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Young and big-hearted, Chris Stubbs thought he’d have an adventure when he volunteered to work in Sri Lanka. It was
a decision that changed his life and those of thousands of vulnerable children. He talks to Chris Webber

Ending death
for disabled

T

HE North-East lost a good
man when Billingham lad
Chris Stubbs – still young,
still idealistic – caught a
flight to Sri Lanka nearly
a quarter of a century ago.
A loss for the region because Chris
was already an experienced social
worker, a man committed to helping
the most vulnerable in his own community as industry collapsed all
around.
But, already in his early 30s, he
reckoned he needed a break, a battery
recharge, before picking up his career
back home again.
“It was a horrible time,” he said,
“the miners’ strike, mass unemployment. But it was also the time of Live
Aid, feed the world, all that. There
was an altruistic spirit abroad. We all
had that spirit, us volunteers, but certainly I thought, like a lot of the others actually did, that I’d go away and
be back after a couple of years.”
Chris joined the Voluntary Service
Overseas (VSO) which had a reputation for accommodating student
types who wanted an experience but
also to do some good, somewhere.
By contrast Chris, a highly regarded professional who had worked some
tough beats as a social worker, would
never have just been an adventure
seeker.
He was older, had very useful skills
and as such was part of a major
change of direction for the VSO towards serious professionalism.
“I was sent to Sri Lanka but it could
have been anywhere,” said Chris, remembering that first move back in

‘

1987. “They sent me to the mountains,
a place called Nuwara Eliya up in the
tea-growing country. The idea was to
train government officials. There was
only one problem: none of them
showed up. Six months wasted. We
started to try and help young unemployed women instead. There was a
translator, beautiful looking. She was
Ranji.”
Ranji was a soul mate, absolutely
dedicated to improving the situation
for the people of her country. They
both identified one group of people
especially vulnerable.
“There were no facilities at all for
disabled kids, children with learning
disabilities. I mean nothing. There
were six families in the area with disabled children. We had the idea of a
non-institutionalised centre for them.
The families welcomed us with open
arms.”
Chris and Ranji had no idea just
how their idea would take over their
lives, even as the six children became
25 or so in the second year. They still
didn’t know when that doubled again,
even when they married, left VSO and
founded their own charity named
Mencafep. This in a country slashing
away at itself in an endless, horrific
civil war.
That charity inevitably took over
virtually every waking moment of
the couple’s life and now, a quarter of
a century on, it looks after more than
3,000 children mainly with mental disabilities in two specialised centres. It
is Sri Lanka’s premier charity for disabled children, a household name.
The couple and many others slow-

In Sri Lanka, there are people in one-room
huts made from tin and tarpaulin. It’s why
a disabled child might be taken to a forest
and left to die

ly built it up from a small space with
a few begged and borrowed toys. He
did it with the help of parents. “We
were clear to the families always,
right from the off, that this is not an
institution,” says Chris. “We said ‘we
will work with you, but you with us,’
you don’t just leave your child at the
gate. You are involved.”
It’s a philosophy that has won Mencafep an international reputation and
financial support from Dutch charity
Terre des Hommes and the UK’s Hope
for Children.
In a highly religious country, Mencafep is secular, although it respects
all religions. “Me and God fell out a
long time ago,” says Chris, “but you
learn to respect religion, it’s such a
part of life here.”

A

ND yet, as Chris says, the religious concept of karma in Sri
Lanka can be a curse, especially for the children with learning
problems.
“For some families with children
with learning difficulties it can be
hard because there’s a belief it’s bad
karma, that the family is being punished for something they’ve done
wrong in the past,” explains Chris,
who has heard of disabled children
being abandoned to die.
Mencafep does not receive a penny
from the government. In fact, the government take one per cent of any donations received in tax. “What the
government takes is often enough for
me to feed children over a period of
months,” says Chris, “but this is a
country whose defence budget is
higher than its GDP and where disabled people are always at the bottom
of the list.”
There were many blows, some horrific. The charity’s centre in Batticaloa was badly hit by the Boxing
Day tsunami of 2004.
“It was like an atomic bomb had hit
it,” says Chris. “A lot of our children
were washed away, they couldn’t run,
you see.”
Emotionally scarred by that, Chris,
Ranji and the team at Mencafep car-

CHARITY CHAMPION: Chris Stubbs with Mencafep’s website
ried on and rebuilt. A far happier day
came for Chris when he received a call
from the British ambassador in Sri
Lanka in 2008. He said: “Would you accept an MBE?’ I told him on one condition, that it wasn’t for me, but for
my wife, the staff, my kids, all the children we have, all the families. I know
it’s a cliché, but that was for all us.”
The pride his family back in Billingham must have felt at the MBE citation must have been enormous. “For
services to mentally handicapped
children,” it says. Chris, Ranji and
many others battle on for the mentally disabled children of Sri Lanka.

LIFE IN NURWARA ELIYA: Chris Stubbs at his childrens’ day centre in Sri Lanka and, right, the recent impact of floods on the area

Chris comes home to Billingham
from time to time, most recently to
beat the drum for funding. He says the
Sri Lankan government doesn’t like
outside non-government bodies, believing they support the now-defeated Tamil rebels. He asks for donations
but is sensitive to the oft-repeated
charge that charity begins at home,
especially in tough economic times.
“I understand what people mean,
there’s problems here and there’s a
recession. But I don’t think people understand the grinding poverty and
just how much we can do with so very
little money. For example, we make
our own equipment, we don’t buy it,
too expensive.
“Here people in poverty will have a
fridge, maybe a television. In Sri
Lanka, there are people in one-room
huts made from tin and tarpaulin. It’s
why a disabled child might be taken
to a forest and left to die.”
Chris, now 56, is proud of his own
family. Their younger child, Enya, 19,
is experiencing life in the North-East
and is studying at Hartlepool College
while their son, Mario, 27, works at an
HSBC bank in Sri Lanka.
Chris talks of his gratitude, gratitude for what Sri Lanka has done for
him. “You come to somewhere like Sri
Lanka and you think you’re going to
give something. You end up taking
far, far more.”
Chris, Ranji and the team are
desperate for funding. Log on to
mencafepsrilanka.com to help.

