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Rotarians empower Guatemala’s children with books, computers

Fledgling Paraguay club tackles avoidable blindness among poor
Paraguayans enjoy a high average life expectancy of 71 years, but many poor citizens have 
limited access to health care. As a result, curable conditions such as visual impairment 
often go undiagnosed or untreated.

The recently chartered Rotary Club of Villa Morra, located in a suburb of the capital, 
Asunción, has established a project to help reduce avoidable blindness among the indig-

enous population. 
The club jointly sponsors eye missions 

with the local nonprofit organization Vi-
sion Foundation, which performs cataract 
surgeries on indigent patients for just under 
US$100. Paid for through club fundraising, 
the initiative mainly targets the Tobascom 
Indians, who are disproportionately af-
fected because of widespread poverty and 
neglect. Vision Foundation organizes the 
medical team, equipment, and necessary 
supplies for each mission.

Less than 1 percent of the country’s pop-
ulation is visually impaired, and nearly half 
of those cases result from cataracts. With 
government health care spending at just 

$301 per capita and a $2,000 price tag for corrective surgery at a private clinic, many 
poor patients with cataracts are left untreated. 

Villa Morra club president Brigitte Fuzellier says Rotarians mainly assist with raising 
funds for the surgery. “This is a wonderful project,” she says. “It is a rewarding experience 
to save the sight of people who would never have dreamed of seeing again.”

The project has already changed the lives of more than 300 patients. It also inspired 
ophthalmologist Rainald Duerksen, president of Vision Foundation, to join the Villa 
Morra club. 

“We are happy we found a project with such a high relationship between cost and 
benefits,” says fellow club member Julio Santos. 

Russia’s young leaders get boost from Rotaract clubs
Rotaractors in Russia are using the Rotary Youth Leader-
ship Awards program to help prepare their country’s next 
generation of leaders. In September and October, more 
than 50 young men and women ages 18-21 attended RYLA 
events organized and conducted by the Rotaract clubs of 

Saratov and Volgograd, Western Russia. 
As these two events proved, Rotaractors are capable 

of taking active roles in Rotary programs like RYLA. The 
two Rotaract clubs secured financing, located speak-
ers, planned itineraries, and conducted sessions for each 

three-day event. 
And these weren’t the 

first RYLA events orga-
nized by the two Rotaract 
clubs. In 2004-05, the 
Saratov Rotaract club ini-
tiated Russia’s first-ever 
RYLA. The next year, the 
Volgograd club coordi-
nated an event. Both clubs 
have been instrumental in 
making RYLA an annual 
affair.

The Rotaract clubs have re-
ceived financial and logistical as-
sistance from their sponsors, the 
Rotary clubs of Saratov-Center 
and Volgograd. Area Rotary clubs 
and clubs from as far away as the United States have also 
served as advisers, speakers, and financiers. 

“It would be impossible to put this idea into practice 
without our Rotary clubs,” said 2005-06 Volgograd Rota-
ract club president Naida Muslimova in her report on the 
event. 

The Saratov-Center Rotary club is just as appreciative 
of what RYLA did for their club. 

“We decided to organize a new Rotary club in Saratov 
after helping the Rotaract club carry out the first RYLA 
in Russia,” says Aleksey Vasiliev, charter president of the 
Saratov-Center Rotary club. “Through Rotaract and 
RYLA, members of our club have gained experience of or-
ganization of youth programs, new friends, and even new 
club members.”

During World Rotaract Week (12-18 March), Rotarians 
can commemorate Rotaract’s anniversary by sponsoring a 
Rotaract club or completing a service project with Rota-
ractors. See Ask the Experts on back fold for ideas.

U.S. Rotarian Glenn Cham-
berlain has traveled to Gua-
temala 11 times since 2000. 

His visits are supporting a decade-old 
literacy project that is helping impov-
erished schoolchildren sharpen their 
reading and computer skills.

A member of the Rotary Club of 
Ephrata, Washington, Chamberlain 
travels to the country’s poor rural  
areas to identify schools that can bene-
fit from the self-sustaining Guatemala  
Literacy Project, or GLP. Months later, 
he returns with a team of Rotarians and 
other volunteers to deliver the needed 
textbooks, computers, and other sup-
plies. More than 260 Rotary clubs in 
North and Central America support 
the project, in partnership with the 
U.S.-based nonprofit Cooperative for Education.

“We are targeting the Mayan population, who are the 
poorest of the poor,” says Chamberlain, who is one of  
the project’s coordinators. “The vast number of people 
living in the country have no electricity and indoor 
plumbing. Without literacy, they will never be able to 
have a better life.”

Torn by three decades of civil war, Guatemala has been 
suffering from one of the highest illiteracy rates in the 
Western Hemisphere. A 2003 study by the World Bank 
found an illiteracy rate as high as 60 percent in rural 
Guatemala, compared to the country’s overall rate of 30 
percent.

But that’s changing. The GLP has cut the dropout rate 
in half at participating schools, according to a 2005 study 
by Marroquin University in Guatemala City. The year-
long study of 10 schools notes that students “experience 
increased interest in their schoolwork as a result of having 
access to books,” allowing them to study at home.

Since the GLP started in 1996, Rotarians and their 
partners have delivered more than 120,000 math, science, 
language, and social studies textbooks to about 23,500 
Spanish-speaking students in 135 schools. The project has 
also established 17 mini-libraries and 16 computer cen-
ters, which are providing 8,700 high school students with 
the skills they need to secure technology-based jobs that 

will lift them out of poverty.
Chamberlain says the GLP owes its longevity to strong 

Rotarian support and the project’s self-sustaining system. 
Each student pays a small annual fee to rent four text-
books and use a computer center. The money is placed in 
a five-year revolving fund that is used to replace worn-out 
books and equipment.

The project’s success has attracted other donors, in-
cluding Microsoft, which in April presented a US$255,000 
grant for computers and software.

Find project information and sign up for book delivery 
tours at www.guatemalaliteracy.org.

Rotarian Glenn Chamberlain (left) greets  
children during a trip to an elementary 
school in rural Guatemala. About 23,500  
students have received a better education 
from the Guatemala Literacy Project since  
it began in 1996.

Words to grow by
“�Rotary’s got to grasp new technology, whether it’s podcasting, blogs, mini-CD brochures, 
whatever. When you deliver our Rotary message in an electronic format, it also delivers 
the message that we’re technologically advanced.”

— Chris Offer, Membership Development and Retention Committee chair
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Russian RYLArians dive 
into activities during 
the Rotaract Club of 
Volgograd’s RYLA event.


