
Profile:  
Dr. Iris Champet
Becoming a doctor 
was a big dream 
for Iris Champet, 
a young indig-
enous woman in 

Guatemala. She felt the call to serve 
others and to ensure that indigenous 
women had proper, professional health 
care that also respected Mayan cultural 
values. 
Through great personal sacrifice, this 
young woman achieved her goal. Now, 
Dr. Iris Champet serves her people 
through her involvement with PIES, 
the organization that will carry out the 
Maternal, Newborn and Child Health 
(MNCH) Project. 
Iris not only helped develop the project, 
she will also be its main coordinator. 
“Count on all of us to make this dream 
a reality,” she says, “we are all counting 
on you!”
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Saving Lives in Guatemala   

Breaking News! On March 22, 2016, 
Horizons of Friendship signed a major 
agreement with Global Affairs Canada 
(GAC) for a $13.2 million dollar, four-year 
project that aims to save the lives of women 
and children in Guatemala and provide 
infants with the very best start in life!  

Indigenous women are one of the 
most vulnerable, marginalized groups in 
Guatemala. They are twice as likely to 
die during childbirth as non-indigenous 
women and mortality among indigenous 
children under 1 year is 67% higher than 
the rest of the population. 

With only 49 doctors and 37 nurses for 
a population of 500,000, public health ser-
vices lack the capacity to effectively serve 
pregnant indigenous women. As a result, 
traditional midwives attend 69% of all 
live births, providing the majority of care 
to pregnant women, newborns and young 
children. 

The Maternal, Newborn and Child 
Health (MNCH) project is an exciting 
opportunity for Horizons and our partner, 
the Association for Health Promotion, 
Research and Education (PIES de 

Occidente), to provide sustainable, acces-
sible maternal and newborn health care by 
training and equipping 1,040 midwives, 
9 health clinics and 50 health promoters, 
directly benefiting more than 218,000 
people.

Pregnant women will receive nourish-
ment, vitamins and medicine for them-
selves and their children, plus they will 
gain health knowledge. Counselling and 
education will focus on prenatal care, 
breastfeeding, nutrition, immunization, care 
of newborns and the early warning signs of 
high-risk pregnancies.

Often relatives of pregnant women and 
mothers influence healthcare decisions. The 
MNCH project will therefore work directly 
with the women and their families (includ-
ing male partners and extended family 
members) to ensure that women, infants, 
and children under five can and do access 
the health services available to them. 

As part of this project, Horizons will 
also lead exchanges between medical per-
sonnel in Canada and Guatemala, providing 
professional development opportunities for 
maternal health practitioners in Guatemala 
and an opportunity to share best practices. 

Learn about this exciting project first- 
hand by joining our Educational Tour to 
Guatemala in February 2017. See page 3 
for more info. 
Your Help Still Needed 
For this project, the Canadian Government 
will match every $1 raised with $6. Global 
Affairs Canada has committed to 85% of 
the project; Horizons must raise the other 
15%. That works out to $450,000 we must 

raise each year. 
In addition, Horizons remains commit-

ted to our many partners and projects in 
Central America and Mexico that do not 
receive government funding and desper-
ately need and deserve our financial sup-
port to carry out their vital work.  

Over the coming year, we will be look-
ing for new fundraising opportunities (your 
ideas are welcome!) and will continue to 
count on the loyal, generous support of 
people like you.

This traditional midwife is among 1,040 who will be 
better able to deliver healthcare to pregnant women and 
mothers as a result of the project.  
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human smuggler to get him to the US. He 
was crammed into the back of a truck with 
six women and seven children, receiving 
just one meal a day, and made to hide out  
in sheds.

At one point, the migrants were forced 
to walk across a mountain to avoid a radar 
station. “We walked from seven at night to 
four in the morning, without drinking water, 
without light,” says Roberto. “Sometimes 
we encountered venomous snakes and 

MIGRATION

Pope Francis and other world leaders call the 
migration from Central America and Mexico 
a “humanitarian crisis” as tens of thousands 
of people flee poverty, food insecurity, 
lack of economic opportunity, systemized 
violence and gang related crimes. 

From October 2015 - January 2016, 
21,469 families, the majority women 
with small children, and 17,370 
unaccompanied children were detained at 
the US border. Their journey to the US is 
often horrific (see One Migrant’s Story.)

Horizons is working with its partners 
to help the people of Central America and 
Mexico stay in their homeland instead of 
migrating by addressing the root causes 
of poverty and violence, and creating 
“pockets of hope and change.”

In El Salvador, migration is prompted 
by poverty, increasing gang violence 
and lack of employment. Horizons’ 
partner the Association of Communities 
Working Together for the Economic and 
Social Development of the Lower Lempa 
(ACUDESBAL) is working to curb the 
flow of young people and families out  
of the country.  

Giving People Reasons to Stay 
    Engaging Youth. 
ACUDESBAL provides 
young people with positive 
opportunities for education, 
recreation, and social 
engagement through sports, 
music, dance, art, leadership 
and spiritual development. 
These activities help them build 
confidence, self-esteem and 
creative potential, and prevent 

their involvement in gang activity.  
Leadership activities engage youth 

in the issues of violence facing their 
communities, with the aim of finding 
strategies to promote peace and inclusion. 
This year more than 1,100 youth will be 
involved! Investing in the next generation 
and creating these kinds of opportunities 
is essential to ending violence and poverty 
in El Salvador and the rest of the region.

ACUDESBAL is also active at the 
municipal and national levels, contributing 
to a network of civil society and 
government organizations to formulate 
plans for the prevention of violence. 
    Families Benefit. Through Horizons’ 
microcredit fund, women can create small 
businesses or purchase farm animals to 
provide income for their families. The 
fund, managed by ACUDESBAL, has 
provided over 500 loans ranging from 
$20 to $1,000 to support women in 
self-employment projects that generate 
income, and increase self-reliance and 
self-confidence.

The women meet regularly to support 
and assist one another with the fund 
management. They participate in 

workshops on livestock management, 
covering topics like vaccination, common 
diseases, and pasture improvement. 
Training is also provided on leadership, 
self-esteem, and women’s rights. 

Music and other social activities help youth stay out of gangs.

Sandra Ramirez, a rural farmer in El 
Zamoran, El Salvador knows how dif-
ficult it is to grow enough food to sur-
vive. She and her husband struggled to 
cultivate enough corn and vegetables 
to feed their family. With the support 
of a microcredit loan, she was able 
to purchase a dairy cow to help her 
provide food security and economic 
resources for her family.  

The dairy cow has now produced 
offspring and Sandra dreams of one 
day having five dairy cows. “With 
this I have something that is mine, 
that lets me say, I produced this with 
my own efforts and this little seed of 
microcredit. When I return this loan, I 
feel satisfaction knowing that another 
woman is waiting for the same opportu-
nity that I received.” 

Dairy cows provide fresh milk and income for Sandra.

The day gang members came to Roberto’s 
door, “everything changed for me and my 
family,” says the 33-year-old farmer from 
Lower Lempa, El Salvador. 

Criminal gangs forcefully recruit new 
members from the country’s youth, and 
threaten families who try to protect them. 
They’d come looking for Roberto’s sisters- 
in-law, but he refused to give them up,  
putting his life at risk.

To protect his family, Roberto hired a 

Loan Helps  
Family Succeed

One Migrant’s Story

the women carrying their children would 
scream.” 

“There are always bands of drug gangs 
and if you don’t bring money with you for 
bribes, you pay with your life. When we 
finally met back up with the truck, we were 
exhausted, thirsty, wet through and covered 
in mud. Some of the women had been raped. 
This part of the journey was horrible.”  

Roberto was caught by the US Border 
Patrol and deported back to El Salvador. 
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Alani Barrios introduces herself as a 
feminist. She is one of several members 
of  MEC who spoke candidly to Canadians 
travelling to Nicaragua this year.

She described her experiences as a 
factory worker, noting, “Women working 

Travelling in a tour bus on a bumpy, rural 
road, Laurel McKirdy had no doubt she 
would soon see a part of Nicaragua most 
tourists don’t visit.

McKirdy was one of 12 Canadians on 
the Horizons of Friendship Educational 
Tour to Nicaragua from Feb. 8th to 17th 
2016. A Horizons donor for more than 20 
years, McKirdy felt the time was right to 
see some of the projects she had sup-
ported. The Prince George, B.C. resident 
wasn’t disappointed. “It felt like we got 
to meet people and see things we would 
never have seen (on our own),” she says.

And that is the purpose of Horizons’ 
annual educational tours: to allow sup-
porters to go off the beaten track, to 
experience the culture, the people, the 
natural environment and the history of a 
country, interacting with the communities 
and Horizons’ partners along the way. 

The Canadian tour members were 
travelling to meet with “whita”, female 
community judges, who are supported 
by Horizons’ partner, the Association of 
Indigenous Women of the Atlantic Coast 
(AMICA). AMICA works in isolated vil-
lages on Nicaragua’s North Atlantic Coast 
to improve the social and economic condi-
tions of indigenous women. 

It took about two hours for the bus to 
reach Santa Marta, an indigenous vil-
lage of Miskitu people. The tour group 

Nicaragua Visit an Adventure
ANNUAL  
TOUR

Educational tour participants join members of MEC to distribute labour rights booklets to workers.

met inside a “bare-bones” schoolhouse 
where whita from outlying communities 
had gathered to share their challenges and 
successes. These women not only educate 
villagers on a woman’s right to a life free 
from violence, they also resolve issues of 
violence within their communities, often 
at great personal danger. 

Despite their struggles, there was laugh-
ter, says McKirdy. A community member 
brought coconuts for the group, and tour 
members joined the women in a picnic 
along the river. “The visit to the Atlantic 
coast was very precious,” says McKirdy.

On the Pacific coast of Nicaragua, 
tour members explored the mountain-
ous region, making an excursion to 
Mombacho volcano for a hike in the cloud 
forest. They also visited Nicaragua’s 

Alani Defends 
Worker Rights

National Museum and artisanal markets, 
and toured through “los pueblos blancos” 
(the White Villages), which boast unique 
arts and crafts.

The group also heard from the Maria 
Elena Cuadra Working and Unemployed 
Women’s Movement (MEC), which suc-
cessfully lobbied the government for a law 
on violence against women and actively 
defends the rights of women who work in 
free trade zone sweat shops. 

McKirdy is grateful to have seen 
firsthand the energy, spirit, and resilience 
that allow the people of Mesoamerica to 
overcome the challenges they face. She 
plans on taking another tour, and wants to 
inspire others to do the same. How about 
you? See the flyer below for details about 
the 2017 Educational Tour.

Dairy cows provide fresh milk and income for Sandra.

in factories in Nicaragua usually make less 
than $200 a month and the basic needs 
for a family run about $600 a month.” At 
work, women face verbal abuse, and are 
often asked to work extra hours; if they 
refuse, they are fired. 

MEC advocates for women in the work-
place, making sure they have the proper 
equipment and are safe, and supports the 
rights of women, particularly those work-
ing in the free trade zone. It also provides 
leadership training for young women so 
they can defend their rights.

Through MEC, Alani was able to study 
and became a paralegal. She now volun-
teers with MEC, helping support other 
women in their pursuit of a better life. 
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This community leader in Chiapas, 
Mexico found the hope, determination, 
knowledge and support to improve his 
community’s agricultural practices at a 
local learning exchange facilitated by  
Horizons’ partner, Economic and Social 
Development of Indigenous Mexicans 
(DESMI). 

In Chiapas, close to half of the 
population lives with chronic food 

insecurity. Indigenous 
farmers and their families 
subsist on maize, beans, 
fruit and the production 
of fair traded coffee. The 
difficult terrain, limited 
access to land, crop diseases 
and increased used of 
agrochemicals has led to  
soil erosion and declining  
crop yields. 

In addition, farmers are 
pressured by transnational 
companies to use hybrid 
seeds that are not suited 
to the climate. There is an 
urgent need to ensure that 

small-scale farmers are able to produce 
enough healthy food to feed their families.

DESMI has been working over the past 
ten years with communities of farmers 
to help them improve their local food 
systems, and become more resilient to the 
impacts of climate change. In particular, 
they are working to improve soil quality, 
water conservation, and preserve native 
seeds that are best suited to the region.

The learning exchanges allow 
communities to share valuable lessons, 
expand their trade with one another 
and enhance economic self-sufficiency. 
More than 24 communities have joined 
together as “Guardians of Mother Earth 
and Seeds” to systematically collect, label 
and map a diverse collection of native 
seeds, including a variety of corn, beans, 

Women from Chiapas, Mexico preserve native seeds. 

Seeds of Hope
fruit, chilis, native vegetables, edible 
mushrooms, and medicinal trees and 
plants, preserving them in “seed houses.” 
Women are contributing with their high 
level of knowledge of local native seeds 
and traditional farming techniques and 
enthusiastically rescuing and protecting 
local native plants. 

DESMI is also working with these 
communities to incorporate native seeds 
into the mixed crop (milpa) agricultural 
system. The ‘milpa’ system is a traditional 
Mesoamerican food production system 
that incorporates three traditional crops: 
corns, beans, and squash, and complement 
these crops with a variety of peppers, 
tomatoes and herbs. 

As a direct result, families have more 
diversified crops to enrich their diet and 
also have a long-term source of income 
via the cultivation and commercialization 
of high quality organic coffee. Small-
scale farmers in Chiapas are more self-
sustaining. This enables families to stay in 
their communities, and not be compelled 
to migrate to seek employment, destroying 
the fabric of their community.

“It gives us great strength to realize 
 the grand variety of native vegetables, 
fruits and trees that we have preserved 
within our communities,” says María 
Estela Barco Huerta of DESMI. “For 
us, this represents a major achievement, 
a way to combat climate change by 
protecting the grand biodiversity of our 
indigenous plants.”

“When we came today, we arrived with 
sadness; our situation is bad, the land 
is destroyed. What we have learned 
here is so important to share with our 
communities. We understand the dangers 
to our seeds and to our lands, and we are 
ready to work together. It is time to act! 
We want to save our seeds.”


