Volume 18
Fall 2022

A Note from Our Letter Exchange Coordinator
Welcome to the Fall 2022 Guatemala Partnership Newsletter! Since our last
newsletter there have been many developments, from our return to in-person
delegations, to the opening of a new marketplace, and most importantly, the
construction of a deep well capable of providing potable water to the entire
community. These are truly exciting times for Santa María Tzejá!
In this 35th year of our partnership, we celebrate all that is occurring now and
just over the horizon, but also, we look back and reflect on all that has
transpired. A recent tabulation of partner family letters reveals that since 2007,
when we started counting letters, our two communities have exchanged over
8,026 letters! That is an incredible number, even more extraordinary when you
consider that this does not include the letters exchanged in the first 20 years of
the partnership.
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Highlights
In June, the Guatemala
Partnership returned to
Santa María Tzejá after
two and a half years of
virtual delegations during
the pandemic.

Across the span of 35 years, our two
communities have remained in solidarity.
The letters you write today are an
important part of this long history. Each
communication is a thread connecting our
two communities and which, in
combination with other partner family
letters, form the foundation of the
partnership.
As we exit the pandemic and look towards
renewed connections, my wish is that this
newsletter and the enclosed letter from
your partner family fill you with hope and
connection and with a renewed sense of
spirit for all that is possible. As we continue
to walk in solidarity with our friends in Santa María Tzejá, I am honored to be a
part of this story and I hope you are as well.
With our next in-person delegation scheduled for February, now is the time to
write your partner family response! This will provide time for our team to
translate your letters and have them ready to go. Please send your letter to
a.clayton-matthews@northeastern.edu with a subject line that includes
‘Partner Family.’
- Alan Clayton-Mathews
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In August, Santa María
Tzejá celebrated the
opening of its new
marketplace in the
center of the community.
In August, Santa María
Tzejá also celebrated the
successful drilling of a
deep well capable of
providing potable water
to the entire community.
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Re-Connecting After Years Apart: A Joyous Reunion!
By Brenda Metzler

The long-awaited return of delegation
travelers to Santa Maria Tzejá in June,
following a 2 1/2 year absence due to the
pandemic, felt not only joyful but
triumphant. We arrived in the village to a
sea of smiles from students waving
colorful signs and singing songs and
chants of welcome, followed by heartfelt
greetings by community leaders. Thus
began our week of reconnection and
celebration that affirmed the strength
and enduring spirit of our 35-year
partnership of friendship and solidarity.
We were moved to be face-to-face with our friends once again; to hand-deliver partner-family letters; to
share meals, conversation, and laughter with families in their homes; and to meet with scholarship
students who shared their educational challenges and aspirations with us. A big highlight of our time in
Santa María Tzejá was the opportunity to observe the great number of positive developments in the
community, such as the new marketplace, and to meet with community leaders who continue to show
remarkable initiative and resolve to improve life in Santa María Tzejá.
Personally, it was very gratifying to be a member of this delegation, in part because of our long absence
and the joy of returning, and in part due to it marking the passing of the mantle of February delegation
leadership to Jeff Clausen and Ali Durbin, who bring great attributes of delegation experience, wisdom,
energy, and relative youth to the task. After a wonderful send-off gathering during our last night in the
village, I was already making a mental list of things I plan to do on a future trip to the village as a regular
delegate.
To hear more about the June delegation, please join us at the June Delegation Report Back, which will
be held on October 23rd. See page 6 for more information.
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Santa María Tzejá’s New Market: A Gathering Place for Commerce and
Connections
By Ali Durbin and Jeff Clausen

Santa María Tzejá has long hoped for a central marketplace to buy and sell goods and services. Indeed,
delegation trip reports from the late 1980’s and early 1990’s mention plans for a community market,
which never came to fruition due to competing priorities. The value of a marketplace gained renewed
importance during the height of the pandemic, when Santa María Tzejá was under tight quarantine and
members of the community were unable to travel to the market in Cantabal.
Spurred to action by these recent events, and after much organizing and months of building, Santa
María Tzejá now has its own marketplace! Realizing a long-time dream, the community is enthusiastic to
finally have a central place to buy and sell goods.

People congregate at this lively space every week to exchange fresh eggs and produce, pick up seedlings
for planting, sample fruits, as well as sip smoothies and share in news and conversation.
Funded by donations from several sources, including a member of our Partnership, the marketplace
reinvigorates the community's cooperative roots, strengthens the social fabric, and benefits people’s
health, nutrition, and economy. With plans to add permanent stalls and concrete flooring, the
marketplace is still a work in progress, but it is already a vibrant success!
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A Long-Standing Dream Steps Closer to Fruition: Potable Water in Santa
María Tzejá!
By Ali Durbin and Jeff Clausen

Water is a life necessity and a constant topic of conversation in
Santa María Tzejá. Many delegation travelers are surprised to
learn that access to water is a problem, since Santa María Tzejá is
located within a rain forest. While there are rivers, many
streams, and plenty of rain in Santa María Tzejá, unfortunately
none of these elements are a reliable source for a communitywide solution to safe drinking water.
With no access to potable water, families in Santa María Tzejá
employ multiple methods to acquire water. Homes include
intricate systems to gather every drop of rain from roofs and
transport the valuable liquid to a central cistern, usually built
close to the cooking area.
Some families have installed electric pumps
that propel water from nearby streams to their
cistern. However, for most families, it is a daily
chore to trudge down to the river or a nearby
spring to gather water to carry back to the
house, a task which frequently falls to women
and girls. Everyone is impacted by the difficulty
of acquiring water and constantly aware of the
question of whether there is enough water to
cook, clean, and bathe.

Potable water is about more than just convenience. In meetings with the delegation, SMT’s health
committee consistently cites the lack of potable water as the primary public health concern. During the
height of the COVID pandemic, the lack of potable water presented a key concern because of its impact
on hygiene and disease prevention. In every meeting going back decades, health promoters report on
the prevalence of gastrointestinal diseases in the community, and sometimes, sadly, the infant deaths
that have occurred as a result.
Over the years there have been several attempts to solve this water issue. With the promise of a
regional water supply in the mid-2000s, representatives of each household provided arduous labor for
free, hiking to a remote mountain spring and laying pipes across the region. To their dismay, this project
was abandoned due to embezzlement by state and private entities. All their hard work was for naught.
In recent years, taking matters into their own hands, community leaders researched, led reconnaissance
missions, petitioned authorities, and conducted feasibility studies around alternative water sources. As a
result of their diligent efforts, last year the Guatemalan government approved a well and pump system
for the community valued at US$100,000.
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Cautiously optimistic but aware that many such projects fail due to corruption and mismanagement,
from the outset the community conducted vigorous oversight and monitoring to ensure proper use of
the funds. Additionally, community members donated their time and labor, performing the difficult task
of clearing land so that the contractor’s heavy machinery could access the designated drilling spot.

Members of the community meeting to discuss the water project

Members of the community clearing land to make way
for the drilling equipment

After many delays and much effort, on August 3rd, contractors successfully dug a well, encountering a
steady flow of water at 197 feet with the capacity to meet the population’s needs. The well’s success in
passing the crucial 24-hour mark, with no change in flow, was met with great excitement and sighs of
relief. With this milestone, Santa María Tzejá is finally on the verge of having safe, drinkable, water!

Now the community is hard at work building the infrastructure for the water to be pumped from the
well to a tank on high ground and then gravity-fed to people’s homes and communal buildings.
This moment has been a long time coming, and it would be hard to overstate its importance. How many
hours will be saved from not having to collect water; how much relief will people feel from no longer
worrying about where to get water; how many illnesses from unsafe water will be prevented, and
perhaps lives saved? The Guatemala Partnership celebrates this important milestone with the
community of Santa María Tzejá!
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Upcoming Event: 31st Annual Guatemala Yard Sale – Sept. 17th
On Saturday September 17th (9 am –
2 pm) the Needham Congregational
Church is hosting the Guatemala
Partnership’s annual yard sale to
raise funds to support education and
development in Santa María Tzejá.
This is a large and fun event with
many treasures to be found! Last
year’s yard sale proved to be a
wonderful time to meet-up and
reconnect. This year promises to be
the same!
We invite all to join in the Yard Sale
– whether as item donors,
volunteers, or shoppers. Or all
three! All forms of participation are
appreciated and contribute greatly
to education in Santa María Tzejá, to
our collective sense of community,
and to environmental stewardship!
Do you have items to donate?
We are collecting the following (in clean, working order): Kitchen and household items, collectible or
vintage items, children's gear, toys, games, and puzzles for all ages, current sports equipment for adults
and children, bikes, musical instruments, jewelry, framed artwork, small electronics (no TV's or
computers), books, DVDs, records, and small furniture items. NO clothing.
Drop-offs: Needham Congregational Church library: Sun. 9/11 (11:30 am – 2:00 pm); Mon. – Thurs.,
9/12 – 9/15 (10:00 am – 3:00 pm); and Thurs. 9/15 (6:00 pm – 8:00 pm). Early drop-off preferred.
Deadline: Friday 9/16 (12:00 pm).
To Donate, Volunteer, or for Questions: Contact Brenda Metzler at bmetzler7@verizon.net

Upcoming Event: June 2022 Delegation Report Back - October 23rd
Mark your calendars! The June 2022 Delegation Report Back will be held on Sunday October 23rd. Please
join us to share the travelers’ experiences, to hear updates on education and development in Santa
María Tzejá, and to learn more about plans for the February 2023 delegation. We look forward to seeing
you there!
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February 2023 Delegation: Be Part of the Story!
We have returned to in-person delegations! Now is the time to begin thinking about your February
travel plans. We encourage you to consider joining us in Santa María Tzejá this February. Whether this is
your first time and you have never traveled to Santa María Tzejá before, or you have been in the past
and are looking to reconnect – wherever you are on life’s journey – we invite you to join us!

From high school age youth to those of us more ‘seasoned,’ all are welcome! We invite you to share
your spirit and be part of the story.
Travel dates for the February 2023 delegation are:
Wednesday, February 15, 2023 – Sunday, February 26, 2023.
To learn more about joining the February 2023 delegation, contact Jeff Clausen at: clausenj@gmail.com.
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