Paul Adler

Caminando con el Commandante: Experiencing
Development and “la m
istica” in Guatemala
mistica”
La Fundación Turcios Lima is a non-governmental organization that does integrated development
work with communities affected by the 36-year civil war that ended in 1996. It works on various
agricultural projects, as well as community building. My role within the organization was working
to educate members of La Fundación about Fair Trade coffee as well as develop connections between
La Fundación and various international development organizations.

Project Goals

Key Dilemmas

• Educate members of La Fundación about the
details of assisting coffee farms in entering the
Fair Trade market, which guarantees farmers
decent prices for their coffee
• Use my connections with Oxfam America to
help set up a meeting between Cesar Montes
(the president of La Fundación) and the director
of Oxfam’s Central America regional office, in
order to help La Fundación become a partner
organization of Oxfam

• How to adapt to a new culture, with all the
many aspects and quirks that entails
• Being respectful of the culture while still being
critical of aspects (for example, the social position
of women) that bothered me
• How to work with people even when I disagree
with or find them difficult to work with
• Taking extra precautions to ensure my safety as
the country’s political situation deteriorated

Personal Goals
• Improve my Spanish skills by immersing
myself in the language
• Become acquainted, first-hand, with the
realities of community development in a Global
South nation
• Serve as a positive ambassador for the United
States in a nation that has been deeply harmed
by U.S. foreign policy in the past

Activities
• For the main part of the two-month internship
I traveled with Juan Carlos and Pavel,
agricultural engineers working for La Fundación
in two communities of returned refugees. While
there was little formal work to do, I provided an
additional perspective on various community
dynamics that affected their work.
• Combining Internet research with an actual
trip to a Fair Trade coffee farm, I was able to give
instructions to various members of La Fundación
on the dynamics of organizing a Fair Trade farm.
• Initiated and organized a meeting between the
president of La Fundación, Cesar Montes, and
the director of Oxfam America’s regional office

Important Learnings
• Development and globalization issues are
amazingly complex issues that cannot be
narrowed to simple formulas.
• A philosophy of arrogance among those working
to improve the situation of the poor will lead to
disaster. The key is to work with the people, not for
them. One must be highly
respectful and adaptable to
differing situations. At the
same time, to romanticize
“the people” is a mistake,
as they are people, for
better and for worse.
• Networking, as “dirty”
as it may seem sometimes,
is crucial to success in social
justice work. Knowing the
I had the good fortune of visiting
right people can open big
Santa Anita, a coffee community
doors.
made up of ex-guerillas that had
recently entered the Fair Trade
market. I am standing with Lazaro,
the head of commercialization for
Santa Anita, with whom I had a long
conversation about the details of
Fair Trade to impart that knowledge
to members of La Fundación.
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At left is a classic view in
Antigua, Guatemala, the
old colonial capital where
Xiomara and I stayed our
first month in Guatemala.
In the background is
El Volcan de Agua.

(Above) One of the first steps the agricultural engineers took in the
communities was to run “agricultural diagnostics,” community meetings
to determine the economic condition of the farm. Here is Pavel
conducting one in Nuevo Mexico.
(Center left) Nuevo Mexico, one of two communities of returned
refugees which I visited once a week for two months with a team from La
Fundación. On the far left is Pavel, an agricultural engineer who
specializes in commercialization and who I spent a great deal of time
with. To his right is Juan Carlos, whose family I lived with for two
months and is also an agricultural engineer. On the far right is
Guillermo, the community organizer for La Fundación.
(Lower left) A protest in Mazatengano (my host city for the majority
of my time). The government is currently trying to privatize all health
services in the country and this was a demonstration by a coalition of
union members and indigenous people against privatization.
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