Mrs Janette O’Neill, USPG Chief Executive 

The following is slightly adapted summary of Janette’s comments during an interview at the USPG Annual Conference 2011 with Canon Chris Chivers. 

Before joining USPG I was working with Episcopal Relief and Development (ERD) in America. Since 2000, I have been helping them during a phase of transition to develop how they work in partnership with the Anglican Churches across the world. It was an enormously challenging time. I remember getting into the job and having a whale of a time, being able to put the resources and goodwill of the American church at the services of Africa. 
Then in 2003 [when Gene Robinson was elected as the first openly gay bishop] the ground moved from underneath us and people started to reassess what partnership really meant. Our relationship with Uganda hit a real stumbling block almost immediately; we had to go back to basics to see if there was a basis to carry on working together. 
What I thought was the biggest tool in the box – American dollars – suddenly became nothing at all. But ERD was able to demonstrate that we were deeply engaged in God’s mission and that Christians in American wanted to work with Christians in Africa. And through this realisation on both side, relationships continued to flourish everywhere except in Uganda and Rwanda.

Kenya was touch and go for a while. They were certain they wanted to end the relationship. I had a meeting with Jennifer Kabachia, the wife of the bishop of North Kenya. After a painful and heartfelt two hours, she told me: ‘You are a Christian! I’m going to work with you!’ Then she looked at her husband as though to tell him that he would be working with me too! Since then I have seen many hundreds of lives changed: Jennifer is a psychologist and her school programme that we supported has been helping many orphaned children.
Since 1980, I have had only three brief years in the UK, in the mid-90s, when I worked as the bursar for a special needs residential school. I helped them to plan how they spent their money. They felt they had no money, but I helped them to look at their assets and their network of supporters, and as a result there were remarkable changes that benefited the children and resulted in very happy staff who could see the school fulfilling its mission.
My first experience of Africa was in Lesotho, where my husband was appointed to work as a tunnel engineer. This was a very vulnerable time for Lesotho. The country hadn’t yet found its way to democracy. During my time there were at least four coups, some armed, some not. I began to see what a beneficial role the church could play in very fragile situations. When no-one else was willing to speak out, the churches were there to challenge the military government.

I was based at St James’ Hospital, in Mantsonyane. In 1991 we had the first death from HIV. The next year there were two cases, and the figure kept going up. We could not grasp the enormity of what was happening. Our first response was to buy a washing machine so that the staff didn’t have to wash bloody sheets by hand. It was a very difficult experience. I learned to pay close attention to try and understand what was happening.
Since the announcement of my appointment at USPG I have been dazzled by the communications I have received from people around the world who don’t know me but who love the Society. I’ve been talking to people who have been involved with USPG over 60 years and whose parents and grandparents were also involved with the Society – and we know that this continues back in an unbroken line over 300 years of history. And the energy here at USPG’s 2011 conference tells me that this level of engagement will continue for decades. 

It’s also very clear that all of you within your own dioceses [in Britain and Ireland] have your own Companion Links, which have now been part of the dioceses for over two decades. This is clearly how a lot of mission is being carried out today. What I want to discover is how USPG, as an Anglican mission agency, can join in with the Companion Link relationships? How can we work together to leverage each other’s efforts to strengthen partnerships with our partner dioceses around the world? I’m hoping that over the next year USPG will be working in a very concerted way with three or four dioceses to pilot different ways of strengthening these relationships.

We are a church to church society. This is the basis of our relationship with the world church and there’s a great deal we want to do to strengthen our partners in their mission. It’s about working to help our partners achieve financial sustainability, meet their core costs, and stand behind their leader, and bishops as they challenge governments in matters of injustice. 
During this conference we have heard a lot about USPG’s facilitation work to help communities take ownership of their health through primary healthcare. But our involvement with facilitation will not stop at health. USPG is lighting a touch paper that will drive development at a community level. It is so important to be aware of the authentic and deeply relevant role that the church can play in development. The church is a key agent of change that can make a huge difference over many decades. The more USPG can tell this story, the more I hope people will want to join with us in helping to address humanitarian issues; I want people to know that, in USPG, they have a real choice in seeing justice happen.

Due to the economic climate, over the last few years USPG has had to prune hard. But what follows the pruning is vigorous growth, and we are now in that position where we are poised to grow and expand. What we are doing now is positioning ourselves so that, when the economy improves, we will be ready for growth. Our communications are telling stories that will help people to grab the vision and come with us on a journey of growth. 

