”WE CARE – DO YOU?”

The story of a book project

The Zonta Club of Helsinki II is a registered association in Finland and a member of Zonta International, a globally operating service organization that strives “to improve the legal, political, economic, educational, health, and professional status of women at the global and local level through service and advocacy ”.

Sometime in 2007, the Status of Women Service Committee – Service Committee for short – of our club discussed its plans for local projects. We all agreed that young people knew next to nothing of our organization and we then considered ways of getting publicity for our organization while serving our own community by raising money for a good cause.

The previous winter we had granted scholarships to gifted young women writers, and, inspired by the literary theme, one of the committee members suggested that we should announce an essay competition to high school students in their second last year before they took their matriculation examination. Since climate change was a highly topical issue, we thought that that would be most appropriate as the general theme for the essays.

Once the club meeting had approved our idea, we set to work and contacted the teachers of Finnish of a number of Helsinki high schools as their cooperation was vital to us. Four teachers warmed to the idea and promised their help by having their students write the essays as part of their syllabus. We requested essays of no longer than two pages, the choice of title was free as long as the environmental theme was included. And after Christmas 2008 we received 34 essays for our scrutiny.

When we started reading the essays, we soon came to the conclusion that each merited publication: there were two poems, two or three of the essays were too long, some expressed their concern for the state of the environment through irony, some placed their story in an Orwellian set in 2084, some discussed the issue from an egoistic and cynical point of view – and yet, it was a revelation for us to see how committed these, mostly 17 to18 year-old young adults were. Consequently, the competition element was discarded.

All the preliminary work before the book was actually in our hands was rather a slow process: it took a lot of patience, time and effort. But, at the end of July 2009, we received it from the printers and, at the first club meeting after summer, it was a joy to present our Chairman with this collection of essays we had named “We Care – Do You?”.

We were extremely lucky in having a generous sponsor who paid for the printing, and in having a fellow member who is an artist and who gave us permission to use a picture of one of her works on the cover. And we also got some invaluable technical help from a friend of one of our committee members.

We approached the Minister of the Environment who gave us permission to print her greeting to the readers and thanks to the writers, emphasising how the state of the environment is our common concern - every day.

At the end of September, we arranged a Thank You Party to our writers and their teachers, aptly, we thought, at the Winter Garden of the City of Helsinki, which is in a beautiful park, quite near the Finlandia Hall, overlooking an inlet towards the centre of the city.

It was most interesting to meet these young people and their teachers. They were pleased to receive their own copies of the book and gratified to see their essays in print. Some had already left school and started their studies at the university, some had one more year at school before taking their matriculation examination. The teachers all said how pleased they were to have had an opportunity to participate, and we, on our part, told them about Zonta and thanked them for their most valuable input in our service work.

Each member of our club has bought five books to sell or to give as a present, and it seems that in the end we will have quite a neat sum for one of our local service projects.

And what about us, the committee members? After all the toil that it entailed, we think this project was worth it!
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