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For the Love of Africa
Terry Sieg Commits $1 Million for ESAVANA 

ast year, Charlottesville entrepre-
neur Terry Sieg (Col ’64) met 
Robert J. “Bob” Swap (Col ’87, 

Grad ’96), a U.Va. research associate pro-
fessor with nearly 20 years of African field 
research experience and a strong vision 
for how learning and service in Africa 
should be conducted. 

It was a fortuitous meeting for both 
men. As a boy, Mr. Sieg was captivated 
by the beauty, wildlife and history of East 
Africa. As president of the Class of 1964, 
he convinced his peers to designate their 
fourth-year class gift for use by the Uni-
versity Library to build a collection of 
books about East Africa. 

Eight years ago, Mr. Swap helped 
create ESAVANA (East and South Africa/
Virginia Networks and Associations), a 
regional knowledge network of four uni-
versities in Botswana, Mozambique and 
South Africa. Guided by the core tenets 
of respect, relationship and reciproc-
ity, the U.Va.-led consortium provides 
students from consortium schools with 
educational, service-based opportunities 
in African communities. 

While ESAVANA initially focused on 
environmental issues related to global 
change, development and sustainability 
in Africa, it now also engages in public 
policy and health projects. Since east-
ern and southern Africa face complex 
problems that can include economic, 
educational, environmental, social and 
political components, each project is col-
laborative, interdisciplinary and, above 
all, sustainable. 

“Showing up to work on a research or 
service project and then leaving when 
you’re done without consideration 
for the networks—formal and infor-
mal—that have been created isn’t really 
responsible,” Mr. Swap said.

Mr. Sieg, who has traveled exten-
sively in Africa and views the continent 
as extremely vulnerable to exploitation, 
finds the sustainability component of 
ESAVANA to be a particularly attrac-
tive feature: “Africans, like all of us, need 
lasting relationships, not temporary pro-
grams that fall into disuse six months 
after implementation with no help to 
sustain them. A moral warranty comes 
with every ESAVANA project.”

The program offers U.Va. students 
opportunities to travel to Africa and work 
with African college students to develop 
sustainable solutions to real-life prob-
lems. In 2009 undergraduates from U.Va. 
and South Africa’s University of Venda 
traveled to Tshapasha, a rural community 

in South Africa, to work closely with the 
village’s governing board to improve the 
community’s water filtration system. 

Students have installed rainwater 
harvesting systems, promoted micro-entre-
preneurial efforts by small-scale farmers 
and developed alternative fuel and water 
sources for primary schools. They share 
what they learn with the people and 
communities being served to ensure the 
sustainability of their collaborations. 

ESAVANA students benefit from expo-
sure to another culture, the opportunity 
to apply their intellects and skills to solv-
ing problems and the sharing of lessons 
learned among all partners. American 
students form relationships with African 
students and, what is even more impor-
tant, African students form networks 
with other African students across the 
region based on the connections they 
make through ESAVANA. “This is one of 
the lasting contributions of ESAVANA,” 
said Mr. Swap. 

The project brings lasting benefits to the 
U.Va. students as well. “I went to Africa 
to change the world, and Africa changed 
me” is a sentiment often expressed by 
ESAVANA participants. “They bring 
back a more insightful and critical eye to 
issues we face in the United States,” Mr. 
Swap said. “They take their Africa lessons 
and turn them into life lessons.” 

Mr. Sieg hopes his leadership gift and 
enthusiasm for ESAVANA—which dove-
tails with two U.Va. priorities, public 
service and international studies—will 
inspire others to join him in raising $25 
million to expand the program and make 
it self-sustaining.

“Our goals are ambitious,” Mr. Sieg 
admitted, “but they need to be because 
we want to make ESAVANA the abso-
lute best academic program focusing on 
eastern and southern Africa, anywhere in 
the world.” A
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“ Our goals are ambitious, but they need to be, 
because we want to make ESAVANA the absolute 
best academic program focusing on eastern and 
southern Africa.” —Terry Sieg (Col ’64)

Terry Sieg’s love of East Africa benefits U.Va. 
with his $1 million gift in support of the U.Va.-
led consortium known as ESAVANA.


