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EXCITING NEW DEVELOPMENTS
By Rachel Lovelock
“Blown away” are the words that I would use to describe my feelings when I visited the mountain hamlets of Desa Ban last week.

I have been writing about the work of the East Bali Poverty Project (EBPP) now for about fifteen months and the progress that I have observed in that time is astonishing, but this recent visit - my first in four months - really brought home to me just how fast the EBPP has been moving forward in its mission to sustain a secure future for the impoverished families living in this forgotten region of Northeast Bali.

As always, some of the EBPP’s field staff were waiting for us at the bottom of the mountain. For the last three years these competent young men have relied on Suzuki Trailbikes as their only means of transport on the precipitous dirt tracks between the remote village hamlets. But on this occasion, I was in for a surprise! Instead of the usual, bumpy and sometimes dangerous, sixteen-kilometer ride on the back of the off-road motorcycle I was transported in the comfort of the EBPP’s brand new 4-wheel drive Ford Ranger XLT. This double cab, diesel, pick-up truck has been donated to the EBPP by Standard Chartered Bank’s Jakarta office. David Booth (founder of EBPP) first had contact with Standard Chartered Bank in 1999 when he was looking for a corporate sponsor. But it wasn’t until this year that he finally met Ray Ferguson, the bank’s Chief Executive in Indonesia. Ray was so impressed with the project that he asked “What single item would make the biggest improvement to the operation of your project?” David’s answer was “A sturdy 4-wheel drive vehicle suitable for conveying people and supplies in this isolated mountainous area where the villagers have to walk for several hours each day just to collect their water”.

I was with David, and also Tjeerd Hoekstra from Holland. Tjeerd and his wife Jenny, together with two other couples, recently raised US$5,500 in their Dutch village to pay for, what David calls, a ‘Community Learning & Development Centre’ in Pengalusan hamlet. The building is primarily a school for the 60 Pengalusan children and will, very soon, double as a community vocational training centre for art, handicrafts and the new sustainable development projects that the EBPP is now designing. Tjeerd and his wife have been regular visitors to Bali for several years but it was only last year that they became aware of the work of the EBPP through a young Balinese girl called Jebeh whose father originates from the hamlet of Cegi. 

We were now on our way to Pengalusan to look at the site of the new Learning Centre. However, as the Ford Ranger effortlessly negotiated the rough terrain, I did wonder how it would cope with the steep and winding hill leading up to Cegi and Pengalusan. But this is where I experienced my second surprise of the day. The previously impassable sandy volcanic track, treacherous in both the dry and rainy seasons, had been cement stabilised by two parallel tracks using the appropriate technology that the villagers are learning almost daily from the EBPP. This was the result of the joint participation of Cegi and Pengalusan communities with the EBPP providing only the cement and guidance, and is yet another illustration of how the EBPP is leading the communities towards self-reliance.

The foundations for the new building were already in place, and the children and parents had all come out to meet us and sat on rocks as we surveyed the site. The villagers have been making their own breezeblocks by mixing the indigenous volcanic sand with cement that they had physically carried up the steep three-kilometer track from the dry riverbed below. However, due to lack of water it will actually be more cost effective to bring in building materials from outside and this will now be possible with the help of the new Ford Ranger.

We then walked back to Cegi and drank locally harvested coffee as the school children proudly showed us the drawings that they had created in their art class. They now have two new art tutors, young men from Desa Ban who had moved away but have now returned because they wanted to join the EBPP team to help the kids in these hamlets to have a better education than they did. There was also a group of older children present, the Desa Ban teenagers, who are now benefiting from a secondary education, sponsored by the EBPP, at a boarding school in Singaraja. Their polite manners and the way in which they greeted me made me aware of the social skills that they have acquired at their school.

Meanwhile, I was struck by the high standard of the children’s artwork. Previously locked up talents are now being released; the children had drawn pictures of their environment that included trees, mountains, animals, birds, and their simple bamboo houses, together with all of the new influences in their lives such as the school room where they are receiving the education that they had never dreamed of, the organic vegetable gardens that are providing them with a healthy diet, and the new water reservoirs ‘cubang’ that are supplying them with a means of storing the clean rainwater that runs off their rooftops. 

I now understood the full reason why Tjeerd Hoekstra had joined us on this occasion. During the process of raising funds in Holland to build the new Community Learning Centre, he had also shown the EBPP video to the children of the Oppenhuizen & Uitwellingerga Elementary School. The film had such an impact on the schoolchildren that they managed to raise US$365 which is going to be used in an exchange programme where the Dutch school and the little Balinese mountain school will share and exchange information. The children will each be matched with a penfriend and will use this unique partnership to learn about, and from, each other. And, with so many differences and contrasts in their lives, what a wonderful learning experience that will be! Each child in Cegi had drawn a picture and written a letter to send back to Holland with Tjeerd.

My next question was “What about the language problem?” Well, this isn’t going to be an obstacle because over the last few years Tjeerd and Jenny have become close friends with 22-year-old Jebeh (the Balinese girl whose father was born in Cegi). When Tjeerd returned to Holland last week, Jebeh went with him, she is going to be studying ‘International Hospitality Management’ at the University, and she will live with Tjeerd and Jenny and will be the translator and the link in the exchange programme between the two schools.

My final surprise of the day was the new organic vegetable garden in Cegi, previewed in some of the children’s drawings. A steep arid slope has been transformed by terracing and the children are now proud participants in a competition to grow the biggest and best vegetables, primarily for their school meals. Until a couple of days earlier there had been some magnificent red tomatoes ripening on one of the plants, but suddenly, overnight, these had all mysteriously disappeared. However, the culprit later had second thoughts and returned the produce in a plastic bag. Unused to competition and a little bit jealous, one of the kids had “stolen” the tomatoes because they were better than the ones that he had grown!

With this happy ending to the story, the smiling children waved goodbye as we set out on our journey back down the volcano. The East Bali Poverty Project has made remarkable changes and improvements to the lives of these mountain people and the most obvious difference is visible in the healthy, happy and motivated faces of the children.

Rachel Lovelock is a freelance British writer based in Bali who writes voluntarily for the East Bali Poverty Project. Since her first visit to the project almost two years ago, she has written many articles describing her experience to the village. She presently makes a great contribution by writing a fortnightly series called "Sustainable Solutions" in a local newspaper called Bali Advertiser, keeping our many supporters here on the island updated with progress in all of our various projects.  
