12 years working in El Remate, Guatemala

Women’s Self Reliance Program Update
It’s been more than twelve years since two representatives of Global Coalition for Peace first entered the village of El Remate
in Guatemala with high hopes of implementing our newly designed Women’s Self Reliance Program.  We started out with fifteen women who quickly formed a women’s organization, which had grown into thirty members by the time we made our second visit three months later.

Our main focus in the beginning was to help the women improve their family’s diet by growing some of their own food, specifically, a variety of organic vegetables, grown in small home gardens.  On subsequent trips to El Remate, we introduced lessons in nutrition and micro-enterprise, the other two components of the Women’s  Self Reliance Program.  What we didn’t know when we started out was that the most important thing we could offer the women we would be working with was guidance in learning how to function as a community.  

For a long time we worked exclusively with the original group of thirty or so women.  We learned a lot about the challenges these women had been faced with and continued to contend with.  In addition to the challenges of living in a highly patriarchal society, a  thirty-five year civil war in Guatemala had resulted in extreme poverty, displacement, and distrust between neighbors.  El Remate had been largely settled by refugees from other villages that had been devastated by a war in which a family could never be sure of which side their neighbors were on.  Working with the women to learn to establish trust between one another became our biggest challenge.  

Fast forward to April of 2017.  Our original group of fifteen women has grown to five women’s groups with a total of well over 100 women.  The original group has established a catering business that offers local cuisine to visiting tourists and groups of volunteers.  They also have a community garden and an orchard that provides them with a large variety of fresh fruits and vegetables for their own consumption, for use in their catering business and for sale to other villagers.  In addition to their home gardens, three of the women’s groups have community gardens.  One of the groups has a small store in which they sell locally-produced items.  The women are producing a variety of items themselves, including wood carvings, natural lotions and shampoos, cleaning products made with locally grown materials, piñatas, and purses. Another group is raising chickens with an egg incubator that was purchased through a loan from  GCFP.  

Over the years we have had numerous nutrition workshops which have focused on  making the best use of the food-plants that grow naturally in the region - the fruit trees (banana, mango, orange, plantain, coconut, papaya), the root vegetables such as yam, sweet potato and cassava, and the leafy greens.  During the past two years all of the women have received coconut saplings and chaya cuttings to propagate on their own property. We have helped them to construct leaf dryers so they can dry the leaves of the highly nutritious chaya plant to make tea and a powder that can be used in a wide variety of ways to supplement their diets.  

There have been a lot of changes over the twelve years since we first set foot in El Remate; changes in the government of Guatemala, changes in the school system and, through the efforts of Anne Lossing of Project Ixcanaan, a rise in the literacy level of the entire community.  One of the biggest changes is in the way that the women within the groups interact with one another. Harmony, Community, Cooperation, have been frequent themes of our gatherings, and it has made a difference.  The original group of women, who we fondly refer to as El Grupo Feminino, works together like a well-oiled machine.    Watching them prepare a catered meal is somewhat like listening to a symphony orchestra.

 “We used to say hello, if we passed each other on the road, but we weren’t friends,” commented one of the women recently, “Now we are family.”  

“We work together and we can do so much more that way,” said the president of another group.

Each of the women’s groups has different qualities, and resources which they have been somewhat reluctant to share with the other groups (a lingering element of the distrust that resulted from that hideous war?).   A current goal is to encourage them to maintain their unique identities while recognizing the benefits that can be derived by all, through cooperation and collaboration.  On our last trip to El Remate, a meeting between the presidents of each of the groups resulted in an enthusiastic exchange of ideas on how this can be accomplished.

After twelve years and twenty-something trips to El Remate, we look forward to the time when our work there is complete because we are no longer needed, and we thank God for the opportunity to work with these beautiful women who, without a doubt, have given us so much more than we have given them.
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