Fostering
couple
changing
lives in
Zambia
Scots pair have spent a
decade helping children
SUSAN SWARBRICK
A SCOTTISH couple who have
devoted a decade of their lives to
fostering street children in
Zambia will feature in a new
documentary to be shown next
month.
Donald and Christine MacDonald have opened their home and
lives to upwards of 70 youngsters
at what has been dubbed Old
MacDonald’s Farm on the
outskirts of the capital, Lusaka.
The Herald Magazine first
told the story of the MacDonalds
back in February 2007.
Five years on, a BBC Scotland
documentary, made by 1A
Productions and narrated by
Sally Magnusson, will chart how
their lives have progressed.
Originally from the Isle of
L ew i s, t h e f a m i ly u p p e d
sticks from Scotland after Mr
MacDonald, 48, an accountant
and civil servant who worked as
private secretary to former First
Minister Jack McConnell, was
offered a job as chief executive
officer of Zambian Airways.
The couple began by inviting
street children into their home

once a week for Sunday lunch.
The youngsters were fed and
had the opportunity to shower
or wash their clothes.
They were inspired to help
after “a lovely, bright boy” called
William, who they had got to
know while distributing food,
succumbed to malaria. He later
died alone in hospital with little
pain medication.
The MacDonalds vowed they
could not let another child suffer
the same fate.
Soon afterwards, 11-year-old
Nicholas arrived on their doorstep in the middle of a Christmas party asking for help. He
had run away from home to
escape an abusive aunt.
They took him in, and he soon
became part of the family alongside their biological daughters
Sarah and Rachel.
They adopted him, then others,
and their unconventional family
swelled as word spread.
They cared for upwards of 30
children at a time, providing
food, board, funding for education and parental guidance.
In Zambia, which suffers from
extreme poverty and a spiralling
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Aids epidemic, there are an
estimated 70,000 street children.
According to the most recent
figures from UNAids, the country is home to some 680,000 Aids
orphans.
Average life expectancy in
Zambia is 43, compared to 80 in
the UK. For a street child, the
outlook is even bleaker, with
only a 50% chance of a child

surviving to see his or her 18th
birthday.
Mr MacDonald said: “We were
making it up on a daily basis as
we went along. But if we had sat
down and taken five years to
plan all of this, those boys would
have been dead by now.
“The average age of a child
reaching the street in Zambia is
11 – and the average life

expectancy once they are there
is six years.”
The set-up had operated on an
informal basis, but three years
ago the Zambian government
decreed Old MacDonald’s Farm
must be run as an orphanage.
That meant the children could
no longer stay in the main house
as “family” and now live in a
separate dormitory.

Mr MacDonald said: “It has
changed the dynamic. My own
view is the boys have probably
lost out a bit on having mum and
dad, which is sad.
“Some of the kids, who have
fallen by the wayside, may have
had a better chance if we’d all
been living under the same
roof.
“The one good aspect,

however, is that instead of being
viewed suspiciously by social
welfare, they are now referring
people to us, including the last
three children we have taken
in.”
When not looking after their
ever-expanding brood – they
currently foster 24 children –
Mrs MacDonald, 47, works parttime as a gynaecologist in a local
clinic, while Mr MacDonald has
moved to a role overseeing
airport baggage handling.
Mr MacDonald said: “As far as
we are concerned we are just an
ordinary couple with a rather
extraordinary family.
“These are kids who were
once sitting on the streets but
now they are finishing school
and looking for jobs.
“It’s incredible to see them
take the chance to turn things
around and make something of
their lives.”
l Old MacDonald’s Farm will be
shown on BBC Two Scotland
next month.

