MASUUD SALIM BRINGS CAMPAIGN
FEVER TO ZANZIBAR

By Jon Rosen

Quick-witted, charismatic, and endowed with a
radiating smile, Masoud Salim is a natural leader
- and for a man of just 25, an accomplished one
at that. Born and raised near the city of Goma
in the eastern Democratic Republic of Congo,
Salim fled civil war in 1999 to settle in his father’s
native Zanzibar. At the age of 17, with just two
years of high school behind him, he found work
as a French-speaking tour guide, beginning a
career he's now held for almost a decade - for
the last four years as a guide for the luxury outlet
Abercrombie and Kent.

These days, however, he's best known around
Stone Town for his newest brainchild: A grassroots
campaign for Barack Obama, the Democratic
candidate in this November's US. presidential
election. What began as a sort of joke — with Salim
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scrawling “Zanzibar for Obama” on the soles of his
shoes — soon escalated into a full-fledged profes-
sional operation, complete with t-shirts, key chains,
business cards, and a forthcoming youtube video
—funded largely out of Salim’s own pocket. Having
already received a visit from one of Obama’s
Capitol Hill colleagues, U.S. Senator from Florida
Bill Nelson, Salim is currently planning a campaign
address — scheduled tentatively for Zanzibar's Old
Fort as Swahili Coast goes to press — following
Obama’s official nomination as Democratic candi-
date at the party’s national convention in Denver.
On arecent afternoon, Salim and | met for a chat
in Stone Town’s Kelele Square, beneath a large
Neem tree that serves as his unofficial campaign
office — adorned with a portrait of the lllinois
Senator by local artist Juma Nne and a spray-

painted message reading “Obama for President;
Zanzibar for Obama." Though he spoke only
French and Congolese Swahili (barely discern-
able to a Tanzanian) upon arrival in his adopted
country, Salim, with an “Obama ‘08" button and
miniature U.S. and Tanzanian flags pinned across
his chest, now speaks impeccable English, to the
point where he can alter his accent to suit native
speakers of different nationalities. Even in speech,
to this American across the table, he bears a strik-
ing resemblance to the clear cut Zanzibar favourite
at the U.S. ballet box this November.

Last time | checked, most residents of Indian
Ocean archipelagos didn’t have a vote in the
U.S. presidential election. I'm sure you get this
question all the time, by why campaign for
Obamain Zanzibar?

Masoud Salim: (Laughs). When | started this,
people told me | was crazy. Some said, ‘Masoud,
you've gone mad. But | wanted to do this because
people are so excited about Senator Obama, and
I wanted to find a way for people to get together
and express this excitement. As | started my cam-
paign, | realized, man, we can make a difference.
Although we cannot directly influence the out-
come, we can show Americans who come to Stone
Town that the world is behind Obama — that he is
the man that can restore their country’s reputa-
tion, that can bring Americans together and build
what | consider is the largest bridge the world has
ever seen: between America and the rest of the
world.

“Changewe can believein.” “Yes we can.” What
do these - Obama’s campaign slogans - mean
to Masoud Salim? To Zanzibar? To Africa?

Masoud Salim: These ideas resonate with a lot
of people. People in Africa need change we can
believe in. We know it may take some time, but
Obama is inspiring people all over the continent.
Whether he wins or loses, Obama has sent a great

message to the world. If a half-Kenyan can reach
his level, in a country where people said a black
man could never be elected, it affirms to the world
that there is opportunity for those who work hard.
To me, if Obama can, we can too. Why not? As
Africans, we all have the right to take pride in what
Obama has achieved, but to love him alone is not
enough. We should try to walk in his footsteps.
We must remember that, if he wins, he will be first
and foremost president of the United States, with
a mandate to respond to that country’s challeng-
es. He will not be elected to fix Africa’s problems.
So, we need to be patient, and look for the sym-
bolism in his accomplishment. The message | take
away is ‘what can | do for myself, before | start
soliciting assistance from others. That's the most
important message he offers for Africa.

In a recent profile, a New York Times reporter
noted that one of Obama’s greatest gifts is his
ability to make people see themselves in him.
How does your story relate to his?

Masoud Salim: (Smiles). In Obama’s story | see
my dream, | see my family. Like Obama, my fam-
ily came from different parts of the world — my
mother from the Congo, my grandfather from
Oman, my grandmother from Pemba. My parents
were poor, but like Obama’s parents, they had big
dreams for their kids. Like Obama, | hear this call to
stand and serve my people, to work in communi-
ties, with women, youth and disadvantaged kids.

Serving your people? Will we someday see you
in high political office?

Masoud Salim: | don't think I'm a politician. But |
can never rule out the possibility (pauses, the smile
returning)... to one day be the Obama of Africa.

Interested in getting involved? Stop by the
“Obama Tree” in Kelele Square, adjacent to the
Zanzibar Serena Hotel, or contact Masoud at
zanzibargobama@yahoo.com.
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