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Helen O’Callaghan talks to an Irish man who is on a mission to 
improve the lives of orphans in Chernobyl ” not only for 
Christmas but all year” 
 
The children in Besangovichi Orphanage in northern Belarus all  
know about Santa Claus. But, for some reason, he has never  
stopped off at their home. This year, though, things are going to  
be different because Santa will visit, courtesy of the Chernobyl  
Orphanage Development Programme (CODP), a group that  
involves 12 Irish people working to improve the environment of  
orphans in Belarus.  
 
Who will Santa be? We tend to play that one by ear. Usually it’s  
an Irish person, says Cavan-born business news editor of Sunday  
Times, Ireland, Tom McEnaney, who has been working in Belarus  
for the past five years and last year founded CODP.  
The Santa Claus project is one of the most rewarding. We’ll buy  
all the toys locally. Girls of all ages go for cuddly toys. The  
younger boys like trucks. They like watches too, but fishing rods  
are the most popular with the boys. They all fish in the little lakes  
there, but with poles and homemade fishing rods. If we bring in a  
proper fishing rod, they all jump for it. 
 
URGENT NEED:  
 
Out of 57 orphanages in Belarus outside of the  
immediate fallout zone north of Chernobyl, CODP found  
Besangovichi was the worst. Located in the Vitibsk region of  
northern Belarus, it is home to 200 children with special needs,  
aged between three and 18. Tom’s worst first impression of the  
orphanage was the smell. I’ve been to a lot of orphanages. In  
some it’s not too bad, in others it’s terrible. It’s a smell like  
overcooked food and blocked toilets. After that, it was the  
darkness. All the bulbs had gone. One of the first things we do  
when we go into a new orphanage is buy new bulbs to light the  
place up. 



 
The toilets were barely in working order and the children had to  
walk three miles to the nearest showers. And this in a country  
which goes below minus 30 in winter. The children had nothing  
more than the clothes they stood up in, often rags. One in five  
children had shoes that were falling off them. When we went to  
the dorms, there was nothing, no lockers or wardrobes. Many of  
the beds were in an appalling condition. There were no play  
facilities of any kind and in the clinic they had no medicines, just  
a little gauze. 
 
Over the summer, CODP installed an industrial washing machine  
at a cost of 3,000 and a playground that cost 5,000. They gave a  
new set of clothes and a new pair of shoes to each child, stocked  
the medicine cabinet for a year and supplied multivitamins as a  
stop-gap until proper food facilities can be provided. We prefer  
to help them work out ways to improve their own budget so they  
can buy their own medicine. 
 
Setting up a 60-acre farm, including a new tractor with a full suite  
of farm machinery, is the principal way in which COPD aims to  
help set up a sustainable livelihood at Besangovichi. The farm  
will be the second the organisation will have built up from scratch  
and the third in Belarus they’ll have worked with: they helped  
renovate an existing farm in Grosova in the south and in 2002  
they established a 60-acre farm at Dyatlovo Orphanage. We had  
a bumper harvest of grains, potatoes and vegetables. The regional  
authorities were so impressed, they’ve designated Dyatlovo as an  
agricultural institute, which means they’ll provide facilities to  
ensure the orphans get formal agricultural training. 
 
SELF-SUFFICIENT:  
 
The whole focus, says Tom, is to create sustainable projects so when 
COPD leaves, the project is still contributing to the child’s life. We 
dont bring over food. We buy them tractors and ploughs, and draw on 
the expertise of the existing collective farms to help develop skills. 
The farm benefits the orphans in three ways: it improves their diet 
very directly; when the farm machinery isn’t being used it can be  
rented out so it becomes a source of income; and we can use the  



farm to teach the orphans skills in a country where most people  
rely on subsistence and grow their own food.  
 
COPD doesn’t spend any money on administration. We pay for  
our own flights and accommodation out of our own pockets.  
We’ve got no employees and no overheads, though we do pay  
interpreters. We try to work entirely with sustainable projects and,  
where possible, we source only Belarusian materials and  
machinery. 
 
Tom, who studied engineering in Trinity College because he  
wanted to be a development engineer, instead diverted into  
journalism. But the idea of development work never left. I went  
to Belarus for the first time five years ago. I went as a journalist  
and, having seen conditions there, I felt moved to do something. I  
realised a relatively modest effort on my part could lead to huge  
improvements for them. 
 
Since then I’ve gone over and back twice a year, says Tom, who  
started making a contribution to Belarusian orphanages by  
working with the Waterford-based Chernobyl Aid Ireland.  
The eldest of eight, the 35-year-old now lives in Dublin and is  
engaged to Roisin Ariff. He always loved children and has headed  
up other child-focused charities ” while a student in Trinity  
College, he was head of Community Action, a project which  
helped get children from disadvantaged areas into third-level  
education. 
 
PLAY TIME:  
 
Having seen the dramatic effect the creation of a  
new playground had at Dyatlovo Orphanage, CODP set about  
installing playgrounds in the other 56 orphanages. Already, 29  
have been built. We’ll have the other 28 installed by this time  
next year. The effect of play is amazing for orphans who are  
under-stimulated, who don’t have parents, who have harrowing  
backgrounds.  
 
What you see is laughing children, who previously didn’t laugh.  
Even when they’re not playing ” when they’re walking down the  



hallway ” it’s like some burden has been lifted from them.  
Orphans can have difficulty forming bonds so our aim is to create  
an environment where they can develop relationships in a fun  
way. The playground encourages group play ” the swings are like  
porch swings and can take four or five together. Fifteen kids can  
get on the carousel. 
 
Once the playground was set up, the children knew instinctively  
how to play. It took them seconds. Our biggest design problem  
was keeping them out of the playground when the concrete was  
setting, explains Tom, adding that CODP doesn’t have any  
political agenda.  
 
So what’s the rationale for not working in orphanages inside the  
immediate fall-out zone of Chernobyl? First of all, I’m still of  
child-bearing age and I’m not convinced its safe to go there. And  
I won’t bring anyone else in there ” either Irish or Belarusian ”  
because I’m not convinced it’s safe. Our hope is that the  
government might relocate the orphanages inside the hot zone, so  
it makes sense to develop the ones outside this area, explains  
Tom.  
 
When COPD visit Besangovichi Orphanage from December 21 to  
28, they hope to provide new beds and bedroom furniture. They  
want to arrange for the wall in worst condition to be re-plastered  
and painted with murals of life-size Disney characters. They want  
to give new clothes and warm winter duvets to each child, as well  
as spectacles to those who need them. How much of this gets done  
depends on the funds they receive.  
 
CODP is asking for help in fundraising for the upcoming  
Christmas trip. If people wish simply to make a donation, the  
bank account details are: Bank of Ireland, O’Connell Street, sort  
code 90 00 33, account number, 53807879. For further  
information about CODP, phone Nicky Crichton on 086 6085454.  
 
OVER 30 Irish organisations work with children who are  
suffering as a result of the fallout from the Chernobyl disaster.  
Below are some of the main ones: 
” The Chernobyl Children’s Project was founded by Adi Roche  



in 1991. Contact 021 4506 411 or email adiroche@adiccp.org.  
See also www.adiccp.org 
 
” Chernobyl Aid Ireland (CAI) under the leadership of Waterford  
ambulance driver Liam Grant was founded in 1997. Contact 051  
858 944. See www.chernobyl.ie  
 
” To Russia With Love (TRWL) was set up by Clontarf  
housewife Debbie Deegan. Contact 01 853 2920 or email  
torussiawithlove@iolfree.ie. See also www.torussiawithlove.ie 
 

 


	Christmas but all year”

