And, what have they done with your donations?

A short report based on my trip to Guatemala from the 22nd of December 2005 till the 26th of January 2006.

I left for Guatemala with my friend Phineke, a nurse and psychology student, on a cold and dark day just before Christmas 2005. It had been three years since I had visited Guatemala for the first and also the last time so far, so it was definitely time to see what (and who) had changed in the meantime.

After a late arrival in Antigua we were greeted by Lesley Pierce (the English children’s doctor that works at the ward for severe mentally and physically handicapped children of social public hospital Hermano Pedro) in front of her house. It felt like we had never been apart as she hadn’t changed much except for having lost lots of weight.  

Her weight loss wasn’t the result of a heavy diet but due to a serious intestinal infection that had cost the life of her 5 year old adopted son Luis and nearly killed her. He had been one of the kids that came from the ward where Lesley works. In his name she set up the “Ixcoy Foundation” which we support financially (our donations are going to those children of Hermano Pedro through this foundation).

After enjoying a warm and sunny Christmas we left for the hospital to spend some time looking after the children and help out. That involved everything from basic physiotherapy, to playing with them, taking them outside for some fresh air and an ice-cream (they just love that!), and also to take photographs of them and do some filming for the little film we were making about QAS.

Lesley showed us the educative toys that she had bought with our donations in 2005. She uses the toys in her “Early Stimulation Program” which she has developed herself. Its aim is to stimulate the development of the children (which she monitors with a checklist) and help to get the most possible out of them. At that moment laughter suddenly erupted in the background coming from one of the children receiving this special and invaluable attention from a foreign physiotherapy volunteer. This was both priceless to behold and a great example of the positive benefits of the program.

Lesley told us about her plans to build a sandpit and a “cuddle room” in the courtyard. The latter would not only stimulate the children but make them feel safe in an environment where they could also be left alone for a while without the risk of hurting themselves. I talked to her about the possibilities of raising the necessary funds for these projects with the help of “Wilden Ganzen”. Gaining these facilities would be a great breakthrough and change for the children who are used to lying or sitting around all day (e.g. in front of the television) in their prison like beds or adapted but rather uncomfortable old wheelchairs.

After a Guatemalan New Year Phineke and I travelled to the volcanic lake going by the name of “Lago de Atitlan” to buy locally made handicrafts at markets to sell on later in Holland. The profits from the sales were of course to be ploughed back into QAS. All the Mayan articles fortunately arrived intact after accompanying us for hundreds of kilometres on the journey home.  I’m curious to see if they sell well at “the Vrijmarkt” (Free Market) in Utrecht on the 28th and 29th of April (“Queensday” 2006).

After arriving back in Antigua we paid a visit to the headquarters of the “WINGS” foundation that a friend of Lesley had told us about. We talked to business leader Meira Neggaz about their vision and goals and future plans. Through this we discovered that their main goal is centred around “Family Planning”. They are busy trying to create a countrywide network containing smaller projects and organisations involved in the same field so that together they can work towards the common goals of reducing the high number of births (especially teenage pregnancies). They also have a focus on preventing STD’s (Sexually Transmitted Diseases) and they do checkups + treatment of cervix pathology (from cervical abnormalities to cervical cancer). 

In my opinion these actions, in the long term, have an enormously positive effect in regard to one of the main problems in Guatemala: too few available means for a humane and worthwhile existence for its whole population.

This project left such a good impression that it has resulted in the fact that since the 1st of July 2006 we have decided to support it officially.  “The quetzal has taken WINGS under her wing!”

A few days later we were picked up by Nina Jorgensen (the Swedish-German founder and director of Vamos Adelante) and her fully laden pick-up truck. She was still just as busy, good spirited, and energetic as in the past.  She told us enthusiastically that she had arranged for us to fully work with them for a week and that we would therefore get to meet all the children and families that we were currently supporting or had supported financially in the past via her organisation.

The next two days we spent with Sara, a Guatemalan (Mayan) “promotora” (a type of nurse with extra qualifications, for example to prescribe certain types of medicines) travelling to five remote villages in the rainforest in the south of Guatemala: Nisperus, Esmerelda, Belice, Lucernas and San Felipe. We carried out consultations from early morning till late in the night and took photos of everybody with my digital camera which resulted in many surprising and funny reactions from the people.

The 4th and 5th day we spent with promotora Otti in a small city called “Osuna”. Thankfully these days were less tiring than the previous ones. We didn’t have to walk around again for 13 hours a day with our baggage, including the medicine box and 8 litres of water, tramping up and down mountains through searing damp heat in the rainforest. Phineke and I agreed that we wouldn’t have survived amongst the large numbers of biting and stinging insects, living on only water, beans and maize tortillas.

In the days that followed we attended a mass registration for a primary school for which we had put together a thousand special school packets. We attended meetings with Nina and all the promotoras as well as putting together and distributing food and clothing packets to the Mayan population of the surrounding villages. Many of them had walked 6 hours to reach the health post.

In that week we saw with our own eyes many examples of the enormous improvements in the quality of life that were being achieved through the work of Vamos Adelante. Houses that were clean, tidy and waterproofed, stoves that produced much less unhealthy smoke, much cleaner and healthier people due to the freely distributed soap, toothbrushes and toothpaste (including lessons in brushing). Children who were now able to survive thanks to medication, aids and appliances and therapy. And a lot of elderly who could now still look after themselves with the help of the monthly food packet. Clearly a lot had changed since my last visit!

I can therefore conclude by saying that we can answer the question asked at the beginning of this report positively. Every cent that has been donated has been very well spent in the last three years! With extra vigour I continue to raise funds for our foundation because it clearly makes sense and it does makes a difference. With your money we are able to change things for these cheerful, friendly and thankful people. Make it possible for them to live rather than just survive. Everyone deserves that…

Maaike Bosschart, doctor and chairman

