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HE TERM “making a
splash” will acquire a
whole new meaning later
this vear, when the higgest
charity swim ever staged
will atternpt to raise mil-
lions of doliars to fight
malaria, one of the world's leading causes
of children’s deaths.

Since its launch last Decemnber, World
Swin for Malaria {WSM), at this writing,
has already signed up close to 120.600
velunteers around the world from Cara-
cas fo Kathmanda —schools, clubs,
companies, friends and former Olympic
champions —to take the plunge this
December 3. The eventual aiim, says the
campaign’s coordinator, Rob Mather,
is to get 1 million people swimming.
“There will be seimething special about
knewing vou're swimming on the same
dav as many others across the world,”
he says.

Mather's sense of urgency is under
standable. given the stark statistics. The
number of children who die from malaria
each day would fill seven jumbo jets. Ap-
proximately 40 percent of the world's pop-

in conntries such as the Democratic
Republic of the Congo, Nigeria and
Zambia, Seventy percent of those deaths
are of children under 5. "Yet malaria is
completely preventable,” suvs Mather
passionately.

How? With insecticide-treated sleep
nets to protect people in malaria-prone
areas from mosquito bites that can trans-
mit the disease. Newly developed nets
that keep their insecticidal properties for

World Swim for Malaria has already signed

up close to 120,000 volunteers around the
world to take the plunge this December 3.

[ill you join the World Swim for Malaria? &

ulation is at risk of malaria, which causes
acute itlness m 300 million people each
vear and. by some cstimates, as many as
2.7 million deaths. Ninety percent of ma-
laria deaths cccur in sub-Saharan Africa,
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up fo five vears are even more effective.
The bite of an infected anopheles

maesquito transmits parasites that attack

the red blood cells, liver and immune svs-

tern. The parasites “incubate” in the body

es
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trom eight davs to several months, during
which the disease is still treatable. Unfor-
tunately, manv malaria parasites have
developed drug resistance, and cartier
mosquitoes are resistant fo several com-
mon insecticides. There is novaccine
against malarta.

The first syinptoms of the disease are
chills and fevers lasting several hours and
aeeurming every three to four davs; this is
followed by enlargement of the spleen

_Cﬁildre’a #n1'Saudi Arabia prepare t
tent to thewddth of the Red Sea

and liver, then by anemia and jaundice.
That anemia, clogging of the blood
vessels or general debilitation can be-
come fatal.

"The sleep nets, which cost about
LSS5 each, are an effective preventive
measure because the malariadransmitting
mosquito feeds at night. and is therefore
mast active between dusk and dawn,

“All the monev we raise will go on bed
nets, and we will make sure that they are
installed.” says Mather. “If's very simple.



and it will make an enormous and quanti-

fizble difference. . .. If we swim, we save
lives. Malaria is born in watet, so here’s
our chance to kill it in water.”

WSM may have big ambitions, but
it's not at all splashy. You'll search in vain
for TV telethons, albstar gigs in enormo-
domes, rainbow bracelets, celebrity en-
dorsernents. WSM is run by Mather out of
his West Londen living room, and it relies
heavily on Internet word of mouth to gen-

erate buzz. “We understand that people

. have charity appeals coming at them fron
all directionis,” says Mather. *

‘But T've dis-

covered that you can be just as effective in

getting people to rally for a cause if vou fly
a little below the radar”

In his efforts to make WSM the daddy
of all sporting fund-raisers, he stresses that
participanis don't have to stick to the “offi-
cial” day, or any other hard-andfast rule.

“We're suggesting that a group sets a col-

lective ta:rg_r'et of 35 kilorriete
" mniles|, because . .

* across the Eﬁglish Channi
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that'st

“But you decide how far yotr wantto go,
how many of you there are, anidall of
that.” The same goes for the monetary
goal of each group; Mather suggests that
each set its own target for fund-raisitig—
perhaps enough for 10 or 100 or 1,000
nets, depending on the size of the swim
teamn. “We don'twant to be prescriptive;
we want people to have fun,” he says..
“The most important thing is just to get
people committed to this.”

Despite his protestations (“I'm a pri-
vate person . . . this thing is far bigger than
me”), Mather, 40, is the driving force be-
hind WSM —a wiry, intense man with a
passionate zeal His ﬁmd—falsmg activities
began two yearsagowhen he watched a
British TV documentary about a Z-year-
old gisl named Terri Calvesbert who'd
suffered 90 percent burns in 4 house fire.
“It was the most nigving stary I'd seen in
vears,” he says. “She had these terrible in-
juries; she'd lost a foot, both hands . .. the

Forward in
Five Years

Clobal organizations have been swatting
at malarid since 1998 in the form of the
Roll Back Malana Parinership. This coor-

dinated ef‘Fort ted by the World Health
Organization (WHO) the United Nations
Children's Fund {UNiCEF) the United Na-
tions Development Prograrmme (UNDP)
and the World Banrk, aims to halve the
burden of malaria by 2010.

RBM defines that "burden” not justin
terms of patients and victims of the dis-
ease, but also in terms of economicim-
pact. Malaria can account for up to 40
percent of total government spendirig
on public health in the hardest-hit coun-
tries. It also stunts economicgrowth by
discouraging foreign investment and
tourism, impairs internal trade, and de-
pletes human resources.

The encouraging news is that after
early struggles, recent strides have
brought RBM nearer to its goal. Experi-
ences in countries from Brazil to'Vietnam
show that while malaria cannot be eradi-
cated 100 percent, it can bereducedtoa
minimal problem.

For more information on the disease
and RBM's efforts, visit its Web site at
rbm.who.int. — Britta Waller




cnly skin she had left was under her wet
nappy. Yet in all other respects she was
this checky, normal litde girl. My reaction
was irnmediate: T round up a couple

of friends and organize a swim to raise
money for her trust fund,”

Mather mentioned the swim to his
brother-in-law in Sydney, Austealia, who
enthusiastically agreed to hold a similar
event there, “Then,” Mather says, “T had
this crazy idea —why not ring the world
with swimmers?” He typed “swimming

action as | had to the documentary about

Terri”

Mather is eager to overcome people’s -
ingrained skepticism about their charita--
ble denations ever reaching the people - -

they're supposed to. “The Swim for

Terri Web site showed you exactly where

the money went, and the WSM site
[www, worldswimfonnaiaria.com} will do
the same.” he says. “You'll see how many
nets we've bought and where theyre go-

|

ing and who they're helping; itwon't go
mto some pot se that some NGO cando a

 feasibility study or something”

Mather has enlisted the aid of eight
leading malaria experts—what he’s calling
the Malaria Advisory Group —who are do-

yisit wwwaworldswimformalaria.com
for more information about participating

{in this grass-roots fund-raising event in

December,

New York” into the Google search engine,
tracked his way to a coordinator there and
found enthusiastic backing; he repeated
the trick for Tokyo, Abui: Dhabi in the
United Arab Emirates, Beijing and Paris,

Seven weeks later, his three-man swim
had snowballed into Swim for Terri, 150
swims in 70 countries involving 10,000
people. “We had swims in Nepal, Green-
land and Bolivia,” savs Mather. “None of
these people had seen the documentary;
they just got caught up in the wave, [ dis-
covered the online global village.”

Swim for Terri eventually raised just
short of £200,000. “Every penny went o
her trust fund,” says Mather. “When it
was all over, soreone called to say, Took, .
you've go't omethmg going | hete What
are we doirig nextyear? Twas alt zeady _
to get] back tomy life”-=Mather has four
voung children, and Lie workedfora .
financial pub ishing companyfor ﬁvc o
vears before puttinig his career on hoEd for -
WSM —“but T thought; ‘OK; we seem to
have harnessed some kind of spmt here, -
so maybe we can take it further” © - -

Mather's decision to ake malaria
the focus of the n:éz'c'{_campaign_ was based
on soine pf the principles embodied in
Swirm for Terri: sim'ph'ci t;’anspareﬂcy
and enthusiasm. “I wasno experton the
disease,” he stresses, “Tve always been
aware of malarid; I've traveied in‘afeas
where it’s prevalent and T've seén first-
hand thie way it can slaugliter the st
vulnerable, particulazly ch;ldren ona.
grand scale; 1 was also aware of hew easﬁy
that could be prevented.” S

. His decision was also based o ona fa
ther's love. “Tve got four young children’
of my own, and the idea of them dying for:
the want of a $5 bed net just seemed un- ;
thinkable,” he says, “Tt was as visceral a re-
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nating their expertise to guide
the purchase and distribution
af the nets. “We only have one
emplovee, who's helping with
the Web site and is paid by
private donors,” he explains.
“We've gotaccounting and legal
support from peopie like Micro-
soft and Citibank, so we have
no overhead. This is a grass-
roots thing.”

Mather has gone beyond the usual
suspects in his quest for a million-man
swim. He went to a British army major
and asked for 5,000 volunteers: “He said,

‘Never mind that—['Hl just tell them todo *.
- with swimwear giant Speedo. “Not only

it.” He walked into the BBC and walked
oif with 100 pledges to organize swim-
ming groups. . oL

Why did the BBC get irivolved? “Sim-
ple,” says Michael Hastings, the broadcast
organization’s head of corporate and so-
cial responsibitity. "WSM is a terrific ini-
Hative to fight the world’s largest single
kilier of children. Qur participation
echoes the spirit behind WSM: We're not
a swirnming organization, but many of us

It's very simple, and it wili
make an enormous and
quantifiable difference,”
says Rob Mather of World
Swim for Malaria. “If we
Swim, we save lives.)”

the water on December 3.
He intends fo swim in the
Serpentine, a lake in Hyde
Park in London, at 6 p.m. on
Pecember 3: “It's going to be
very cold.” What happens on
Decemnber 47 “T'll wake up
with sore shoulders,” he says,
grinning, “Hopefully we'll

and our friends and families can swim.”
Mather cajoled companies like Accen-
ture and PricewaterhouseCoopers into
getting 5,000 staff, family and fends into
their trunks and bikinis. Groups of elite
swimmers have come on board, along

is [WSM] a remarkable concept, it's also

* a fantastic life-changing cause,” says

Stephen Rubin, chairman of Pentland
Group ple, parent company of Speedo.
“The whole world swimming community
can come together, have fun and get in-
volved in fighting one of the world’s big
killers.”

Mather himself, “a very average swim-
mer indeed,” will of course be taking to

start getting the first bed
nets distributed.”

And will he have even mare ambitious
plans for the following year? Ten million
swirnmers against poverty?

“Listern, I'm just focusing on this year,”
he says. “Butto me, the bigger lesson to
take away from these experiences is that,
where there’s a will, there’s a way in which
individuals, who so often: feel powerless in
solving the world’s big ills, can really do
something to fundamentally change the
lives of those less fortunate”

Stuart Husband is a freelance writer
based in London. He pledged to partici-
pate in the fund-raiser; now all he has o
do is learn to swim.
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