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Let's follow in little Jessica's steps

BRAD NEEDHAM

There's something about Guelph. It just seems to bring out the best in people. Best may not be exactly the right word. Maybe the most. It brings out the most in people.

It seems in Guelph, we don't do anything small, and that's what I love about it.

I've worked in Guelph for just more than a year now and have lived here for about 10 months.

I've noticed that whether it's protests, rallies or charity events, for better or for worse, Guelphites go all out.

Recently, Guelph had the privilege of seeing homeless teens unite after Change Now, an emergency youth drop-in shelter and resource centre, was suddenly closed down without warning. The protest was perfectly peaceful and well-organized. They certainly went all out to try to save the shelter, and their fight continues.

There are obvious examples -- some good and some not so good -- on the activism side. Think Wellington Water Watchers, the Guelph Union of Tenants and Supporters and the anti-Wal-Mart movement. What other community could keep the world's largest retailer at bay for more than a decade? The answer is simple -- none.

How about the Masai for Africa campaign? In 2005, Dr. Anne Marie Zajdlik launched a campaign to fund an AIDS clinic in Lesotho, Africa. She set out to reach what some might have thought of as an unreasonable goal: raise $10 from every person in Guelph for a total of $1 million.

But through various fundraising campaigns, including the bracelets of hope, Zajdlik and her team are well on their way to the $1 million -- they're hoping to wrap up their Guelph campaign by the end of the year.

Then Zajdlik's goal gets even loftier: $150 million from across Canada. Hopefully the rest of the country can come close to what Guelph has done for the campaign.

But to me, as a relatively new Guelphite, one of the things that's most impressive is the community's response to the Jessica's Footprint charity walk.

Jessica Durigon died just after her first birthday in 2003. She had ependymoma, a type of cancer located where the brain and spinal column meet.

Little Jessica didn't get much of a chance at life. As her mother told my colleague, Nicole Baute, on Monday, "she lived a year and two days. She celebrated everything once, really. She celebrated my birthday, her birthday, her daddy's birthday. One Christmas, one Halloween, one Easter."

Three years after she died, her family organized a charity walk to raise money for cancer research.

Thanks to people in Guelph, others who are facing a situation similar to what Jessica faced will get a better chance to do things more than once.

Last year for the inaugural walk, the family set a goal of $40,000. They missed that mark by a long shot -- but in a good way. More than 750 people came out to the walk and $133,000 was raised. This year their goal is to raise $140,000 and have 1,000 participants out for Saturday's walk.

Like Zajdlik's goal, it might seem lofty. But from what I've seen from Guelph so far, I bet they'll make it.

Brad Needham is the Mercury's night editor. His column appears Wednesdays. To comment, send him an e-mail to bneedham@guelphmercury.com.
