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By Dr. DHANPAUL NARINEof The WeekPROFILE

Barbara Atherly

When Barbara Atherly left Guyana for 
Afghanistan little did she realize that 

she would make a tremendous diff erence 
in the lives of ordinary people. 

Barbara’s mission with 
UNICEF was to improve lit-
eracy among the population, 
especially young women. It 
was a diffi  cult mission in a 
war-torn country but Barba-
ra used her people’s skills to 
cut across the barriers; she 
was pleased to see that lit-
eracy had begun to improve 
among girls.

In 2004 Barbara was 
posted to Nepal. She was 
based in Kathmandu and 
again she focused on girl’s 
education. She worked in 
the regional offi  ce to help 
formalize a program for 
women. It took the form of 
a Conference and Barbara 
was in charge of fi nding the 
speakers and facilitators. 
The Conference was a great 
success.

In 2004, the 
world was shocked 
by the Tsunami 
tragedy in which 
thousands lost 
their lives. Barbara 
was approached by 
UNICEF to go to 
India and to over-
see the Tsunami 
program. She said, 
‘ this was a huge 
responsibility as 
I had to supervise 
an international 
program and to ac-
count for millions 
of dollars.’

Her respon-
sibility involved 
the areas such as 
health, education, 
HIV/AIDS, and 
water and sanita-
tion, among others. 
President Bill 
Clinton visited the 
Tsunami project 
that Barbara was managing 
in Cuddalore in India in 
2006 and he was impressed 
with her effi  ciency.

Barbara found India to 
be a fascinating country. In 
some communities in South 
India the children never had 
access to desks and benches. 
Barbara and her team intro-
duced these and it became 
a community project. There 
were aspects of South India, 
especially Kerala that re-
minded Barbara of Guyana. 
She loved to introduce her 

guests to the boathouses in 
Kerala.

Barbara spent six months in 
West Bengal and Calcutta and 
supervised UNICEF’s pro-
grams there. She also took the 
opportunity to visit top-level 
cricket matches. When West 
Indies played the fi nals against 
Australia in Mumbai Barbara 
found Clive Lloyd and got 
three complimentary tickets. 
Her staff  were thrilled to meet 
Clive Lloyd, Shivnarine Chan-
derpaul, and others.

Barbara always wanted to 
speak a language other than 
English. She did not have to 
wait long for this opportunity. 
She accepted an assignment in 
Mozambique which meant that 
she had to learn Portuguese. 
Barbara found Mozambique to 

be beautiful but with a high rate 
of illiteracy. Like Afghanistan, 
it was a war-torn country.

She introduced a child 
friendly school initiative 
program that looked at educa-
tion from the viewpoint of the 
environment. This meant that 
education had to be integrated 
with water, sanitation, immu-
nization and a HIV prevention 
program. The multi-disci-
plinary approach worked well 
as it looked at ‘the total child.’ 
Barbara ended up spending fi ve 
years in Mozambique and she 

Touching Lives in a Positive Way!
and before long she was in 
Syria. It was 2013 and she 
could hear the bombs. Barbara 
says, ‘ you hear the bombs and 
you also see the war and the 
devastation. I traveled from 
Damascus to Aleppo and you 

can see the ugliness 
of war.’

Syria is fresh in 
Barbara’s mem-
ory and the war 
has aff ected her. 
Barbara says with 
great emotion that, 
‘ a school could 
be bombed today 
and children killed, 
and tomorrow the 
school will be fi lled 
with more children.’

In the savagery 
of war education 
held out hope like 
a beacon. It was 
a candle that lit 

up the world. The more they 
butchered families the greater 
was the resolve of the people to 
clean up and open the schools. 
The schools were centers of 
normalcy; they gave a sense of 
community and togetherness as 
mortars and bombs rained from 
every direction.         

In this surreal world Barbara 
stood like a champion, man-
ning an international agency 
that reached out to families 
and brought comfort and relief. 
When she saw the young eager 
faces that were ready to learn it 

brought joy to her heart. On 
Good Friday in 2014 Barba-
ra was on her way to church 
when a rocket exploded 
close by but this did not 
daunt her spirit. She allowed 
God to direct her path.

One memory will always 
remain with Barbara. A 
group of children were 
fl eeing the war in Syria, 
and when their backpacks 
were opened at the check-
point, their UNICEF bags 
contained only books. This 
was heart-wrenching and it 
prompted Barbara to imple-
ment self-learning programs 
for the children.

Barbara retired from 
UNICEF in 2015 after 
serving for twenty years. 
She is a member of Lions 
International and Barba-
ra thought that she would 
retire quietly, work with the 
‘Lions’ and serve her church 
in Guyana. But this was not 
to be. Barbara was appointed 
in August 2016 as Guyana’s 
Consul-General to New 
York.

Her philosophy is that 
we have to live in unity. We 
have to compromise and 
respect each other. What is 
her vision for the Consulate? 
Barbara wants the Consul-
ate to be more technolo-
gy-friendly, for the service 
to be eff ective, and for the 
Consulate to help bring trade 
and investments to Guyana. 
Barbara’s policy is to treat 
all with respect and to meet 
Guyanese wherever they 
might me. She has reached 
out to diff erent communities, 
including Schenectady, and 
has done home visits as well.

As she refl ects on her life 
Barbara is grateful to her 
parents Mariam Agatha and 
Joseph Arnold Emmanuel 
Patterson for their inspira-
tion. She thanks her teachers, 
Joy Sinclair from the Public 
Service Ministry, and also 
Shri Lakshmi Goolraja who 
recognized her abilities. Bar-
bara extends special thanks 
and gratitude to her husband 
Major-General Michael 
Atherly whom she describes 
as a ‘wonderful person.’

Barbara Atherly has 
served her community well. 
She is an excellent role mod-
el that has brought honor 
and dignity to her country 
and has made a diff erence 
internationally. We wish her 
and her family all the best in 
the future. 

was happy to be an instrument 
that helped to bring relief to the 
communities there.

After spending a number of 
years with UNICEF Barbara 
discussed with her husband Mi-
chael the possibility of return-

ing home and moving on with 
her life. But the Lord had other 
plans in store. On the eve of 
their departure to Guyana she 
checked her email. They want-
ed someone for the Syria offi  ce. 
The education program was 
important in Syria and Barbara 
with her considerable experi-
ence was the ideal candidate to 
eff ect change. What would she 
do? Syria was in the midst of 
an internal war and the schools 
were in a poor shape.

Barbara thought about the 
children and their education 

Barbara with 
her wonderful 
husband 
Major-General 
Michael 
Atherly.

Former President Bill Clinton meets Barbara Atherly in India. Barbara was 
managing the Tsunami project for UNICEF.


