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Brief History of Organization: 

Fundación Cimas del Ecuador (Cimas) is a non-profit organization focused on the profound study of the environmental, developmental, and health problems of Ecuador. 

Through academic discipline, and the participatory research-action, the Fundación Cimas del Ecuador attempts to facilitate answers to some of the problems that affect our society and particularly to the least favored sectors. It supports processes of transference of knowledge, technology and resources, to facilitate the local capacity of resolution, where organized social groups become the ones to construct their own models of development. 

Through our academic, research and community support programs, more profound learning processes are generated, about the impacts that the models of “development” have produced over different cultural groups in our country. We develop projects of participatory research, from simple observations of reality, to processes of scientific research and, through that, we intend to support and concrete alternative solutions to the main environmental, economical, social and health problems that affect the majority of the population and the concrete groups with which we work at the local level. Most of the students´ internships take place in those settings. 

Responsibilities of Fellow:

I worked as a research assistant on a public health project focused on the effects of pesticide use in Pedro Moncayo County (Ecuador).  My responsibilities included:  
1) Literature research and review of article relevant to pesticide use in agriculture and the flower industry, and their effects on human health and the environment.

2) Developing the research model of the project focusing on the use of pesticides, their effects/consequences on the environment and the health of human and animals, solutions to related problems (ie protection of workers, communities, social effects) and implementing and educational toxicology center in the county to provide information and support for the community.

3) Interviewing individuals and leading focus groups in the community to evaluate their perceptions on the use of pesticides and their effects on health, environment and the community in general.

4) Data entry and analysis of mortality databases to better understand the causes of death in Pedro Moncayo County and any correlations with pesticide exposure.

5) Analysis of the interviews and focus groups and creation of a Power Point presentation in Spanish on the overall perceptions of pesticide use in Pedro Moncayo County.
Your Accomplishments: 

See above.  In particular I created the Power Point presentation to help organize the data gathered from our interviews and focus groups to further future efforts on this project.  I hope this data can clarify the problems people perceive in the community and that these will become the main objectives of the project in finding solutions to problems the flower industry and pesticide use have created.
Your Challenges:

The expectations I had going down to Ecuador were very different from what I ended up doing on the project, but I somewhat expected this.  I originally thought I would help with patient physical exams of children suspected to have cancer.  Instead I did interviews and focus groups on people’s perceptions of pesticide use in the flower industry and agriculture of the county.  I thought I would interview people, but not just this.  I realize that the project will get to the former in the future, but the research wasn’t at a point to do clinical work while I was there.  I was disappointed, but realize that I could do a lot of useful work to further efforts via more qualitative work.

I felt that I could’ve done some front work before coming, which would have facilitated my learning and use of time in Ecuador.  I didn’t know that I would need to understand how to use Microsoft Excel that well and I could have done some literature research here before leaving and utilized my time more efficiently abroad.  I would suggest this for future students to know what they can do to help from here first and then go to their respective places feeling a bit more prepared.

At times I felt that I didn’t know my exact role in the project, so it was frustrating to have to redefine my role several times.  However, I realize that research is ongoing and always changing and roles need to be redefined at times to keep the research going in the right direction.
Other projects/works started or completed:
June 2nd – August 22nd 2006
Personal Essay Section:
How has this fellowship changed the ideas and expectations you had before leaving?
This fellowship has taught me many useful lessons about expectations and being an open person about the work that needs to be done with an organization.  One must not expect things at times, but rather identify where they can fit into an organization and facilitate their needs.  I realize part of the reason one goes to do this work is to learn and provide a unique experience for the volunteer, but one is serving an organization and should adjust their hopes and dreams of work to what the needs are upon arrival.  At the same time each organization should try and respect their volunteers’ preferences for work and try to do what they can to accommodate their requests into what the organization is doing.  They should also try to keep consistent with what they have asked of the volunteer originally as to keep from frustration on both parts.  If things change before the volunteer comes, the organization should inform the volunteers of that change and reset expectations.
Has your motivation for human rights work changed/altered or remained the same? Why?

My motivation and drive for human rights has definitely changed for the better.  As a medical student I have seen a lot suffering due to illness, but this experience has added a layer to the injustice certain populations face due to their place in society or the world.  In Ecuador I learned a lot about the politics and corruption of government that one doesn’t often recognize in their own country.  I was challenged as someone from the United States and how our foreign policy for many decades has negatively affected many areas of South and Central America.  It occurs to me that the answer is so simple: those who have should give to those who don’t.  In reality, it’s a more complicated issue for most: how do you help everyone?  One way is by efforts that allow students, professors, community members and others to experience this type of work and give accounts to those who don’t know about these problems.  A story can go a long way, sometimes more than data itself.  But I look forward to continuing this type of work in my medical career and serving the needs of other marginalized populations within and outside of the country.
Who had the greatest effect on you during your fellowship experience and why? 

I didn’t have one experience that made the greatest effect, but a combination of things helped me understand my purpose in Ecuador and enhanced my learning.  Working for the first time as a research fellow showed me the enormous amounts of planning that goes into research and how numerous the obstacles are when trying to do even the simplest of tasks.  I enjoyed living in the community we were researching on and getting to know the families and community members that made up the county.  I especially loved participating in the “Inti Raymi” festivals, which celebrated the harvest time of the year with music, song, dance and general partying in the streets and homes.  It’s a community celebration and everyone turned out for it, so we felt grateful for the chance to participate as dancers in the streets.  The opportunity to travel was great because I learned and saw the various cultures and ways of life in Ecuador.  Most of all I loved living with my host family and truly becoming a part of the culture and lives of others who open up their home to strangers.  It was such a lovely experience and I really want to go back and reconnect with my family someday.
How did your perspectives on the world change from interning at a local/national/ international human rights organization?

I believe I answered this in the above question on my motivation for human rights work, but my perspectives are much broader because of this experience.  I was able to spend a significant amount of time and learn a lot from those I worked with and who I served.  My host family had an influence on my perspectives as well and really taught me to challenge the way I view major world issues in politics, society, law, health, etc.
What quote would captivate “a moment” that you had during your fellowship? 

“A challenging and sometimes very frustrating time to find my way, but worth the effort and time that I had put into the work I did”.  “Never expect to do what you have planned, but rather, be open and you’ll receive more than you signed-up for”.  
How do you anticipate bringing your fellowship experience back home to your local community?

I have already been able to debrief some of the medical community and some students on my experiences.  I plan to work with the medical students and faculty at my school to advertise the importance of global health experiences/human rights work for training physicians.  Hopefully, I can inspire and facilitate other students/faculty members to follow in my footsteps and am open to speaking in a variety of venues about my experience. 
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