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Educator: Don’t abandon Afghanistan a second time
By MICHELLE ASCHWALD
maschwald@thearknewspaper.com
	
[bookmark: _GoBack]America ceased all humanitarian aid to Afghanistan by 1993 after the Russian military was ousted; then a civil war ensued and the Taliban came to power. Budd MacKenzie, founder of Trust in Education, told an audience at the Belvedere-Tiburon Library on Oct. 25 that America can’t repeat history by abandoning the war-torn country once again.
“Everybody wants out of Afghanistan; we have problems at home now,” said MacKenzie. “It is easy to be anti-war — we need to be pro-victim and pro-active.” 
Since 2004, MacKenzie’s grass-roots organization has been involved in the reconstruction of Afghanistan through educational, economic and health care assistance to villages.
“Education is the solution to almost everything,” said MacKenzie. “It just takes a long time.” 
The former lawyer from Lafayette initially got involved after reading Greg Mortensen’s 2003 article in Parade magazine about schools he built in Pakistan and Afghanistan through his nonprofit Central Asia Institute. MacKenzie worked with the American school-builder to raise $60,000 for a co-ed school in the village of Lalander. 
MacKenzie credits Mortensen for getting him “off the couch to help the Afghans,” but he said their partnership dissolved by 2005 due to nonresponsive communication. 
In April 2011, the “60 Minutes” television program questioned the veracity of Mortensen’s experiences in his best-selling autobiographical book, “Three Cups of Tea,” about building schools in Afghanistan and Pakistan, as well as the improper allocation of funds by his charity. 
“The financial accusations of the Central Asia Institute are serious,” MacKenzie told The Ark. “This situation begs the question: ‘How much money should a humanitarian earn?’”  
Over the past seven years and 14 visits by MacKenzie to Afghanistan, Trust in Education has expanded from one school of 120 students to support classes in 10 villages, totaling more than 1,250 students. A school for 350 girls is currently under construction. He said his program budget for 2011 was $200,000. 
“Humanitarian aid is so simple: If you want to know what an Afghan village needs, ask them,” said MacKenzie. “Afghanistan is still the 10th-poorest nation in the world, and it will get worse as the militaries, NGOs and government agencies withdraw. They have been spending a lot of money in the country and have significant Afghan payrolls. Afghanistan is in for a significant downturn in what is already an anemic economy.”
MacKenzie claimed he does not know enough about U.S. military troop strength to have an opinion, but he said there should be a realistic drawdown so the country does not become a failed state again. 
“Tens if not hundreds of thousands of people will die, and those who worked for and sided with NATO forces and us will suffer most,” MacKenzie said. “I think we want to end up with one or two military bases with landing fields in Afghanistan for our military strategic purposes near Iran.” 
MacKenzie was a keynote speaker at the Rebuild Afghanistan Summit on Oct. 22 at the University of California at Berkeley, where a large number of nonprofits that work in Afghanistan have come together annually since 2004 to present their work to the community. Participating Marin-based nonprofits were Afghans 4 Tomorrow, the Bare Roots Tree Project and the Association for the Protection of Afghan Archeology.  
Masood Sattari, the organizer of the summit, told The Ark that the San Francisco Bay Area has the largest population of an estimated 50,000 people of Afghan descent outside of Central Asia, and it also has approximately 40 nonprofits involved with Afghanistan. 
To learn more about Trust in Education, visit: www.trustineducation.org.
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