The Rotary Foundation – Yesterday, Today and Tomorrow

The Rotary Foundation began as the inspiration of just one man.  In 1917, RI President Arch C Klumph proposed an endowment with the purpose of doing good in the world.  The first contribution from the Rotary Club of Kansas City, Missouri, USA was a modest amount of US $ 26.50.  To Arch Klumph, yesterday’s lessons in life brought the beginning. He knew that tomorrow will bring the end.  But somewhere in the middle he wanted people all over the world to become the best of friends.  He achieved this through The Rotary Foundation.  His vision was proved right, as today most of us have come together as friends and family members.  During the time of Arch Klump there were people who did not expect the action he took that day to blossom into a bright future for the foundation.  For them tomorrow was an uncertain entity.  But in 1928, when the endowment had more than US $ 5000, The Rotary Foundation was formally established to become one of the world’s dominant foundations.

When Rotary and Rotary Foundation came into existence, it was a very different world from today.  It was in the post-Victorian era that such concepts came to be talked about.  The values were different.  But how quickly all that has changed! People were busy building their lives after the world war.  Difficult economic times of the thirties, communism and apartheid took their toll of human lives.  That was yesterday.  Today we know that without the Rotary Foundation there would be no Rotary International tomorrow.

Arch Klumph realised that community is not just another shareholder in the service activity of Rotary, but the very purpose of existence of Rotary.  It is good to have noble intentions when trying to help others, but it is quite another thing to be able to commit a lifetime of service and money to build long-lasting projects that help the communities Rotary intends to serve.  Rotary has only one kind of people as members.  They are men and women for whom concern, care and compassion for people in need is the only priority.

The development of the Rotary Foundation from yester years has been a slow process.  It has gone through some distinct stages.  In each stage the services required by the community has been different.  At different levels of development of Rotary International and the Rotary Foundation, the world has invariably appeared different.  Broadly speaking, these have been influenced by the major experiences of the collective leadership on the path.

When the first grants were given by the foundation it was the age of innocence. Everyone thought and believed that everything will be perfect. Today, we know that The Rotary Foundation’s grant structures are streamlined to a great extent with an emphasis on stewardship. The leaders of The Rotary Foundation were shocked to 
find that accountability was missing with the clubs. Today, then it is an age of disillusionment for the managers of the fund. 
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The future vision plan of The Rotary Foundation gives greater autonomy to the districts in managing the grants. Tomorrow, then, is the age of responsibility.  The Rotary Foundation is teaching the people to operate within the realms of cause and effect. Tomorrow’s vision for the foundation is to create more achievers who will fall in this category. 

Yesterday, the activities of The Rotary Foundation were centered around eradication of hunger, polio, illiteracy and infant mortality. As years rolled by, grants were available for volunteers, teachers and group study exchange teams. With the passage of time, the work of the foundation tomorrow is more towards bringing in an era of world peace.  This growth summarises the vision of Arch Klumph who said, “We should think of the Foundation as being not something of today or tomorrow, but think of it in terms of years and generations to come.”

I will say that tomorrow is also the age of enlightenment for the foundation as the possibility of world peace is not a distant dream after all.  It will be the culmination of the service projects and growth of Rotary membership that will bring about this change.

The Rotary Foundation has learnt from the past as is experimenting with the future, taking care not to be imprisoned by both.  While planning for the future, the leaders of the foundation have not lost sight of today, the present.  They have drawn heavily on the wisdom of the past, that is yesterday, while creating a new look for the foundation tomorrow to meet the opportunities in the future.  

The programmes of the foundation have been reviewed from time to time and priorities have been set. The leaders are aware that just as the past was the present at one point of time, the future will also be the present at another point of time.  Yesterday's tomorrow is today. Yesterday is today yesterday.  This is a fact. This is reality.   While serving others we learn from yesterday, live for today, hope for a better tomorrow.  The Rotary Foundation has taught us that what we are today comes from our thoughts of yesterday and our present thoughts build our life of tomorrow. Mind is a bundle of thoughts.  Most people suffer from thought attacks. Negative thoughts about tomorrow defeat the very purpose of our existence in this world.  When we speak of a better tomorrow for The Rotary Foundation we should be the master of its future. That means, every one of us should contribute every year to strengthen its ability to serve humanity forever. Within us there is a dimension of time. That is in our mind. Creating a bright future means using our wisdom to go beyond the time limit in our mind.

The shape that The Rotary Foundation has taken today has been largely due to the architects of yesterday.  Five trustees were appointed to hold, invest, manage and 
administer all of the property of The Rotary Foundation.  Today, The Rotary Foundation has fifteen trustees to administer the worldwide programmes.  The first grant of US $ 500 was made to the International Society for Crippled Children. 
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Subsequently,  The Rotary Foundation has spent nearly US $ 600 million to eradicate polio and today we are on the verge of making the world polio-free.  The programmes launched in 1965-66 were Ambassadorial Scholarships, Group Study Exchange and grants for activities that reflect the objectives of The Rotary Foundation.  Today, four decades later, we have seen the success of these programmes and how they have helped to shape the lives of individuals and make life worth living for millions who were living in abject poverty and ignorance. We have to necessarily talk about how The Rotary Foundation grew yesterday because nearly all of its programmes have been visionary and are in place today.  There is little doubt that they will be valid tomorrow.

The Health, Hunger and Humanity (3-H) grant was launched in 1978. Just a glance around your districts will show some of the major permanent projects that this grant has put in place.  The blood banks, rehabilitation centres and health related projects that are in place today have been the result of the foresight of leaders yesterday.  The Rotary Volunteers programme that came up in 1980 has been the greatest ambassador for the foundation.  Rotarians have crossed the boundaries of their country to serve in remote villages in another country, thus bringing a ray of hope to the people there who were otherwise left to the mercy of fate.  Talking about fate, children were crippled by polio and even dying in almost all parts of the world. In 1984-85, The Rotary Foundation took up the challenge of eradicating polio. It was a huge task and a goal that seemed impossible to achieve twenty five years ago. Today we know better.  Today we know that nothing is impossible for The Rotary Foundation to achieve tomorrow.  The Rotary grants for University teachers was started in 1985-86 and the confidence that tomorrow’s world can be shaped by a handful of Rotarians to be peaceful place paved the way for starting the Foundation’s peace and conflict studies programme in 1987-88.  The peace scholars who have graduated from the universities are today helping in bringing in peace in areas of turmoil and conflict.

All the programmes of The Rotary Foundation needed financial support.  Rotarians were encouraged to become Paul Harris Fellows by contributing US $ 1000 or more. Keeping in mind the wishes of potential donors, The Rotary Foundation introduced various schemes for giving. A named gift to the Annual Programmes Fund would provide immediate funding for the Foundation’s cultural, humanitarian and educational programmes.  Donors could also give to the Permanent Fund of the Foundation, a gift that will go beyond the lifetime of the individuals.

American President Abraham Lincoln said, “You cannot escape the responsibility of tomorrow by evading it today.” Rotary and The Rotary Foundation came into existence yesterday so that we are able to have a better life today. Our responsibility is to nurture the Foundation today so that the generations to come will have a better future. “You had better live your best and act your best and think your best today; for today is the sure preparation for tomorrow and all the other tomorrows that follow” said Harriet Martineau, the English Novelist.  
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Years ago the seed of The Rotary Foundation was sowed.  When a seed finds the right place, the right position in the soil, its action is over.  Other forces take over and it grows into a plant.  Similarly, for the goodness within us to express itself, we need to let it do so.  We need to allow it to act through us.  People like us saw an opportunity to do so through The Rotary Foundation yesterday. I am sure you will see the same opportunity today and the future generation will see it tomorrow. 
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