Daily Routine – Most of us were up early, certainly by 7am since that’s when buffet breakfast is served at Wall’s International Guest House (http://www.fida-pch.org/index.php?p=20) in a large room, open to the outdoors at one end.  After breakfast, we piled into two vehicles and were off to start the day’s activities.  

 First stop, Grace Children’s Hospital, which was founded by International Child Care in 1967 (http://internationalchildcare.org).  ICC organized and hosted our week’s visit to Port au Prince.  The hospital has a small number of inpatient children and also runs outpatient clinics for children and adults.  It has a waiting room, open on three sides, with seating for about 200 people and it was mostly filled every morning.  After an introduction by Robenson, our ICC host and guide, we led everyone in morning devotions.  This was an unexpected surprise for us on the first morning, but quick-thinking Ken Budka pulled out his ukulele and we handed out some percussion instruments to the waiting patients and sang Christian songs.  (Music, under Ken’s able and enthusiastic direction came in handy many, many times during our one-week visit.)  Pastor Ramon closed with prayer, which was translated to Haitian Creole by one of the two translators who traveled with us most days.

 After devotions we went to our activity of the day.  One day we spent more time with the inpatient children at the hospital, holding them and singing with them.  Another day we visited nearby Mother Teresa’s Orphanage to sing, feed, and play with the children.  We also spent most of a day hauling debris from a construction site; simple, primitive work and very tiring.  We visited an organization called Pure Water for the World (http://purewaterfortheworld.org) and learned about their bio-sand filters – a simple, effective way to provide clean drinking water for the people.  On another day we assembled health kits at the hospital and visited St. Claire Tent City where they were distributed by some of the hospital’s health care workers.  Thanks to contributions from our congregation, we were able to provide about 75 health kits. 

 It’s Complicated – Lack of food, clean water, good roads, reliable power, medical care.  It’s hard to begin a discussion of Haiti’s problems and during our trip we heard a variety of opinions on how to solve them.  Here’s an example of two extremes – “The US or France should come in and run the country for several years to get basic things restarted.”  And on the other hand – “If all the foreign governments took all their people and all their money and left, it wouldn’t be such a bad thing.  Haitians would have to figure it out and they would.”  As with so many things, the path forward will probably be somewhere between extremes.

 One recurring theme in our conversations – The country needs short-term help with immediate problems to help alleviate the suffering of the people.  However, there must be sustainable solutions for the long-term.  Outside organizations cannot hand out food, clothing, water, and other essentials indefinitely.  What do sustainable solutions look like and how do you get them started?  The bio-sand filters seemed to me to be an example of a simple sustainable idea.  We also heard examples of unsustainable work – a school, built, funded, and run for a limited amount of time with outside money, but then the local population is unable to take over when the outside help ends.

Other things to consider – The government should take a larger role in repairing the major infrastructure systems like water and power.  There is some hopeful optimism that Haiti’s new president, Michel Martelly, who took office in May, will start to make good things happen.  Also, education, especially for the children, has to get more serious attention.  The children are the future.

 I have to be careful and not claim to speak for the entire group, but I do think that all twelve of us wished we could have done and helped more during our visit to Haiti.  To a certain degree, that’s the American/Western mindset – “Where’s the problem?  Let’s fix it.  Now!”  However, Haiti has so many widespread, inter-related, complex problems and it’s hard to see a clear path to a solution.  I had to adjust my expectations, as we discussed in meetings here at home even before starting the trip.  Ultimately, I believe that we helped in the small ways that were available to us and I came away spiritually richer, with a better understanding of the country and its people, and with a nagging yearning to do more.
Dan Tagatec
