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Introduction

Dear brothers and sisters, once again we have arrived at the time for our News Bulletin. This is our 23rd News Bulletin and with these words we send fraternal greetings to all our members, friends, partners, and family. We hope that this finds all well and infused with the courage to move forward in each of the different activities that makes up each of our daily lives. In this issue, we want to share with you our happiness in having celebrated out 15th anniversary as an organization. These 15 years have signified sacrifice, struggle, difficulties, changes, and above all progress. This progress has been seen in all of the different work areas of ACG thanks to the strength of all the coordinators at ACG and the active participation of all our members.

Luke 4, 18

Our Reality

It appears that the saying, “We make a change so that there will not be changes.” remains true in Guatemala. It has existed since the gesture of independence was issued on the 15th of September 1821 in Guatemala by the “Children of the Homeland” better known as the sons and daughters of the Spanish conquistadors. Our politicians, who have been corrupted by power, utilize as their own personal flag the fight against poverty and illiteracy. They say they will encourage cultural values, development, employment, education, justice, etc. Yet, when they come to power, they only think of how to become part of the aristocracy and obtain more and more riches, without thinking of the people who each day are drowning in poverty. The people of Guatemala see this as each day in the most marginalized places of the country thousands of children do not go to school because they must work in order to help their parents and to contribute economically to the family. Even if they do go to school, many times they cannot use their knowledge because of malnutrition. In addition the farmers with lands do not obtain favorable responses to their demands and delinquency is on the rise. The ministers and deputies are only thinking of how to make more money. It is absurd to talk of development when minimum wage and the prices of the products from the farms are miserable. It is absurd to talk of development when the cost of a simple basket and the cost of basic services rise at an alarming rate each day. They say that for a country to escape from an economic crisis inherited from a previous government it is necessary to raise taxes but it is these taxes that only really affect the precarious situation of the poor families. When we talk of the application of justice in Guatemala, injustice is evident. For example, for a farmer who steals a chicken he is thrown in jail and he remains there if he cannot pay the fine, which is usually the case since the farmers are poor. But for the rich who steal millions and millions of Quetzals, only a fine is imposed which the rich then pay with that same money that they stole and they remain with the rest of the stolen money. I ask you this, is that justice?

At this moment, the ex-members of the Civil Defense Patrol are causing problems at different points in the capital city and in the departments. It is hard to believe that they are acting alone. There is no doubt that factions with political interest are using them. These groups do no think about the development of our communities but in how to gain more members and thus arrive at governing the country and most assuredly follow in the footsteps on those who have gained power and money in this way in the past.

As a community we have to the privilege and the capacity to detect the good pieces and the dark parts in the governing bodies. We are prepared for a change, beginning in our own communities. It is honorable that we recall the valor of the actions undertaken by the return community of Resurección Balam, ion the Fray Bartolome municipality, who expelled a family that was organizing youth into gangs in order to distribute drug. This action would not have been possible without the initiative and the bravery of strong leaders in the community.

Luke 1, 52-53

Report regarding the Work Programs of ACG

The Program of Rural Development at ACG

On the 8th of August 2004 ACG celebrated its 15th anniversary. It is a good time to take a break on our road, to look down at our boots, to look ahead and to look back, and to give an account of where we are at this moment, where we are in our programs and projects of service to our communities.

The development strategy of ACG has three pieces as its base:

1. A system of micro-credit and savings based of the Grameen scheme that helps women to finance small productive projects to better their family incomes. The majority of these women invest their loans in animal projects or in their small businesses. For example, the making of clay pots, or the selling of vegetables, tortillas, and arts. This service began with a one-year experimental project that involved 23 women. At the end of that year and after an evaluation, we found that not one woman had failed to pay back their loan with interest and all had been able to save. This result encouraged us to continue the program immediately and this time with 40 women. In actuality we now have 134 women enrolled in the program.

In July we received a wonderful letter from the head of one of the departments at the University of Ireland, shedding praises upon this program and asking for permission to publish our experiences and include them in their books as a “real life example”. The director’s name is Olive McCarthy and he is responsible for the Department of Administration of Business at the University.

2. A program of student scholarships that benefit 52 students, men and women in three departments. At the end of their studies once they have obtained employment, the students repay the funds borrowed in order to create a revolving base for our scholarships. We began this program a few years back due to the fact that our communities were face with two major problems, poverty and the lack of education. These problems were creating a vicious circle in the communities. The deficiency or lack of education is another cause of poverty and this in turn is one of the causes of a lack of education. Following the last report from the United Nations Program of Development (PNUD), Guatemala is the most illiterate country in this area. By means of our program of scholarships we are looking for the education that our youth receive to return as a “tortilla on the tables” of the poor in their communities.

3. The Ecological Agro Center “San Carolus Borromeus”. On the 8th of March 2004 we inaugurated this center that will serve as an experimental organic farm to service the 36 communities. The center will search for new sources of organic production, seeds, and animals for the communities. At the same time it will train in the production, consumption, transformation, and commercialization of these products. Each community has chosen two promoters that since the past year have been receiving technical training in agronomy and zoology. On the 8th of March 52 promoters arrived for the 4th General Workshop. Each promoter will organize in their community a group on culture, study, and production. Maria and Manuel, from our scholarship group, will work together to elaborate a brochure for the use of each of these groups. The objective of the center is to better family incomes by means of agricultural diversification, seeds, fruit trees, animals, and Creole seed banks. The Center is a 4-hectare plot of land with two of its own wells. The scholarship students of ACG have worked hard since last year on the infrastructure of the Center, on the construction of the fence, the up keep of the house, and routes of access.


The better stoves project already has benefited 128 families in 6 communities. Our goal by December of 2004 is to assist another 403 families in 8 communities. A report from Oxfam reported that 500 people require one kilometer of forest each year to satisfy their firewood needs and that each person needs between 600-900 kilos of firewood annually. With the better stoves project it is possible for the people to use only a third of this amount as well as preventing the sicknesses caused by smoke and flames. In addition, each family is able to save on their expenses for firewood.

ACG also has two other hectares of land in the jungle of the Ixcán that we hope to develop as the Ecological Agro Center “Domingo Us Quixán”, a small offspring of the Borromeus Center. 

The micro-credit and savings program, the Ecological Agro Centers, the courtyard animals project, and the better stoves project are all under the guidance of the Women’s Commission (ACG-CITMA).

4. Groups of Culture, Study and Production (CEPs). We mention these groups above in the text regarding the Agro-Ecological Center. In these groups, they will study not only agriculture, but also continuing to promote intercultural dialogue. Fifty percent of the members of ACG practice the Mayan religion and the rest Christianity. The dialogue exists on 4 levels: in the daily interchange in the communities, in our work together of projects of development and justice, in liturgical celebrations, and on the level of our studies within the CEPs. We look to construct points of comprehension and respect between the diverse religions, so that there is harmony among our communities. 

Information from the Youth Commission (COPAJ)

In the year 1994 within the Cultural Action Group of Guatemala there began the first steps toward the organization of a group of local youth. While in refuge, they began to hold meetings and chats about the importance of the work of the youth. In the Quintana Roo community there was created the first group of youth in 1993 where they began with 56 members. In June of 1993 they held their first official meeting entitled “The mission of Jesus, mission of the Youth” in Pueblo Nuevo Ixcán. At this meeting 254 youth participated from different communities such as the CPR’s, Southern Coast, and other return communities in the Ixcán, Campeche, Chiapas, and the Altiplano. 

In the 9th General Assembly of ACG held on the 11th of March in 1994 and celebrated in the community of 20 de Enero, the Ixcán, El Quiché it was proposed that we form a directive group of youth on the general level of ACG. In compliance with this proposal at the 9th assembly the structure was laid for a commission of youth in ACG during a general meeting. This commission was called the Pastoral Coordination of Youth (COPAJ) with one representative from each zone. This commission had the following objectives: To organize the youth in order to strengthen their faith and help them in relating their lives and faith to other youth. To inspire the youth to the task of transforming the society in agreement with the values of the culture, the designs and the concrete tasks of their community. To see the uniqueness of youth with its own dreams, problems, and challenges.

The first tape of songs of Faith and Struggle was made, we have held training workshops, meetings, retreats, etc. Some of the themes of these events have been: The recuperation of culture and the Mayan spirituality, the mission of youth and the action of youth towards the process and fulfillment of the Peace Accords, the documents of the youth toward the process of peace, the documents of the youth in front of the new millennium, the Mayan calendar, the engagement, self esteem, identity, and rights of the indigenous peoples, and the Mayan languages.

After the signing of the Peace Accords in December of 1996 the process began with a few changes to human rights bur not in relation to our academic and systematic preparation which was one of our given rights and for this reason in 1997 the youth of the Altiplano restarted their studies in a manner to see that the politics of the struggle were solidified for the marginalized population, the poor population, and the youth in their academic preparation. With thanks to ACG that made a gesture of solidarity with these youth and formed an area of work and support for the youth in the rest of the zones. In the 8th assembly of ACG, it remained as the rock foundation for the systematic education of the zones and currently we work with and provide small scholarships to 53 students in the Basic, Diversified, and Advanced levels of schooling. These groups of students meet four times a year in the various zones.

Other Current Projects

Traditional Weaving: This project was begun because of the demand of the youth in our communities who were without work and had to look for alternative methods of acquiring money to contribute to their families. The objective of this project is the creation of employment for youth and the recovery of cultural vales and traditional Mayan dress. It is a job that requires much patience, persistence, and responsibility. Currently there are 7 youth working on our traditional weaving project at the office and little by little they are increasing the quality of their work. The women from their various communities buy their works and thus there is a high demand.

Dance Group: This group was formed in 1998 to provide more cultural activities, and because of the lack of Mayan presence in the current presentations, to study in the use of the marimba, and to stress the importance of Mayan dress in the acts. We were missing these cultural values in the presentation that were done in the communities and the youth were restless to do something with their talents. They looked to add their resourcefulness to the local, regional, and national ambiance. The objective of this group is to promote the artistic participation in the communities reflecting our cultural values (dance, music, and Mayan dress). The Dance Group contains 17 youth, both male and female, that have presented dances on the local, regional, and national level. The group is identified by the name Oxlajuj Q’anil Q’um’arkaj.

Traditional Music Classes: There is a group of youth that has interest in strengthening the traditional music in the Mayan culture. This group is known also by the name Oxlajuj Q’anil Q’um’arkaj and accompanies the Dance Group at its different performances around the country. 

Computer Classes: As science and technology are advancing, it is important that we keep pace in order to have the pedagogical tools in the working world. In seeing that these necessities are important to the preparation of the students we began a period of reinforcement for their skills at ACG. We held classes from February to May to assist in the computer education of our students and staff. We are currently trying to coordinate with various institutions that work with technological education so that ACG can give formal classes approved by the Ministry of Education and in 2005 we will be able to give classes on computers to our students and any others interested.

Painting and Art: This work was begun in 1999 because of the need to discover within our young people the diverse talents that they possess. Currently many of the schools do not possess programs of this type for the children. For this reason we have initiated this program with 38 children from 8 communities. The children range from 8 to 16 years in age. The objective of this program is to: Discover in the children the artistic talents and engage them in active participation.

Sports: The youth group of ACG is working to form a sports league most specifically targeted at soccer with a men’s and women’s league. The first such tournament was conducted at the 15th anniversary of ACG. This is our first experience with sports and we hope that we will be able to extend the work to the other zones. The most interesting is the participation of the women and girls that historically have not had this opportunity. Again we hope that this will be a good thing.

English Courses: This is our latest project and we hope to begin a session of English Classes on October 2 of this year.

Means of Communication and Truth

The program regarding the defense of human rights is part of the responsibility of MCV. One of the components of this program is the installation of radios of communication with solar power in isolated communities. Already there are 14 radios installed, and we have trained 56 operators for the radios. Our radio network functions as a shield for the defense of human rights, and is useful in coordinating activities, sharing news, and providing help in emergencies. From 2004 to 2005 MCV has plans to install 5 more radios. MCV also publishes a News Bulletin every three months that is distributed in the communities. The political platform of MCV is the Peace Accords. 

On August 2-4 we held the second general workshop for our newest group of radio operators with participation from the departments of Huehuetenango, El Quiché, y Alta Verapaz. This workshop was held in the main hall of the Mayan Center of Culture and Development of ACG, in zone 5 of el Quiché.

Objectives of the Workshop:

General Objective: To train in the installation and upkeep of the radios of communication.

Specific Objectives: To train 24 operators of radios from the communities of ACG. To learn about the problem of discrimination. To learn about the theory behind the radios and practice in the upkeep and installation of the radios.

To begin with the 24 operators learned about racism and discrimination in our world. Then we entered into the theme of the radio, which was meant to give a complete panorama regarding the parts of the radio and its process of installation.

On the first day of the workshop we worked with the participation of Pedro Tomás of the Indigenous Defense of the Obtaining of Human Rights (PDH), from the headquarters in the municipality of El Quiché. He shared with us information about racism and discrimination. He talked to us about how in order to evaluate racism and discrimination in the world we must first understand with great clarity each of these terms. In addition, he discussed the importance of living together in community.

During the three days of the workshop Dan, Sue, Kaylan, David, Marcella, and Garry joined us from the group DARF/U-CAN of the United States. They shared with the participants their knowledge about the parts, utilization, and installation of the radios of communication.

On the 4th of August, we installed as a group the radio of communication for ACG’s farm San Carolus Borromeus, in the community of Choacamán IV as a part of the practice for the workshop. The installation was a huge success as we tested the radio and it functioned perfectly.

At the end of the workshop we said goodbye to the DARF/U-CAN group that has been assisting us with the workshops and the donation of the radio equipment already installed and waiting to be installed. The operators of the radios gave many thanks, in the names of their respective communities, for the solidarity and support. The group, for its part, thanked ACG for the knowledge that they have gained through the methodology of the work utilized in the workshops and the legal requirements for the installation of the radios in the benefiting communities.

In addition a group of 16 youth from Vancouver, Canada arrive on the 4th of August to learn about MCV and the installation of the radio. These youth are a part of the GATE (Global Awareness through Education) program.

Central American Meetings

From the 24-27 of May, ACG sent a representative to a Central American Meeting, organized by the Ecumenical Services of Christian Formation for Central America (SEFCA). The theme of this meeting was: “Panama Population Plan and the Free Trade Agreement, Our Position and Impact.”

From the 21-27 of August we will send a representative from our youth commission to a meeting in Nicaragua, organized by the Ecumenical Services of Christian Formation for Central America (SEFCA). The theme of this meeting will be: Strategic Planning.

Visits and Delegations

We were visited by a delegation from the U.S. on the 24th of January by 19 people from the Parish of Saint Pius X of Milwaukee and they visited the Agro-Ecological Center of San Carolus Borromeus. This Parish supports us in our Courtyard Animals project and has much interest in the development of our organic farm.

On the 22nd of May we were visited by a delegation of 18 people from GATE USA. They visited the youth of our art program and the Agro-Ecological Center.

On the 4th of July two volunteers from the Disciples of Christ arrived to collaborate for 2 weeks with ACG in our micro-credit and savings programs, on the Agro-Ecological Center, and in the elaboration of a web site for ACG.

On the 10th of July a group of 16 people visited us from GATE Canada and participated in an art class with our youth artists. They also bought various works by the youth, a few weavings, shampoos, and soaps made by the women of ACG.

All these activities and their results depend on the human resources with which we work, on the people that work on the directive board of ACG, on the women’s commission, youth commission, means of communication and truth commission, and the integral development commission. These human resources are our greatest assets.

In Other News

Mining exploration: 

The organizations and several communities in the departments of El Quiché, San Marcos, Huehuetenango, Petén, Alta Verapaz, Izabal and many others are extremely concerned and up in arms regarding the information that is circulating with respect to the exploration for minerals on behalf of foreign mining companies. In some places these companies have already begun to obtain the price of the properties and then offer a high price for the lands if the owners will sell to them. Some families say that it is not possible to sell their lands buts others that yes they will sell their lands. 

Before this situation, several communities united to oppose these companies and offer resistance. 

For those preoccupied with this situation and to look at some of the consequences that it will bring, not only in the places where the mines will exploit, but also the repercussions in the whole country; For the damages to the environment and the ecology in general, we want to share the following official statement of communities and organizations of San Marcos's department. 

Guatemala: mining company plunders resources 

This is the official statement from the Mayan towns Sipakapense and Mam, and from committed social organizations within the highlands: “We ask that you unite in our fight against this form of neo-liberal subjection towards our towns and cultures that attempts to attack out lifestyles and only comes to plunder our natural resources."

Since a few years ago, the Mayan towns Mam and Sipakapense of San Miguel Ixtahuacán and Sipakapa respectively, have been watching with much concern the strange people that have come to explore our lands. Then they began to buy some properties, using inside methods, deceit, coercion and the promises of a development for the communities. Until recently we were not informed of the reasons behind their actions, but starting from this year, we have verified that a foreign mining company has already settled in the region and it is to begin the extraction of gold and silver in villages that belong to the municipalities of San Miguel Ixtahuacán and Sipakapa. With the support of the organizations; AJ´ CHMOL, Movement of Farm Workers –MTC -, Defenders of the Indigenous Woman, San Miguel's parishes Ixtahuacán, Sipakapa and Comitancillo, and the environmentalist organizations; Center of Legal-environmental and Social Action –CALAS -, AEPDI of the Estor, Izabal and the Collective Mother Forest, we began to inform ourselves on the topic, the risks and impacts that this will have for us and for nature. Now we know: 

· That the mining company leaves only 1% of its earnings (0.5 for the state of Guatemala and 0.5 for the municipalities). 

- That one of the most dangerous chemical compounds is used, which is the Cyanide to separate the minerals from the rocks.

- That this will destroy the forest, it will remove the earth, it will leave big craters that will change the landscape 

- That we have been deprived of free movement, because now there are fences and armed people that impede the way to other communities, our lands, cultivations and relatives. 

- That this project is not an isolated case, because this same problem is happening in the communities of Sierra de las Minas, El Estor Izabal, Petén, Alta Verapaz, Quiché, as well as to our neighboring brothers and sisters of Honduras and in Chiapas Mexico and it comes as a new form of colonization. 

In the face of this reality we declare: 

To the municipal, departmental authorities and to the central government: our disagreement for the way in which this has proceeded, in the concessions made for the exploration and possible exploitation of the minerals from the area. In no moment were we informed and much less consulted on this project, that which flagrantly violates the agreement 169 of the ILO that was ratified by Guatemala in 1996. We demand them not to continue taking the government's unilateral decisions and much less when it is through the means of our natural resources. 

To the Ministry of Energy and Mines: we ask that they investigate the company Glamis Gold Ltd. in the other countries where they have developed mining activities. We also demand that they are held in the strictest manner to the concession contract, the permission of mining exploration and the study of environmental impact. 

To the company Glamis Gold Ltd. that they evaluate the act of Montana Exploradora de Guatemala CORP., because they have deceived the communities into making them believe that their mining project “Martin” brings an integral development. Above all they should be conscious of the social, environmental and cultural dangers that this type of projects has generated in other regions (as example of what we have said, the case of the mining exploitation in the Valley of Syrian, in Honduras). We demand them not to continue with their disrespectful campaign toward our towns. We worry about them continuing to make campaigns in the court proselytizing in favor of their project and inclusive in favor of some people that occupy positions of popular election now. 

To the Ministry of Atmosphere and Natural Resources that they revise in a technical, professional, but mainly ethical manner the study of environmental impact, because they should remember that the municipalities of San Miguel I., and Sipakapa, are located in the high part of the basin of the river Cuilco. In the event of entering into extraction operations, the project Martin, not only will affect the area of water supply in that area, it could also affect our municipalities, and the Mexican states of Chiapas and Tabasco. We hope that they will think about the risks of contamination with the use of cyanide. 

To those in charge of the environmental topic: we urge them that they modify the mining law so that our natural resources are protected and the communities are informed, consulted and respected where mining projects can be developed. 

To the leaders for San Marcos's department: we demand that they are worthy representatives of our town, not allowing that we are continually lacking respect as people, as a society and towards our nature. 

To the president of the republic of Guatemala: we want to remind him of the governments commitment to the Mayan towns, in relation to the protection of people and the natural resources, that which is mandated by the Constitution of the Republic of Guatemala and reaffirmed in the Peace Accords. For this we demand that he shows his political will, repealing the governmental agreement that gave validity to the exploratory concession of minerals, in favor of the company Montana Exploradora of Guatemala CORP. 

To our brothers and sisters of San Miguel's communities I., Sipakapa, of the Highlands in general and of the Mexican states of Chiapas and Tabasco: we ask that you unite in our fight against this form of neo-liberal subjection towards our towns and cultures that attempts to attack out lifestyles and only comes to plunder our natural resources. This situation calls us to globalize the solidarity, where through solidarity and human commitment, we are respected and promote the cultural values of our towns. 

With this official statement, we do not only manifest our concern, but also our firm commitment and conviction to defend our human rights and our Mother Earth, of where we have come and toward where we go. 

San Miguel Ixtahuacán, November 17 2003. 

The World Bank and its love for polemic problems 

* Problems with the “double standard” of WB (World Bank) 

* Region, new attractive location for the mining 

The announcement that the World Bank will grant US$45 millions to the company Montana Exploradora, so that it can explore a location of gold in Guatemala, wakened once again the question of the responsibility of the financial institution in projects of environmental and sociocultural impact. Meanwhile, the region is located in the peephole of the transnational mines that could be a new fortune for the countries, just as the gold recovers its value. (Central American Inforpress: July 16 2,004) 

Alta Verapaz. 

In the area of the Verapaces it is informed that there is a strong heat; and that the crops are drying out and they foresee that there will be no production this year. The communities are very concerned, since this will result in shortage of foods for next year. 

Anniversary 
The community of Resurrection Balam is organized for the celebration of their VII Anniversary of foundation. They are organizing different social and cultural activities to enhance the festival activity. We congratulate this whole community on having arrived at another year since their foundation, after having traveled for several years the roads of the refuge in Mexico. 

This Publication has been made possible thanks to the support of Caritas of Switzerland

Share this bulletin with your friends, neighbors, and co-workers.

Acción Cristiana Guatemalteca ACG...

Means of Communication and Truth ACG

