
1020

VOL 7  ISSUE 5
AUGUST - SEPTEMBER 2016

Kwami Gati 
Rochelle resident shares his successes with his  
homeland and others around the world. 

Li!le Free Libraries
Jeff Neece puts free books in the hands  
of Rochelle children.



I N S E R V I C E

ROCHELLE INVIRONMENTS MAGAZINE • AUGUST - SEPTEMBER 201620



Kwami Gati
Paying It Forward in Togo
By Julia Spahn 

While many people think of agriculture as an industry where people put down roots in one location, 
o!en for generations, agriculture has led Kwami Gati to many places around the world. Gati and 
his family have now se"led down in Rochelle, far from his birthplace, but Gati still has ties with his 
homeland, and he shares his success with others.

G ati was born in Togo, a country  

of 6 million people in West Africa. 

Togo stretches northward like 

a thin finger from the Gulf of Guinea to 

Burkina Faso. Like most of the people in the 

northern region of the country, 

Gati grew up on a family farm. He said 

 his father’s farm was significantly different 

than most farms in the States. 

“Here, an average farm is maybe 500 acres, 

over there, it’s maybe 2 acres. It’s very 

small,” he said.

However, his parents and seven siblings 

produced many crops on their land. 

“We have yams, we have what you call “corn” 

here (back there we say ‘maize’), soybeans, 

sorghum, and my dad had coffee and cocoa. 

My family does not have livestock, but 

some farmers do. It’s typical for the average 

family back in my village in Togo. In south 

Togo they don’t farm. They are fishermen, or 

businessmen,” Gati explained.

Gati earned an agricultural engineering 

degree in 1997. He was working at an 

agricultural research center in Togo 

when he was awarded a scholarship from 

Germany to study in Montpelier, France for 

more than a year. There, he improved his 

knowledge of agricultural development. He 

did his coursework in France, and then moved 

to Morocco for the practical training and 

fieldwork portion of the program.

 In 2002, he earned another scholarship, this 

time to study in Israel. He spent two months 

studying post-harvest and agricultural 

product marketing at Kibbutz Shefayim.
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“When I came back, they promoted me 

to the head of the agricultural research 

development division,” Gati said.

He worked at the agricultural research 

center in Togo for almost seven years. In 

1999, he applied for a U.S. visa through the 

Diversity Visa program. 

“It’s like a lo#ery, they draw the names of 

people. They allow 55,000 people through 

this federal program. If you have a chance 

to be among the 55,000, they will give you 

a free visa,” he said. “So, I won this visa 

back in 2001.” 

He said the process of paperwork and 

medical exams was extensive and lengthy but 

he made it to the US in August 2003. 

However, Gati had to make a large sacrifice to 

come to the states. He had to leave his family 

behind: his wife, Modesta, their young son, 

Komla, and their 10-month-old daughter, Afi. 

“When I came here, I didn’t bring them with 

me. The reason is… a li#le more cultural. 

I went to France. I know France. I speak 

French. I know Paris, Marseilles. 

“Coming to the United States, I knew 

nothing. [Here we] speak English. I said 

[to my family] ‘Okay, I don’t speak English. 

I don’t know where I’m going. I’ve got to go 

by myself. If something happens, you will 

be safe in Togo. 

“If something happens and I have to come 

back, or if something happens and I have 

to run, I’ll run by myself.’ If you want to go 

somewhere and you don’t know where 

you’re going [it is] best to go by yourself,”  

he clarified. 

The family was prepared to be apart, but 

they did not expect what the full length of 

the separation would be.

“In 2003, when I went to the interview at 

the US Embassy, I asked them how long it 

would take to bring my family. They said, 

‘Oh, it can be a few months,’ and I said ‘A 

few months; that’s fine.’ When I came here, 

I figured out it would take five years,  

not a few months,” he said.

Once here, he se#led in Oregon, where his 

sponsor was located, and got to work.

“I had to have two jobs -- if you want to 

make money, you have to have three jobs 

there,” he said.

A friend told him in Illinois the economy 

was more affordable and that here he 

could work only one job. Gati knew he 

couldn’t continue to work two jobs and 

further his education, so he moved to 

Illinois to be able to work and a#end 

university.  He eventually se#led  

in Roseville. 
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So we decided we cannot forget the past;  
we cannot forget our background; we cannot 
forget the people we left behind.

“I worked at Farmland, a meat company 

in Monmouth, and I went to school in 

Macomb, at Western Illinois University for 

two years to get my degree in economics,” 

he said. 

He commuted north and south to a#end 

work and school until he graduated. Upon 

graduation in 2008, he got a job at the 

ethanol plant here in Rochelle. 

His family joined him in 2009, and that year 

Gati became a citizen. Four years ago, their 

youngest daughter Schekina was born.  Gati 

has been busy working and raising a family, 

and his family members have been earning 

their citizenship here as well. 

He has maintained his connection to 

Togo and has worked to pay forward 

his good fortune to others. This led 

him to connect with Global Partners for 

Africa Development (Global PAD). The 

group consists of Togo expatriates from 

across the United States who work to 

provide be#er educational and economic 

conditions in Togo.

“In Togo, we know how people are living 

in the country, where poverty is very high. 

We know how many people don’t have 

access to modern schools. Most people 

don’t have access to basic healthcare. 

“They don’t have access to potable water 

– clean water. So we knew all this before 

coming to the United States. We thank 

God we are here. We have healthcare, 

clear water; we have access to everything 

if we are not lazy. 

“So we decided we cannot forget the past; 

we cannot forget our background; we 

cannot forget the people we le$ behind. 

Everyone doesn’t get a chance to come to 

the United States. We are lucky to come. 

“While thinking about how we can help, 

we came up with the idea that we can 

organize ourselves here in the United 

States and start collecting money 

amongst ourselves to help people  

back in Africa,” he explained.

Global PAD’s first large project was to  

dig a well and add a holding tank for a 

local village. At that time, Gati was serving 

as vice president. Since the group had 

limited funding, they shi$ed the focus  

to education.
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“We’re convinced that be#er education 

can empower the poor populations to 

help themselves to spur development 

and reduce poverty,” he noted. “If people 

are not educated, they will be stuck in 

ignorance, so we decided to start working 

on education. Since our resources our 

limited, we’ve focused on one education 

project at a time,” 

PAD’s mentoring program assists  

high school students preparing to go  

to universities. Students across the country 

must take national competency exams called 

the Foreign Baccalaureate to enter university.  

He explained, “The Foreign Baccalaureate 

has been a barrier for many students trying 

to a#ain higher education. We found out the 

[passage] rate of the Foreign Baccalaureate 

has been as low as 25-30% in some regions.” 

He said students who don’t pass the 

tests may find apprenticeships, some 

may go back to work on their family farms, 

but some will become a social problem, 

dangerous for the community. 

“They are in the roads, trying to get 

something to eat; if they can’t, they will steal 

from someone else. We think it’s urgent to 

do something in this area,” he said.

They started a pilot program at one high 

school, Kpodzi High School, in 2012.

A$er the first academic year, students 

participating in the pilot program had a 

75% passage rate, compared to a less than 

50% rate for all students at that school. 

Because of funding, not every student at  

the high school was able to participate, but  

the group believes that increase was 

significant enough to continue and expand 

on the project. Global PAD will receive the 

results of the 2016 group in late summer. 

Nationally, the Rochelle Rotary Club has 

given the group its largest donation, $5,000. 

He said other large donors include Pepsi 

and a church in Moline.

“Since we got the donation from the 

Rochelle Rotary, we’ve been able to go 

from one high school to cover five high 

schools,” he said.

We thank God we are here. We have healthcare, 
clear water; we have access to everything if 
we are not lazy.
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Students from all around the country 

board at the high schools.

“When we do this program at a high school, 

it impacts many regions. So, yes, people 

from my own village benefited. The idea  

is to cover more.

“We have a great demand. Some principal 

will call and ask ‘Can you extend this 

program to our school, too, please?’ We say, 

‘Yes, we would like that, but we don’t have 

money to do that now. Step by step we will 

go there.’ We started with one high school. 

This year it is five; next year it may be ten or 

more. Who knows? We would like to extend 

to cover the whole country, but for now we 

have to start someplace,” he stated.

Gati will be returning to Togo with his 

wife and children to visit his mother and 

siblings next year. His youngest daughter 

has never been to Togo. Gati will be able 

to show his mother how his family has 

grown and he will visit schools as part of 

Global PAD to report back to the group. 

He hopes the seeds of learning will be 

thriving in the students. 

Global PAD received it’s 501(c)3 

designation in 2008, so contributions are 

tax-deductible. People interested can 

donate online at www.globalpad.org f
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