
was doing it, and yet he 
captured the essence of our 
service to the people of the 
Ixcán and the beauty of the 
land and the people, in ex-
quisite detail. 

     To view a presentation he 
made to our August board of 
directors meeting which follows 
a pair of glasses from suburban 
Portland, Oregon to Playa 
Grande, Guatemala, go to 
http://www.flickr.com/photos/
lebaskow/ and click on Enfoque 

Ixcán.   

     Only about 10% of do-
nated eye glasses are able to 
be used, but even so, they 
provide benefits to a wide 
range of people.  Enfoque 
Ixcán offers a sincere thank 
you to L.E. Baskow for his 
wonderful photos and 
friendship. 

     Some people, like L.E. 
Baskow, find their gift early 
in life, and are able to make 
it their lifeõs work and love.  
L.E.õs gift is photography, 
and this past May Enfoque 
Ixcán had the good fortune 
of having him with us for 
our trip to the Ixcán.  L.E. 
works for the Portland 
Tribune as a photojournalist 
and over the years he has 
brought us images from 
ballet to basketball and 
from bio-fuel to Black His-
tory Month.  L.E. has won 
numerous awards for his 
photos and was nominated 
for a Pulitzer for one of his 
photos taken in New York 
City after the 9/11 attack.  
His images not only bring 
out the reality of the mo-
ment, but also the emotion. 

     For several years L.E. 

had been curious about 
what happens to a pair of 
donated eye glasses after 
they are donated.  What are 
the steps from donation, to 
having another person in 
another part of the world 
actually receive and put the 
glasses back in use?  We 
teamed up with L.E. to 
answer that question and 
found there are a lot of 
steps in the process and 
many interesting side stories 
along the way. 

     Whether it was in the 
busy streets of Guatemala 
City or the pastoral jungle 
of the Ixcán, L.E. was a bull 
dog with a camera.  In our 
week with him he shot over 
4,000 images.  That works 
out to be about 24 shots per 
hour!!!  Most of the time 
we didnõt even know he 
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liver the needed materials 
for the start-up. 

     We will also be creating 
educational materials so 
that the students and adults 
of the Ixcán will be able to 
learn more about vision, 
eye health and the impor-
tance of preventive care for 
the eyes. 

     One thing this grant 
money will not cover is the 
cost of surgeries, and the 
amount designated for eye 
glasses is limited.  So, we 

will continue to raise funds 
and solicit your contribu-
tions.  We will be able to 
reach out to more people 
now, but to effectively 
serve them, we still need 
your help.  We hope you 
will take a minute to write 
a check to Enfoque Ixcán 
and return it to us in the 
enclosed envelope.  Thank 
you for your part in our 
past successes and we invite 
you to be a part of our con-
tinued success. 

     On the 29th of October 
Enfoque Ixcán received 
word that we have been 
awarded a grant for 
$13,850 to expand our 
work in Guatemala.  This 
money will allow us to add 
another eye health pro-
moter in another village 
and set him or her up with 
an inventory of eye glasses 
and other supplies.  Dr. 
Pike will be able to make 
an additional trip to the 
Ixcán to train the new eye 
health promoter and de-

E.I RECEIVES $13,850 GRANT 



tion possibilities.   

     This is particularly worri-
some because issues over a 
large damn built in the early 
80õs a few miles south on the 
same river have yet to be re-
solved.  At that time the hos-
tilities concerning the damn 
and community relocation 
resulted in the killing of over 
400 residents of the village of 
Rio Negro.  òThe survivors are 
still fighting for reparations, 
living on small, arid plots 
eight hours away by bus from 
farmland provided by the gov-
ernment.ó  (San Francisco 
Chronicle, June 8, 2008. H. 

porter of EI, to better under-
stand the importance of eye 
health in womenõs lives and 
how this has an impact on the 
health and well-being of the 
entire community.  In this 
first issue, we would like to 
outline some of the most cen-
tral and basic conditions of 
womenõs lives in the Ixc§n; in 
future newsletters weõll in-
clude articles written by 
women from the Ixcán that 
address the impact of health 
on their own lives as well as 
those of their families and 
communities.       

     As many of you know, 
Guatemala is one of the 
worldõs poorest countries.  
About 54% of the total popu-
lation lives in rural areas, 
where 82% live under pov-
erty conditions. While Guate-
mala is culturally and ethically 
diverse, such harsh living af-
fects mainly the majority in-

     Enfoque Ixcán works with 
and for the people of the Ix-
cán.  In order to serve them 
in the most compassionate 
and complete manner, we 
need to understand how eye 
health issues have an impact 
on their everyday lives.  The 
resources that they have on 
hand, the work that they do 
to provide for their families, 
and their beliefs and customs 
about health care in general 
all have an impact on the ap-
proaches that Enfoque Ixcán 
uses in its projects.  Pursuing 
strategies that are culturally 
appropriate and meet the 
needs of people in the Ixcán 
are at the core of EIõs work, 
now going on 12 years.   

     With all of this in mind, 
we present a new mini-series 
on womenõs health in the 
Ixcán, which will be included 
in upcoming newsletters.  We 
aim to help you, as a sup-

McGahan)  

     This history has set the 
stage for distrust and unease 
concerning the proposed new 
damn.  In a referendum held 
1 ½ years ago, the people of 
the Ixcán, by 89%, voted to 
oppose the new damn pro-
ject.  The results are not le-
gally binding. 

     These subsistence farmers 
fear a loss of land, homes, 
communities, and a resulting 
increase in the general level 
of poverty.  

WOMEN IN THE IXCÁN         BY  DEBBIE BILLINGS 
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GUATEMALAN  

AND IXCÁN  

REGION FACTS 

 

~The wealthiest 10% of 
the population account 
for 50% of the national 
income. 
 

~95% of land is con-
trolled by 5% of the 
population; the best 
lands are reserved for 
cattle, cash crops 
(coffee, sugar and ba-
nanas), and homes for 
the elite. 

 

~56% of the population 
lives below the poverty 
line. 

 

~The population is ap-
proximately 13.5 mil-
lion, the most populated 
country of Central 
America.  The country is 
divided in 23 states, 
called departments. 

 

~Besides Spanish, 23 
Mayan languages are 
spoken in Guatemala. 

UNDERSTANDING THE IXCÁNðCURRENT CHALLENGES  

digenous peoples of the 
country.  Profound inequal-
ity characterizes the country.    

     Women and girls face 
particular challenges and 
obstacles in this situation.  
Girls often have limited ac-
cess to education.  In El 
Quiché, where the Ixcán is 
located, government statis-
tics note that almost 60% of 
women cannot read or write 
at a functional level.  Their 
traditional life òoptionó is 
motherhood and in rural 
areas women have, on aver-
age, five children.  Often 
they begin childbearing dur-
ing their early teen years.  
Due to poor living condi-
tions, unequal gender rela-
tions (where women often 
have little power in decision-
making about marriage, sex 
and contraception),  

Continued on page 3 

     A major news story and 
hot discussion topic in the 
Ixcán these days is the pro-
posed Xalala (Sha-la-la) hy-
droelectric damn project.  
The 181 mega-watt, $400 
million damn is scheduled to 
be built on the Chixoy River 
in the southeastern part of the 
Ixcán. 

     The people of the Ixcán 
have a major concern regard-
ing the 2300 homes which 
will be flooded by the damn 
and reservoir.  The 36 com-
munities which would be 
directly involved have not 
been consulted about reloca-

Picture by L.E. Baskow  



     Most of the time for this 
òSpotlightó article, I have to put 
out a call or hunt down the per-
son I wish to interview.  Not so in 
the case of Manuel de Jesus Gar-
cia.  He hunted me down because 
he was so grateful and wanted to 
thank Enfoque Ixcán. 

     Manuel is 81 years old and 
has lived in the Ixcán village 
of San Pablo for 25 years, 
which means he moved here 
at the height of the violent 
times in the Ixcán.  He has a 
parcela (farmland) where his 
family grows crops, mostly 
for their own consumption, 
but when he has extra, he 
takes it to town to sell.  He 
was quite excited on the 
morning we met over a typi-
cal breakfast of eggs and beans 
and an oatmeal drink at Titaõs 
comedor, because beans were 
selling for 33 cents a pound.  

He had a freshly picked bag 
with him to sell after break-
fast. 

     Before his cataract surger-
ies Manuel said his òévision 
was like looking at smoke and 
very blurry.ó  He heard about 
the work of Enfoque Ixcán 
when we were there in 2006 
with Amigos Eye Care from 
Pacific University, but he 
wasnõt able to come to see us.  
So, in February 2007 he came 
to see me while I was 10 
miles away in the village of 
our eye health promoters, 
Felipe and Pedro.  Others had 
told him that during the cata-
ract surgery they would re-
move his eyes to work on 
them. That concerned him!!  
We checked his eyes to be 
certain his problem was cata-
racts and then had him talk to 
a previous patient who had 

undergone the surgery a year 
earlier.  This allayed his fears 
of eye removal. 

     Manuel talked it over with 
his family and had the surger-
ies done last year.  òThanks be 
to God!ó he exclaimed.  òI can 
now work in the parcela and 
harvest my beans and go to 
the market by myself.ó  He 
was also happy to be able to 
see his children more clearly 
and mentioned that he òcan 
even see the color of his 
grandchildrenõs eyes now.ó 

     As Manuel started on his 
way to the market to sell his 
beans, he looked back with a 
grin and said, òIõll help cor-
rect the rumors about the 
doctors taking peoplesõ eye 
balls out!ó   Thanks, Manuel. 

SPOTLIGHT: MANUEL  DE JESUS GARCIA   BY  SCOTT PIKE 
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Manuel de Jesus Garcia  

WOMEN IN THE IXCÁN  CONTINUED 

Continued from page 2 

and difficult access to emer-
gency care services when 
needed, many women die 
during or immediately after 
pregnancy.  Women die from 
preventable causes, children 
are left without a mother, and 
husbands without a wife to 
contribute to the livelihood of 
the family.  In settings where 
everyone plays an important 
role in the wellbeing of the 
family, losing a woman/
mother/wife is devastating.   

     Malnutrition among 
women age 15-45 is high, 
with about 35% of all of these 

women being malnourished.  
This percentage rises to about 
39% of all pregnant women 
and is particularly acute 
among pregnant teens.    

     The World Health Organi-
zation documents that many 
of the causes of avoidable 
blindness are directly related 
to poverty, including malnu-
trition and limited access to 
health, education, water and 
sanitation services.  These are 
precisely the limitations that 
many girls and women face 
each day.  Boys and men do as 
well, but every health and 
education statistic shows a 
gender bias, with females 

faring worse than males.   

     Limited or impaired vision 
affects every facet of girlsõ 
and womenõs lives, including 
their abilities to carry water 
to the familyõs home, attend 
school, bring corn to the mill 
to be ground in the morning, 
care for infants and young 
children with dangers such as 
open fires and slippery, un-
paved paths in and around 
their houses, and participate 
in community leadership.   
These are among the most 
important roles and responsi-
bilities that women fill in Ix-
cán communities.   

Scott and Manuel at breakfast  

Woman cooking in her home 
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EYE HEALTH PROMOTORSô REPORT 

     During the second quarter of 2008 (May through July) our eye health 
promoters, Felipe and Pedro, had the following 
activities. 

Days worked in the health postñ21 

People examinedñ28 

Glasses dispensedñ28 

Hats dispensedñ9 

People taken to Guatemala City for surgeriesñ7 

 Cataract surgeries performedñ3 

 Surgery for removal of growth on the eyeñ1 

 Eyelid surgeriesñ1 

  Diabetic patients identifiedñ1 

 People treated for glaucomañ1 

     The additional funding we have received in the past year is definitely 
making a difference.  Midway through 2008 we have sent more people for 
surgical care than in all of 2007.  The number of people receiving eye 
glasses is up nearly 100%!!  As more people in the Ixcán hear about our 
program, more people wish to be seen.  We hope you will continue to 
support this valuable eye care project and allow the number of people 
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