Project continues to make a difference one stove at a time
By Lianne Lahaie
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Imagine cooking your meals on a three-stone fire. The thought seems warm and cozy, doesn’t it? 

Now imagine that three-stone fire is located inside your home and each time you cook a meal, you run the risk of becoming blind or developing a potentially fatal lung disease as a result of the toxic smoke you’re breathing in.

Doesn’t sound so warm and cozy now, does it?

Unfortunately, that is the reality many destitute Mayan families in Guatemala live with each and every day. 

That’s why the Guatemala Stove Project was conceived and in February, a group of 23 dedicated volunteers from across eastern Ontario (including Perth) will travel to San Francisco de Los Altos in Guatemala. Their mission will be to build masonry cookstoves for a number of struggling families.

“We’ll be in San Francisco de Los Altos from Feb. 2 to 16,” said Tom Clarke, who is one of the co-ordinators and originators of the project. “We’ve got things under control and we’re pretty much ready to go. I’m looking forward to going down again...it’s always a pleasure.”

Clarke told the EMC he is especially excited about this year’s trip as it marks the 10th anniversary of the project.

“Time flies...it’s hard to believe that many years has passed since we started,” he commented. “One of the people I first made contact with was Jose Yac. When we met, his daughter was just a little girl and she just got married last fall. I’ve seen a lot of growing up and a lot of changes...I’ve loved every minute of it.” 

The project began in 1999 with Clarke as the only volunteer. Taught by master Maya mason Don Juan Puac, Clarke built six stoves in two weeks in the tiny remote village of San Jose de Mas Alla.

In 2006, volunteers built their 3,000th stove in Guatemala. 

The work began when an indigenous non-profit group known as the Centro de Estudios para el Desarrollo Y la Cooperacion (CEDEC) identified the need for masonry cookstoves in several Guatemalan communities. 

For centuries, the Maya have cooked on three-stone fires built on the dirt floors of household kitchens.

As a result, many homes are perpetually filled with toxic wood smoke, which causes serious health problems, particularly for women and children. Tuberculosis is common and children often die from pneumonia. 

Eye infections, chronic respiratory illness and other health problems are frequent. 

Some women go blind in their forties from smoke from the cooking fires and it's estimated that this smoke shortens the average person’s life by 10 to 15 years.

“Basically, when we go to Guatemala, our job as volunteers is to build cookstoves,” Clarke explained. “Each year we build between 20 and 30 stoves and this year is the same. You’d be amazed at how much of a difference these simple stoves make for these families. It’s astounding and they are always so grateful.”

Clarke noted that with a simple masonry stove, the situation for Mayan families is improved dramatically. The smoke from cooking fires travels through the stovepipe, leaving the house relatively smoke free. 

There is less disease, children receive fewer burns from fires, and women are significantly less likely to lose their eyesight prematurely. 

As the general health of the family improves, children can be in school more often and parents can be more productive. 

Because masonry cookstoves use about 50 per cent less fuel than three-stone fires, families - including children - are less burdened by the need to gather wood and carry it long distances on their backs.

It costs only $200 (CDN) to build a stove.

 “It improves their lives dramatically, there’s no question,” Clarke noted. “The stoves give them so much more than something to cook meals on.”

Without the Guatemala Stove Project, the Mayans wouldn’t have much hope of getting the stoves because they lack the basic resources to build them. 

The families served by the project are part of Guatemala’s impoverished Maya majority. The 60 per cent of Guatemalans who are members of indigenous Mayan groups own only six per cent of the land. Most survive on less than $2 a day. 

Basic resources such as health care, electricity and potable water are extremely scarce in the highlands, where the majority of the Maya live. Yet, Clarke said, the people endure and manage to maintain a sense of pride in their ancient languages and rich cultural traditions.

One of the major highlights of this year’s trip, Clarke said, will be the delivery of a much-needed mobile medical clinic, which was officially unveiled during an open house at the Crystal Palace in Perth on Thursday.

After two years of fundraising, development and hard work, the mobile medical clinic is ready for delivery and will be taken to Guatemala during this year’s trip.

The Guatemalan Ambassador, His Excellency Manuel Estuardo Roldan, cut the ribbon to launch the exciting project, along with numerous local dignitaries including Perth mayor John Fenik, Lanark County warden and Lanark Highlands mayor Bob Fletcher and Harold Perry, honourary chief of the Ardoch Algonquin First Nation, to name only a few.

Clarke said the project was spearheaded by the Ottawa chapter of the Guatemala Stove Project, with assistance and donations from a number of local volunteers, businesses and individuals.

The mobile medical clinic is housed inside a   retrofitted 66 passenger, seven-speed, school bus. 

Clarke said the bus is equipped with two well-lit, clean, private examining rooms, an examining table, a small reception area, a sink for washing hands, a dentist’s chair for tooth extraction and a lab. 

A filing cabinet and computer will facilitate record keeping and a microscope, centrifuge, blood pressure cuff, an autoclave will enable testing and diagnosis. 

It also has a propane RV fridge, a gas generator, potable water and whatever other equipment that is essential and obtainable.

Clarke noted that previously, doctors visited Guatemalan villages and communities in a pick-up truck and all they were able to do was dispense medical advice and distribute basic pharmaceuticals.

“I think this (medical mobile clinic) is a great way to celebrate our 10th anniversary,” Clarke remarked. “For the first time medical records will be on a computer database, as well as in the filing cabinets, and the patient’s condition and the treatment they receive will be documented. With this bus, simple lab work will be possible. Thousands of people, who now have no access to medical attention, will benefit from the care they will receive on this bus.”

Clarke said the mobile medical clinic departs Perth on Jan. 23, along with three volunteers, and will arrive in Guatemala at the end of the month. 

The volunteer drivers will be met by Yac of CEDEC, which will then take ownership of the mobile medical clinic for use in the highlands of Guatemala.

Clarke said it is anticipated that the mobile medical clinic will travel to a different village each day.

“We have one doctor (Dr. Lyall Black) and two nurses (Vivian Rotondo and Juli Heney) who will travel down and offer assistance and guidance to the Guatemalan doctors and nurses that will use the clinic,” he explained. “We’ll be there to provide them with support, but CEDEC is going to take ownership of the clinic. It’s such a great feeling, to know that this project is completed and is going to help so many people.”

As in previous years, Clarke said volunteers will also be bringing bags filled with school and medical supplies along on the trip, all of which have been generously donated by local businesses and individuals.

“This project received tremendous support from the community...it always has and it makes me so happy,” Clarke noted. “To know that so many people are willing to help less fortunate people a world away is amazing. It just goes to show what can be done when people work together toward a common good.”

The mobile medical clinic open house continues today (Friday) and Saturday at the Crystal Palace from 10 a.m. to 5 p.m. both days. 

Everyone is welcome to stop by the Crystal Palace to see the mobile medical clinic and get information about it from project volunteers.

For more information, visit www.guatemalastoveproject.org or call 613-267-5202. You can also e-mail info@guatemalastoveproject.org.

