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[image: image3.emf]  The purpose of a newsletter is to provide specialized information to a targeted audience. A school newsletter can be a great way to develop a strong relationship with parents. First, choose a short title or theme for your newsletter — something like "School News," or “Back to School.”  If you’d like,  you  can also add a   date and   volume number  for yo ur  newsle t ter.   Next, establish how much time  and money you can spend on your  newsletter. These factors will  help determine how frequently  you publish the newsletter and  its length.  


From AllAfrica.com/UN Integrated Regional Information Networks


August 9, 2004


Nobody in Benin doubts that this small West African country is in economic crisis. The price of maize, the country's staple food, has doubled in recent months and the government openly admits that its tax revenues have fallen well short of expectations.	


	Government suppliers often have to wait months for payment, only to find that checks bounce. And civil servants live in constant fear that the government will no longer be able to pay their salaries at the end of the month.


Already the government has fallen behind in paying fringe benefits to hospital workers and pensioners and has told members of parliament that it can't afford to buy them new official cars


And with less money in circulation, everyone in this long thin country of nearly seven million people is feeling the pinch.


About 20 of the 110 shops selling brightly colored-cotton print cloth on the Avenue Delorne in the commercial district of the commercial capital Cotonou have closed since the beginning of this year.


And with fewer customers to sell to, a further 60 are in the process of closing down, said Jonas Sossouhounto, the leader of Benin's textile workers' union.


"There is no money left," bemoaned Christine Ajavon, who sells hair extensions for women in the city's Dantokpa market. "I used to sell up to 500,000 CFA francs (US$900) of goods per day, but now I am lucky to be able to get 20,000 CFA ($36)."


But somehow, people have to find the cash to pay for food that is streaking up in price before the new season's harvest starts coming on the market in September.    (Go to p. 5)



































	Over 900 returned Peace Corps volunteers, former staff and friends came to Chicago  August 5-8, for the 2004 National Peace Corps Association's 25th Anniversary  Conference.  Chicago Area Peace Corps Association  (CAPCA)-also celebrating its 25th anniversary-did a tremendous job in organizing the event, and as a result, "Peace Corps 2004: Celebrating a  Legacy of Service" was a resounding success. 


	The main conference venue  was the venerable and ornate Palmer House Hilton Hotel, in the heart of  Chicago's "Loop."  A Thursday evening welcoming reception was packed with RPCVs eager to socialize.  The next morning the Opening Ceremony got off to a rousing start with the projection onto a giant screen of Teresa Heinz Kerry's Democratic National Convention remarks about Peace Corps.   Keynote speakers Bank One Executive Vice President Linda Bammann (Philippines 78-80), Ohio Governor Bob Taft (Tanzania 63-65) and Wisconsin Governor Jim  and First Lady Jessica Doyle (Tunisia 67-69), and former foreign minister of  Thailand Dr. Surin Pitsuwan all spoke compellingly about how Peace Corps  impacted their lives.  Peace Corps Director Gaddi Vasquez lauded the  work of the returned volunteer community and provided a snapshot of today's  Peace Corps.  Dazzling dance performances by Muntu Dance Theater and Natya Dance Theater punctuated the program, which culminated in the awarding of The Sargent Shriver Award for Distinguished Humanitarian Service to Dr. Kevin  Denny and The Loret Miller Ruppe Award for Outstanding Community Service  to RPCVs of Hawaii. 


For more details, go to � HYPERLINK "http://www.rpcv.org" ��www.rpcv.org� . Also, Chris put up some pictures at the FOB website.






































Benin: Who is to Blame for the Economic Crisis?





National Peace Corps Association's 25th Anniversary Conference





Angelique Kidjo Trivia


In 1960, Benin got its independence from France's protectorate. The same year, Angélique was born. Over the next 30 years, Benin fell under a Marxist / military regime, forcing the artists, like Kidjo, to promote ‘revolutionnary' values. Young Kidjo decided then to quit for Paris, France in the early '80s. At first, she came to study... law. Soon enough, she switched to classical opera, and after two years, found in jazz her real passion. Today, Angélique is married to her bass player / arranger / composer Jean Hébrail.


More on Angelique at:  http://members.limitless.org/~dsauve/kidjorev/kidjorev.html
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Benin Economic Crisis – Continued from p. 5


years before substantive cuts in subsidies to European and North American cotton farmers take effect.


And Nigeria has lately proved an irascible and difficult neighbour to deal with.


Nigerian President Olusegun Obasanjo has become increasingly irritated with the smuggling of cheap Nigerian petrol and stolen cars into Benin and the flow of other contraband goods in return. Over the past year he has cracked down hard.


In August 2003, Obasanjo simply closed his country's 700 km-long border with Benin for a week before agreeing to meet Kerekou to discuss the problem in the Nigerian border town of Badagry.


At this summit, the president of Benin meekly agreed to step up border security and fast track the extradition of known smugglers and criminals back to Nigeria. Those promptly arrested included one notorious dealer in stolen vehicles who had resold a car which had been hijacked in Lagos from Obasanjo's own daughter.


At the same time, Nigeria slapped a ban on the overland import of a wide variety of goods from Benin. The list included vehicles of all description, second hand fridges and air conditioning units, sorghum, millet, wheat flour, vegetable oils, cement and frozen chickens.


Many of these items had previously been imported through the port of Cotonou and then trucked overland to the Nigerian border, just 50 km to the east.





Sharp decline in customs revenues


Last May, Benin's Finance Minister, Gregoire Laourou, blamed a dramatic slowdown of trade with Nigeria and stiffer competition for transit trade to the landlocked countries of the Sahel from the port of Lome in neighboring Togo for a dramatic fall in customs revenues.


One source in the customs department told IRIN that the government had been counting on customs revenues of 200 billion CFA ($360 million) this year to help finance public spending of 550 billion ($1 billion).


However, by mid-year, considerably less than 100 billion CFA ($180 million) of taxes on imports and exports had flowed into the finance ministry's coffers, he noted.


Why the fall in customs revenues should be so steep remains unclear, given that the slowdown has been much more modest in Benin's trade in goods in transit for another country.


The overall tonnage of goods passing through the port of Cotonou fell by just seven percent during the first six months of this year to 2.07 million tons from 1.92 million during the same period of 2003, according to official statistics.


Transit trade with Nigeria was little changed at 141,000 tons, the figures showed.


The drop in freight volumes was mainly due to an 18 percent fall in transit trade with landlocked Niger. But at 307,000 tons, Niger remained the port of Cotonou's biggest overseas customer.





"The government should not try to deceive us"


"The government should not try to deceive us," said Sacca Lafia, a parliamentary deputy of the opposition Union for Social Democracy (UDS) party.


"In November 2003, the minister of finance spoke right here in the assembly of four percent economic growth in 2003, rising to seven percent in 2004. Then, six months later he comes back to talk about a budget deficit. For me his arguments about trade goods banned by Nigeria don't hold water. Other countries like Togo and Burkina Faso have no border with Nigeria. How do they manage to get by?" she asked.


One government financial controller who asked not to be named, told IRIN that the border restrictions imposed by Nigeria were just a drop in the ocean.


"The real problem is elsewhere," he told IRIN. "Everyone is preparing in their own way for the presidential elections of 2006. The men in power have been hoovering up money and transferring it abroad fraudulently and in massive quantities."


One way this was being done was through the over-invoicing of imports, he said. This allows importers to buy more foreign currency from the bank than they actually need to purchase the goods being brought into Benin. The balance is simply stashed away overseas or used for other unauthorized transactions.


"In my checks, for example, I have found that a box of Palmida soap (imported from France) has apparently been acquired for 20,000 CFA ($36) only to be resold for 4,800 CFA ($9) on the local market," the financial controller noted.


Kerekou, who is now 77, is banned by the constitution from standing for a third term. There is therefore a widespread perception that many of his close associates are stuffing their pockets while they can.


A former army major, Kerekou seized power for the first time in a 1972 coup and hung on until 1989, when he was forced out by a civilian revolt his rule. But the man who has transformed himself over the years from a Marxist -Leninist into a born again Christian and free marketeer, made a comeback through the ballot box in 1996. He was re-elected for second term in 2001.


Now, unless Kerekou manages to amend the constitution - a possibility that is already being talked about - the man who has led Benin for most of the past 32 years, faces definitive retirement in two years time.


Kerekou faces a ban on remaining in power on two counts. Firstly the constitution bans him from serving a third consecutive term and secondly it stipulates that no presidential candidate may be older than 75.


Meanwhile computer engineer Octave Nougbode, like many of Benin's honest businessmen, is still waiting for his government money.


"I did a 700,000 CFA ($1,300) contract for the economic affairs section of the finance ministry in December 2003," he told IRIN. "It wasn't until 21 July that I was asked to come and pick up my check, which was dated 19 July. Then, to my surprise, the bank called me up to say the check had bounced."








The Deadbeat





Summer 2004


Volume 14





Friends of Benin Newsletter





Page 2 of 8





By Chris Starace, SBD Allada ‘95-’97





Going back to Benin was a great experience, and I suggest that everyone go back if you can.  I wanted to go back to see my old friends, have a chance to re-evaluate my experience as well as do the things I missed there.  Benin became part of me, and I wanted to share it with my wife Cara so she could know me better and understand what I had been talking about for so long.  We went back for two weeks last July, and we had a fantastic time.  I had kept in touch with two people from my neighborhood, and over the years I had sent them some bonne choses including a $100 every year to help the 20 or so kids with school supplies and school fees.  


When we arrived almost all of my former neighbors - about 30 or 40 people - were waiting there to greet us, and they all went crazy!  They came running as soon as they saw us coming in the taxi.  They yelled and screamed and jumped up and down.  They hugged and kissed us and greeted us for at least 10 minutes before we could even sit down.  When we finally sat down, they kept coming up to touch me to see that I was really there, and to make sure that they weren’t dreaming.  I too had to reassure myself that I was really there and not dreaming.


They threw a fantastic party for us.  The kids had rehearsed different dances ahead of time, and they really put on a show.  They even welcomed us by name in the songs they sang and wrote us a very kind speech.  It was difficult to recognize all the kids I knew when I left because they are adults now.  The toddlers are big kids, and I’d never met all the young kids.  


It was great to see all my old Beninois friends and introduce Cara to them.  We spent at least two days just greeting people and hanging out with everyone.  Everyone remembered me (including , of course, people I didn’t remember).  I was glad my rice and beans seller and my shwarma man were still working the same spots.  It was nice to see how excited they got when they saw me, and I enjoyed eating their food again. Cara had never been to Benin or Africa before so we saw some of the tourist attractions such as Abomey, Ganvie, Ouidah, and Grand Popo.  It was nice for me to see those places again too.  


Being a tourist in Benin for two weeks is much different than being a volunteer.  Now we had     (Go to page 3)






































Saved $37.99 on laptop briefcase - just carry computer to work on head!


   After 2 years of describing drinking pamplemousse at local bar as conducting an etude de milieu on my rapports trimestriels, am very good at making Peace Corps service sound impressive on resume.


8,   When out of toilet paper, able to make do with a teapot of water or an old Newsweek





  Finger-snap at end of handshake impressive at interviews 


  Last week my car broke down, and I managed to get it running again with a piece of string, a razor blade, and the plastic thingy that goes between my toe on my flip-flop


  I've become very popular around the office ever since I put a jar full of homemade coolie-coolies on my desk


  Impressed friends and family when I yelled out "A Fon Gan Jia!" to Angelique Kidjo at a concert and she yelled back, "Hey!  A white man speaking my language!"


  Boycotting champagne isn't the way to punish the French for being surrender monkeys.  Retaliating for their refusal to follow the US into Iraq, I went to the French Embassy and jumped up and down in the lobby singing at the top of my voice the Yovo Yovo Bon Soir song.


   Since I lived diversity for over 2 years in the Peace Corps, I can fall asleep in Diversity Trainings and still ace the "post-test"


And the Number One Way My Peace Corps Experience Was Useful After I Returned to the US…


1.  Diarrhea, shmiarrhea!






































Going Back to Benin – continued from p. 4


There is less funding than in 1997 due to budget cuts.  Before this year there were two stages per year arriving in Benin.  As of this year there will be only one large stage of 40 PCT’s in hopes that it will save money.  Volunteers no longer get frigos.  I was lucky to get one in ’95 because ’96 was the last year they were giving them to volunteers.  Some volunteers who have electricity buy them with their own money.  The days are gone where COS’ing volunteers bolstered their readjustment allowance with the money they got from Peace Corps in lieu of a plane ticket to their home of record by using that money to buy a less expensive ticket on their own.  I think the difference was usually around a thousand dollars.  PC has smartened up and now only pays volunteers who want cash instead of a ticket, the actual price of a discounted ticket at the time the volunteer is COS’ing.   


WID / GAD (Women in Development, and I’m not sure what GAD means) is still around.  I heard that WID is still giving scholarships to girls, but this year it may not happen due to budget issues.  Recently WID sponsored a girls camp where about 50 girls were invited.  It lasted one week and 13 volunteers participated.  They taught them study skills, AIDS training, and did fun camp-like activities.  WID is still doing the “take your daughters to work” day, which I believe Kate Allen started back in 1996. 


Volunteers have it rougher than we did as there is no longer an American Embassy sponsored recreation center.  I feel sorry for them as it sure did me a lot of good to be able to soak up some A/C, swim in the pool, watch movies, watch American TV, play pool, and get some American food.  Ghana bar is a popular volunteer hang out and karaoke seems to have lost popularity. 


Many southern volunteers now have cell phones!  Fewer volunteers up north have them because there are less cell towers up there.  The phones use different technology than American cell phones so they must be bought in Benin.  Since so many Beninese people have cell phones, volunteers can call their Beninese friends as well as their Yovo friends, and perhaps they even call home to the US from time to time.  With the prevalence of cell phones and internet, I imagine volunteers are a bit less reliant on letters and the post office than we were.


I saw their latest version of their Deadbeat, which they called, believe it or not, “The Open Hole.”  It was rather crass and offended everyone and everything (especially PC and the PC administrators).  I doubt it was representative of their average Deadbeat, but then again, the Deadbeat was never consistent during my service because there were always new people doing it at irregular intervals.  I suppose the one thing that is consistent about it, is that is offers volunteers a voice to express their frustration and cynicism as well as their more serious concerns.


Returning to Benin was a great experience for Cara and I.  I loved seeing all my Beninois friends again and reconnecting with a very important part of my past.  It was also great to be able to share it with Cara.  It’s great to be able to talk to her about Benin and know she really understands what I’m saying.  Going back as a tourist didn’t feel exactly like it did when I was a volunteer, but everything felt very familiar, as if I were visiting my old college town or another place where I lived for an extended period of time in my past.  I doubt much has changed at your post since you left except for the people getting older, and you’ll be surprised how much you will remember about it.  You will also be surprised at how many people will remember you.  Save your money and go back to Benin if you can!  It will be worth the effort.  


I have posted many pictures on the Friends of Benin website on the photos page.  There is also a link there to more photos on my Fon is Fun site too.  






































Oh how life as a PCV has changed!  


This post from someone packing for Peace Corps service in Benin is a sign of the times:


Subject:  Digital cameras / photographs


Name: Anonymous


Date Posted:  Jun 13, 04 


Message: Hi everybody!


I'm preparing to leave in Benin (only two months until I leave!!!) and I was wondering what the best way to develop photographs is. I also have a digital camera and I was thinking about bringing a laptop to keep my photos stored and organized -- I know I won't have electricity and I was considering buying a solar charger. Is that a stupid idea? Any suggestions will be much appreciated!


To read and respond to links such as the above, click on the “PCV Q &A” Forum link at � HYPERLINK "http://www.friends-of-benin.org" ��www.friends-of-benin.org� .  Also, if you sign up for the Friends of Benin yahoo group (also at www.friends-of-benin.org) , you occasionally get cute emails such as the above in your mailbox..” 























Top Ten Ways My Peace Corps Experience Was Useful After I Returned to the US








Going Back To Benin – continued from p. 3


for all the professionals in Cotonou so traffic is bad.  I also remember being able to cross the street in Cotonou without fearing for my life.  Now there is so much traffic on many streets that you have to wait a long time, or you have to get the cars and zemis to stop for you.  Crossing by Ganhi and Dantokpa is a scary experience.  The pollution is also a lot worse from the many more cars and Zemis on the road.  There was a huge traffic jam on the bridge going from Ganhi (by the striped church) to Hotel du Lac every evening.  I was on a zemi and it took 10 minutes just to cross the bridge!  It would have been faster to walk.  Luckily they are building a new bridge next to it that appears to be almost finished.  


Cotonou is still very dirty and the sidewalks are still crowded by vendors forcing you to walk in the busy streets.  I did see garbage cans in the street for the first time, but only in one neighborhood, and guess where?  In Haie Vive, the Yovo neighborhood, of course!  


People claim that the economy is not doing very well, but that hasn’t stopped Kerekou from expanding the presidential mansion, which absolutely disgusts me.  From the road it looks like a sizeable expansion too.  I heard that he is also trying to get the constitution amended so he can run for a third term, but most people don’t believe it will happen.


Peace Corps Benin for the most part is the same as it was when I left.  The bureau looks identical.  The road in front of bureau is paved, but it has a lot of sand on it, as do most newly paved side roads in towns and cities.  You know security has increased since 9/11 because there is an official gendarme with an automatic weapon standing in front of PC office.  I greeted him and walked in the side door after hours like I owned the place so you have to wonder how much security has improved.  I guess I had the right look.  Security at the embassy is a lot tighter.  There are roadblocks quite a distance away from it so your Zemi driver has to let you off, and you have to walk a bit to reach the entrance.  Before you can enter you have to go through airport level security.  


Most of the Beninese staff at PC has not changed either.  They must be good jobs that no one wants to leave.  It was great to talk to so many familiar faces at the bureau.  Matthieu (chauffeur) is still driving.  Saka is still teaching volunteers how to use the “Cool Tool”.  Yves moved up from trainer to stage coordinator.  Jacques Bio is now the SED, APCD.  There is currently no director and Brownie Lee, who has been around PC for quite some time, is the interim director.  Pascal is still in charge of PC property (I forget his title), and Eugene is still in the mail room.  Clarisse is still a secretary, and Chantal is still in the reception area.  Noel, Leonie, and Gisele are still there as trainers.  I heard that there are only doctors in the Peace Corps Med unit.  During my service there were only nurses so they must have replaced everyone.  


It sounds like the administration has become a bit stricter.  Since a party at the bureau where several volunteers got mugged going home late at night, all volunteers must leave the bureau at 8 PM, and then it’s locked to prevent on campus, midnight, roof parties.  There is also an 8 PM curfew for volunteers staying in the med. unit.  There is still no Peace Corps hostel, of course, and volunteers must still stay in a hotel when in town on “official” business.


	Helmets are still mandatory for zemis, and they are now mandatory when riding a bike too.  This was prompted by a volunteer who received a serious brain injury from a bike crash because she was not wearing her helmet.  


I think my living allowance was about 3,000 CFA a day in ‘95-’97.  Now it is 3500 a day for volunteers in the south and 3900 for volunteers up north because goods are more expensive up there, and they have to pay more for transportation.  I can’t recall if the policy of paying the northern volunteers more was in effect before, but it is definitely a good idea.  


The PC admin publishes an official newsletter every two months.  In it is a section for each program.  There are about 100 volunteers in country now.  The programs they have are TEFL (Teaching English as a Foreign Language), SED (Small Enterprise Development), (EA) Environmental Action, and (RCH) Rural Community Health.  The math and science teachers have been fazed out and replaced by the TEFL program.  It sounds like the forestry program was broadened to include all environmental issues and the RCD (Rural Community Development) program was changed to focus more specifically on health.  It sounds like a positive change because during my service many RCD volunteers felt that their program lacked focus.  It seems from the newsletter that the RCH volunteers concentrate on AIDS training.  From what I observed, AIDS is still taboo in Benin.  People who have it don’t make it public for fear how others will react.  So much has to be done to educate people.   


	Volunteers are still taking Mefloquin for malaria.  Malarone is a new anti-malaria drug with fewer side effects, but it has to be taken every day, so Mefloquin is still the drug of choice.  Cara and I took Malarone and had no problems.  A nice addition that the administration made is that they offer northern volunteers a shuttle to bring them down to Cotonou twice a month per a pre-determined schedule and then bring them back several days later.  It goes from Kandi, to Natitingou, to Parakou, and the next day it goes from Parakou to Cotonou.   


During my service our SBD stage and the stage before us started what we called a “Tool Kit.”  It is a book of collective knowledge that contains formation lesson plans and relevant information that has been field tested and tailored to our program in Benin.  I’m not sure who originally had the idea, but it has caught on, and every volunteer has a “Toolkit” specific to his / her program at post to use as a reference guide.  I’ve heard that many volunteers put their field experience to paper by updating their Toolkits periodically for future volunteers.    


Stage for the last six years or so has been in Allada, Come, and a few other places.  I know that they are no longer doing stage in Allada and have moved it to Azove.  There may be other locations, but I’m not sure what they are.  For the old timers who did their stage in the US or in a training center, stage has changed.  Now PCT’s (Peace Corps Trainees) have two or three days of staging in the US, and then live with Beninese host families in a town where their stagemates are also living with their host families.  The PC trainers rent houses and live there as well during the three months of training.  They set up central locations in the town where trainers and the PCT’s meet to do their lessons. 			(Go to p. 5)
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Next Issue: Top Ten Peace Corps-Inspired Pick-Up Lines. Send your suggestions to tysonsahib@yahoo.com
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Dear Sabi






































Many RPCV’s have a hard time with their transition to the US.  For some, this difficulty persists for years. Yet Peace Corps offers little help, unless you want to get a government job, particularly in the Department of Labor Statistics. 


To meet the needs of these readers, the Deadbeat has hired an advice expert, writing here under the pen-name Sabi, to answer questions from RPCVs in distress.  If you have any questions you would like to submit, send them to the editor at � HYPERLINK "mailto:tysonsahib@yahoo.com" ��tysonsahib@yahoo.com� 





Foo Sabi,


I just COS’d last week and have been home for about 5 days.  My problem is the grocery store.  There are just so many choices to make, I can’t handle it.  There are like 37 kinds of toothpaste, 34 kinds of soap, 18 kinds of laundry detergent and 49 kinds of shampoo.  How am I supposed to pick which to buy?  Please help!  I brought home one of those square soaps from the marche, and that should cover me for bathing, shampooing, and washing my clothes for another week or so, but I only have a few chew-sticks left, and so will need to buy toothpaste soon. 


Too, n kwa n sosi,


Perplexed in Pittsburgh





Ka weru, Perplexed,


Kperu kperu!


First know that you are not alone.  The trip to the grocery store is one of the most difficult challenges for RPCVs.  In fact, recent studies have shown that having too many choices contributes to stress for all Americans.  


My suggestion is to shop where your choices are limited for you, at least until you are more acclimated.  I suggest Trader Joe’s, 7-11 or your neighborhood supermercado.  Then graduate to a Costco, then a grocery store, and finally an electronics store such as Frye’s.  When you’re able to surf Amazon.com without feeling chest pains, you’ll know you’ve made the transition successfully.


Du courage! Ka yaburu!





Dear Sabi,


	Ka somburu!  


	I hope you can help me.  I am having trouble with my husband.  We are having problems in the communication department.  He refuses to share information that I feel it is important for a husband and wife to share.  


For example, whenever I ask him about his bowel movements, he refuses to answer.  He won’t even pay attention when I try to share with him the texture and volume of my latest toilet deposits. He refuses to listen!  He even calls me disgusting for wanting to talk about these things!  Is that any way to talk to your wife?  He’s especially indignant when I bring the defecation subject up in front of his friends or co-workers.  Do you think he’s ashamed of me?  What should I do?


Na siara saa saa!


Penelope Poopwatcher 





Dear Penelope,


	Ana wasin wasi?  


	You might be surprised, but your husband’s reluctance to discuss this subject is quite common among non-RPCVs.  Perhaps you have some other RPCV friends who might be more willing to have these conversations with you?  


If not, perhaps you could organize a romantic trip for the two of you to Mexico, preferably somewhere rustic, without easy access to doctors.  Then, when the two of you are having a romantic dinner and watching the sunset, surreptitiously put some water from a pond, puddle, sewer, or other body of water into his water bottle.  Within a day or two he should be more than willing to talk about his bowels with you, the closest thing to an expert he has, perhaps the only person around who understands English.  This experience will really tighten the bond you two share together.


Hope this helps!  Bonne chance!  Ka wiirudobu!





Dear Sabi,


A kpuna n do?  I just got back to the states.  All the paper money here is the same size and the same color.  How am I supposed to tell them apart?


N kwa sia,


Confused in Chicago





Dear Confused,


	Ka yaburu!  Ka gobi!  Try the numbers in the corners.





Dear Sabi,


	A bwan do?  I was at the gym the other day, and was drinking a lot of water, so I had to go pee.  I went to the showers, and there were some guys showering, so I said to them, “Bonne douche!”  Then I urinated down the drain, just like I would do in Benin.  A few minutes later, a guy who works at the gym came up and told me that my gym membership was rescinded, and that I was to leave immediately.  Did I do something wrong?


Na siara gem gem,


Eugene the Urinator





Dear Eugene,


	Na bwan do gbam gbam gbam!  Ka kokuru!  Except for certain gyms, it’s generally best not to talk to anyone while they’re taking a shower.  Also, although in water scarce regions it would make more sense to pee in the shower, in the States it’s generally frowned upon.  Try the urinal next time.  It’s the porcelain thing against the wall near the toilets. 





Dear Sabi,


	Ana a kpuna?  I’m having trouble at the nightclub.  Women don’t approach me in the US like they did at New York New York and other clubs in Cotonou.  Even when I wear my American passport on a gold chain around my neck, women still don’t ask me to dance, and that always worked in Benin!  What’s wrong with the women here?


Lonely in Los Angeles





Foo Lonely,


	Alaafia!  You need to start asking women to dance, but be prepared for them to say no.  They do it all the time.  If you spend an hour in front of the mirror and call yourself a loser, maybe that will help prep your ego for the continuous rejection.  And leave your passport at home.  Bonne dance!
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Going Back To Benin (continued from page 2)























as much money as we needed and very little time.  As a volunteer, as you very well know, it was the opposite. The result was I didn’t feel like bargaining as hard, and I could be more generous.  It didn’t bother me as much as it did before to be overcharged 50 CFA (10 cents).  Sometimes I bargained to the death just to prove that I hadn’t lost my touch.  After all, I’m practically Beninois after having lived there for two years, n’est-ce pas?  Having more money was nice because we paid for an extra seat in taxis so we weren’t crammed in.  Sometimes we ate in restaurants, and we were able to stay diarrhea-free by drinking only bottled water.  


Speaking Fon was fun for me as I hadn’t forgotten much, and it really made people happy that I remembered it.  I visited several of the people that I worked with, and I found that most people had improved their businesses at least a little.  I can’t say how much if any of their progress was due to my efforts, but they said what I did for them was useful so that was good enough for me.  


It was almost as if I had never left Allada because I remembered almost everything, and it felt very familiar.  I had similar feelings to when I explore the town I grew up in after not having been there for a long time.  I look for changes since the last time I was there and recall the many memories that different places in town remind me of. 


Having been away for so long, my memories had become skewed toward the positive aspects of Benin.  Going back refreshed my impression of Benin, bringing both the positive and the negative aspects back into focus.  I was reminded again how nice the people are and how they make up for Benin’s many inefficiencies and inconveniences.


You will find this hard to believe but…because no one has sung me the Yovo song to me in years, I somehow thought it was cute again.  The kids who were smiling and waving while singing it were especially cute, but the kids who sang it and pointed in a taunting manner, I could see would get on my nerves had I stayed another week.  On this trip I ate akassa and somehow I liked it!  Pâte was pretty good and the rice and beans were scrumptious with a little gari.  I must have liked these foods for purely nostalgic reasons as I can think of no other explanation.


We felt rushed because we only had two weeks and had so much to do.  We spent an entire week in Allada, and I feel that was just the right amount of time.  If you go back I’d suggest staying at least that long at your old post and bring a video camera.  I’m very glad I did.


Planning a trip to Benin is a lot of work and unfortunately, it’s expensive.  I talked to an RPCV from the Dominican Republic who said that every year they have their Friends of Dominican Republic meeting in the Dominican Republic!  If only we could do that!  A ticket to the DR can be as low as a $300 or $400, and that’s all they have to pay to get there.  To get to the Benin the flight is very long and expensive, you have to get vaccinations, visa, malaria prophylaxis, and medevac insurance!  All those things included it cost us about $2,500 per person just to get there flying directly to Cotonou from Paris!  For more details on planning a trip to Benin, see the travel page at � HYPERLINK "http://www.geocities.com/fon_is_fun/travel.htmv" ��Fon is Fun� (� HYPERLINK "http://www.geocities.com/fon_is_fun/travel" ��http://www.geocities.com/fon_is_fun/travel�).


On our trip I saw many modest improvements in Benin, but unfortunately they were at least partially offset by an increase in population, crowding, and pollution. 


As anywhere, in seven years many businesses open and close.  Allada now has a bakery, which is great news.  The bread is absolutely fantastic, and if they have anything to be grateful to the French for, it is the bread.  Before the bread was always day old in Allada because it came from Cotonou.  


It appears that Christian evangelism is on the rise in Benin as I saw a lot more Jehova’s Witness buildings, and I saw many new churches.  In Allada there is a new huge church, and there is a very large radio antenna that broadcasts evangelical programs in Fon.  I actually heard it on the internet before I left!  


The pavement going towards Abomey is a bit more pothole-y but not in terrible condition.  I heard that they paved the road from Parakou to Djougou and from Djougou to Savalou as well, but we did not go north so I can’t give more details than that.  They have paved a few side roads in Allada and Ouidah with interlocking cobblestones.


Access to modern technology has definitely improved in Benin. When I left in 1997 there were a few internet cafes in Cotonou, but there were none anywhere else.  Today Cotonou has dozens of internet cafes and Allada has three!  It seems like most towns with electricity and phone service have at least one public internet station; however connections are usually very slow and unreliable.  Internet costs from 400 to 700 CFA per hour depending on the location and time of day.  They give you a code and if you finish early, you can come back another time until you use up your hour.  At some internet café’s they have quite modern equipment running Windows XP.  Proof to me that the internet is prevalent: a Beninois asked me for my e-mail address and he gave me his.  


	Cell phones are everywhere, and many Beninois use them.  In Cotonou, Allada, and Ouidah there are signs everywhere advertising boutiques that sell prepaid calling cards because cell phones don’t use monthly calling plans.  Many of my friends who I didn’t think could afford a phone, have one and use it.  I saw DVD players for sale in Ganhi, and two of my friends have one along with a video game system.  Allada now has a photo-developing store that can develop pictures in 25 minutes.  Western Union began a joint venture with the PTT and there are Western Union banners outside every PTT.  I sent my friend Nestor money through Western Union once and it worked great.   


	New CFA paper money and coins have been issued recently.  I saw a new 1000, 2000, 5000, and 10,000 CFA bill.  There is now a 250 CFA coin and a 500 CFA coin as well.  


Cotonou has many new paved roads, a few new traffic lights, and they even have a pedestrian crosswalk with a working light to cross Avenue Steinmetz near Dantokpa.  The bad news is that it seems much more crowded and polluted.  The traffic is also a lot worse.  I remember being able to get from Allada to Cotonou in 1 – 1 1/2 hours on a bad day.  On the few trips I took this time, it usually took almost two hours because traffic came to a standstill frequently between Godomey and Abomey-Calavi.  I heard that Abomey-Calavi has become an “upscale” bedroom community  (go to p. 4
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Benin: Who is to Blame for the Economic Crisis? - continued from p. 1
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"You can't eat what you want any more, everything is too expensive. You can only try to fill your belly," complained Laurette Zannou who had been shopping at a Cotonou market. "Even maize, our main food, has gone up from 100 CFA (18 US cents) to 200 CFA (36 cents) for a (1 kg) scoop," she added.





Nigerian trade restrictions


The government of President Mathieu Kerekou blames the economic crisis on trade restrictions imposed by Benin's giant neighbor Nigeria and on US and European cotton subsidies, which depress Benin's potential earnings from its main export crop.


But opposition politicians and independent economists blame corruption and incompetence at the top levels of government, which, they say, are prompting foreign donors to withhold aid money.


The one thing everybody agrees on is that the government's bold forecast of seven percent economic growth in 2004, made last November, is not going to be met. Senior finance ministry officials publicly admitted last June that the target would be missed, but they didn't set a new one.


Cotton accounts of half of Benin's annual export earnings of around $400 million. And trade with Nigeria has always been a major factor in Benin's economy, although much of it has traditionally consisted of smuggled goods.


Nobody denies that it has been tough going on both fronts.


	The major western powers have recently made mild concessions to the West African cotton producers in world trade talks, but it could be      	       (Go to p. 6)
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Friends of Benin was established in 1999 by returned Peace Corps Volunteers who have served in the Republic of Benin. Our mission is to maintain communications between Friends of Benin (FOB)  members keep the Peace Corps/Benin experience alive, sustain our commitment to international service, encourage members to share their experiences with their own communities,  support the Peace Corps mission in Benin, support recently returned volunteers as well as volunteers who are about to leave for Benin, and distribute news and information about Benin.  
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We’re on the Web!


www.friends-of-benin.org
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Friends of Benin


c/o Tyson Roberts


1250 S. Ogden Drive


Los Angeles, CA 90019















































