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INTRODUCTION

This report covers the period November 2007 to mid September 2009, during my tenure as the first Chairperson of the ACYTA (African Children and Youth Theatre Arena). It also has some proposals for the future, but I will limit them because I know that the ACYTA delegates will discuss the future, and that the new EC will also have some proposals for the future.

BACKGROUND

It is necessary to delve a bit into the background to my role as Chairperson of the network so as to put my report into perspective.

The idea of forming a more formal continental network started doing the rounds among our centres from the time we had a regional meeting in Harare, Zimbabwe, in 1999. The meeting then was called SATCYP – that is, Southern African Theatre for Children and Young People conference, and was organised by ZATCYP, or Zimbabwe Association of Theatre for Children and Young People. 
In 2000, another meeting was held in Hwange, Zimbabwe, during the ZATCYP festival. In attendance were Frederick Philander of Namibia, Lydia Mhango and Cheela Chilala from Zambia, Jackson Ndawula of Uganda, among others. There was no serious discussion of the network idea then because there were only a few countries, and the main purpose was to participate in the festival. Also in attendance were Niclas Malmcrona as Secretary General and Harold Oaks of the USA as president of ASSITEJ International.

The following year, however, a meeting was held in Harare alongside the meeting of the ASSITEJ International EC. Some of the ZATCYP names involved in organising the event were the late Tisa Chifunyise (then ZATCYP Project Officer and Vice President, ASSITEJ International), the late Norman Takawira, Abdul Makaza now domiciled in the UK), Elizabeth Kabasa, Robert McLaren and Ralph Chimanikire.

The meeting agreed then to use the ZATCYP office in Waterfalls, Harare, as the networking point for the network. It was agreed that one way of strengthening the network was by way of producing a newsletter on a regular basis and holding more meetings. The choice was logical and natural because at that time only Zimbabwe had a strong centre with membership spread throughout Zimbabwe, and a secretariat with employees such as Tisa Chifunyise and Abdul Makaza.
The plan to have a networking point at the ZATCYP office did not work well, however, mainly because the network did not have funds of its own. For this reason even the proposed newsletter could not be produced.
The next meeting, in Durban, South Africa, in 2002 did not make any further progress on the establishment of a more formal network because it focused more on the participation of Africa at the forthcoming ASSITEJ International World Congress in Seoul, South Korea, later that year. The other preoccupation was to help the hosts, Durban Arts, led by Brenda Thoko, to spread ASSITEJ membership to other parts of South Africa. Tumi Nyuswa also assisted Thoko in the effort.
The network issue was therefore only seriously revived at the meeting held in Nairobi, Kenya, in 2003. The meeting was attended by a number of countries and took place at the same time as a workshop conducted by Swedish facilitators with Kenyan members of ASSITEJ. Some of the delegates to the meeting were Ricky Gitahi (Kenya, also host), Wambui Muriithi (Kenya), Jackson Ndawula (Uganda), Hope Azeda (Rwanda), Frederick Philander (Namibia), Phillimon Mwasanga (Tanzania), Ralph Chimanikire (Zimbabwe), Tumi Nyuswa (South Africa), Asher Phiri and Cheela Chilala (Zambia). Sweden was represented by Niclas Malmcrona, then Secretary General of ASSITEJ International.

At that time, a number of possibilities were tabled and discussed, but nothing tangible emerged in part because of technical considerations – that is: What would the structure of the network be like? Where would the secretariat be based? Would there be need for a permanent secretariat or a revolving one? Would there be need for an executive committee or a ceremonial one?
At that time these questions were never answered, mainly because the network was treading on virgin land with no clear beacons. Even meetings in Mauritius, Tanzania, South Africa (2004) and Zambia (2005) did not yield any tangible solution.
However, the Nairobi meeting was at least able to agree on the creation of a Communications Committee whose task was to loosely coordinate information flow among the centres. The committee comprised Ricky Gitahi (Kenya), Frederick Philander (Namibia), Tumi Nyuswa (South Africa), and Cheela Chilala (Zambia). It was also at the Nairobi meeting that it was agreed to start a website for the network, but this did not work out, despite funding being available through SIDA.
At the 2006 meeting in Mbabane, Swaziland, however, the issue of having a formal network was discussed more seriously. It was at that meeting that the proposal to call the network ACYTA first came up, and a number of concrete ideas were discussed.

Therefore, when the centres met in November 2007 in Johannesburg, South Africa, the idea was discussed more concretely, and the first ACYTA Committee was elected, comprising Cheela Chilala (Chairperson), Hope Azeda (Vice Chairperson), Sandile Ndzimande (Treasurer), and Yvette Hardie (Communications Officer). The network, therefore, was finally able to put in place a formal structure with the mandate to coordinate meetings, workshops, and other matters and programmes of a regional or continental nature, wherever necessary and possible.

The 2007 meeting also put in place some policy guidelines and discussed ways of fundraising, as well as the general sustainability of the network and the member centres.
ACYTA COMMITTEE

Since its inception in November 2007, the ACYTA Committee has been able to achieve a number of things, despite the obvious lack of funds – which has led to a situation where the ‘Treasurer’ has really been existing on paper only because there have been no funds to take care of.

However, this is partly due to the legal and technical hitches associated with soliciting funds on behalf of ACYTA, which is not a formal registered, legal entity domiciled in a particular country. 

Through the unwavering determination and commitment of Yvette Hardie, however, ACYTA has been able to create a workable and accessible website.

During this period efforts have also been made to recruit new members, as well as to persuade members that had left to return, among them Malawi and Mozambique. These efforts have however not always borne fruit, partly because the contacts are not reliable or have no strong interest.

It was however agreed at the Johannesburg meeting in 2007 that the committee would only serve up to the time of the next ACYTA meeting in Cameroon in 2008. The decision was based on the fact that it was agreed in Johannesburg that only members of the ASSITEJ International EC would challenge for the position of Chairperson of ACYTA. Since my EC term ended at the May 2008 ASSITEJ International Congress in Australia, it meant I could no longer hold the position, and would have to leave it to the serving African members of the EC, namely Hope Azeda and Yvette Hardie, who were elected committee member and Treasurer respectively.

However the meeting failed to take place due to the fact that most member countries could not obtain travel assistance from AMA. Therefore it meant that the current committee continued by default.
After the Cameroon fiasco, the ACYTA Committee discussed possible ways of organizing another meeting at which network issues would be discussed, including the choosing of a new committee. In the end the proposal to have the meeting in Johannesburg was unanimously agreed – and finally it has taken place.

I was determined to come for the meeting, even if it meant buying my own air ticket, but university commitments made it impossible. I had just returned from attending the Ibsen International conference in Skien, Norway, so it was not possible for me to be released to attend the Johannesburg meeting.

My deputy at ASSITEJ Zambia could not come because he could not get an air ticket from the people that had promised him one.
Despite my absence, however, I am sure there will be enough capable people to make the right decisions for our network and the future of children’s theatre in Africa. I have every confidence that the meeting will be successful. 

THE FUTURE
Personal
At a personal level, I am on an exit strategy, not only in terms of leadership in ACYTA, but also in terms of leadership at country level. I intend to step down and step aside at the ASSITEJ Zambia convention next year. Someone else has to take over the reins.

I would like to concentrate more on my PhD studies, which I would like to complete next year – in two years rather than the ‘normal’ three (quite a task). But this also means I am more inclined now to academic matters.

For this reason I will continue with my involvement in the work of ITYARN, the International Theatre for Young Audiences Research Network, which works under the umbrella of ASSITEJ International. I am one of the seven board members of the network, put in place in May 2008 at the last ASSITEJ Congress. ITYARN is a network of academics and universities involved in research in children’s theatre.
The ITYARN board is working on some programme with the organisers of the 2011 ASSITEJ World Congress to be hosted jointly by Denmark and Sweden. I therefore look forward to meeting some of you at the congress, if not earlier. It is my hope that Africa will still be able to get at least two people on the ASSITEJ International EC.

Still on the academic front, I will also be preoccupied with organising the first ever international Ibsen conference to be hosted by an African country. I indicated earlier that I was in Skien for a conference. I was also one of the five recipients of awards to implement Ibsen projects around the world, the other four being from Turkey, Kosovo, and Egypt (two). All the projects focus on Henrik Ibsen, the renowned Norwegian playwright.

I will also continue teaching literature and drama at the University of Zambia, researching and writing plays. 

ACYTA
It is my hope – and conviction – that the new ACYTA Committee will continue with the work that was started, and that as you discuss and make decisions the interests of ACYTA will be put above personal or parochial interests. United we stand, divided we fall, goes the old saying. A cliché, but its quite truthful and instructive.
It is also my hope that we shall all as members of ACYTA support the website by contributing information as needed or requested.

While it is important to make decisions on ACYTA matters, it is also important to keep in mind that ACYTA is not an island but part of the larger ASSITEJ family which will come together again in 2011 in Malmo/Copenhagen. ACYTA must therefore make strategic decisions that will make it relevant to proceedings at the congress, and that will give it a strong presence. We need to have the strongest possible candidates at the congress.

FINAL WORDS

I am both sad and glad I have been unable to come to the meeting. Sad, because I would have loved to be there for my last hurrah and last hug (as Chairperson, that is) with colleagues I have worked with all these years; and I would have loved to contribute to the decision-making process. 
Yet I am glad because I do not have to worry about whether or not the new committee will have capable people. I know we have enough capable people to lead us until 2011, after which we shall need to choose another committee since we might have new faces representing us on the next ASSITEJ International EC. 
I wish all of you the best and look forward to meeting you again. Let me close with words from my language, Tonga, and simply say, ‘Twalumba kapati’ (thank you very much).

