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The Institute on Religion and Democracy

1023 15th Street, NW, Suite 601

Washington, DC  20005

AmeriCorps Alums

2008 Eli Segal Award

600 Means Street

Atlanta, GA  30318

March 19, 2008

To Whom It May Concern:

I am pleased to recommend my colleague in advocacy for Northern Uganda, Sarita Hartz, to you for the 2008 Eli Segal Award.  Ms. Hartz would be a very worthy recipient of such an award for the extraordinary work that she is doing in helping to transform the lives of former child soldiers in Northern Uganda.

Ms. Hartz has been passionate about the devastating humanitarian and human rights crisis in Northern Uganda ever since I met her, about three years ago at an awareness event for Northern Uganda, and her passion has just continued to grow as she has spent time and gotten to know the people of that desperate region.  But the important thing is that she has done something with that passion.  She began her own non-profit organization called Zion Project.  Zion Project works on the ground in Northern Uganda with young girls, who were abducted and forced to become “wives” of brutal Lord’s Resistance Army (LRA) commanders. In addition to all the trauma endured by other such kidnapped boys and girls, who have been forced to kill or be killed, these girls return as child-mothers to the community or the displacement/refugee camps from which they were abducted.  Sarita Hartz and Zion Project are not only bringing redemption and healing to these young girls, but helping to save the next generation of Northern Uganda’s sons and daughters – these girls’ babies.  

Zion Project is Ms. Hartz’s creative way of both addressing an issue – which has not been fully addressed before, and of solving the problem of as many Northern Ugandan child-mothers for whom she is able with the resources of her organization.  The children who have been taken as child soldiers and turned into killing machines by the LRA (some 50,000 in the past twenty-one years), have experienced unimaginable trauma.  Those who manage to survive, and to find a way to escape from the LRA, are in desperate need of emotional, psychological, physical, and spiritual healing.  Even where there are some organizations that are offering counseling or therapy, the particular needs of young women who have been sexually violated and are now responsible for not only their own well-being, but their child’s have not been sufficiently addressed.  This is the need that Zion Project addresses.

The innovative approach of Zion Project in building community through service is two-fold.  First, and foremost, there is Sarita Hartz’s vision of hope and healing for the Northern Uganda child-mothers.  Because of encouragement and help that Zion Project is giving to these girls, they are able to be built back into a community from which they felt marginalized and rejected.  They are, themselves, becoming a community of strong young women, capable of turning their lives around, as well.  Secondly, inspired by Ms. Hartz’s vision, Zion Project is also building a community of Americans, particularly young people, who are adding their own contribution to Zion Project – whether through financial support, entrepreneurial skills, artistic endeavors, or counseling and spiritual support.  So Ms. Hartz is bringing both Americans and Ugandans together to reach the common goal of a better life for the Northern Ugandan child-mothers.  

In addition to the work on the ground that is being accomplished by Zion Project, Ms. Hartz has also been an invaluable activist in the political realm for encouraging a strengthened U.S. policy aimed at bringing peace to Northern Uganda.  She has been active with various NGO’s and other human rights movements focused on Northern Uganda both as a volunteer and in leadership roles for various projects.  Ms. Hartz has helped to plan and execute several advocacy events in the past few years sponsored by Invisible Children, a movement for peace and justice in Northern Uganda that came about because of the film by the same name.  She has also worked with Resolve Uganda, a non-profit advocacy group based in Washington, DC; the GuluWalk, an international movement that sponsors a yearly walk to raise awareness and raise funds for the children of Northern Uganda; and she has held her own consciousness-raising events using her photographs from the time that she spent in Northern Uganda.  It is my belief that this focused, high-energy advocacy for Northern Uganda – particularly the involvement of young people such as Ms. Hartz – has been the impetus for the beginning of a peace process between the Government of Uganda and the Lord’s Resistance Army, as well as the ratcheting up of U.S. involvement in that peace process.  For the first time a senior Administration official was appointed as a special liaison to the peace talks for the U.S. State Department.  You will know that at this point in time, an agreement has been signed by the two parties.  Now advocates, including Ms. Hartz, will work to ensure continued U.S. monitoring of that peace agreement.

I believe that Sarita Hartz is a stellar representative of the Americorps Program.  In what she is doing to change the lives of young child-mothers in Northern Uganda, she is a shining star among the Americorps Alums.  Please recognize her as such.  

Sincerely yours,

Faith J. H. McDonnell

Author, Girl Soldier: A Story of Hope for Northern Uganda’s Children (2007, Chosen Books)
Director, Religious Liberty Programs
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