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Slums in Ethiopia - how the
volunteers built safe houses
‘Tola, Tola! Pass me a hammer please!’ Rascal, dressed in worker’s
clothing was sitting on the roof of the house which was currently under
construction.
A few days before Tola and Rascal joined a group of volunteers.
Volunteers are people who — in their free time and out of their hearts
— help others. Volunteers may help elderly people, children, or animals.
On this occasion, Tola and Rascal joined volunteers helping poor
families who didn’t have their own, safe homes to live in. A few of them
lived in extremely poor conditions such as temporary huts built from
old wood planks, crates, and corrugated sheets. Such poor are often
located on the outskirts of large cities and are called slums.
Tola, Rascal and the rest of the volunteers had an exact plan of action.
In one month, together with the slums’ inhabitants, they wanted to
build 5 safe and solid houses. However, they had to figure out how
to overcome problems that kept coming up at the construction site.
On that particular day the families for whom the houses were being
built and who worked side by side with the volunteers daily, had to
leave. The volunteers were alone at the construction site.
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‘Rascal! Rascal!’ shouted a young elephant. ‘Rascal, come over
here! We have a problem! We have run out of water and we can’t
make tea or wash our hands.’
‘Fill the bottles up from another place, then’ said Rascal. ‘There is
a water pump not too far away from here.’
‘There is one but it is broken’ replied the young elephant.

‘Well, we will call a plumber tomorrow,’ decided Rascal. ‘Meanwhile,
let’s use a different pump or a sink in one of the houses. Surely
someone here must have water. We don’t need much and we know that
we have to save it.’
Volunteers looked around. They knew that running water was a rare
thing in the slums. People living there often don’t have access to many
commodities, such as running water or electricity. Not to mention

‘Oh no! How come?!’ Rascal got worried and slid off the roof to check if

a wastewater collection system. Streets in slums are also different

the young elephant was telling the truth.

from what we see on an everyday basis. People living in the slums

Indeed, the pump was not working. They pressed it, tried to pump it and
even jumped on it but... nothing worked! Not even a single drop came out
from the tap. Only now did Rascal realise that he hadn’t seen any local
residents using it for quite some time.
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of Addis-Ababa, the capital city of Ethiopia, have almost no access
to running water in their homes. Sometimes they have to walk a few
hundred meters to fill bottles with water. The bottles are often so heavy
they must be carried on the head rather than in their hands.
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dear. The nearest working water pump is several minutes’ walk away
from here. If you are going there, would you mind bringing me some
too? I have only two glasses left,’ explained the monkey.
‘Oh, sure thing! With pleasure! Hey boys, take a bottle and come over
here! Or no! Bring three! The route is long so it’s better not to go back
and forth a few times.’
So off they went to search for the water pump: a dog from Poland,
an elephant from South Africa, and two other volunteers who brought
2 more bottles.
Have you ever been in a labyrinth? If you have, you know that finding
your way through requires a lot of concentration. It is very easy to
lose your way or take a wrong turn. The route to the pump was just
like a labyrinth. Paths were confusing and incredibly windy, the
volunteers found themselves in dead ends several times. You need to
know that the road they took was also a bit dangerous. Houses made
of corrugated sheet had very sharp edges and uneven walls. The group
‘I will go and ask where the nearest pump or a tap is,’ Tola the cat
volunteered.
She quickly hopped into the nearest house made of corrugated sheet and
asked a gentleman (a Guenon monkey) sitting in front of it:
‘እንደምን አደርክ (read: inidemini aderiki), good morning!’ Tola greeted the
man politely in Amharic, one of the official languages in Ethiopia. ‘Do you
have any water at home?’

had to be very careful so as not to tear their clothes against metal
elements or protruding nails.
‘Poor people’ Tola said quietly, freeing her scarf from one
of the nails that accidentally caught it. ‘Walking down here
can be dangerous. It is easy to get hurt!’
‘I don’t know what’s worse, the nails sticking out or
the cables hanging low above our heads,’ the elephant
admitted. He was the tallest of all volunteers after all.

‘Water at my home? Ha, ha, ha!’ Laughed the old man. ‘You’re very funny,
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Only now did everyone look up and saw all those

Volunteers went back to work. Not even an hour had passed when

electric cables running along the streets above their

Rascal heard a familiar whisper.

heads. They didn’t look safe at all. Cables were on the roofs,
in gutters or hanging on posts dug into the ground. They looked
like a tangled spider web. One inattentive move could easily end up in
being electrocuted.
‘Elephant, be careful. We’re close to the pump,’ said Leo the

‘Rascal, Rascal! Psst! Rascal!’ He heard just as he lied down on the roof
tiles. Rascal leaned over the roof and saw Tola jumping on the ground
in a very strange manner.
‘Rascal, I need to pee!’ said the kitten quietly.

lion, who lived in a suburban part of the city and was used to various

‘Well, go to the loo then…’ advised the doggy, wondering why his friend

surprises and potential dangers in the streets.

was informing him of her need to go to the toilet.

Leo was right. Soon the volunteers found the spot they had been

‘There is no bathroom here,’ explained the kitten. ‘The monkey said that

looking for. The pump was located in the middle of a sandy square.

I need to find a ditch... will you go with me?’ she asked, stepping her

Residents from different parts of the slums gathered around it.

feet in one place.

A group of volunteers showing up made them very curious. Once they
found out that volunteers were there to build houses, they decided to
help them with pumping the water. Younger and older, girls and boys
grabbed the bottles, filled them up with water and carried them to the
newly established housing estate.
‘Oh, you are so kind!’ Tola was delighted. ‘Filled with water, my bottle
became so heavy that I couldn’t hold it on my own. I really don’t
understand how children in the slums can carry such heavy things
every day. How kind it is of you to help us!’
‘Well, we can help each other after all. You help us and we help you,’
said one of the slum residents and smiled. ‘We have no money but we
can share other things. We also have some time and are used to living
in this place. If your pump isn’t fixed, we will organise the transport of
water for you,’ the stranger promised and waved Tola goodbye.
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Rascal realised that since they had started working there, he was so
busy he didn’t have time to go to the toilet during the day. He used it
in the evening when he was back in his hotel room. In the part of the
town they were staying in all houses and hotels had toilets. There was
a shower, a sink and a toilet. Meanwhile, in the slums there were no
toilets at all. Rascal and Tola passed several buildings before they
reached the place the monkey had told about. A small stream ran
through the ditch. Some slums’ inhabitants used it as a toilet — not
because it was close, but simply because they didn’t have a choice. They
had no toilets in their homes, as there was no sewage system in the
neighbourhood (the underground pipes that could be used to take the
waste out of the houses).
‘Yuck... it’s filthy, I won’t pee in here,’ Tola said and covered her
nose. Indeed, the ditch and the area around it were far from clean.
In addition, the sewage flew along the stream and through the slums.
It was neither pleasant nor healthy or ecological.
Rascal recalled that Leo once told them about a paid toilet in the
slums. They hoped that it would be clean and they were right! Tola was
relieved. Workers responsible for keeping that toilet clean did a good
job. It smelled nice inside too. It wasn’t free to use but thankfully
Rascal had a few coins in his pocket.
‘You know Rascal, I’m happy there will be toilets in the houses we are
building. And that the people who will live there won’t have to pay to
use the toilet,’ she said to her friend on their way back.
They didn’t do much more that day. They tidied up their tools and
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returned to the hotel to take some rest.
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During the following days, the volunteers continued building the houses.

of the slums. She was very wise and much loved.

They all consisted of a kitchen, a bathroom and two bedrooms. The

Other teachers don’t want to come to the slums.

slums’ residents helped them a lot. The future owners of the houses

Some of them live very far, some of them are probably

worked at the site even longer than the volunteers — from dawn until

a little scared.’

dusk. Even a little monkey, a slums’ resident who was shy at first,
eventually became friendly with the volunteers and was coming to help
Tola and Rascal every day. Everything was going smoothly and quickly.

‘Oh no... can’t you go to another school then? I think there
are two near our hotel.’

Thanks to a joint effort they ended up building not five, but six houses!

‘I would have to take a bus. It is too far and too expensive.

So one more than they had initially planned.

We try to save money for food, water and visits to the toilet. You already

On one evening the project was coming to an end. New, cosy and ecological

know that we need to pay for everything in the slums... even for the toilet.’

houses were almost ready! Volunteers were hammering the last nails.

The conversation with the monkey made Tola really upset. She couldn’t

The following day the happy residents were supposed to move in.

stop thinking about it all evening. There must have been some way for

After work, Tola sat on the stairs of one of the houses. Her new friend
Tsehaj stood next to her.

children living in the slums to be able to go to school! Tola spent the
evening discussing this matter with Rascal and other volunteers. Together,
they wanted to find a solution to the problem. They wanted to help Tsehaj

‘Tsehaj, could you answer one question?’ she asked suddenly.

and other children. Finally, Leo came up with an excellent idea.

‘Of course, Tola. Ask about whatever you want!’ The monkey replied

The following morning many people gathered around the new houses.

cheerfully.

Everyone wanted to see what they looked like.

‘You visited us every day. Every day you helped a lot with carrying wood,

Leo the lion, Rascal, Tola, Ellie the elephant, residents of the new houses

pouring water or passing tools. Shouldn’t you have been at school during

and the volunteers from the slums stood hand by hand. The elephant

those hours?’ Tola asked.

honked loudly as a sign for Rascal to start speaking.

‘Yes, I should have... but... our school is closed,’ the monkey replied.

‘Dear residents! We built six new, comfortable and safe houses. Five of

‘Why is it closed? You don’t have a school break now.’
‘No, but our teacher got ill and moved out to stay with her family outside
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them will go to families who have been waiting for them for a long time.
Thanks to your help and cooperation we managed to build one more
house. We propose, of course at your consent, that this one additional
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house is left for a person who is very much needed here. This person will help
all children in the slums... it’s the teacher! The local school will open up again
and the children will be able to come back and learn!’
‘Yes! Yes! That’s amazing!’ The crowd cheered. ‘What a great idea! Thank you
for thinking about this.’
And so the group ended their project. The volunteers gained new friends and
valuable experience. The slums’ residents gained safe homes, easier access
to water and... the teacher who would help the children from the poorest
areas of the city shape their future.
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1.

Questions to an attentive listener

A few facts about slums

Tola and Rascal are volunteers in the story. What does it mean to be

• WHAT IS A SLUM?

a volunteer? Can anyone become a volunteer?
2.

Tola and Rascal helped to build houses in the slums. What are the
slums?

A slum is an area of a city inhabited by the impoverished people. They
do not have access to clean, running water (i.e. water which is supplied to
houses by pipes), sewage system, electricity or schools. Frequently, there
are no roads in slums and no busses drive there.

3.

Do houses in the slums have bathrooms?

4.

Where did the friends get water from? Was the pump located near

5.

Where was the toilet? Was the toilet in the slums free to use?

• WHERE AND
WHY ARE SLUMS
CREATED?

6.

What kind of dangers did the volunteers notice on the way to the

Slums are created by people who

or far away?

water pump? (E.g. were electrical cables routed on poles high above
ground? Were the corners of the houses dangerous? Was it easy

cannot afford buying or renting a
house. Therefore, people put up temporary

to find the way to the pump?)

(not permanent and not durable) houses from timber, fabric and corrugated metal

7.

Did the residents of the slums help the volunteers?

inhabitants hope that they would leave these temporary shelters after a few months

8.

Who did the volunteers give the additional, 6th house to? Who was

in the areas located within the borders of a city or close to them. Many slums’
at the most. Unfortunately, they frequently stay there for the rest of their lives.
In present days, slums are common all over the world. Most poor neighbourhoods

meant to move in?

can be found in developing countries in Asia and Africa. Slums in South America
have their own names. In Brazil they are called favelas and in Argentina — villa
miseria. There is a slum also in Paris, the capital city of a rich European country.
People who came to Paris looking for a new job and a better future often did
not have enough money to buy or rent any house. That is why they built them
themselves in the cheapest available way.
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People who live in slums are deprived of many things that we all take for
granted, for example electricity. Houses they build do not have sewage
system or access to running water and there are no clearly marked
streets. Many families have to walk miles to the nearest water pump or
the area where water is brought to in cisterns. A water container which
weighs 20 kg is so heavy that it can be carried around only after placed
on top of the head. Remember that both adults and children bring water
home this way.

• WHERE DO PEOPLE LIVING IN
SLUMS WORK?
People who live in slums usually do not have a permanent job.
Part time jobs they take are usually very low-paid. The slums’
inhabitants frequently work as servants for rich families,
they collect metal and other materials to sell, work at rubbish
dumps segregating waste, sell goods by the roads, carry
building materials at construction sites or pull rickshaws
(a rickshaw is a type of taxi. It is a cart built on a bike or
motorcycle’s frame. A person who pulls or rides a rickshaw
takes their passengers to a given address and gets money in
return).

• HOW MANY PEOPLE LIVE
IN SLUMS?
In present days as much as 900 millions of
people are living in slums. What a huge number!
If a class comprising 25 pupils represented the
world’s population 3 of the kids would live in
slums. This is a lot, don’t you think?

• HOW DO CHILDREN COPE WITH
SUCH LIVING CONDITIONS?
Life in slums is very hard. One room (of a very, very small size)
is usually a home to 6—10 people. Children go to work, just
like the adults. They do not attend
schools at all or have to abandon
education after two or three years.
The little amount of money they
receive for their work has to
suffice to buy basic food supplies,
like rice or bread.
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• WHAT DO PEOPLE LIVING IN SLUMS
LACK?

Of the hospitality of a bear family
and the importance of cooperation
Drip-drop, drip-drop, splash! Drip-drop, splash! Sundeep felt raindrops
dripping down on his nose.
‘Oh no, it’s raining again!’ thought the little bear with dissatisfaction. He
quickly moved closer to his sister and snuggled into her fur. Fortunately, the
roof above her side of the bed had no holes.
For several years Sundeep has been living in a house made of corrugated
metal and boards. Although, to be fair, it was hard to say whether this shelter
could be called a real home. The metal hiding place was not much bigger
than a tent. It had no bathroom or a kitchen. When a few years before an
earthquake struck Nepal, the home country of the young bear, Sundeep’s
house was destroyed. Sundeep remembered that moment very well. He was
just getting ready for bed when everything started to shake. Pots and cups
were falling off the shelves, the furniture toppled, even the floor moved.
Their dad shouted to him and his sister to run away. When everyone got
outside, the roof and walls crumbled. The whole building collapsed like
a house of cards. Everything they had was covered with rubble.
After the earthquake they had lived at the school for several days. Later,
their dad decided to put together a small shelter out of metal sheets and
pieces of wood. It was supposed to be temporary but it became their home
for years. They had no utilities there and no running water. When they
wanted to wash themselves, they had to go to the nearest stream. The house
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was also poorly sealed, so it was bitterly cold there in the winter. The snow

It was Rascal’s voice. The dog was chasing after Tola who didn’t want to

kept falling inside through the small holes. And the rain was even worse…

listen to him at all. Tola and Rascal came to Nepal to meet volunteers from

The young bear thought about it before he went back to sleep. When he woke

all around the world. Volunteers who, just like in Ethiopia, wanted to help

up the following morning, the rain was gone.
‘Get up Sundeep! Come on, let’s make tea with cardamom!’ called his sister
Lea, lighting fire under a teapot. The kitchen of the bear family was located
right outside their tin house. It was simply a designated spot for the fireplace
with some twigs gathered in the centre.
Sundeep managed to get outside and grab a few dry twigs to add to the fire,
when suddenly he heard some voices.

build homes for the poorest families. But wait a second… if the meeting was
supposed to take place in the nearest town, what our friends were doing
there? The reason was simple. The bus they were taking to meet the rest of
the group broke down midway. All passengers had to wait for help on the side
of the road. Tola got bored with waiting and decided to take this opportunity
to explore the area. This is why she was running across the field towards
Sundeep and Lea.
‘Wait, you crazy kitten, you may get lost!’

‘Tola, wait! Are you crazy?!’

‘Lost? Don’t be silly. Come along with me. You don’t come to Nepal often after
all. Come on or I will seriously run away from you!’
Jumping over the obstacles, Tola enjoyed the view of flowery meadows and
snow-capped mountains in the distance. For a moment she thought that
they were there alone. Running as fast as she could and sometimes glancing
back at Rascal, she didn’t notice that she approached the bears’ shelter. She
bumped into Lea at full speed.
‘Oh, there’s someone in here!’ she said quietly, as if to herself. When she ran
into Lea, she stopped nose to nose with the little bear who had been leaning
over the fireplace. Seeing Lea from up close, Tola crossed her eyes and
suddenly the image of the bear doubled.
‘Oh, who are you? What are you doing here?’ asked Tola, still seeing two
bears. Lea was so surprised she didn’t know what to say. She hadn’t seen
a cat in the mountains for a long time. And she had probably never seen
a cat making such funny faces. A moment later she laughed out loud.

24

25

‘Ha, ha aren’t you funny! Move your head back and you will see that there’s

and the earthquake, she decided to change the subject.

no one else than me in here. Ha, ha, ha…’ Lea couldn’t stop laughing. ‘My

‘Since you are here, maybe you’d like some tea with cardamom?’ she asked

name is Lea and I live here with my brother and parents. But tell me what are
YOU doing here? After all, you are the one who entered my house…’
Tola looked around. A house? What house? She saw no buildings apart from
the shack where no one would want to live. She was about to ask where
exactly the house she supposedly had entered was but Rascal interrupted the

the guests.
‘I’ll add some sugar and milk!’ Sundeep, who had just lit the fire, called
eagerly.
‘With milk? Ha! Sure!’ replied Tola and the four of them sat by the fire.
Meeting new people is a valuable experience. When you meet someone who

conversation.
‘Hi, Lea. I’m Rascal and the little one who ran into you is called Tola. Our bus
broke down and we had a moment to explore the area. I’m sorry, we didn’t
notice that someone was sitting here… I mean living here... I mean…’ Rascal
paused, unsure what to say. It seemed impossible that anyone could live in
this shack. ‘Do you really live here?’ he asked hesitantly.
Lea nodded her head.

lives in a different country, especially a distant one like Nepal, it usually
turns out that the person who is completely different from you at first glance
— speaks a different language, lives in an unusual house or eats unfamiliar
dishes — may be in fact very similar to you. Have you ever met anyone who
seemed different than you? Have you made friends with them? Surely you
did! Tola and Rascal discovered that Lea laughed at the same jokes that Tola
found funny. And Sundeep loved playing soccer, just like Rascal. The bear

‘Well… I can see you are surprised but yes, this shed is our house…’
Lea didn’t like talking about being poor or
that she had lost all valuable things

siblings dreamt of a house Tola and Rascal lived in. For years their dad had
been saving money to build a new house. The kids wanted to
move out from the shack they lived in.

during the earthquake and

Their conversation was

her family couldn’t

interrupted by the bears’ dad who

afford to build

suddenly appeared with good news.

a real, safe

‘Tola! Rascal! Are you two Tola

house.

and Rascal? Great! Your bus

Instead of

is fixed. The driver has been

talking

searching for you since

about the

quite some time. Come,

house
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jump on my shoulders, I’ll take you back
there. Lea, pack your friends
some flatbread so that
they aren’t hungry on their way.’
Lea quickly prepared some roti for the two
friends. Roti are eaten in Nepal instead of
bread. They look like pancakes but are
more crispy.
Rascal and Tola quickly hopped on daddy
bear’s back. They were astonished with
the kindness and hospitality of this family.
The bears had almost nothing but despite
this, they shared milk and food with the
two friends. They might not have money
but they surely had hearts in the right place.
When Tola and Rascal reached Kathmandu, the capital city of Nepal,
they still thought about the bear family. They knew that they couldn’t
leave Lea and Sundeep without help. The following morning they were
about to meet the other volunteers. The organisation which supported
the construction and renovation of houses for the poorest in Ethiopia
also operated in Nepal. At dawn, when everyone gathered to discuss and
decide which families should receive help in the first place, Rascal took
the floor.
‘Dear friends! I’m aware of the fact that everyone deserves to have
a house to live in. The house that will shelter them from rain and storm
and protect from insects and snakes. The house where they will feel safe
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both during the day and at night. The house that will endure an earthquake

‘Too-too-too-toom!’ Rascal blew a trumpet with all his strength. Two trucks

and heavy rains. Simply the place where children and their parents would

packed up to the top with construction equipment drove up to the bears’

feel like home. Yesterday we met a family who had lost their home in an

shelter as close as it was possible. ‘Lea! Sundeep! Mister bear! Come to us, we

earthquake. They put great effort into building a temporary shelter from

need your help!’

corrugated metal and cardboard. They live in poverty but showed us so much

Lea, hearing a familiar voice, ran out of the shed with her brother and dad.

hospitality and shared their food with us. I’d like to ask you to start building
a new house for them.’

She thought that her friends’ bus broke down again. Imagine her surprise
when instead of the bus she saw two trucks! Especially that people who

The volunteers were moved with Rascal’s speech. They unanimously decided

got off wore helmets, as if they were prepared to build something. Wait

to travel to the small village high up in the mountains the following morning

a minute… to build something? In here?

— to the place inhabited by a family who believed that no one remembered
about them.
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‘Rascal, have you started working in a construction
company? Are you repairing a road?’ asked Lea
hesitantly.
‘A road? No! We came here to fulfill your dream!’
‘A dream? Our… dream?’ repeated startled Lea.
Only after a moment did she realise that Tola, Rascal and the remaining
volunteers came there to build a new house for them. A real, safe house!
Lea’s eyes filled with tears.

safety and sheltering from cold, wind and rain. The house had a cosy kitchen
with a big table and separate rooms for the kids and their parents. There
was also a place for an outbuilding for cows, so that the family had access to
fresh milk everyday. They also dug a well, thanks to which they no longer had
to walk to the stream for water.
Take a while to think how you could help build or furnish a house. Maybe
you draw beautiful pictures and could give it as a gift? Maybe you can sew
and could make someone a Christmas-patterned tablecloth? You can also
cooperate with your friends and organise a fund-gathering event for a family

‘I’m so sorry but we can’t afford it,’ said daddy bear in a sad voice. ‘We

who needs support. Everything you do to help others, even the smallest thing,

already have some materials but we lack money to buy all the bricks we need,

is always very important.

not to mention windows and doors.’
‘Please don’t worry!’ Tola jumped in front of everyone. A yellow, slightly too
big helmet she was wearing slid over her eyes. She fixed it quickly
to be able to see. ‘We gathered funds from different people and
have enough money to build several houses. Some companies
gave us bricks, others supplied us with windows and nails. What
we lack in money, we make up for in time and willingness to
help. Together we can make it!’
The bears were over the moon. Everyone headed towards
a clearing where they stocked bricks and other building materials.
Daddy bear called their cousins and neighbours who, seeing the
volunteers and gathered materials, also decided to help in the
construction of the dream house.
Within a few weeks Lea, Sundeep and their parents were able
to move into a new house. It was full of love and care, providing
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Questions to an attentive listener
1.

Why did the bears live in a shelter made of timber and corrugated
metal? What happened to their former, safe house?
A tip: Was the bears’ house destroyed in an earthquake or a flood?

2.

Was the shelter built by daddy bear from corrugated metal and
timber a safe place?

3.

• WHAT IS A NATURAL DISASTER?
A natural disaster is an extremely dangerous, unusual natural phenomenon
which causes great damage in the area where it occurs. It changes the
landscape: leaves rumbled houses and destroyed roads, forests and
meadows. As a result of a natural disaster the areas inhabited by people

What could not be found in the bears’ house?
Did they have a bathroom / kitchen / running water / separate rooms for the kids and
parents / sealed roof / door that protects from cold and insects?

4.

A few facts about natural disasters

may be submerged in water (a flood), covered with lava (a volcanic eruption)
or destroyed in an earthquake or a tornado. Natural disasters are very
dangerous both to people and animals. They are destructive.

How did Tola and Rascal find the bears’ house? Why did the bus they
had been travelling stop in the mountains?

5.

How did the bears react to the unexpected guests? Were they
hospitable? What did they offer to Tola and Rascal? What did Lea
pack for the two friends for their way to the city?

6.

Did Tola, Rascal and the bears like each other, despite their short
acquaintance?

7.

• WHAT TYPES
OF NATURAL
DISASTERS DO
WE KNOW?

Who did Tola and Rascal meet in Kathmandu (the capital city of

Natural disasters include floods, droughts, wildfires,

Nepal)?

earthquakes, volcanic eruptions, tsunamis (high waves that
travel inland), avalanches, as well as heatwaves and freezing

8.

Who is a volunteer?

9.

What did the volunteers build with bears’ help?

weather that last for a longer period of time.
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• HOW DO NATURAL
DISASTERS INFLUENCE
PEOPLE’S LIVES?
A natural disaster results in famine and
malnutrition, diseases and even death
of thousands or millions of people. Adults
and children lose the sense of security as the
forces of nature may in a single day deprive them of their homes, families
and their source of stability in life. Natural disasters, like a wildfire,
earthquake and flood may happen within a second. They may also take
place over a longer period of time, like a drought. All the people who live
in the areas struck by a natural disaster

• DO ALL FAMILIES GET THEIR HOMES
BACK AFTER NATURAL DISASTERS?
Unfortunately, not all families are able to rebuild their houses after they
have been destroyed in a natural disaster. In the tale set in Nepal the
bear family had lived in a house made of timber and corrugated sheets
for 5 years. This is not an isolated case. If the country a natural disaster
takes place is rich, it can support its citizens. Also, if a family is wealthy —
despite the tragedy it suffered — it may be able to rebuild the destroyed
house within months or years. But if a tornado, an earthquake or any other
natural disaster strikes a poor family, it frequently loses its safe place
to stay for many, many years. This is why the volunteers from the story
decided to help those families which were left alone after natural disasters
affected their lives.

need to be supplied with water, food,
medicines and shelter — as quickly
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as possible.

The Friendly City contest

‘There’s no time to lose! Pack your backpacks and let’s go!’ decided Pola.
The owl reached into her bag and took out the magic compass which allowed
her to travel to a chosen location all around the world.

‘Rascal! Pola!’ Tola cried out, seeing her friends. ‘I got a postcard from
Argentina! It’s from Carlos!’

‘All that is good, all that is new, take us away, show us the truth,’ Pola
chanted the spell. ‘Take us to Carlos in Argentina.’ The world swirled around
them and the three friends found themselves in a warm and green place.

‘Carlos? Isn’t he one of the volunteers who helped us build the house
in Nepal?’
‘Yes, that’s him! He needs our help. He’s just moved to a picturesque, green
and merry town. Still, he wants to make some improvements so that it wins
the “Friendly City” contest. Look, it’s shown on the postcard! I think it’s
already beautiful!’
In fact, the city on the postcard looked like a dream place.
It wasn’t too big — the school, bakery and local health centre were
located in close vicinity. There were also many trees, shrubs and
flowery meadows. Some of the buildings were overgrown with
vines and they had solar panels installed on the roofs. The three
friends even spotted birds and insects in one photo.
‘This place is stunning. It’s in Argentina?’ asked Pola curiously.
The little owl has never been to Argentina. She knew it is a country
located far, far away — in South America — and that it stretches along
half of the continent. The south, at the bottom of the map, is the dominion
of penguins. In the north, at the top of the map, there live crocodiles,
anacondas and the most colourful birds in the world. Carlos’ city was located
right there, in the north.
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‘Hola! Como estan? (read: komo estan, which means “How are you?”
in Spanish)’ called Carlos the toucan when he saw his friends from Poland.
‘Carlos! A, tu, Como estas? (“How are you?”)’ replied Tola, throwing her arms
around the toucan’s neck and hugging him.
‘Huh, it’s great to see you!’ the toucan exclaimed excitedly but then lowered
his voice, seeing that their loud conversation disturbs the meeting. ‘You’re
just in time. I’ve begun the city’s inspection to check if we comply with
the contest’s guidelines. Since half a year we’ve been working every week
to make improvements in different areas of the city. We planted more trees
in parks, installed solar panels on the buildings’ roofs and even encouraged
the mayor to build bike paths near schools. Some groups are still working
on the last tasks. I need to check if we did everything correctly. Do you want
to go with me?’
‘Sure!’ Tola, Rascal and Pola nodded their heads enthusiastically.

The first stop was an estate of detached houses. There was a flowery
meadow in front of each of them and a few trees with big crowns casting
shadows over the porches. At first sight, the whole estate looked perfect but
when the four friends approached the first house, Tola noticed something
strange. There were huge holes right behind the houses, each the size of two
big baths. They were connected with thin and deep tunnels that led to the
edges of the houses.
‘Oh dear, what is this?’ asked Tola with concern. ‘Was this place bombed?’
‘Did you have problems with the sewage system?’ accompanied Rascal.
‘No, nothing like that!’ replied the toucan cheerfully. ‘We dug these holes
on purpose...’
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He didn’t manage to explain anything else because at the same time a huge

toxins or catch dust with their leaves. More trees in a city also means a lower

truck drove up the street and parked opposite the house. It brought several

temperature. This is why volunteers were planting them.

containers, each the size of the holes they saw in the backyards.
‘These containers will be put in the holes?’ asked Rascal curiously.

Unfortunately, not all works went as planned. When the four friends reached

‘Do you want to hide something inside? Maybe treasures?’ Tola went on,

the group responsible for building a pavement, they found themselves in the

intrigued.

middle of an argument.

The toucan laughed, hearing about the treasure.

‘You want me to break my last teeth! Why are these curbs so high?’ cried

‘Well, you’re partially right, Tola,’ he said. ‘In these gardens we plan

an elderly lizard, visibly indignant.

to hide the most precious thing you could think of. Water.’ Seeing startled
expressions on his friends’ faces, the toucan led them closer to the holes and
started to explain. ‘Take a look. These containers will be placed in the ground.
We will sow grass on top to hide the spots. They will not be empty, though.
When the rain falls, the rainwater from the roofs will be drained and
stored inside. The containers will fill up and later, on dry and warm days,
we will be able to use the collected rainwater to water the gardens. Water is
our treasure. We must save it, especially in cities. These rainwater tanks will
help us with that.’
The toucan checked off the water containers on his map and asked the
friends to follow him to the next stop.

On their way, the animals visited a few parks and squares where volunteers
were planting big trees. The toucan, greatly satisfied, kept on checking
positions on his list. He knew that the more trees there are in the city,
the cleaner the air will become. Every tree species has different
characteristics. Some trees produce more oxygen, others absorb
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‘That’s not true! We lay these stones to make the pavements smooth, with

After a short city bike ride Carlos, Tola,

no humps that someone could trip over. We know that the elderly and people

Pola and Rascal reached a beach volleyball

using wheelchairs may find it hard to move around when there are holes or

pitch. A group of kids from the neighbourhood gathered there to play.

humps in pavements. This is why we get them even!’

‘Attack! Block! That’s right!’ yelled the audience when the team they

‘You smoothed the pavement’s surface? Well, if anyone manages to get on it,

supported was striking the ball.

they will surely not trip. You did a good job here. But how am I supposed to

‘Yeeeees! Ten to twelve!’ cried a crocodile, joyful that he scored another point.

walk onto it? This curb may be small for an elephant, but not for an old and
ill lizard like me.’
In fact, the volunteers concentrated too much on smoothing the pavement’s
surface and forgot that high curbs are the greatest obstacle for the elderly
and people with disabilities. The adults frequently relate to this problem
as the architectural barrier. Making a bigger step is a piece of cake for kids

‘Are we here to check the pitch?’ asked Rascal. ‘I love playing volleyball.’
He looked at the players, visibly eager to join them.
‘You’re partially right. Places to take rest and play sports are essential parts
of a friendly city,’ admitted the toucan. ‘But we’re here for a different reason.
We came to check on one tiny animal.’

and healthy adults. For the elderly it may be quite a challenge. How can one
raise their leg high enough if they have no strength for that? In a friendly city
all curbs should be low. It’s a must!
‘Of course, mister lizard, we’ll fix it in no time!’ decided a young volunteer.
‘Let’s leave some space for ramps. They’ll be perfect for people in wheelchairs
and… for you, mister lizard.’
Mister lizard nodded his head, visibly content. He was glad the youngsters
did as he requested and very proud that his city was becoming more and
more friendly for every citizen. He even felt a bit uneasy that he had yelled
at the volunteers.
The toucan checked the pavement off on his map.
Almost done! They had to visit one more, very
important place.
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Tola, Pola and Rascal looked around but didn’t notice anyone special. Every

The toucan waited until the break. When the players were

kid on the pitch seemed to know each other and have fun. Every kid except…

switching sides of the pitch, they noticed the bird and ran

oh dear! After a while, they noticed a small rodent resembling a hedgehog,

to greet him.

sitting on a bench near the pitch. He was all alone. No one talked to him.

‘Hi, Carlos!’

‘Eh… the little porcupine is alone again…’ the toucan got worried.

‘Hi, there!’

‘Do you know him?’ asked the kitten.

‘How’s our city? Is it the most friendly place in the world?’ asked the players,

‘Yes, I do. His name is Mario. He moved to our city a few weeks ago. His dad

as they approached the toucan.

is a famous ornithologist, a scientist who studies birds. Before that Mario

‘Well, we’re almost there!’ the bird replied enthusiastically. He showed the

and his family had lived in a small village near a forest. They were new
here, so I helped them find a cheaper flat. I purposely chose a nice and safe
neighbourhood. As you see, there are lots of kids in here. Unfortunately, I see
that Mario still doesn’t have any friends. He feels lonely here.’

kids his map and explained what they had already managed to do.
‘Hey, who’s sitting over there, on a bench? Isn’t that your new friend, Mario?
Have you already met him?’ asked the toucan casually.
‘Who? Mario? Ah! That little porcupine, right?’ asked the crocodile, not sure if
he remembered the porcupine’s name correctly.
‘Yes, the little porcupine.’
‘Well, eh… we…’ started the crocodile. ‘Look, we would like to play together
but he’s from a different town and we don’t know him.’
‘Also, he can sting us,’ added the crocodile’s brother.
‘I’ve heard him talk in a strange manner. As if he was from abroad.’
‘Yes, I think he’s from North America… you know... he speaks English or
something…’ added the crocodile.
Tola, hearing the players’ responses, turned very upset. She couldn’t
understand why they rejected the young porcupine only because he came
from a different region. After all, everyone deserves a chance. And they
didn’t even want to meet him. Poor porcupine, she thought. She was about to
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say something to the players when she noticed that the toucan whispered to

flying above the net, it went high up above his head. To everyone’s surprise,

Rascal. The doggy nodded his head and turned to the players.

the ball flew up to a pelican who was hovering above the pitch. Seeing the ball

‘Hey, can I join you in the game?’ he asked all of a sudden.

approaching him, he opened his beak and caught it.

‘Sure thing! Come with us!’ called the players and ran back towards the pitch,

‘Hey, pelican! Give us back our ball, please!’ called the animals.

forgetting about Mario.

‘It’s our ball, mister pelican!’ cried out the others.
The pelican looked down at the players, waved a wing at them and, instead of

On his way to the pitch, Rascal decided to take advantage of being a part of

giving the ball back, he flew further.

the team. Walking by the little porcupine, he called to him.

‘Eh, come on… maybe he doesn’t understand us?’ wondered the crocodile.

‘Hey, Mario! Do you want to join us?’ he asked. ‘You can be in my team.’

‘Mister pelican, it’s ours!’ he yelled. ‘Does anyone here know the language

The remaining players were surprised with Rascal’s proposal. Although, they
did not object. They even thought that they could have asked the rodent

of pelicans from Brazil?’ he asked, discouraged.
The young porcupine approached the players and said something that no one

themselves if he wanted to play together.

expected.

‘Me? You want me to play with you?’ asked the small rodent, so surprised that

‘I know his language,’ he whispered. ‘I can help you’.

his cheeks turned red. ‘I… I don’t… I can’t play volleyball…’ he added quietly.
‘See?’ said the crocodile. ‘Told you he just doesn’t want to play with us.’
Rascal didn’t want to give up that fast. Little Mario couldn’t play volleyball
but this didn’t change the fact that he could become friends with the rest of
the team.
It was an amazing game. Rascal was great at volleyball. His team and the
team of the crocodile gained points in turns and went head-to-head. Finally,
Rascal was getting ready for the last serve. He was prepared to strike when
he heard the toucan.
‘Now! He’s coming!’ Carlos yelled.
Rascal glanced up to the sky. He tossed the ball and stroke, but instead of
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Then the little porcupine uttered a very strange and loud sound.

‘Hey, why didn’t you tell me it’s your ball? I thought you were giving away

‘Kle kle gig i gi, kle kle,’ he cried at the top of his lungs.

some sports gadgets, so I took it,’ called the pelican in his language. ‘Next

‘You can speak the language of Brazilian pelicans?’ asked the surprised
players.
‘Yes… I know several languages. My dad is an ornithologist and a linguist,’ he
replied. ‘Give me a second, I’ll tell that flamingo to try and stop the pelican.’
He pointed at the flamingo flying above their heads, behind the pelican.
‘Tup tup tup kle kle pi!’ squealed the little porcupine.
Hearing the request, the flamingo called the pelican. The next time little
porcupine squealed in the pelican language, the bird waved his wing and
returned over the pitch to give the ball back.

time don’t toss it so high. You could have hit someone!’ He added and, not
waiting any further, flew away.
The porcupine translated everything the bird said and everyone waved him
goodbye.
‘Wow, Mario! Thanks! You’re great!’ called the crocodile. ‘Why didn’t you tell
us that you know so many languages?’
‘Well… you never… you never asked…’ admitted the small rodent.
The friends stayed at the pitch for quite some time, laughing at that
extraordinary situation. They asked the little rodent hundreds of questions.
Never had they expected that they would be able to learn so much from their
small neighbour. To celebrate the happy ending of this adventure, they all
decided to have some ice creams. The toucan took out his map and checked
the last point marked on it. A friendly city is a green and safe place,
adjusted to the needs of the weak and ill. A friendly city is also open
for the new people and does not exclude strangers. osoby.
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Questions to an
attentive listener

A few facts about friendly cities

1. Tola got a postcard from a distant country. Do you remember its name?
2. What title did the toucan want to win for his city?
3. The toucan, Tola, Pola and Rascal visited a few volunteer groups

• WHAT DOES IT MEAN THAT
A CITY IS FRIENDLY (IN OTHER
WORDS: “SUSTAINABLE”)?
A sustainable city, which is a friendly city, is designed in

working to make the city a more friendly place. Do you remember what

such a way that its negative (bad) impact on the environment

tasks they had?

and people is minimal. A friendly city not only takes into

a. Why were there big holes dug in the backyards of the detached houses?

consideration the well-being of its present inhabitants, but

b. What did the volunteers forget about while smoothing out the

also protects the future of the next generations — you and

surface of pavements?

later your children.

c. Why is it important to plant trees in cities? What can trees do?
4. How did the kids who played volleyball welcome the new child in their
neighbourhood — the young porcupine who moved to the city from
abroad? Why didn’t they want to play with him?
a. What did the porcupine do that the other kids started to talk to him
and invited him to play together?
b. Do you think it’s hard to be a new member in a group of friends?
5. The volunteers did a great job, working to make their city a more
friendly place. Do you think that your city is friendly as well?
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Seven out of the top ten most sustainable cities in the world are
European cities: Frankfurt and Berlin (in Germany), London (in the

To be friendly, a city needs to keep

UK), Kopenhagen (in Denmark) Amsterdam and Rotterdam (in the

balance between the needs of its

Netherlands) and Mardid

inhabitants and the environment.

(in Spain). The remaining three

In a friendly city the air is not polluted, everyone has access to clean,

cities are located in East Asia.

running water and the plants and animals are under protection.
In practice, this means that there are lots of parks and gardens with
thousands of trees and shrubs. Garden plots are covered with grass and

These are Seoul (in South Korea)
and Hong Kong and Singapore
(which are in fact independent

flowery meadows which provide shelter for insects. In such cities there are

countries but so small that they

also bike paths and well-organised public transport. The more bus and

are called the city-states.

tram lines, the less need for cars that pollute the air. Sustainable cities
also use renewable energy (the energy produced from the sun, the wind
or biomass — instead of coal).
In terms of the people’s needs, friendly cities provide access to medical

• ARE THERE FRIENDLY CITIES IN POLAND?

care and education. The elderly, the poor and people with disabilities

Despite the fact that Polish cities are not listed in the top ten sustainable

can always find help there. The new citizens receive support, they are

cities, there are few that are very pleasant to live in. These cities protect both

accepted and treated with kindness. Cultural heritage and history are

the environment and their citizens. The three most sustainable cities in Poland

very important in such cities. What is more,

are: Warsaw, Toruń and Wrocław.

museums, theatres and cinemas allow for

Maybe you, along with your friends, will

development and relax.

try to make your cities and towns more
sustainable places, so that they are listed
in the top ten?
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• PEOPLE AND
ENVIRONMENT
IN A FRIENDLY CITY

• WHICH CITIES AROUND THE WORLD
ARE CONSIDERED THE MOST FRIENDLY?
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