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P R E FACE
IS YOUR PASSPORT READY?

‘

Those who’ve worked with us before know things change

all the time and at short notice … your patience will be

’

tested, the weather will bother you …

Dr Imtiaz Sooliman in an SMS

‘SHAFIQ, it’s Imtiaz, is your passport ready?’ The author was
snoozing on a Sunday afternoon and the irrepressible Dr Imtiaz

Sooliman was on the line. He’d been working the phones all
day, but his energy levels were still Richter-level high.

‘We’re leaving for Niger on Thursday and I’d like you to

come with us,’ he said.

Sooliman is the livewire CEO of the Gift of the Givers

Foundation, Africa’s largest humanitarian relief organisation.
An NGO based in South Africa, it has a reputation for speedy

local intervention as well as conducting 41 international
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missions in places such as Bosnia, Palestine, Somalia, Malawi
and Mozambique.

Since 1992, Gift of the Givers has put up hospitals, run clinics,

created agricultural schemes, dug wells, built houses, manufactured energy food, restored fishing boats, offered scholarships and provided shelter, food and psychological succour to
millions.

Flood, war, famine, tsunami, cyclone, kidnapping or earth-

quake, Sooliman has been there, done that. It’s August 2005,
and a drought in the sub-Saharan Sahel followed by heavy

rains and locust swarms devouring crops, has seen a food crisis involving 20 million people across countries such as Mali,
Mauritania and Niger.

Niger had been badly hit. As the world’s second poorest na-

tion next to Chad, the additional abolishment of government

food subsidies, the imposition of 19% VAT on food products
and the sale of grain reserves to meet IMF demands had seen
food prices spiralling by over 70%, and more hungry people
pushed to the brink.

While the UN had issued warnings about an impending food

crisis in the Sahel in November 2004, the world had not taken
much notice – until now.

Niger’s President Tandja Mamadou, walking a tightrope of IMF

pressure and clinging to power, had told the BBC that there wasn’t

a famine in his country – but had indicated he would neverthe-

less accept aid, allowing access to organisations such as Oxfam,
Médecins Sans Frontières and the World Health Organization.
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Oxfam estimated that out of Niger’s 11 million inhabitants,

3 million people – including 800,000 children – were in danger.

The World Food Programme had begun to roll out emergency

aid for 400,000 people, and this had set off Sooliman’s radar. As
an African NGO, Gift of the Givers couldn’t sit back and merely
watch the crisis unfold.

Media reports emanating from the region had started to por-

tray a looming disaster. There was debate, nevertheless, about
whether Niger was actually in a state of famine or not; whether

the population was at the tipping point that deems a famine –
one of the most cruel and insidious of human conditions.

But for Sooliman it is never a question of statistics. If some-

one needs help, they need help. If you are starving or homeless
you do not care about decimals or tipping points. Supported by

his loyal staff, who often sacrifice their time off, Sooliman’s job
is his life, and his life is his job. Gift of the Givers is everything.
Relying upon intuition, experience and old-fashioned prayer

to assess a situation, Sooliman classifies aid delivery on three

levels: emergency response (a war, a flood, a famine or an
earthquake), a once-off response (a donation of a machine to a

hospital) and long term (digging a borehole, setting up a clinic,
providing counselling or education).

All of his interventions have to be needs-driven and sustain

able, and they have to make a meaningful difference to the
quality of the recipients’ lives.

‘You never impose,’ he once told me, adding that success was

gained through humility, hard work and respecting human
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dignity. Every situation was different, and you couldn’t come
in with preconceived ideas. To be effective you had to adapt,
and adapt fast. Often there was very little time.

I had learnt this from the times I’d accompanied Gift of the

Givers to Niger, Lebanon, Libya and Somalia, and by covering
humanitarian stories in Pakistan, the Middle East and Africa. I

had also conducted countless interviews with Sooliman on my
‘Drivetime’ show at Voice of the Cape radio and it was on the

strength of these interviews – and my experience – that he invited me on his missions.

Sooliman is a practising Muslim and a Sufi by tradition, but

those who have travelled with him like me will attest that he is

not dogmatic. His position is that he has to serve humanity. For
this reason Gift of the Givers is non-sectarian. Those in need

are of all creeds, religions and cultures. Gift of the Givers has to
have an open-minded approach to all situations. It works with

governments to deliver assistance, but does not align itself politically to any party.

But now, the author, waylaid on a Sunday afternoon, had to

make a decision about going to Niger – and quickly. Sooliman
was gently persuasive, and after he’d ended the call, I turned to

my wife and announced I was going to Niger. Possessing admirable forbearance and accustomed to my suddenly announced

travels on assignment, she was more worried about domestic
practicalities.

‘Okay, dear, please buy electricity and cat food before you

go.’
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❖

SOME 72 hours later a Gift of the Givers team found itself standing in the departure hall of OR Tambo International Airport in

Johannesburg. It was Thursday afternoon. The team comprised
24 members: 12 journalists and 12 aid workers, including volunteer doctors and paramedics.

‘This trip is unlike many others … we are going into un-

charted territory with no proper infrastructure, no embassy, no

visas and no partnering agency … please leave some fingernails
for biting …

‘Those who’ve worked with us before know things change all

the time and at short notice … your patience will be tested, the
weather will bother you and after ten days of negotiation we

are no further from where we started,’ a cheery Sooliman had
SMSed the media team the day before.

Slight of build, with glasses, short black hair and a neatly

trimmed beard, he now came into view accompanied by several trolleys laden with medicines. Wearing the trademark Gift
of the Givers green tracksuit, and carrying two cell phones that

rang constantly, he had four pens in his top pocket – one black,
one blue, one red and one green.

The Department of Foreign Affairs was supporting the Gift of

the Givers mission. The ministry had dispatched two represent-

atives as translators and facilitators (in Niger the lingua franca
is French). The South African government had been talking
5
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to the Niger administration via its Cote d’Ivoire embassy, but
nothing had been finalised.

Departure from South Africa was a surreal experience. Gift of

the Givers was not flying with an airline; the team had no visas.
What it was flying with, though, was a Russian Ilyushin, the

ageing workhorse of Africa. It was parked on a distant runway.
The Ilyushin is a Soviet-era cargo plane. Built for utility rather

than beauty, it is powered by four mighty PS 90 turbo-fan en-

gines. Its heavy 25-metre wings sit like donkey’s ears on its roof
and its massive tail is an intimidating 8 metres in height.

Capable of transporting a 40-ton cargo for 5,000 kilometres,

Ilyushins can land on unpaved runways and are sturdy enough
to withstand machine-gun fire. As reassuring as this last fact

was, the team quickly discovered that the plane was a creaking
Cold War veteran.

When we clambered into the hold and took what we thought

were our seats, we found that some didn’t work, let alone have

safety belts. The interior of the plane looked like it was held

together with gaffer tape. Sections of padding had fallen off and
cables dangled from the ceiling like soggy noodles.

The captain was a ruddy-faced Englishman in a uniform (of

sorts) and his crew was Ukrainian. Did his briefcase contain

sandwiches and a flask of whiskey, rather than a flight plan?
How this crew communicated with each other remains a mys-

tery, but they were a cheerful lot and told the South Africans
not to worry.

Before takeoff the passengers had been advised that bladder
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relief would be a challenge – unless we wanted to try a bucket

and risk an air pocket sluicing. There was a rush to the toilets
just before departure.

The plane landed in Niamey, the capital of Niger, just before

dawn. Dropping out of the darkness, it hit the runway with a

resounding thump. Perched atop a pile of maize sacks, I hung
on for dear life. Inside the aged behemoth the cables shook like
wind chimes as the metal-fatigued fuselage groaned under the
G-forces.

Taxiing to a halt, the pilot shut down the screaming engines

and bags were heaved onto the runway. Sooliman was met by

an aviation official, Mukhtar Maman. He was the only person
at the airport. There was no sign of immigration and nobody

ever stamped the passports, an omission which confused South
African officials no end on the team’s return.

Maman proved to be an enterprising, connected person who

could phone the president’s office to set up a meeting the next

day. In fact, the Niger government was so touched that fellow

Africans had arrived with 36 tons of food and medical supplies,

it ended up supplying Gift of the Givers with drivers and vehicles, and granting it freedom of movement.

The South Africans drove to the Gaweye Hotel on the banks

of the greasy-brown Niger River. It was just before sunrise and
Niamey was hot, humid and still asleep. Donkeys wandered in

the streets. A turbaned Tuareg herded a string of grumpy camels down the road. Welcome, bienvenue au Niamey, said a sign.

Gift of the Givers had arrived.
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B E G I N N ING S
YOU WILL FORM AN ORGANISATION,
THE NAME WILL BE GIFT OF THE GIVERS

‘

You feel the calling, you feel the need, you see the suffering

of man and you want to do something.There’s a lot of prayer
involved. You’ve been shown what the right way is; what to
do and what not to do. And things are put very clearly in

’

front of you.

Dr Imtiaz Sooliman

THE SOOLIMANS came to South Africa in the early 1900s
from Gujarat, an Indian coastal region bordered by Pakistan.

Looking for economic opportunity, patriarch Joosab Gani
Sooliman opened a shop in Potchefstroom, a town in the Tlokwe

Municipality on the banks of the Mooi River in the North West
province.
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He was a Memon, a member of an ethnic group originating

from lower Sindh in the Indus Delta. History books describe
the Memons of Gujarat as the Muslim sailor merchants of India.

Today, Memons are renowned for being entrepreneurial, hardworking, innovative, soft-hearted and generous.

Dr Imtiaz Sooliman (who was born in 1962) remembers his

father, Ismail, and grandfather, Joosab Gani, always being kind

to their customers, discreetly helping destitute families with
funeral costs or allowing them to buy basic foodstuffs on tab
– even when there was no guarantee of them ever being paid
back.

Later, when he went to stay with his mother, Farida, in Durban

(his parents separated when he was young) he discovered she
was the same. Although she did not have much, he recalls her

telling him that you gave charity, even if you could only afford
to give one food parcel a month. He remembers walking long
distances to deliver his mother’s food to the poor.

Sooliman describes himself as being ‘timid’ as a child, ini-

tially fearful of things such as cricket and soccer balls. But he

did grow in confidence in Durban, where the streets were a lot
tougher and more abrasive than in Potchefstroom.

‘There were many gangsters where my mother lived and

they’d stab people in full view. I thought, man, this place is not
for me!’

He soon lost his timidity when the neighbourhood children

asked him to play soccer with them.

‘So I got a little adventurous. I started out as the reserve. My
9
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job was to fetch the ball but by the following year I was the
captain.’

Despite his modest circumstances in the shadow of Durban’s

leafy Berea, Sooliman matriculated from Greyville’s Sastri
College in 1978 and enrolled at the University of Natal’s medical school (now the Nelson R Mandela School of Medicine) to
study medicine. He qualified in 1984, completed his internship
at King Edward VIII Hospital in Durban and went into private
practice in Pietermaritzburg.

He also became an active member of the Islamic Medical

Association, an organisation formed in the 1980s by local

Muslim doctors to provide medical care to the underprivileged.
In 1990 he visited Nacala Hospital in northern Mozambique
with the Islamic Medical Association during a severe drought.

‘The difficulty that ordinary Mozambicans experienced in

their daily lives touched my heart,’ he said.

‘I went to Mozambique because I wanted to help. I’d never

done anything like that before in my life. I saw two frail and

malnourished kids in a riverbed digging a half-metre-deep hole
and using their tiny hands to scrape out muddy drinking water.

That freaked me out. I thought how easily we watered our gardens and turned on taps without thought.’

On his return to South Africa Sooliman bought a fax machine

and installed it in his home. He picked out names in the phone

book, called mosques and faxed whoever would listen to him,
a report of what he’d seen and what needed to be done. Within

five days he’d raised R1 million – enough to dig 30 boreholes
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and provide much-needed relief, including airlifting malaria
medication for use by Mozambican authorities.

‘That was my first major humanitarian project. The next year

was the Gulf War in Iraq and we got involved there, then the
Bangladesh cyclone of 1991.’

It was in the Turkish city of Istanbul that he would enjoy a fate-

ful meeting with a Sufi teacher, Shaikh Saffer Effendi al-Jerrahi,
on the urging of his neighbour in Pietermaritzburg. A master in

the science of Islamic mysticism, and representing an unbroken

chain of Shaikhs going back to the time of Prophet Muhammad,
Shaikh Jerrahi would change Sooliman’s life forever.
Sooliman remembers every detail:

‘It was 6 August 1992; I was 30 years old and it was a Thursday

in Istanbul. The Shaikh’s manner was so gentle, so soft, so accommodating … his face was engulfed in such light, his deep

eyes were filled with such compassion and his presence was so
magnetic – you just couldn’t help being drawn to him, falling in
love with his personality.’

Sufi masters, regarded as doctors of the human soul, are be-

lieved by their followers to possess great insight. Sooliman said

there is no doubt in his mind that Shaikh Jerrahi could see his
soul.

‘After a congregational religious ceremony the Shaikh just

looked at me as if something was talking through him. He looked

at me and said: “My son I’m not asking you, I’m instructing you.
You will form an organisation. The name will be the Gift of the

Givers. You will serve all people of all races, of all religions, of
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all colours, of all classes, of all political affiliations and of any
geographical location, and you will serve them unconditionally.”

‘Apart from the unconditionality of service, the Shaikh told me

in no uncertain terms that I should never expect anything in return. He told me that the best I could ever expect was a kick up the
backside, and if I didn’t get one, I should consider it as a bonus!

‘The Shaikh then instructed me to serve people with kind-

ness, compassion, mercy, and remember that the dignity of man
was foremost. No matter what condition there was, I always
had to protect the dignity of man; and when I acted, I had to act
with excellence.

‘The Shaikh told me that this was an instruction for the rest

of my life. The best among people would be those who bene-

fited mankind [a validated axiom of the Prophet Muhammad],
and I had to remember that whatever was done would be done
through me – and not by me. If I abided by that principle, I
would help a lot of people. He warned me not to forget that.’

The other thing that struck the 30-year-old doctor was the

make-up of the people gathered around the Shaikh – they

were from all walks of life, from all nations, and representing

all colours. As a young South African ghettoised by apartheid,
Sooliman said this made a marked impression on him. Clearly,
all people couldn’t be painted with the same brush.

Gift of the Givers was founded in August 1992, and imme-

diately Sooliman found himself involved in the Bosnian crisis
– and remembering the Shaikh’s teaching:

‘Go out in the street without your coat some cold winter’s
12
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day, just to see how it is for those who have no coats at all! As
long as your stomach is full, you will know nothing about the
condition of the starving … satisfy the hungry, so that Paradise
may love you.’

Inducted into the Sufi way, Sooliman was encouraged to be

humble at all times. As his Shaikh had warned:

‘Become aware of the condition of all those paupers and

orphans, for your own wife may become a pauper and your

very own children orphans. The wheel of fate turns. None of us
knows what is to be …’

His is a job driven by fate. You never know what is waiting

around the corner. It’s a question of what he calls a ‘connection’.
‘You feel the calling, you feel the need, you see the suffering

of man and you want to do something. There’s a lot of prayer

involved. You’ve been shown what the right way is; what to do
and what not to do. And things are put very clearly in front of
you.’

Sooliman believes that it’s the conditions of others less fortu-

nate than him that keeps him going. You want to help over and

over when you see the pain and suffering of others. The most
satisfying thing is the smile on a person’s face when they are
lifted up.

To ensure that Gift of the Givers runs effectively as an NGO,

Sooliman insists on quality and professionalism at every
turn. The organisation is primarily funded by ordinary South

Africans, people who make great sacrifices to give him money,
and also corporates whose ethos demands delivery.
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There are no short cuts. He runs a core staff of about 50 peo-

ple in Pietermaritzburg, Durban, Johannesburg and Cape Town

in South Africa, and Mogadishu (Somalia), Blantyre (Malawi),

Nouakchott (Mauritania), Darkoush (Syria) and Sana’a

(Yemen). Volunteer doctors, paramedics and search-and-rescue
teams are on standby. Sooliman and his team always render humanitarian assistance themselves, and while happy to partner
in projects, Gift of the Givers hardly ever works through third
parties or agencies at the point of delivery.

He learnt very quickly that to be effective in the emotionally

demanding field of humanitarian work he had to have a clear
mind and a cool temperament.

‘It is impossible not to feel for people, but you have to be

ice-cold in this type of situation … you really cannot afford to

sit down and cry. You may end up doing nothing. I consider
myself to be a very gentle person, but I can be icy cold at the

same time. I feel for people, but I have never got emotionally
attached.’

Another lesson was that because of the urgency of a situation,

you had to be straightforward. Sooliman’s blunt, off-the-record

exchanges with officials are legend but – as he says – they have
at all times been driven by a concern for helping others, rather
than scoring points and satisfying the ego.

‘I call a spade a spade. I’ve found that in the type of work we do,

it’s the only way we can really survive and help others to survive.’
Sooliman maintains that he learnt almost everything about

humanitarian work in Bosnia. There, every possible obstacle
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was put in front of him, every possible bureaucratic hurdle was
erected, and at every turn his patience was tested.

‘Each challenge makes you stronger,’ is his understated re-

sponse to what was a highly taxing and troublesome time in
his life.

The Bosnian conflict occurred in the former Socialist Federal

Republic of Yugoslavia that had fractured along sectarian lines
after the death in 1980 of its leader, Josep Broz Tito. Yugoslavia

had consisted of Slovenia, Croatia, Serbia, Bosnia-Herzegovina,
Montenegro and Macedonia.

An astute man who took power in 1945, Tito’s internal policy

of crushing sectarian nationalist sentiment and enforcing unity
between the six Yugoslav nations, saw him remaining in power
until his death 35 years later.

Yugoslavia consisted of three major ethnic groups: the Catholic

Croats, the Orthodox Serbs and the Bosnian Muslims. Tito had
known better than most the real substance of Yugoslav national-

ism, and it had taken his iron fist to keep its destructive forces at

bay. However, after his death the socialist federation had started to

crumble, and with the implosion of the Soviet Union, the uneasy
framework of Yugoslav state unity had collapsed. Competing nationalist movements rose to the fore after the 1990 elections.

When Slovenia and Croatia declared independence in 1991, the

Yugoslav armed forces – by now the blunt instrument of Serbian

nationalism – prepared to crush this move. Following a referendum in March 1992 (boycotted by ethnic Serbs in the territory),
Bosnia-Herzegovina decided to break from the federation too.
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In April the Yugoslav army and its paramilitary forces –

later to be charged with mass rape, torture and genocide of
Bosnians – marched on Bosnia, seizing over 50% of its territory, and annexing it to a newly formed Serbian Republic. The

Serbian forces, under the command of General Ratko Mladić,
laid brutal siege to the capital Sarajevo, once a regional bastion
of culture and religious harmony. For over three years Serbian

snipers were sequestered in the surrounding hillsides, civilians
in their crosshairs.

By 1995 and the signing of the Dayton Accord, the Yugoslav

conflict had cost at least 350,000 lives (70% of them Bosnian)
and would be remembered for its lack of adherence to almost
every convention of war.

It was into this situation that Sooliman launched himself in

1992 by sending 780 tons of food, clothes and blankets via Turkey

and Croatia. In 1993 he developed a highly innovative and

self-sufficient mobile hospital consisting of 28 containers and 130
beds. It had been engineered in South Africa by a firm in Pretoria,
and was the first – and largest – of its kind in the world.

Its initial costs were daunting. Sooliman says that one after-

noon he made his prayers and asked for help. He went to his
postbox and discovered a brochure offering the equipment he
urgently wanted at 50% less than anybody else. He has never
received a brochure from that company ever again.

As Sooliman said, Bosnia was his initial flagship project. The

hospital boasted a generator, an ambulance, a bus, two surgi-

cal theatres, an ICU unit, orthopaedic wards, a dental unit, an
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outpatient unit, incubators and a lead-insulated X-ray booth. In

addition, 200 tons of back-up supplies were provided to keep the
hospital self-sufficient for six months.

But actual delivery of this medical facility to the Bosnians

proved to be highly problematic for Sooliman. The UN enjoyed
no influence; international agencies were shockingly ungra-

cious, unhelpful and indifferent; the Serbs ruled the checkpoints; suspicion greeted the doctor and his NGO at every turn;

governments stone-walled; promises were broken; and sometimes Sooliman himself got caught in the crossfire.

In spite of CNN reporting that the Gift of the Givers’ mobile

hospital was comparable to any hospital in Europe, it took sev-

eral stressful months for Sooliman to surmount all the obstacles
and to deliver the hospital to the Bosnians in Mostar.

‘It took a severe toll on my personal and professional life. I

was away from home for extended periods and it affected my

wife Zohra and my four young children. My once-flourishing
medical practice collapsed.’

He put his house on the market, cashed in his life policies,

gave up his Mercedes and took to driving a second-hand 1300
Corolla. But if that was a testing period, it also turned out to

be a turning point. Seeing his desperate plight, a group of concerned businessmen got together and decided to support him.

By 1994 he was hard at work designing and developing a

containerised primary healthcare clinic. If rural people couldn’t
get to health facilities then the health facilities had to get to

them. Twenty-three such clinics would be rolled out in Malawi
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and South Africa. For Sooliman it would prove to be a great
example of a public-private partnership.

‘We build and deploy. The Health Department serves the pa-

tients,’ he said.

Over the next decade, some 2 million South Africans would

benefit from this project alone, and by 2014 Gift of the Givers

would not only be running 21 major local projects and have provided aid in 41 countries worth over R1 billion, but the organisation would also feature on a South African postage stamp.

In addition, Sooliman would be awarded three honorary

doctorates in social science. Gift of the Givers would be accredited with Proudly South African status in 2002 and garner

85 awards for service and excellence. This would include four
awards from four presidents, including the Order of the Baobab
in Silver from Jacob Zuma in 2010.
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