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Twelve years ago, Kalebuka was nondescript, like 
any other village in the south-eastern region of  the 
Democratic Republic of  the Congo (DRC): red clay 
earth, basic rural infrastructure, and limited amenities. 
It’s a typical of  the villages in the area. 

Today it boasts a sprawling school campus with 346 girls enrolled 
in the primary and secondary schools. Over 5 000 young people and 
adults are receiving training in literacy, farming, entrepreneurship 
and community-building sports initiatives from the community 
learning centre. The town’s 19th water well, one of  many that 
have been newly built while others were refurbished, was inaugurated 
in August. This means over 30 000 people per year have access 
to clean water. 

These life-changing initiatives have 
been achieved by the Georges Malaika 
Foundation, a grassroots non-profi t, with 
Noëlla Coursaris Musunka at the helm.

“When I came back to the Congo, I 
visited a lot of  villages. They were almost 
all deprived – people living in poverty. I 
wanted to build a school, and I wanted 
to do it in a community that wanted to 
be involved in the change,” says Noëlla, 
who is of  Congolese and Cypriot 
descent. She’s a model, philanthropist, 
humanitarian and ambassador for The 
Global Fund to Fight AIDS, Tuberculosis 
and Malaria.

At fi ve, Noëlla left everything she knew 
– her mother, her home, her life – to start 
a new one on a diff erent continent. “We 
had lost my father and my mom couldn’t 
aff ord to look after me, so she gave me 
away to stay with relatives on his side of  
the family.” 

She lived in Belgium and later with a relative in Switzerland. 
Eventually, Noëlla decided to return home. 

“I wanted to know where I was from, my country, my mom… So, 
arriving in the Congo 13 years later was a big contrast. While I was 
away, not having a mom and dad, I didn’t have much choice but 
to adapt. It was very hard. But I knew that my mom had sacrifi ced 
for me.” 

A sacrifi ce which was a double blow of  not only losing her husband, 
but her only child at the time. During her years away, Noëlla spoke to 
her mother only a few times, and received even less letters.

When she returned, she found that her mother’s situation hadn’t 
improved. She was still living in poverty and seemed constantly 
enveloped in sadness. “I wanted to do something to give back. There 

were so many children who couldn’t aff ord to go to school. I had to 
do something for my country.”

So, in 2007, armed with her Business Management degree and a 
will to see change in her home country, she launched the Malaika 
Foundation. From its humble beginnings – a one-roomed school – 
it has evolved signifi cantly and now aff ects so many and impacts 
an entire community. Malaika is a non-fee-paying school. All the 
programmes off ered at the community centre are also free. 

“Malaika means ‘angel’ in Swahili. The school is a refuge for 
children. It is important that they all feel related there; that they 
know that they're part of  the family.” Noëlle continues, “The 
dream was that the children could become whatever they want. It’s 

a leadership school and I want them to 
have ambition and aim for the highest. 
To know that they can do whatever they 
want – whatever they feel.”

The learners receive two meals per day, 
mostly sourced from the produce grown 
in the school’s community garden. Noëlle 
says that two key ingredients have meant 
success for these various initiatives. They 
are quality education and community 
involvement. “We are here because we 
needed to not only build the school, 
but we also needed quality education. 
We’re pushing other schools to invest 
in their curriculums, in their teachers, 
their work and technology... Community 
involvement is very important. Working 
in the Congo without the community – 
this project wouldn’t exist.”

Years ago, before heading home, Noëlle 
decided she wanted to learn English. She 
moved to the source, London, to fi nd 

work. She recalls how she was often stopped in the streets by passers-
by asking if  she was a model. They were surprised that she wasn’t. 
This eventually prompted her to pursue modelling as a career. She’s 
been a successful model despite only doing a select few campaigns 
per year, because she’s so busy with her work, her husband, and her 
fi ve- and nine-year-old children.

Noëlle rejects the idea that her learners are interested in her 
aesthetics: “They don’t see me as beautiful. They see me as a person 
who works very hard. I am very engaged with the community. The 
learners see a mother, a worker, a leader, a fundraiser. They see 
me bringing my two children and my husband to work. They see 
someone who meets their parents, their community, the staff . They 
see me as someone who is present. If  there’s a funeral in the village I 
will go. I’m involved in every step.” 
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