Service Learning Final Paper

Laura Quinn, Kati Gruber,      Emily Cherkin, Jamie Holloway

Fostering Community Entrepreneurship


The mission of our service-learning project is to “promote sustainable entrepreneurship for indigenous community organizations by selling their products for fair trade prices internationally.” This may sound like a lofty goal for a project spanning less than four months. However, we formed a relationship with Tumul K’in learning center in Blue Creek, in southern Belize. Tumul K’in is an alternative high school that encourages sustainable living and teaches a standard high curriculum along with traditional Maya ideals. We are trying to sell their products, jams and hot pepper sauces, for a fair trade price in Vermont. We are hoping to work with the Community Development and Applied Economics (CDAE) store at the University of Vermont student center and the Peace and Justice store in downtown Burlington, Vermont.


Upon deciding the topic and course of the project, we focused on the UN Millennium Development Goals. These have to do with eradication of extreme poverty and hunger; universal primary education; gender equality and empowerment of women; child mortality; maternal health; HIV/AIDS, malaria, and other diseases; environmental sustainability; and development of a global partnership for development. 


Our project encompasses several of these goals. Tumul K’in provides rural and underprivileged youth the opportunity for education. The school encourages sustainable living as well as the importance of cultural identity. It does not discriminate based on gender or socio-economic status by proving an equal opportunity for everyone. We chose Tumul K’in because of its focus on education, but we are also developing a global partnership for development through a small-scale fair-trade alliance. 


Our research in preparation for the project involved 
reading of scholarly articles focusing on indigenous rights and development. Through the articles we discovered a common theme of loss of culture among many indigenous groups. There has been a long history, internationally,  of exploitation of indigenous knowledge, culture, and natural resources. Our research made us aware of several international organizations that are striving for the preservation of indigenous culture. However, through the articles we read it became clear that although there are groups taking action, there needs to be more compassion and respect towards these cultures. We wanted to be a part of this solution.

Inspiration of the Project:


When we were think about our project and the impact it will have for both the community of Tumul K’in, and the Vermont community. We felt there we important values we want to incorporate. These values were an important part of deciding on a community partner. First we felt it was important that our partner have a community focus, meaning they were working to better their existing community. We also felt it was important that the organization work to preserve and promote indigenous rights, because supporting indigenous communities and culture was central to the development of this project. Considering the cultural element of our project we want to work with an organization that was fostering indigenous culture, in order to preserve the history of a people for future generations. Finally we felt an entrepreneurial component was important because the project is fostering an international business relationship and we want an opportunity to expand as needed.

Project Goals:


Our goal was to help facilitate a community based project that had to do with preserving indigenous rights and cultures. Also we wanted to raise awareness about the issues through the course of our work. It was important for our project to build a reliable connection between the partners, the CDAE store, Peace and Justice Center, and Tumul K’in. Of course the project lends itself to work both in Belize and in Vermont.


A second goal of our project is to give back to Tumul K’in. it is important that they profit from the project because it is their mission we are supporting. First Tumul K’in will benefit from the business we have given them up front, which has broadened their market. And eventually we hope that the products will be successful in Vermont, finding a niche in the Burlington community. From the success we plan to send the profits back to the school. The profit will come from selling the products at foreign prices, which will create a profit just from the exchange, but we do plan to sell them at a higher price around five dollars a jar.

Progression of the Project:


Our project went through a process of evolution and growing until it reached its final state. It was always the goal to support indigenous culture, but some changes happened over the course of our work. We began by wanting to work on supporting ethno botany and indigenous knowledge of the local plants. We want to help protect them from foreign exploitation. But we had a very hard time finding a partner. So we switched gears a tried to build a project around cultural tourism, and bring in income and development but by working with the community to follow an indigenous pattern. Again we could not find a partner that met our criteria. Finally we found Tumul K’in, and we developed the entrepreneurial trade idea.


Because Tumul K’in shared the same goals as our project we decided to work with them. They have a solid community and are already tackling the importance of cultural identity and sustainable development among youth. This element was important because we needed a partner who could support the added capacity and was interested in growing with us. The next step was contacting organizations in Vermont to find an outlet for our products. We first found the Peace and Justice Center, who were very interested, but slow to communicate with us. So we started research on the CDAE store which out to be a great partner to work with because the support some of the goals of our project.


The next step was meeting with Tumul K’in, in Blue Creek. We met with Ester the principle and she was very excited about the project. She was interested in working with us and possibly expanding the project into crafts as well, depending on how well the sauces and jams do.  We placed a sample shipment, to share with our Vermont partners. Finally we worked to figure out customs and shipping food products into the U.S. We decided to ship with DHL because they act as a broker for customs.

The Tumul K’in Learning Center

The Tumul K’in Center of Learning was established as an alternative school system to combat the current problems facing the Maya of Belize. (Sanchez, 2007) These problems were described as poverty, cultural erosion, lack of education opportunities for the rural youth, migration, and underemployment. (Sanchez, 2007) According to Toledo: a Study in Elusive Development, a 2003 County Poverty Assessment described the Toledo district as the poorest District in Belize with 79% of the population under the poverty line. (Toledo, 2004) This is just under the 80% poverty rate for the Maya in Belize. (Penados, 9 Jan. 2007) 

The Tumul K’in Center focuses on intercultural education reflecting the values of the Maya people so that they can be highly successful in the modern world and proliferate the dignity and skill of their culture. (Sanchez, 2007) Students in the program are taught the normal high school curriculum such as math, science, history etc. but are also taught traditional skills of the Maya people; cultural dances, music, arts and various types of agricultural production. (Sanchez, 2007) The proliferation of Maya cosmology within the school was also described as being one of the channels in which students can facilitate their own personal growth. (Sanchez, 2007) The strategy of the school is to offer residential education and outreach programs, research programs and a focus on sustainability. (Sanchez, 2007)

According to a presentation given by the principal of the school, the students at the Tumul K’in Center are generally unable to attend conventional high school for various reasons including economic ability. (Sanchez, 2007) The school has set up a few payment alternatives in the event that a family cannot afford to send its child to the school. Some of these alternatives include the options of supplying the school with labor, agricultural products such as farm animals and food. (Sanchez, 2007) This type of exchange reflects the traditional element of reciprocity within Maya societies, as well as a clear method of addressing the problems of poverty and lack of access to education. The program consists of a four year residential program and a fifth year working on an entrepreneurial project. (Sanchez, 2007) Community is a major focus of the school, as it is a vital part of indigenous Maya societies. (Sanchez, 2007) 

The school has been set up to incorporate the students, the families of the students, and the administrators into a more democratic environment than can typically be found in schools. (Sanchez, 2007) All three of these bodies are encouraged to contribute their opinions and ideas into how the school functions. There is also an alcalde, or voted in leader of sorts, for the student body. The alcalde is also a traditional leader of the community in Maya societies. (Sanchez, 2007)       

The school gives students the opportunity to learn elements of their traditional culture. (Sanchez, 2007) The students learn traditional dances as well as arts and crafts such as weaving, carving and music playing. (Sanchez, 2007) They also take part in learning traditional agriculture methods, such as working the corn fields, processing cacao, as well as more modern production techniques, such as the manufacturing of jams, hot sauces and honey. (Sanchez, 2007) The production and sale of the school’s jams, honeys, and hot sauces are just one example of how the school teaches entrepreneurial methods. 


The Tumul K’in Center of Learning was exactly the type of organization that our group wanted to work with. There was already a product being made at the site that was being distributed for sale to different locations throughout the country, and the money from that retailing went back to a community focused group with high ethics of fostering cultural pride, education and the combination of modern day skills with cultural identity. 

The Peace and Justice Store


The mission of the Peace and Justice Store is basically to promote change through education and provide alterative meaningful products and educational materials that foster cooperation, equality, and a sustainable society.  Being a non-profit retail store that supports community building, the Peace and Justice Store inspired and fit our project goals perfectly.  This store is an extension of the Peace and Justice Center, which continues to spread awareness for social justice and diversity.  In terms of the correlation this store has with our project objectives, they strive to be socially responsible which involves aiding communities in a way that will be sustainable for the future, as well as creating a symbiotic relationship with the communities.


Through contacting the Peace and Justice Store, we have been able to strengthen their mission and ours, by creating the trade alliance of hot sauces and jams with Tumul K’in.  

Community Development and Applied Economics Store (CDAE)

The CDAE store is a student run store in the University of Vermont Student Center that aims to “support sustainable, local and international communities through interdisciplinary research and outreach that serves the public interest.” (Community 2007)  It was with this mission that inspired our group to create a trade alliance.  The CDAE Store is most likely the most crucial link for our group because it allows an on-campus alliance where we will have more control over spreading awareness and getting business started.  It is important to our project because it provides an outlet for the sale of our products; the CDAE Store also strives to foster an entrepreneurial hands-on aspect for students, which is what Tumul k’in is aiming for in the management of their sales with hot sauces and jams. This will not only benefit students and Tumul k’in, but will give students at UVM a better understanding of international trade.  

Returning to Vermont: Immediate Goals 

Since we are in Belize, we have many things that had to wait until our arrival to UVM could happen.  We must present the Tumul k’in products to the CDAE Store Committee for approval, as well as carry out a presentation of our product and our mission for the Peace and Justice Store.  The Peace and Justice Store representatives gave an idea of Tumul k’in and our mission, but they do not fully understand all that we have conveyed our mission and work in Belize in depth.  After we do this, we would like to begin planning for methods of on-campus marketing as to raise awareness to our work in Tumul k’in and also to the importance of our products being sold in the CDAE Store and Peace and Justice Store.  


One strong method in successfully raising awareness would be to join a student group currently running at UVM called the Students for Peace and Global Justice.  They have similar missions as the Store for Peace and Global Justice, and we feel that we can join their meetings and awareness campaigns as representing the Toledo District of Belize. (i.e. land rights issues of the Maya, cultural education/preservation, encroaching problems of development, etc)  Joining this club will help us raise awareness towards the indigenous peoples of Belize among the student body, as well as create a network within the greater Burlington community. 

Future Goals

For our future goals, we wish for a continued trade relationship with Tumul k’in.  This is almost a given, but we really would love for student groups in the following years to add their new ideas and creativity to this project.  One option we have discussed with Ms. Esther at Tumul k’in, is the incorporation of art and craft sales.  She mentioned that there has already been talk of creating a group within the school to produce and learn the traditional Maya arts and crafts, and if students could explore this path next year, it would greatly add to our original project. Overall we are incredibly thankful for this amazing opportunity to explore Belize and give back to a country and a people who have shown us great hospitality and beauty.  
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BUDGET SHEET

CAR RENTALS:

March 2, 2007

Purpose: Maya Center Women’s Store

$110 BZ

Gas Refill: 

$116 BZ

April 21, 2007

Purpose: Tumul k;in

$125 BZ

Gas Refills:

$107.03 BZ

$150 BZ

DIGI CELL PHONE CARDS:

Purpose: Contacting Organizations/Networking

March 27, 2007

$20 BZ

$50 BZ

April 11, 2007

$50 BZ

April 17, 2007

$50 BZ

$50 BZ

April 21, 2007

$50 BZ

DINNER

Purpose: Group Meeting before presentation

April 16, 2007

$74.80 BZ

SAMPLE ORDER

Purpose: Initial Shipment for Hot Sauces and Jams

April 26, 2007

$100 BZ

TOTAL: 

$1052.83 BZ

