Measure the need, not the distance
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After a few short weeks in the developing world, it would be difficult for anyone to return to North America without a broadened sense of community and a deeper appreciation for all that they have.

For the majority of people here in Lanark County, life without running water, electricity and three meals a day would feel like an eternal struggle but despite it all, the children of Guatemala seem to meet these challenges head on and even with a smile. 

Although some may find this hard to believe, it all really comes down to a person’s own perspective, and after having survived a 36-year civil war, with millions of people driven from their homes and many more massacred, you could see how some families would be extremely grateful to have a roof over their heads and even a dirt floor to sleep on. 

It was only nine years after the civil war ended that Guatemala was once again overpowered by the torrential downpours of Hurricane Stan with many rural areas devastated by mud and landslides, which not only buried schools, roads and houses but entire villages, including thousands of people.

During a trip to the country’s Western Highlands earlier this month, Guatemala Stove Project volunteers had the opportunity to visit with a community of refugees affected by Hurricane Stan and handed out numerous bags of donations that were generously given by many Lanark County and Ottawa residents. 

For some of these refugees, the gift of a new hair brush, some toys and a pack of crayons induced feelings of elation because these children and families now had a few more items to call their own. 

Before the hurricane, most Mayan communities already suffered from extreme poverty, malnutrition and illiteracy and after the storm, the problem was further intensified with the loss of crops, agricultural lands and animals to the floods.

According to the Save the Children website, Guatemala has Latin America’s highest percentage (48.7 per cent) of children under the age of five suffering from chronic malnutrition. Of this number, 70 per cent live in the Western Highlands, where the Guatemala Stove Project works. 

By spending one day on the project’s mobile medical clinic, a person could easily see how problems related to poverty can greatly affect a person’s overall health and wellbeing. And, with lineups that stretch hours in length, it’s obvious that the need is great. 

Health care is an expensive commodity in Guatemala and many people cannot afford treatments for their conditions, let alone finance a trip to the hospital. But, with the help of the Guatemala Stove Project’s mobile medical clinic, which will travel throughout villages in the Western Highlands every 30 to 40 days, people will have a chance to see a doctor on a regular basis. More importantly, their visit will be free of charge and they will also receive free medications to help treat their ailments.

Over the course of the last two weeks, stove project volunteers visited with the health-care professionals that will be utilizing the mobile medical clinic, and received many words of praise for their efforts. They were asked to share these words with people in their home country of Canada, who also helped to make this dream a reality and who showed true solidarity to a community of people without measuring the distance between them.
