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What is true of the individual will be tomorrow
true of the whole nation if individuals will but

refuse to lose heart and hope.
- Mahatma Gandhi

Recent events can be very disheartening. Supposed statesmen are
quarrelling publicly and loudly, and law enforcers are themselves
the lawbreakers. It seems that there are indeed deep problems
with our public institutions and it is very tempting to lose hope, or
worse, not to care atall.

With all these events, however, we are still fortunate to witness
genuine leadership from unlikely sources. Just recently, 13 year
old Kesz Valdez brought honor to our country when he won the
International Children's Peace Prize 2012. (The award is
considered the “junior” version of the prestigious Nobel Peace
prize.) The prize was for his efforts to improve the rights of street
children mainly in his home province of Cavite. It s estimated that
there are more than 246,000 street chidren in the Philippines
who are subjected to abuse, violence and child labor.

More specifically, Kesz is one of the founders of the project called
"Championing Community Chidren” where street children are
given information and training for better health by demonstrating
and spreading basic hygiene practice. His involvement in the
project started on his seventh birthday. Instead of asking for gifts
himself, Kesz gave street children what he called "Hope Gifts" —
beautifully-wrapped packages containing basic hygiene products,
slippers, clothing and even toys.

"I teach the children how to wash hands properly, brush their
teeth daily and bathe regularly. | believe that some of these street
children we save will pay the act forward to help champion their
own communities,” he explained.

Through his charity, Valdez has handed out more than 5,000 gifts
to destitute children consisting mainly of everyday articles like
flip-flops, toys, sweets and clothes. In al, he has helped some
10,000 children in his area on matters of health, hygiene and
children’s rights. For his efforts, Kesz has been given a trophy and
a cash prize of €100,000 (Php 5,400,000). Part of it willfinance his
studies so that he can be a doctor someday. The bulk of the prize
money will be used to carry on the task of his work and advocacy.:

In accepting the award, Kesz remarked that: “My message to all
children around the globe is; our health is our wealth! Being
healthy will enable you to play, to think clearly, to get up and go
to school and love the people around you in 50 many ways. To
everyone in the world, please remember that every day, 6,000
children die from diseases associated with poor sanitation, poor
hygiene, and we can do something about it! Please join me in
helping street children achieve better health and better ives.” *

Kesz's own story is remarkable. As a youngster, he was forced to
scavenge in garbage dumps and sleep in open tombs in the
graveyards of Cavite. He ran away from the abuse of his family
and was cared for by Club 8586, a Christian organization that
reaches out to poor families. He was rehabilitated and was
returned to his family only to be once again subjected to the
harsh Iife that he once escaped from. Club 8586 later on took
care of him again after the group leared that Kesz was
‘abandoned by his farmily after he was badly burned in an accident
while scavenging*

Since that time, Kesz has found a mission for himself and
passionately helps other street children. Very few people know
however, that when he was younger, Kesz was introduced to
sharing, generosity and care for others by another person who
has made helping others his lfelong call. Efren Penaflorida,
founder of the Kariton Klasrum, and CNN Hero the year for 2003,
took Kesz into his street classes, taught him basic education and,
more importantly, gave him reason to hope. Efren was one of
Kesz's companions when he accepted the award at The Hague in
The Netherlands.*

Their story tells us that no matter how bleak the situation is,
hope, and the positive action of people who care, are all that's
needed to start a chain reaction of change for the better.
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