How does a soap opera change the world?  One person at a time. 


“The Team changed my life,” states, Collins Owvor, a young Kenyan from Kisumu, a hot spot during the 2007-2008 post-election violence.   The Team is a 39-episode, dramatic TV and radio series, funded by DFID’s GTF programme and implemented by Search for Common Ground and its local Kenyan partner, Media Focus on Africa. 
The series takes the world’s most popular sport, football, and combines it with one of the world’s most popular entertainment forms:  the soap opera.  The idea is to use popular culture to demonstrate that problems related to democratisation, ethnic tensions, police impunity and corruption can be resolved peacefully.  The series provides a platform for communicating DFID’s commitment to reduce poverty through better governance to a mass audience.  The plot focuses on a mixed gender, seven-a-side football team made up of players from different tribes and socio-economic groups.  They are challenged to overcome their fears and biases so that they can see their teammates as individuals, not as members of “the other.”   The central metaphor is simple:  If players do not cooperate, they will not score goals.   

In addition to the millions of Kenyans who see or hear the regular broadcasts, the series is screened via mobile cinema in violence-prone areas.  After the screenings, youth leaders conduct dialogue sessions which allow people from all tribes to discuss the issues they’ve seen.  This process and the series so inspired Collins Owvor that that he volunteered to lead discussions in Kisumu.  As a direct result, Owyor and 70 other youth leaders spontaneously formed the “Transformative Empowerment and Action Movement. “ T.E.A.M.    
Within a few months, the movement grew to 12,000 youth who participate regularly in activities that use The Team as the core organising tool.   All organized activities have participants from all tribes and they include civic education classes, dance and theatre performances and gender sensitivity training.    Altogether, about 60,000 young Kenyans have joined groups that started as a result of The Team. 
In each of the 10 countries where The Team is produced under the GTF banner, the stories include characters who reflect the diversity of their country.  For example, in Cote d’Ivoire, the series follows two footballers from different tribes, who become young leaders when they inspire a disadvantaged community to   find creative ways to fight poverty. In Morocco, two young footballers struggle to overcome their differences between a wide gap between the rich and the poor and in DR Congo, where rape is used as a weapon of war, the team is 100% female and the central struggles revolve around violence against women. 

And as for Collins Owyor:   with his personal interest in better governance, he organized civic education classes to educate his peers about the new rights and responsibilities enshrined in the recently passed Kenyan Constitution.    He and his peers who organized “T.E.A.M.” filed for formal recognition from the Ministry of Sport and Youth in Kenya in order to raise their own money and to continue with their peacebuilding activities for youth in the Rift Valley, particularly in the run up to the 2012 elections.    





 





  











