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An adventure with a “mission” in the Third World
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THE VILLAGE MOUNTAIN MISSION PROJECT

An adventure with a “mission” in the Third World

VISION

The Village Mountain Mission is an instrument of change to improve the quality of life in the Dominican Republic (DR).

MISSION

We will positively impact the lives of the people in the villages.  We will do this by building new homes for families with greatest needs and by developing an on-going program to improve their health.  In so doing, we change the lives of those receiving the help, but equally important we will change the lives of our participants.

METHODS

The project provides plenty of fun and High Adventure for our young people to reward their hard work, while they learn about the Third World.  

In most third-world countries, individual families must rely on support from the 'greater' family or their community at large. Where unemployment is high, even that help is minimal as is aid from outside organizations. A small nation of limited natural resources and technology is not able to provide the assistance similar to that which we are accustomed.

It is our mission to concentrate the effort of a group of 8 to 18 people over nine days to repair or replace the home of a poor, sick, or elderly family, who physically, financially, or otherwise cannot do so for themselves.  The plan is to leave several families with as cool, dry, and secure a shelter as possible.  Other groups will do other aspects of our work, including medical/dental assistance, providing clean water, or developing an orphan program.  We will focus on mountain villages of Puerto Plata province, where the need is great.

YOUR ADVENTURE – WHAT YOU WILL BE DOING

a. Activity schedule – high adventure plus our project

Your schedule will have a basic framework of a day to get comfortable, four or five days of work, and the remainder to relax and have fun.  Your timetable will be flexible to cater to each group's activity preferences (e.g. hiking, swimming, horseback riding, visiting a church built with materials from Christopher Columbus’s first church, visiting the Columbus National Park, going on a multi-tier waterfall excursion, and so on) and the availability of building supplies and support help. We will keep an eye to the weather, which could alter our plans. You also may choose to do extra work for the village, if you see the need.

b. Hiking and horseback riding 

We hope to give you a tropical education. There is much flora and fauna to see on the island. We will use footpaths created by the mountain people 200-300 years ago for both hiking and horseback riding.  You will have guides to help identify plants and animals.

c. A day at the beach 

You will spend leisure time at the ocean.  Things can wash up on the beach from all over the world.  Seashells found here are very beautiful.  You will have plenty of time to swim and snorkel in the Atlantic.  

d. Our living arrangements

Your base camp will be an outdoor, thatched shelter on the outskirts of Luperon.  You may use a shelter closer to our construction site at “The Village”.  The shelter will be similar to what we will provide in the village and will be our living quarters, where we sleep in hammocks and eat.  NOTE: If “primitive” living conditions for you and your group are an issue, there are more “modern” facilities available at extra cost.  Please contact Bill Benson about cost and availability.

e. Our project

At “The Village” we build houses made of concrete and/or concrete blocks with a cement floor and a corrugated roof.  Construction materials, plans, and tools will all be provided. 

f. Food and cooking

All of your food will be prepared for you, but you will be involved in setting up and cleaning up. You will be provided local foods that are NOT supermarket, fast-food variety. For example, cooking from scratch in the DR could start with a live chicken -- something you may not have seen camping in the USA. Meals may include fresh fruits that you have never seen before. But, when you eat a freshly picked pineapple for the first time, you will find out how good it can be.  

g. Communications

The Dominican Republic has the best phone system in the Caribbean, owned and operated by Verizon, based in Miami.  Each group will be provided with a cell phone or radio for use in emergencies.  Our understanding is that some new cell phones may work in the DR; check with your provider before you go.

h. Costs and payments

In order to simplify planning for everyone, we use the following guidelines:

1. Our target group size is 8 to 18 people, but we have accommodated different sizes.

2. Regardless of group size, the cost per person is $535 for 2009 and $555 in 2010, not including airfare (check for costs for other than 9-day trip and for later years).  

The following payment schedule is to be used for a summer trip, with all fees mailed Village Mountain Mission, c/o Treasurer, 1600 S Eads Street #535N, Arlington, VA 22202-5341.  
· A $450.00 nonrefundable deposit reserves your nine-day time slot.  Please note that you must confirm the number of people in your group when you make the first payment.  Within 30 days, the group needs to be current with the payment schedule.  It is the responsibility of the group to keep track of all payments and send one check to the VMM Treasurer.
· Fees are due is 4 equal payments at 4, 3, 2, and 1 month out from departure.  If a change in number of participants occurs, you need to make up the difference on the next payment.

· By 30 days prior to arrival, all fees for the group, less $100 per person, are due.  The group must bring the final $100 per person in cash.  This is needed to pay for your side trips and local transportation, as traveler checks, credit cards, and ATMs are exceedingly difficult to use in this region.  (See Leaders Guide for information on this.)
· A late fee of 5% per month will be assessed for all fees not paid on time.  All fees, including late fees, are to be delivered to the Treasurer no later than 7 days before your departure, or your reservation will be cancelled.

THE DOMINICAN REPUBLIC

a. Location and size

The Dominican Republic occupies the eastern two-thirds of the island of Hispaniola, the second largest island in the Caribbean. Formerly a colony of Spain, DR shares the island with Creole-French speaking Haiti. It is part of the Greater Antilles, surrounded by Jamaica, Puerto Rico, and Cuba. The island nation is approximately the size of West Virginia.  DR is one time zone east of US Eastern time, but during the summer the clock is the same as Eastern time zone (no Daylight Savings Time).

b. The land

We work on the north coast in the province of Puerto Plata. The Cordillera Central mountain range is within the province. The mountains rise steadily from sea level to 4,000 feet, and then plummet to the floor of Cibaro Valley.  Further inland the mountains reach 10,000 feet.  The villages we will serve are on the north slope in semi-rain forest. Access is by crude mountain roads and paths only.

c. History

Arawak and Carib Indians settled Hispaniola about 3,000 years ago. They traveled in dugout canoes from South America. The western portion of the island evolved into a more highly developed Indian culture known as Tainos. The arrival of Columbus in 1492 brought a dramatic change. The Spanish search for gold introduced European diseases; plagues of influenza, small pox, and measles killed 90% of the natives.

France colonized western Hispaniola, and Spain the eastern part of the island. The western end later became Haiti, and the east became the Dominican Republic (DR).  DR gained independence from Haiti in 1844. Following much chaos in governing itself, the US became heavily involved to protect, as well as stabilize, the new Dominican Republic.  Today, both the government and the people of the DR appreciate and encourage American participation.

d. Climate and weather

As with all western Caribbean countries, the DR is in the tropics. On average, the temperature in the summer is 80-85°F, while falling 4-5°F at night. In the mountains, the temperature will vary more and be somewhat cooler. In the fall, winter, and spring, temperatures can be 10-15˚F cooler.  It tends to be humid, lesser so in the mountains.  The rain patterns are more complicated.  The DR has two rainy seasons: spring and autumn.  A pleasant phenomenon is the land-sea breezes. Along with trade winds, the ever-present breeze blows inland during the day, but at night it reverses and the cool mountain air pushes the warmer, humid air out to sea.

e. The economy

Unfortunately, the economy remains weak, although there is hope that technical training is in the offing, and a small entrepreneurial class is growing.  Sugar cane remains the largest export, although those employed receive very low wages and are primarily Haitian.  While tourism is growing (20% of GNP), those employed receive low wages.  Unemployment remains as high as 85% in the rural villages. Women tend to find more work than men do, so the men tend to work away from the villages.  For a large number of families, the day-to-day task is finding food and water.  
f. The people

The Dominican Republic is home to more than eight million people. In spite of the little they may have, they are a warm, friendly, humble people.  As anywhere, the people in the cities are less friendly, but in the villages, people are kind and hospitable. While traveling, even in large cities, if you appear even a little friendly, they will look after you as if you are a lost child.

In the village you will be held in high honor and will be a curiosity to children, as few strangers stray into small communities. If they sense you are a friend, they will invite you into their home, however humble. The family may be poor by our standards, but they will offer you food and gifts from their meager store; it is a true joy to help such people and to take a sincere interest in learning their culture.

g. The government

The Republica Dominicana is a representative democracy with 29 provinces. The military represents about 1.5% of the total population versus 5.7% in the US. During the island's history of democracy, the head of state has served for long periods. However, recent elections have brought new people to office, so political stability may be improved.   

YOUR GROUP

Regardless of the group size, the goal is to bring as many youth as possible –the minimum age is 13 by your arrival. In all cases, there must be a minimum of two adults per group. Everyone participating should be a duly registered and active member of your group, e.g., BSA, GS-USA, MYF, etc.  Small groups may be combined to form a reasonably-sized work crew.  We have a distinctive project hat that makes your group instantly recognizable to the locals, and they help in maintaining group integrity when traveling.  We highly recommend purchasing these hats; please contact us for information.  

HEALTH, SAFETY, AND PREPARATION

a. Medical facilities

As with any outdoor activity, whether it is high adventure or just a kickball game, there is risk of an accident. First, we are within an hour of the best hospitals in the country. Santiago, the wealthiest of all the cities in the DR, is 45 miles from Luperon.  Luperon has several pharmacies that carry more over-the-counter medicines than allowed in the US, plus a (24-hour) free clinic that we have used. Also, we will be able to communicate with medical experts in the US and the DR (see Communications).  

b. Medical exams, immunizations, medication

Every one attending should have a current medical exam, for example BSA High Adventure Class III Medical.  Everyone in the group should review and discuss special conditions noted during from such an exam. Group leaders need a copy of all physical forms and must be prepared to handle all special needs. 

For your safety, participants should have current immunizations for tetanus, typhoid, and Hepatitis A.  In addition, all participants should take preventative medication for malaria. 

c. Montezuma's Revenge (Diarrhea)

While we drink only bottled water, it is always possible to meet “Montezuma”. He’s not a fun guy to know. Some of us have ironclad stomachs, while any change in diet can affect others. The good news is that there are preventative medicines available.

d. Preparation, skills, and conditioning

Your adventure will include hiking, swimming, horseback riding, outdoor living, and the mission project. We will provide the plans and raw materials for constructing the houses, but each group needs to provide someone that is knowledgeable in construction techniques and act as team construction leader.  At a minimum, an afternoon of instruction on how to mix mortar and lay block is recommended for all participants.  
We hope that semi-strenuous outdoor activities are already a part of your daily activities. If not, those kinds of activities need to be scheduled such as basketball, soccer, and especially swimming.  A game of water polo would be excellent.  We recommend participants acclimatize themselves to prolonged stays in warm, humid weather.  Additional conditioning may be necessary for some individuals. The group should review and practice all water safety plans and must provide all needed supervision during the beach activity.

TRAVEL

a. Destination, timetable, and costs

Your destination is Luperon, in the northern province of Puerto Plata. You must fly into Puerto Plata International Airport or into Santiago, both an hour (+) ride to Luperon.  The whole group needs to arrive at the same airport within a few hours of each other.  Our project representative will meet you at the airport.  Travel to Luperon is by local transport (arranged by the Project). You should schedule your flight to arrive as early as possible on your first day (preferably by early afternoon) and depart as late as possible the afternoon of your last day (e.g. after 1 PM). Airfare from the Midwest was $600-700 in 2009, if bought in advance.  Your group is responsible for arranging your flight and tickets; this cost is not part of your fee.  Early reservations and group purchases are very helpful; ticketing delays can be costly.

b. Parental permission

A minor (under 18) traveling without parents in the DR must have a notarized parental permission. Two signatures are required, even if one of the parents is traveling with the youth.

c. Documentation and customs

· All persons traveling outside the US will need a passport.  Bring waterproof cover to protect your passport.

· Leaders: Carry "notarized" parental permissions for all youth under age 18.  See Leaders Guide.

· Get tour cards at the Luperon airport before you go through Customs (carry your ink pen with you to fill them out immediately). Tour cards cost $10.  This is not covered by VMM fees.

· Always be ready to show your “goodwill”, even if you encounter less-than-friendly Customs Officers in both the US and the DR.  Their job is stressful and they take their job seriously.

d. Recommended gear

See Reference #1.

e. Tour permit

Boy Scout-affiliated groups should complete a BSA National Tour Permit, which must be obtained from their local council prior to departure.  Members of other organizations should find out if their organization has a similar requirement.

THE NEED

a. Mountain villages

We will visit remote mountain villages. These are places where the wealthy never go, and tourists are rare. Our goal is to assist families in each village who have a damaged home, and who are too poor, old, or sick to help themselves.  We will provide them with a cool, dry, safe place to live. 

b. The family

Usually, a sick, old, or poor family relies on the benevolence of their neighbors. In many cases, the neighbors can offer little help.  By soliciting the advice of the natural village leaders, local churches, and other sources, we locate families most needing our help.  Any outside effort is a blessing to them.

c. Gifts

It will become quickly evident that the needs are great.  You will be tempted to give them anything you have, including money. A few villagers may ask for donations, but please do not give “handouts”.  We don't want to turn them into beggars.  You will make our future efforts almost impossible if you do so.  We can do so much more for them than a few pesos can buy. Some things you can bring will be of benefit; see Reference #2.  We will hire many of the villagers to help in some way, so they earn what we give them.

OTHER TOPICS

a. Third-world culture and poverty

Most people on their first visit to a third-world country are in for a serious culture shock.  This is normal, and we consider the experience a perfect setting for teenagers to grow a greater sensitivity toward others.  Guided exposure to sanitation issues and rural community living, limited private and government resources, and hands-on experience with catastrophic hardship involving entire villages will aid young men and women in formulating a more realistic view of the world we share.  You will find that, faced with adversity, the Dominican people approach life with a smile.  Smile back and they will open their homes and hearts to you.

b. Music

Dominicans love their music.  Merengue is a national treasure. They play it loud or not at all, any time, anywhere. We do mean loud, so get used to it.  

c. Cash

You'll have little need for money during your visit except for $10.00 for your tour card.  We suggest buying souvenirs (if desired) in Luperon and not at the airport.  You can exchange dollars for pesos at the Verizon office in Luperon or the local money exchange.  The exchange rate may fluctuate from 30 to 60 pesos for one dollar. A souvenir could cost 300-800 pesos, or a meal “in town” costs 150-300. When buying a souvenir, ask them to write the price on a piece of paper.  Then haggle for a price 25 to 50% less! Since you are a rich American, street vendors will set prices higher for you unless prices are marked.  In a small village store, snacks are typically 5 or 10 pesos, and that's a reasonable price. However, at shops in town, a storekeeper may ask 600 pesos for a wooden statue that he will sell for 400 pesos.  It's OK to haggle.  Stop, look, ask the price, put the item down, and walk away.  Come back later, and either make an offer or let them make an offer to you. Be polite, and don't rush.  The vendors will respect you for it.  Keep in mind that, as in the US, prices at the airport are high, and the vendors will not haggle.  

We recommend taking about $50-100 per person and possibly (ONLY) one credit card per group (Visa and Master Card may be taken) and/or an ATM card, however ATMs are unrealiable.  Note: most prices will be shown as “$”, but generally that means pesos.  Confirm the cost before you commit.

d. Trash

The one area of Dominican life that is difficult to comprehend is their disregard for trash in public places -- similar to the filth after a high school football game in the US. The attitude is that "the trash is someone else's problem"; the clean-up crew is the government!  We encourage participants to set a good example for the villagers by keeping their area clean.

e. The Language (Spanish)

The Dominican Republic is a Spanish-speaking country. While the Dominicans understand some English in tourist areas, most do not where we will be traveling. If you can learn 60 – 100 basic words, you can do very well. If you make an effort to speak and understand even a small part of their language, they will appreciate it. See Reference #3 for a suggested basic vocabulary.

f. Memories of your visit

We all take memories with us when we leave; we also try to leave some memories.  We leave memories of us with the villagers, both with the work we do and by being involved with them.  We ask each group to plan a short carnival (about 2 hours) with the villagers.  See Leaders Guide for details.  We also allow each group to paint their logo on our shelters.  Please bring paintbrushes (see Recommended Gear) and be ready to buy a small amount of paint in town.  Please design and paint an area of wall about 2 feet high and 2.5 feet wide (this could be logo, names, memories, etc.).

THE VILLAGE MOUNTAIN MISSION PROJECT

The Village Mountain Mission Project is a non-profit organization created to generate high adventure trips for groups who desire close, personal attention and want a less expensive experience that can “make a lasting difference to others”. "The Village" is a program whose central focus is to provide assistance for families of the Third World. It has been in development since 1999 and has been the dream of President Bill Benson, retired Director of Operations, Florida Sea Base, Boy Scouts of America. 

Welcome to The Village.  We are sure your participation will be a life changing experience for you and for others too!

For more information, visit our website at www.villagemountainmission.org or contact us at 

The Village Mountain Mission Project 

R. R. #1, P. O. Box 631

Sugar Grove, Ohio 43155, USA

Send e-mail to villagemountainmission@yahoo.com
From the USA, phone 800-500-0860 – PIN 56

Updated May 28, 2009

Reference 1 Recommended Gear 

	Daypack, duffle bag

Ground pad (for beach)

Sheet / light blanket in summer, heavy blanket otherwise

Hammock with mosquito netting  *

Eating kit 

Water bottle(s)-wide mouth, heavy wall

Comfortable walking shoes, flip-flops

Shoes that will get wet (ocean, etc.)

Underwear (~8 pairs ), T-shirts (~6)

Heavy socks (~5 pairs) 

Shorts

Jeans or long pants for evenings, horse riding

Light short-sleeved shirt for church

Ball cap; a wide brim hat could help 

Swimsuit, towel
	Handkerchief / neckerchief 

Sunglasses

Work gloves

Sunscreen (at least SPF15), include lip protection

Insect repellent 

Personal toiletries

Clothes pins, laundry bag 

Rope, wire, heavy twine  (polyester, nylon, etc.) 

Fold-up knife (must be checked on airlines) @

Pen and paper

Flashlight and extra batteries

Camera and extra film, disposable waterproof camera (for ocean and waterfall)

Plastic sheeting (rain cover)

Passport 

Money –$50 - $100


Please consider donating the majority of your clothing when you return for distribution by the project.

· Consider paper plates in a Frisbee for eating, due to difficulty to sanitize dishes regularly.

· An outstanding hammock is the Hennessy Hammock’s Expedition model*, expensive at $119 (includes rain fly – others don’t have this).  You enter through a velcro-lined opening in the bottom, rather than crawl in from overhead as in others.  Campmor catalog has a large variety of hammocks to choose from at wide range of prices, such as Mosquito Free Hammock Bliss (good to 350 pounds weight) at $50.  We have not had good luck with “Byer The Moskito Traveller” with integral mosquito netting, made by Byer of Maine, listed for $40. Spray all hammocks with permethrin before traveling.  *Hennesey offers discounts for groups on mission projects (call Hennesey directly).

Group Gear

First aid kit with appropriate medication (see Leaders Guide for suggestions)

Electrolyte source to counter-act heat exhaustion (e.g. powdered Gatorade)

Rope, wire, twine, duct tape (for repairs)

Several boxes of “wet wipes” or equivalent, toilet paper

2 bottles of anti-bacterial hand sanitizer

Gifts for local helpers (see attachment #2)

Paper plates, extra plastic utensils

Several camp stools or fold-up chairs 

Several sets of goggles and snorkel equipment to use on beach (inexpensive)

One medium sized and several small paint brushes to paint group logo on shelter wall for posterity.
Extra trowels, other cement working tools (particularly for large groups), 3’-level, string level @

Small Spanish dictionary may help. @

@ Optional

Reference #2 Gifts

As mentioned, you will want to give the village and families everything possible. However handing out too much, especially money, could create serious problems for future groups. Your best gift is to restore a home, giving 20 more years of use to a family. Giving 5 or 10 pesos will only create beggars from the ‘wealthy white man’ (gringo in the local vernacular).

However, small gifts of value can be given that may have more lasting value. The trick is to have enough for each age group and gender: men, women, boys, and girls.  Our suggestion is for each group to bring 4 “nice” gifts for men and for women and then an assortment of general gifts (see below).  A “nice” gift could include comb/brush/mirror set, necklace or bracelet, scarf, pocket knife, multi-tool (inexpensive), and inexpensive tool set.  

One of our major interests is providing support for the local schools; we currently donate materials to 15 different schools.  We are the main source of supplies for these rural schools, who are so underfunded that half their teachers are currently not being paid.  Anything that you can do to bring school supplies would be greatly appreciated.

Here are some examples of general gifts:

	School supplies

Crayons (8-pack), coloring book

Spiral notebooks

Pens, pencils, pencil sharpeners

Request 10 each per participant

Paper, high-lighters (optional)

Caulk, erasers (optional)
	Gifts for children

Marbles, tennis balls

Hair ribbon, hair ties

Mirrors, small combs

Doo-rags (neckerchief for head)

Baseball hats-professional team

Beads, hemp cord/string
	Gifts for adults

Fishing line, hooks

Needles, thread, scissors

Toothbrushes, tooth paste

Flip-flops (all ages)

Files, pliers (all types)

Pocket knives




You can box up the gifts separately from your personal gear so that we can transport the gifts for you, once you arrive.

Please consider bringing a FEW extra items of children’s clothing for distribution.  Also consider donating your usable, dirty clothing when you leave.

Reference #3 Suggested English/Spanish Vocabulary

Yes
Si
Month
Mes

No
No
Year
Año

Hi (hello)
Hola
Doctor
Medico

Bye
Adios
Difficult
Dificil

Please
Por favor
Easy
Facil

Thank you
Gracias
Important
Importante

You're welcome
De nada
Other
Otro

I don't know
No se
River
Rio

Who? 
¿Quien? 
View 
Vista

What? 
¿Que? 
Clothes 
Ropa

When?
¿Cuando?
Understand
Comprende

Where?
¿Donde?
Free
Libre

Why?
¿Por que?
More
Mas

How? 
¿Como? 
Less 
Menos

How much?
¿Cuanto?
Problem
Problemo

I
Yo
Work
Empleo

You
Tu
Village
La villa

Much
Mucho
Road
Calle

Little
Poco
Family
Familia

Friend
Amigo
Food
Alimento

How are you?
¿Como estas?
Horse
Caballo

I am well
Estoy bien
Zero
Cero

What is your name?
¿Como se llama?
One
Uno

My name is ...
Me llamo es...
Two
Dos

I don't understand
No comprendo
Three
Tres

Excuse me
Pardoneme
Four
Cuatro

Bathroom
Baño
Five
Cinco

Mister
Señor
Six
Seis

Missus
Señora
Seven
Siete

Miss 
Señorita 
Eight 
Ocho

Good
Bueno
Nine
Nueve

Beautiful
Bonita
Ten
Diez

Old
Viejo
Fifteen
Quince

Sick
Enfermo
Twenty
Veinte

Mountain
Montaña
Twenty-One
Veinte uno

Fruit
Fruta
Thirty
Treinta

Water
Agua
Forty
Cuarenta

Boy
Niño
Fifty
Cincuenta

Girl
Niña
Sixty
Sesenta

Roof
Techo
Seventy
Setenta

Small 
Pechito 
Eighty 
Ochenta

Large 
Grande 
Ninety 
Noventa

Man
Hombre
One hundred
Cien

Week
Semana
***Bolded terms highly recommended**

Very Basic Spanish Pronunciation Guide

	a -- like the a in father

e --like the e in they

i -- like the i in machine

o -- like the o in vote

u -- like the u in rule; silent after q and in the groups gue and gui

y -- like the i in machine

c -- like the c in cat if before a consonant or a, o, or u; like an s if before e or i 
	g -- before e or i, like the h in horse; otherwise like the g in get

h -- silent

j -- like an h in horse

ll -- like the y in you

ñ -- like the n in onion

q -- like a k; always followed by a silent u
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