problems, you are indifferent to other people, just engaged at home, or in the 
church… But [with the flood of refugees] my whole mindset changed. I got a differ-
ent worldview. I began to be more sensitive to people, more emotionally aware… 
to try to help someone in whatever situation. Now I’m not just passing by homeless 
people, but trying to find something to give them…  Not just as a mindset but as [a 
function of my] character. And I am more humble. Before, if you challenged me with 
something outside of my principles, I didn’t want to be changed, but now I am more 
open. Operation Mercy leaders influenced me to connect with people, to engage 
with people, to be more personal. Someone asked how it feels to be part of history. 
I told them that I don’t want to be a part of their history. I want to be a part of their 
FUTURE. I hope the people can find their rest, to find their peace…  I have about 100 
Facebook friends from the refugee flow…  I will continue to be in contact with them, 
see how they go…”

Promoting Community



Transforming Lives, Including Our Own

The ultimate consequence of working in partnership to restore hope, grow capacity and promote commu-
nity is that lives are transformed. Whether it be infants and mothers in Afghanistan experiencing healthy 
pregnancies and deliveries, refugees and displaced people in the Middle East and beyond being fed, 
clothed, treated medically and listened to, or individuals with disabilities and their families being given new 
freedom and opportunities through wheelchair provision, rehabilitation and inclusive programming, the 
transformation of lives is the most significant motivator for what we do. 

Nagima is a member of a Self Help Group in Dasht-e-barchi, Afghanistan; she is 30 years old, married, with 2 
daughters and 4 sons. She is also illiterate. Four of her children are going to school. 

Before Nagima joined the group, her husband was the only breadwinner, working as a tailor’s assistant. His 
salary was not enough to cover their expenses, and Nagima’s first waking thoughts each morning would be 
about what to feed her family with. They lived one day at a time, and she always worried about her chil-
dren’s future. 

One day, one of her neighbours told her about the SHG that had formed in their community. Although she 
did not have money to regularly contribute towards the group savings, she joined anyway, and whenever 
she had an extra amount of small change, she put it into the savings pot.

As she attended the meetings, she heard about women who were working, and realised she could work to 
help support her family. Having become friends with another member who worked with a tailoring design 
machine, she learned how to use the machine. Then she started making embroidered sheets, curtains and 
other house warming gifts. A lot of customers began coming to Nagima with requests for embroidered gifts 
and the materials to make them with. 

 “As soon as I saw that I was making enough to help my husband AND pay back a loan, I took a small loan 
from the group and purchased my own tailoring machine. I encouraged my husband to work with me to 
help build our business, so he left the shop where he was working to work with me. It was an exciting time 
for us, our lives were taking a turn from bad to better.”  

When Nagima finished paying off the initial loan, she immediately took another loan and bought two more 
machines and a zig-zag machine for her husband. Now they are living a much better life. 

“My husband and I are working together in the comfort of our home. He does tailoring and I am doing the 
embroidering for housewarming gifts. It can take up to 2 months to finish a piece because it is very detailed, 
but it brings a good profit, which is good for my family and me. After paying off the loans for the machines, 
my husband and I will expand the business and hire people to work for us.” 



Transforming Lives, Including Our Own

And so, the exciting unwritten ending to this story is that Nagima’s transformed life 
has incredible potential to transform the lives of others in her community!

It’s not just lives of the so-called participants and beneficiaries that we seek to trans-
form. We also seek the transformation of our own lives, the lives of every staff mem-
ber and volunteer, as we work to manifest hope, capacity and community in others

In Kyrgyzstan, Gulnaz, a teacher, was anxious when she first started in the educa-
tion programme carried out in a state-run orphanage. She felt that she didn’t know 
how to relate to children who had been brought up in state-care. At one point, she 
thought about quitting. Over time however, Gulnaz’ attitude changed as she saw 
their potential and their hunger to learn. She began looking forward to her time at 
the orphanage and eventually started bringing her own children along with her. She 
then began to consider the children in her class as part of her extended family. Her 
husband, seeing his wife and children change, was also touched and, according to 
Gulnaz, their marriage improved. 

In Yemen, the wife of a national staff member told us a similar story of a transformed 
marriage, and attributed this transformation to her husband’s work with Operation 
Mercy and his interactions with other Operation Mercy staff.

In Iraq, one field staff commented that she has been extremely blessed in being able 
to make a difference through various projects. Being part of the lives and stories of 
refugees, and meeting them where they are at, both spiritually and emotionally, has 
been a humbling experience for her.

One country director reflected, “[I have a greater appreciation that] we need each 
other, need to esteem other and look for each other’s strengths and the good that 
each person brings to the table. [We need to keep] following the principle that we 
believe the best and give each other the benefit of the doubt.”
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