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“It all starts with a spark,” reads the  
cover of the Global Fund for Children’s  
annual report. The Washington, D.C.-
based nonprofit has given away more 
than US$11 million to community organi-
zations around the globe.

But what ignites the spark?
For Maya Ajmera, Global Fund for Chil-

dren’s founder and president, it was her 
1989-90 Rotary Ambassadorial Scholar-
ship that financed a year of study in India. 
Sponsored by the Rotary Club of China 
Lake, California, USA, Ajmera studied at 
St. Xavier’s College in Mumbai. She vis-
ited Rotary clubs as she traveled around 
the country “in every possible way: rick-
shaw, yaks, the back of a truck.”

In Bhubaneshwar in the state of Orissa, 
she got off at a bustling train station.

“I saw 40 kids sitting in a circle, learn-
ing to read and write,” Ajmera recalls. She 
learned that the children at the “train-
platform school” lived in the station, eat-
ing, sleeping, and begging but not going 
to school.

Ajmera spoke to the woman in charge, 
who told her, “I bring the school to the 
children,” explaining that it costs $400 a 
year for two teachers.

“It was there that I had what I call my 
moment of obligation,” Ajmera says. “I 
thought, how do you bring small amounts 
of capital to the most worthy grassroots 
organizations?”

After attending the Sanford Institute of 
Public Policy at Duke University in Dur-
ham, North Carolina, USA, she created 
the Global Fund for Children in 1994.

“We have made 1,933 grants assisting 
323 community-based organizations in 66 
countries,” including the train-platform 
school in Orissa, Ajmera says. “And more 
than a million children have benefited 
from our work.”

The organization’s success is based on 
investing in local leaders, she says. “If you 
have homegrown people, people who live 

there and continue this work, rather than 
outsiders coming in, it’s going to stick.”

In October 2007, Ajmera was profiled 
in a segment of CNN’s Heroes. Cheryl 
Dorsey, president of Echoing Green, a 
New York City–based group that provides 
fellowships for “emerging social entrepre-
neurs,” calls Ajmera — a 1993 Echoing 
Green fellow who now sits on the board 
— one of her most trusted advisers.

“She’s an incredible talent who is a 
visionary and an amazing social change 
agent,” Dorsey says, citing Ajmera’s abil-
ity to work across sectors and across 
boundaries to bring diverse stakeholders 
together.

Global Fund for Children has released 
25 children’s books with Charlesbridge 
Publishing; more than 500,000 are in cir-
culation, providing an income stream for 
projects, including movies aimed at cel-
ebrating the joys of childhood and diverse 
cultures.

“I want to show the beautiful side,” 
Ajmera says, disdaining the prevailing 
images of poor children. “There’s more 
to children than just their suffering,” she 
says, noting that “we all play a part in 
reaching those children.”

Ajmera appreciates her earliest bene-
factors. “If I didn’t have this scholarship, 
there wouldn’t be a Global Fund for Chil-
dren,” she says. “It was the Rotary scholar-
ship, it was being at that train station and 
seeing that school [that made it happen]. 
Rotary gave me that opportunity.”

To learn more, go to www.globalfund 
forchildren.org.

At a time when the wars in Iraq and 
Afghanistan make frequent news 

headlines, young men like Ryan Gawn, 29, 
head for such countries to teach effective 
lobbying, strengthen civil society, and help 
create a peaceful and stable social order.

Gawn, a former Rotary World Peace 
Fellow, is international external relations 
coordinator for Save the Children UK, a 
branch of the global nongovernmental 
organization. In April 2008, he traveled to 
Kabul, Afghanistan, to provide advocacy 
and media training to senior national staff 
and visit the organization’s schools, clin-
ics, and hospitals.

Independently, Gawn was also head 
of liaison for  track 2 peace negotiations, 
known as the Iraq Project,  supported by 
the University of Massachusetts, during 
which several Iraqi parliamentarians ne-
gotiated in Helsinki, Finland, which led to 
the Helsinki Agreement in 2008.

Gawn’s path toward his current posi-
tion with Save the Children UK, where 
he supports the director of international 
operations in his external relations and 
lobbying, is marked by a long résumé of 
political and media-oriented activities.

Born outside of Belfast, Northern Ire-
land, Gawn studied politics at the Univer-
sity of Stirling in Scotland. His spent his 
first internship with Northern Ireland’s 
first government relations consultancy, 
working under Quintin Oliver, organizer 
of the successful “YES” referendum cam-
paign that endorsed the country’s Good 
Friday Peace Agreement.

Gawn won the Arthur D. Tripp Ro-
tary Ambassadorial Scholarship, which 

sent him to Duquesne University in Pitts-
burgh, Pennsylvania, USA, to study at the 
Graduate Center for Social and Public Pol-
icy. After learning Spanish, French, and 
German in school, he edited the Santiago 
News Review in Santiago, Chile. He went 
on to study as a 2003-05 Rotary World 
Peace Fellow at the Universidad del Salva-
dor in Buenos Aires, Argentina, where he 
earned  a master’s degree in international 
relations.

“The experience gave me better under-
standing of international development as 
well as cultural understanding. I now have 
friends and colleagues all over the world 
that I can draw upon,” said Gawn. The 
highlight of his fellowship, he added, was 
assisting in policy development, research, 
and intergovernmental negotiations at the 
United Nations and working on Kofi An-
nan’s 2005 reform proposal, “In Larger 
Freedom.”

Since his peace fellowship, Gawn has 
continued working in similar political pub-
lic-affairs roles and still considers Oliver 
a personal mentor. He is heavily involved 
in the international affairs arena in Lon-
don, having been recently elected council 
member of Chatham House and treasurer 
of the United Nations Association of the 
United Kingdom’s Westminster Branch. 
Gawn has also introduced Rotary to Save 
the Children UK for potential partnership. 
In addition, he has taken part in Rotary 
conferences in the United Kingdom, To-
kyo, and Utah, USA, and he will be a panel-
ist at the Rotary World Peace Symposium 
in Birmingham, England, on 18-19 June.

As for the Helsinki Agreement and fu-
ture peace prospects in Iraq, Gawn is hope-
ful. “We recently gave evidence to a U.S. 
congressional hearing and hope that the 
new administration will use this example of 
success to inform their thinking on poten-
tial new approaches to the situation.” 

Are you interested in becoming a Rotarian? 
If you’re interested in joining a Rotary club, please complete the  
Prospective Member Form on the RI Web site at www.rotary.org. 
Click on About Us at the top, then click on Membership inquiry at the 
middle of the page. Be sure to include information about your experi-
ence as a Rotary Foundation alumnus/alumna. Your form will be sent to  
Rotary district and club leaders in your area for follow-up.

I now have friends and  

colleagues all over the  

world that I can draw 

upon.”

Ryan Gawn 

“

More than a million 

children have benefited 

from our work.”

Maya Ajmera 

“

Front-line advocate 
for peace

Ryan Gawn visits a girls’ school in Balkh Province, Afghanistan.

Gawn at the Save the Children UK  
compound in Mazr-i-Sharif, Afghanistan
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Social entrepreneur benefits 
the world’s children

Maya Ajmera, founder of the Global Fund for Children, visits a girls’ shelter in Chennai 
during a return trip to India, where she studied as a Rotary Scholar.
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