Project Nicaragua – 2016
Note: The following is a collection of writings that I composed as I reflected on the experiences
that I had as a volunteer for the Project Nicaragua 2016 team. These were shared with family,
friends, and the people from my home church who supported me and this ministry.

Hello Somoto, Nicaragua
I would like to begin sharing with you, my family and friends, some of the stories of the people
that I met in Nicaragua, some of the ministry projects that we participated in, and some of the
amazing, life-changing experiences that I was privileged to be a part of there.

First, let me just say that the team of people that I traveled with,
the men and women that are founding members of Project
Nicaragua, my good friend Rob Sears… these are some of the
finest people that I have ever met. I have learned by experience
that when you travel on trips like this one, where you have to endure a different, challenging,
and a sometimes harsh environment, and where you are required to navigate through a
developing country where being “flexible” is an essential, you should choose your travel
partners wisely. To all of the people on this team let me say this… I would travel with you
anywhere. Your selfless devotion to helping the people of Somoto was inspiring, your tireless
endurance of long, hot, sweaty days was remarkable, and as is often the case when Rob and I
get together, your light-hearted and very timely sense of humor allowed me to smile and laugh
my way, all throughout this trip.
Project Nicaragua has been serving the people of Somoto, Nicaragua, for over 16 years. Some
of the ministry projects they are involved in include building and supporting a children’s center
that feeds and provides a pre-school experience for over 100 kids attending, building houses for
families who are in desperate need of shelter, providing water purification systems for villages
that are plagued with water borne diseases, building projects that include a medical clinic and a
Mother’s House for women who are preparing to give birth, micro loans for people to start up a
small business to support their families with, and scholarships for students to complete
primary, secondary, and university education programs. Pretty cool group, in my opinion.
What I like about their approach is that everything they do has a sustainability element to it. It
is designed to have a long lasting impact on the people and the community, not just a

temporary infusion of money and resources, and then it ends. Plus, they work closely with the
Mayor of Somoto, who is a strong supporter of all that they do, and in his own words, he likes
that we come to Somoto to help them accomplish their projects and their ideas… we don’t
impose on them “our ideas”, and our projects.
Stepping off the plane on that first night in Managua, the capitol city of Nicaragua, I was blasted
by the hot, humid, air that is characteristic of Central America. It is such a stark contrast of the
cool, dry, air of the Rocky Mountains. Any amount of clothing seemed to be too much. The hot,
wet, air was stifling… I labored just to breathe. I suppose that you get used to it over time. I
never did.
The next day was a travel day, and after picking up a newly purchased ping pong table for the
Children’s Center, along with the 14 duffel bags stuffed with toys and school supplies donated
by the generous people from back home, we made our way on to the highway and out of the
chaotic traffic scene of a large city in a developing country. Not for the faint of heart.
After 4 hours of traveling north on the Pan American highway, almost all the way to the border
of Honduras, we arrived at the Children’s Center in the northern mountain city of Somoto. I
really wasn’t prepared for what I was about to experience there. While I love people, I am not
too fond of crowds, and at the center there was gathered about 120 people, kids and their
families, waiting to greet us
Normally, when I enter a situation like this, being with a large crowd of people who I know
absolutely nobody, there is usually a feeling of awkwardness… looking around… thinking that I
should introduce myself to somebody… make some small talk… engage in the activities. But this
time… I no sooner stepped into the fray of people and I was tackled by kids! Dozens… running
up to me and hugging me… or, you know… hugging my legs… that’s as high as they could reach.
And when the kids were done, I was tackled by the old ladies! Moms and Grandmothers, all
wanting to show us their great appreciation of what we were doing for them and their kids. I
was immediately disarmed… I couldn’t help but smile and laugh… there was no awkwardness,
just an immediate connection with these people. I was truly enjoying this…
When all the hugging was over, they had us sit down, and I
discovered that they had prepared quite a program for us.
It started with a little theatrical play of Noah’s Ark, with
kids in masks of various animals, exiting the Ark into the
new world. Of course they would all play the part of their
animal by making the sounds it makes, and crawling or
hopping or flying around. They were having a lot of fun
with this!

Then the older kids put on a traditional music and dance routine, dressed to the nines in
beautiful dresses and very colorful outfits… and I could tell that they were very proud of
presenting this to us. Thankfully they did not invite me to dance with them… that would come
later…
A lot more of singing songs and introductions, speeches,
and profusely thanking us for all that we do to provide
this children’s center for them, and then we were
dismissed to go find our little hotel where we would be
staying for the week.
Quite an introduction to my stay in Nicaragua. More on where we lodged, the food, and the
culture of this mountain city in my next post. I will let the photographs tell the rest of the story
of this opening day of my adventure.

Children’s Center and Pre-School

Meet Dinoia Jireh Lopez Aroca. She is four years old and has attended the Children’s Center
pre-school for over a year now. She is the one smiling and holding the fuzzy, little, chick.
The second photo is of her parents, standing outside their 8 x 8 ft home that they live in. Their

house is located near the town garbage dump, about 2 kilometers away from the Children’s
Center. They make this walk every day to attend pre-school.
Since Dinoia attends the pre-school, this allows her mother, Nohenia, to work as a domestic
laborer during the day. This is one of the most important purposes of the Children’s Center.
Mothers have a safe and healthy place for their children to be taken care of during the day,
which allows them to work and improve their family income. Dinoia’s father, Jose, sells bread
on the streets in town. Together they make about $3.00 a day.
Jose and Nohenia saved up enough money to buy materials to build a bed, in which all three of
them sleep in at night. They are very proud of this accomplishment, since most families have to
sleep on the dirt floor.
Nohenia tells us how grateful she is that Dinoia has a wonderful place to play and learn, and
that she has two nutritious meals every day. This allows Dinoia to be a healthy, happy, normal
little 4 year old girl, who has the blessing of a good future ahead of her.
The typical educational process for students in Project Nicaragua goes like this. Candida, who is
the Director of the pre-school, grew up in Somoto and has relationships with countless
numbers of families there. She is part of the induction process, identifying families with young
kids who are then invited to attend the pre-school. The pre-school is funded by the generous
donations of people who are involved in supporting Project Nicaragua. From there the kids
attend public primary school and secondary school, and if they can afford it, they attend the
University. Primary and secondary schools are free, while the University costs about $30 per
month.
When students finish primary school, some of them benefit
from a $30 per month scholarship, provided by a sponsor from
the Project Nicaragua scholarship program. While the secondary
public school is free, this scholarship allows families to keep their
children attending school, instead of pulling them out and putting
them to work to help support the family. And if the student chooses to, it also helps them
attend the University classes.

Currently we have 85 kids enrolled in the pre-school. The rest of the photos are of them. As a
group, we are sharing our photographs of our journey, but I have to give a special thanks to
David. He really has a gift for capturing the smiling faces of the children, which in turn puts a
smile on our faces as well.

Water Purification Project
“Just because a family is poor, does not mean that they cannot be healthy.”
Jorge Luis Rodrigues – ERSLA Director of Operations, Northern Nicaragua

“And whoever gives to one of these little ones even a cup of cold water because he is a
disciple, truly, I say to you, he shall not lose his reward." Jesus. (Mat 10:42)

After the incredible welcome we received at the Children’s Center, we purposed to go find our
hotel, and check out our home for the next week. The Hotel Rosario is pretty typical of the
lodging available to travelers in rural Nicaragua, you can do better, and you can do worse. I
would say that some of the Hostels I stayed in two years ago, when I was backpacking around
Nicaragua, were a step down from this place. The rooms are sparse, but fairly clean. On most

days we had water and electricity. There were several days that the water was turned off, as
this region is still recovering from a 3 year drought, and water sometimes runs low.

A luxury was the little air conditioner that hung from the ceiling, which was very nice, as long as
the electricity worked, which was intermittent just about every day. This is where a developing
country and new technology often collide, giving you a mixture of the old with the new. On one
hand, the kitchen of the hotel used a traditional wood burning brick stove to cook our meals,
but the hotel also had back up emergency lights that were powered by solar panels.
Best of all was the covered porch that had plenty of rocking chairs for the old folks to sit in. In
the evenings they would gather together to rock and tell stories about days gone by and trips of
the past. These old folks would often allow me to sit in on their story times…
The hotel charges $15 a day, and $7 extra for two meals if you chose to have them there. They
would also do your laundry for you during your stay for a small fee… but you would have to
endure the jesting and heckling of your friends as your unique taste in underwear was hanging
on the clothes line, in clear view of the rocking chairs. There is no charge for the loud, cultural
music that the teenage boys were playing in their cars, sometimes late into the night, on the
street outside our motel.
We decided to have the hotel make us breakfast and dinner each day, so we wouldn’t have to
venture out after dark. Coffee was ready at 6 am every morning. Food was a mixture of
traditional Latin American food, and other dishes that looked just like back home. We could tell
that the hotel was trying to offer food that was familiar to North Americans. All of it was very
good, and it was fun to watch the cooks use the brick oven stove to cook on.
The next day we split up and some went to the Children’s Center to unpack the 14 duffle bags
of donations that we brought, while the rest us walked down to the local fire department to
meet a group of Nicaraguan volunteers who were going out to a nearby village to distribute the
water purification systems that we had purchased. Here is where we met Jorge Luis Rodriguez,

a man who spoke perfect English, and he was going to be the leader of our group for this
project.

The Water Purification Crew,
lead by Jorge Luis Rodriguez.
(on the left)

Jorge is an energetic and engaging soul, who has a passion to help Nicaraguan families live a
healthy life. He was born in Nicaragua in the 60’s, and followed his family to the United States
where he benefitted from an excellent education, and worked as a legal advisor for a
corporation in southern California. His parents moved back to Nicaragua, and when they passed
away, he was in Nicaragua to take care of the family farm, where he fell in love with his old
country again and decided to stay. He spends his time as an interpreter for Nicaraguan
companies, teaches English, tutors students, and volunteers as the Director of ERSLA, which
stands for Emergency Response Systems for Latin America.
ERSLA partners with organizations like Project Nicaragua, who raise funds to purchase water
purification systems for the surrounding villages of Somoto. The blue buckets that you see in
the photos have a ceramic filter inside of them and the filter will eliminate 99% of the water
borne diseases that plague the rural villages. You can imagine how much this benefits the
families of this area, especially the children, where something as simple as dysentery can be life
threatening.
The villagers knew we were coming and they had
gathered at a central meeting place, where Jorge and his
crew were going to instruct them on how to use and
maintain the water filters. I was impressed at how
attentive and they were, asking questions, actively
participating, and at the end of the meeting several of them stood up and expressed how
grateful they were that they were being given this opportunity. Then, once again, I was blown
away by the collision of modern technology with people who are living in the same way they
have lived for hundreds of years.

As each family received their water filter, a member of the crew would follow them back to
their homes, take their photograph, and record the coordinates using a hand held GPA device.
This was part of the plan of ERSLA, who would be directly involved with an emergency response
team in the event that a natural disaster was to take place in this area. If there ever was an
earthquake, hurricane, or volcanic eruption, with this information being recorded ERSLA would
have a good idea of who they would be accounting for, and where they would be looking as far
as a rescue effort… looking for survivors… pretty forward thinking if you ask me.
The country of Nicaragua, which is about half the size of Colorado, has 9 active volcanoes, and
is often hit with major earthquakes. In fact the week before we arrived there, this area had
experienced an earthquake with a magnitude of 6.1, of which we saw the evidence of in some
cracks in the walls of some of the buildings, and people’s testimony of how the ground was
shaking them!

We completed our part of the day and headed back to Somoto to find some local cuisine. To my
delight, I found that there is much more to be had there than just beans and rice. I had a
wonderful helping of beef and vegetable stew, cooked and simmered in banana leaves. The
others had chicken, cooked in a variety of ways, which is pretty common in the food
establishments. Fish is also commonly served, mostly “snapper”, as they called it, and my
favorite was when it was seasoned and grilled over those wood burning stoves.
We met up with the other members of our group, and listened to their stories of the fun that
they had, playing with the children, and the delight that was brought to the older kids and staff
when Dave taught them all a lesson on how to play ping pong, or table tennis to those of you
who are purists, making it worth all of the time and effort it took to purchase and haul a new
ping pong table all the way up to Somoto.
We would end every day, late at night, by someone in the group giving a devotional teaching
for the rest of us, and then each one of us would share how the events of the day had impacted
us, and the memories that we would be taking away from that day. Then usually the ladies
would turn in for the night, and the old men would head for the rocking chairs. There they

would share thrilling stories of past experiences, and harrowing adventures that they had been
on. I can’t wait until I am an old man, and be able to take my place in one of those rocking
chairs…
Until next time, of which I will share more about the
three houses that we facilitated in building this trip,
and the families that benefited from them, may God
richly bless you and may His peace be upon you all.
Lance.

Building Homes
One of the most important ministries that Project Nicaragua provides is the funding and
facilitating of building homes for families. We collaborate with the Mayor of Somoto, a
wonderful, caring, energetic soul named Marcio Rivas, who is very involved in improving the
living situation of the people in his city.

Marcio Rivas, Mayor of Somoto
(front left)

Marcio will find pieces of land that are suitable to build on, and deed them over to families that
Project Nicaragua have selected to build a house for. These families quite often have tragic
stories that end with the fact that they are homeless. You can imagine the gratitude that these
families show us, when they get to move out of their plastic tarp homes (or worse), and into a
dry, safe, and sturdy cinder block house. We spent a day visiting families that have had homes
built for them in the past, and we also visited the three new homes that were built this year.
Here are a few of their stories.
Family number 1. This family has a couple of children involved in our scholarship program, and
the mother often volunteers at the Children’s Center. During the rainy season, their mud and
stick house collapsed on them, and they were left with no place to go. Project Nicaragua

stepped in to help them, and they now have a 15 by 15 foot cinder block house with a nice
metal roof.
Family number 2. This lady was taking care of her own two children, and was helping a young
mother of twins as well by taking her into her small, mud and stick home. One day the young
mother just left, leaving her two children with the older mom. Now having four children to take
care of, and with no way to support them, Project Nicaragua built a nice home for her family,
and in addition to this they gave her a micro loan with which she purchased materials to build
an oven with, so that she can now bake bread to sell while being able to stay at home.
Family number 3. Imagine building an igloo out of scrap metal and plastic that was collected in
the town dump. Then imagine having 8 people living underneath it. That was the situation with
our third family. They now are the proud owners of a nice house, and when we showed up to
visit they spent almost an hour thanking us, showing us their appreciation, and joining us in
saying a prayer of thanksgiving for this wonderful gift from God.
Family number 4. A grandmother was taking care of her daughter and her three young children.
They were temporarily living in a house that belonged to someone else. The grandmother was
very concerned that they would be homeless unless something was done to provide them with
permanent housing. Then tragedy struck, when the grandmother became sick and died, leaving
the mother and her children with little hope for the future. When we were there in June, our
construction crew was in the process of having a house built for them, in fact by now, as I write
this, the house is completed and they have moved in.

In addition to homes for families, Project Nicaragua has taken on other building projects. A few
years ago they built a Mother’s House in a rural village outside of Somoto, where expecting
mothers can have a safe and nurturing place to spend the last month or two of their pregnancy,
and have a safe and healhy delivery of their baby. Project Nicaragua also constructed a building
that houses a medical clinic in the town of Somoto. In addition to these, they built the
Children’s Center and the pre-school as well.
The photos give you an idea of sort of a before and after account of the type of shelters some
of these families live in, and the new homes that have been built for them. The construction
crew does an excellent job of building these homes, and they have become very proficient in
doing so, only taking about 3 or 4 weeks to complete a house. They really don’t need our help
in the process. In fact when we offered to help, they said sure, but that they could probably
build them faster if we didn’t…
This post is probably the last one for this trip. There are many more stories to tell, but I think I
have ridden this horse long enough. One of the cool things about Project Nicaragua is that they
are an interfaith organization, meaning anyone who has a heart for helping people in need, and
an interest in joining them on one of these trips, they are welcome to come. Something to think
about between now and next June. Until then, may God richly bless you in all of your
adventures.
Lance.

