VOS COVID 19 Emergency Food Support Report
By Gabriel P Johnson, VOS Outreach Staff

Firstly we want to be grateful to SDUK family and the many supporters of the Fund in UK for their valuable support for the many people here who are being affected by the Covid outbreak. 

VOS COVID-19 Outreach
All of us here knew that COVID-19 was coming but few of us knew that its effects would be worse than Ebola in a very short period of time. Unlike Ebola, the COVID-19 pangs and pains were sudden. The first case was announced in Liberia on 16 March and it remained quiet for about three weeks. Then it started spreading and quickly it went beyond 150 confirmed positive cases with several deaths. 
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          The Caldwell Distribution: A community recipient takes his bucket and food items away in a tricycle
Before and after the government announced a nationwide lockdown that starts at 3pm daily, prices had gone up and some people were resorting to panic buying. In a country like Liberia where none of us Volunteers have an ice box (refrigerator), let alone our student beneficiaries, it is just almost impossible to preserve food. This meant that we relied heavily on the shops and open markets to get our daily food. 

Liberia is a developing country with endemic poverty affecting about 51% of the population. According to the UNDP poverty Index Liberia is 181 out of 189 countries on the 2018 Human Development Index. Stunting is high, affecting nearly 36% of children under five while food insecurity affects18% of the people. Literacy rate is 48% thus ranking the country 156 in the world.

With this kind of dismal outlook any hard knocking shock like COVID-19 can have a big negative effect on the country’s very poor. Hence, when prices went up and rumors and fears of scarcity started going round, VOS staff started receiving calls for help. Beneficiaries were asking for, among other things, rice (our staple), cooking oil, and charcoal. These calls came from VOS beneficiaries across Monrovia and its suburbs. We knew we had to do something. We then commissioned a quick, small look around and found out that about 50 beneficiaries representing 50 households needed urgent help, other beneficiaries needed help too but the urgent ones were around 50. 
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The Barnersville Junction Distribution
Food and Faucet/Hygiene Bucket Distribution 
Following our check around, we noticed that about 40 beneficiaries and 10 community residents (elderly, widows, unemployed) needed food. Also about 10 of these people did not have buckets at their houses to keep washing their hands. 
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The Caldwell Junction Distribution: WT Derrick (right) talks about Sean and the VOS work
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48 years old Roseline who suffers from stroke was also assisted
We contacted the Trustees and appealed for help. They consented without delay. We categorized our outreach into three distribution points centrally located for ease of access. The distribution areas were: Caldwell Junction, Barnesville Junction, and ELWA Junction. Our distribution started at Caldwell Junction at about 8:00am on 4th May where 11 persons were served with 11 bags of rice (25kg), 11 tin of vegetable oil (1 gallon) and 4 hygiene buckets for the prevention of COVID 19 through hand washing in their homes. We then continued to Barnesville Junction where same food and oil were provided for 19 persons with 19 bags of rice, 19 gallons of oil and 4 faucet buckets. One of the elderly beneficiaries, Mr Joshua Morlu, upon receiving his consignment, his face lit up with happiness and smile. He was asked to wait for a young man to help him take the rice and oil, he refused and instead pulled the bag up onto his shoulders, turned to us and waved us good bye. The scene was memorable.
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The Elwa Junction Distribution

 The last distribution point was ELWA junction where 20 enlisted beneficiaries received same 20 bags of rice and $5.00USD each to allow them to buy their oil in their part of town since the cost of a gallon of oil  in this area was far higher than what we had envisaged.
The distribution was a memorable for all of us although we could not reach everybody at this time of the outreach. The beneficiaries went away smiling while their parents who accompanied them could not hold back their gratitude. Thank God that food items are still available in the shops albeit it high pricess in some areas. The key problem is that prices have risen steeply and the lack of income and low pace or failure of small, roadside businesses that some of them were involved in is no longer as viable as before. 

As mentioned earlier, in addition to our beneficiaries, we also assisted elderly, unemployed, widows, and single months we had observed in the various communities to be in need of help. Roseline, the stroke patient, Pa Morlu, and Ma Caroline were among them. 

At Banerville Junction, an elderly man, Mr Morlu, took his bag of rice and gallon of oil to go. Then he stopped momentarily, turned and nearly bowed low to say thank you. We too join all our beneficiaries and their parents to say thank you to the Trustees and the many Sean Devereux supporters in UK. In Liberia, on average, according to our statistics house, 5 members comprise a household. Hence, helping 50 households would mean reaching out to 250 individual persons including children, women, and men. Everywhere we went, we talked about the life of Sean, his work in Liberia, the role of the Trustees, and the VOS work.
