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Helping, not looking the other way
Interview with Marianne Waas-Frey

Ms. Waas-Frey, what made you take 
the decision to found Primavera?
I went to Brazil in 1989 to report on a 
Bosch anniversary. After my work 
was fi nished, I spent an additional 
three weeks there on vacation. Sylvia 
Leeven, the wife of a Bosch manager, 
traveled through the country with me 
and showed me all our locations. She 
also took me to see the favelas, the 
slums near our locations. Going there 
was an incredibly moving experience, 
through not exactly risk-free. But 
Sylvia, who was socially very commit-
ted, knew no fear.  We went right into 
the middle of the slums, and spoke 
with the people there. Then an old 
lady came up to me, took my hand, 
and begged me: “Help us, we need 
water for our children, otherwise 
they will die.” At that moment I knew 
I simply had to do something. 

But it can’t have been easy to turn 
an idea like that into reality. Did you 
receive help from Bosch in setting 
things up?

Yes, you’re right. I knew right from 
the outset how things should be 
structured. We in Germany wanted to 
be responsible purely for collecting 
funds for children in need, while all 
the work done locally should involve 
Bosch associates and be overseen 
by them – that was a fundamental 
requirement, and still is today. 
But how were we to get the money 
together? At fi rst I had the idea that 
each associate should donate one 
euro each year. But how do you go 
about that? It can’t be done without 
a lot of paperwork. So I went to talk to 
my supervisor, Wolfgang Knellesen. 
He heard me out and passed the 
matter on to the right people. Thanks 
to his intervention, we received 
permission from the board of man-
agement to use the Bosch organiza-
tion for our purposes. To get the 
money together, we published 
appeals for donations in “Bosch 
Zünder.” This involved endless 
amounts of painstaking work. First 
I got in touch with the legal depart-
ment, and they explained to me that 
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we had to found a registered non-
profi t association in order to be 
legally entitled to process donations. 
In no time at all we had the ten volun-
teers we needed to be able to found 
the “Primavera – helping children 
in need” organization in 1990. The 
association’s fi rst committee pub-
lished its fi rst charity appeal in the 
“Bosch-Zünder” that same year. But 
even so, Primavera had a diffi  cult 
birth and modest beginnings.  Two 
years after its founding, we had the 
idea of putting on summer festivals 
on the grounds of the Robert Bosch 
House in Stuttgart to collect more 
money. It was from that point on that 
people took notice of us, and the 
board of management also continues 
to support Primavera to this day. 

How did Primavera’s projects 
in other countries come about?  
When initial reports of our work in 
Brazil reached India, they hit a chord, 
since the wives of Bosch managers 
there were also already doing admi-
rable work helping out in the slums 

of Bangalore. They asked Primavera 
for help, and we were happy to oblige. 
In fact, we discovered that there were 
people at all levels who were open to 
what we were doing and ready to do 
whatever they could to support our 
cause. We had unbelievable amounts 
of work. Many things involve a lot 
more work than you might think: 
things like making requests. And I 
also did all the association’s public 
relations work myself. 

So ideas for new projects always 
came from Bosch associates?
Yes, right from the start it was Bosch 
associates who initiated projects. 
They got in touch with us from many 
diff erent countries to tell us about the 
work they were already involved in. 
As soon as we had been presented 
with proof that Bosch associates were 
playing a leading role in a project, we 
were able to provide it with fi nancial 
support. And then Sylvia Leeven even 
started up a project of her own. It’s 
still our biggest: the Centro Promo-
cional Tia Ileide in Campinas. It takes 

children from the poorest families 
off  the streets and off ers them not 
only food and medical care but also a 
comprehensive educational program 
in addition to their school lessons. 
This work has even received interna-
tional awards. 

How is it that a woman like you 
is willing to devote so much time 
and effort to the cause of helping 
children in need?  
It may be in my genes. My whole 
family is the same; my mother was 
always helping other people and 
lending a hand in emergencies. But 
it’s also got something to do with my 
personal values: I had a Christian 
upbringing and have managed to 
hold on to my childhood faith, which 
has always been a great help to me. 
So you need values to live by, but 
the most important thing is never to 
look the other way!
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