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Maria’s introduction
Thank you for taking the time to read about our challenges and achievements accomplished in 2015,
and for staying with us through 2016 as we grow and strive to achieve even more.

We live in the age of information. We are attached to our mobile phones and

In this report

computers, which let us know as soon as an earthquake has struck, a bomb was fired, or yet another boat
crammed with refugees found its end at the bottom of the Mediterranean. Disasters across the word get
pinged to our mobile devices as soon as they happen. In fact, there are so many tragedies and on-going
conflicts, that the public is becoming fatigued with news reports and hundreds of NGOs knocking on their
(virtual) doors for support.
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2015 marked the year when the UN Millennium Development Goals were aimed to be
met. There have been some amazing results: the number of people living in extreme poverty globally has
declined by more than half since 1990 and primary school enrolment has reached 91% in developing
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regions. Yet 836 million people continued to live in extreme poverty in 2015 and the majority of girls in
the developing world are still forced to drop out of school after primary school. Primary school education
is not enough to break the cycle of poverty.
The NGO fatigue did not leave us unaffected. Educating a child in Bangladesh takes 12
years. Understandably, people want to be assured that their donation is making a change and they want
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to see results immediately. It is harder and harder to find funds to educate our 168 children in Bangladesh.
There are so many catastrophes that require immediate attention and humanitarian aid, but I believe the
lack of quality education in developing world is a catastrophe on the same scale. Maria Cristina
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Foundation will not eradicate poverty and educate every slum dweller in Bangladesh, but we are turning
the lives of our 168 children and their families around a 100%.
Mother Teresa has said: “I alone cannot change the world, but I can cast a stone across
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the waters to create many ripples.” I am proud to say that Maria Cristina Foundation has created many
ripples this year and there are some amazing, bright young minds in the slums of Bangladesh, who will
achieve great things, because they had someone who believed in them and gave them a chance for
change.
I am humbled by all the support Maria Cristina Foundation has received over the past
year. We are able to touch and transform hundreds of lives because of you. I thank each and every one of
you for your compassion, generosity, thoughts and prayers.

Maria Conceicao
Founder of Maria Cristina Foundation
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Education
We now have 168 children and teenagers studying at private schools in Dhaka. 12 students are
graduating in 2016 and are preparing for their university entrance exams.

Changes at schools
Students from Ma Haad School will be transferred to Cambrian School and College in January 2016. We

2016 school fees at

have decided to stop sending our children to Ma Haad School due to the unfavourable treatment they

Cambrian School and

received there. We found that our children were being held back several years and did not receive the

College

professional help they needed. This decision was not taken lightly, but it will be best for our students, who
have also expressed their dissatisfaction with Ma Haad School.

Grade 1-8:

$1,000

Grade 9-10:

$1,250

Grade 11-12:

$1,500

Cambrian School and College will admit all students from Ma Haad School and we have negotiated heavily
discounted rates for our children. Our students will study the national Bangladeshi curriculum in English at
Cambrian School and College.

English classes for students
26 students completed an extra English language course at Ma Haad School in 2015. These classes give
our students much needed speaking and writing practice and prepare them well for university. Should a
child choose not to go to university, having a good level of English will widen their opportunities for
employment in Bangladesh and abroad.
These English classes will continue at Cambrian School and College, who have also given our children a
discount for extra English classes: $10 per month per child. In addition, 12th grade students at Cambrian
School and College will be able to take the IELTS test through British Council.

English Classes for adults
The adult English classes at British Council were stopped 4 months ago due to lack of resources. We have
now negotiated a fee of $1,000 per student per year and will issue an appeal to reinstate these classes in
2016. These classes are instrumental to preparing the parents for MCF employment programme and it is
essential the classes are held constantly.

Transport to and from school
From January 2015 to October 2015 we had a bus taking our primary school children to and from school.
Unfortunately, we had to stop the bus service, as there are currently no more funds to run it.
Most children get to school on a rickshaw, which costs them about 80BDT ($1) a day. This is not a small
amount for the parents of these children to pay daily. The journey from the Gawair slum to school is a 40minute ride on a cycle-rickshaw through the chaotic streets of Dhaka. Taking a rickshaw is not the safest
mode of transport, so securing funds to provide safe transport to and from school will be one of our
priorities for 2016.
Rumi, one of our students, was involved in a
road accident on her way to school in October.
She suffered a head injury and was admitted to
hospital, but has thankfully recovered since
then.
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The story of Nargis
Nargis is a beautiful 17 or 18-year-old girl. We have been supporting her family for
years, but only learned of her existence in December 2015. She was hidden by her
family for years due to disability. Disability is stigmatised in the local community and
talking about it is taboo. We don’t know how many more young boys and girls like
Nargis there could be.
Nargis and her mother both burst into tears as soon as Maria hugged her. She was so
deprived of attention and we instantly saw that she did not want to be confined to her
little room any longer. Maria invited Nargis to join the other children for a party that
evening. There was no prejudice or discrimination; the children welcomed her as one
of their own. On the same night we discovered that Nargis has an amazing voice and
she wants to become a singer. She has been practicing beautiful Bangla and Islamic
songs in her little room, but there was nobody to hear her until now. She now has an
audience and she is determined to make her life a success despite the difficulties she
will face because of her disability.
Wasting no more time, Nargis started attending British Council English classes in
December 2015 and has already made remarkable progress.

Family support
We continue to support the families of the children in order to make sure the children are going to
school and the family is not forced to send them to work or marry them off to make ends meet. We do
this through:

Rent and housing support. We secured sponsors to pay rent for 22 families in 2015.
Most of the houses comprise a room and an outdoor kitchen and are in a very bad
state. We identify families most in need of housing support and provide them with
beds, mattresses, new roofs, blankets or other essential items to keep them warm and
dry. The conditions for all families worsen during the monsoon season from May to
September.
Our loyal supporter Paula sponsored a family with a bed.

Food support. We identified 22 families, who received regular food support in 2015.
Most of these households are headed by a single mother or elderly parents, who are
unable to work and provide for their families.

Medical support. We helped 36 people get quality medical aid in 2016. Medical
support is an issue that we will dedicate more time to in 2016. A number of doctors
seen by the slum-dwellers are dishonest; they make up diagnosis and prescribe
medication that is not needed. The families end up spending a lot of money on
This woman was trying to bring down her husband’s fever. He
was lying under a tree, his head resting on a brick. We provided
them with Ibuprofen.

medication they do not require and that is often counterfeit.
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Distributing material donations. These typically include toiletries, clothes, shoes,
blankets etc. As there are more people than donations, we usually hold a talent show
or a competition to determine the winners of these donations. We held a Miss
Bangladesh contest for the mothers of the children in December 2015 and distributed
donated mobile phones to the winners of a Christmas and New Year art competition.
We also hold flea markets, so the parents of the children can come and choose what
One of our Miss Bangladesh 2015 contestants.

they like and what fits their family best.

Family database
We visited all 101 families that we support in December 2015. We now have a
comprehensive database, which includes data on family members, their ages and
employment details, their needs and photos. This will be instrumental as we establish
reporting and monitoring processes in 2016.

Maria’s fundraising
Maria continued to push her limits in 2015 and raised awareness and much needed funds for the
work we do in Dhaka. Her achievements in 2015 included:

Completing the 777 challenge. Maria along with Saul Keens, Lorena Puica and Rosa Areosa
completed 7 marathons on 7 continents in 11 days. She was rather disheartened when the group
was unable to complete the challenge in 7 days when their flight to Antarctica was delayed by 4
days due to bad weather. Nevertheless the group raised a whopping $100,000 altogether.

Winning the Cosmopolitan Female Role Model 2015 award. This award brought additional
publicity and recognition in the Gulf region.

Winning the Nobre Casa de Cidadania award in Portugal.

Winning the Título de Cidadão Nobre award in Portugal.

Publishing her biography ‘A Woman on Top of the World’ in Portuguese and English. The launch of
the book, which tells Maria’s journey from her childhood to summiting the Everest, received
extensive media coverage when it was launched in Portugal in March. 2500 Portuguese books have
been sold to date. The book was published in English in December 2015 and 52 books have been
sold so far. A Portuguese publisher has already ordered a sequel of the book and Maria is planning
to have this written and published in 2016.
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Receiving 3 additional Guinness World Records. Maria now holds six Guinness World Records:


Fastest time to complete a marathon on each continent (female), 2015



Fastest aggregate time to run a marathon and ultra marathon on each continent (female),
2015



Fastest time to run a marathon and ultra marathon on each continent (female), 2015



Fastest time to run an ultra marathon on each continent (female), 2014



Fastest aggregate time to run an ultra marathon on each continent (female), 2014



Most consecutive days running an ultra marathon (female), 2014

Other fundraising
The Maria Cristina Foundation has some very loyal supporters, who fundraise for us, but we have also
attracted some new organisations and people, who fundraised for us in 2015.

Grants. We have started to apply for additional funding in the form of grants. We have sent 15
grant applications this year and are waiting to hear the results of those. We feel that additional
sources of funding are needed to make our education programme more sustainable and to
respond to the immense need for help in other areas in Dhaka.

We have received donations from over 200 different donors in 2014/2015. Launching a
Justgiving page has enabled supporters to donate from as far away as Australia and a number of
supporters have set up their own fundraising pages in aid of Maria Cristina Foundation. The online
platform is also making it easier for us to receive donations and remain transparent.

Law Rocks! held a fundraising concert in support of Maria Cristina Foundation in November 2015
and raised £4,500.

Dubizzle – one of the most popular online sites in the Gulf Region – donated advertising space for
our Christmas campaign valued at AED10,000.

Social Media. We are making the most of Facebook, Twitter, YouTube and Instagram to spread
the word about Maria Cristina Foundation, gain new supporters and issue urgent appeals. Below
are some of the creatives from our social media Christmas campaign:
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On-going sponsorship. We are extremely thankful to our key sponsors, who continue to support
the work we do in Dhaka. Some of them include: NAMA Development Enterprises, Nabil Dalle,
Etihad Airways, Dr Jocelyn Charest, GEMS Education, School Transport Services, Taxi Media
Middle East, Sports in Life, CIMD, Crown Relocations, Lighthouse Productions and Tarabut PR.

Administration
We are committed to making our processes more streamlined as the Foundation grows.

Official registrations
Maria Cristina Foundation is now officially registered in the UK, USA and Portugal. Our priority for the first
quarter of 2016 is to get officially registered in Bangladesh. We are in the process of completing the
required paperwork for this. Bangladeshi registration will allow us to apply for much more additional
funding from different grant-giving organisations.

Accounts
We will have audited accounts for the year 2015 available in January 2016. This is another huge step
towards transparency and accountability for the Foundation. The accounts will be audited in the UK.

New team members
1.

Katrin Winter was recruited for her experience with several international NGOs. She specialises in
writing grant applications, but also helps the Foundation with social media, raising awareness,
sponsorship seeking and reporting. She visited Dhaka in December and met all the families and
children.

2.

Nilofar Khatib works for Maria Cristina Foundation part-time and is responsible for graphic design
and administering our website.

3.

Shafiqur Rahaman (Jewel) is our coordinator in Dhaka. He is responsible for
monitoring the students and their families while we are not in Dhaka. Jewel
reports to us regularly and liaises with local authorities and schools as the need
arises. He coordinates the volunteers that visit Dhaka and supports their visit
with everything from meeting them at the airport to accompanying them to
family visits.

Jewel has known Maria since 2005. He knows everything there is to know
about Maria Cristina Foundation and is irreplaceable to us.
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Outlook 2016
Maria Cristina Foundation will continue to educate children and change long-standing negative social
norms in the slums of Dhaka. We have exciting things planned for the year ahead and we are confident
that with our expanded team we can do even more. Here is just some of what 2016 has in store for us:

January 2016
Preparations for the Young Entrepreneur of the Year Awards will start. The award gala will be held in
Dubai. Maria Cristina Foundation is the official charity of the event, which will give us a platform to raise
awareness and funds.

April 2016
Maria or Katrin will represent the UAE and speak at the Fashion Revolution event in Dubai. Fashion
Revolution was created as a response to the tragic Rana Plaza factory collapse in Dhaka in 2013 and aims
to make fashion more ethical.

June 2016
Shewly, one of our students from Dhaka, who is studying in Dubai, will attempt to break planking world
record in aid of Maria Cristina Foundation.

Summer 2016
We have got the Bangladeshi national cricket team on board and will be organising an event with them in
aid of Maria Cristina Foundation.

August 2016
The winner of Nicest Job in Britain will spend a week working for Maria Cristina Foundation in the UK.

September 2016
The winner of Nicest Job in Dubai will spend a week working for Maria Cristina Foundation in Dhaka.

September 2016
Empathetic Media, who use new technology to tell the news, will visit us in Dhaka and record footage for
a 360 view of the slum. This will enable people to ‘visit’ the slums of Dhaka without actually going to
Dhaka. We hope to raise awareness and target big international news outlets with this. We will apply for a
joint grant with Empathetic Media to fund this project.

Christmas 2016
The second part of Maria’s biography will be published in time for Christmas.
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We aim to continue supporting the 101 families and 168 children in 2016. While we face financial
difficulties, we will prioritise school fees to make sure our children will not be forced to drop out of
school. We hope the new year will bring much-needed additional funds and we will once again be able
to expand our programmes in Dhaka.
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