Summary of Agros’ L.E.A.P. program:

Leadership and Education to Abandon Poverty
Summary

Every day millions of landless farmers in countries neighboring the United States seek any means possible to provide food, shelter and education for their families. The Agros Foundation is people, rich and poor, working together to overcome the cycle of poverty in Central America through land ownership and micro-enterprise. Agros is seeking $50,000, one year’s funding for its Leadership and Education to Abandon Poverty (LEAP) program.

Introduction

During the later part of the twentieth century, much of Central America was filled with strife. Guatemala, El Salvador, Nicaragua, and Honduras were plagued by civil wars that brought about a tremendous loss of human life. Many families suffered from extreme violence at the hands of the warring parties. Due to extreme poverty, millions of families in these countries neighboring the United States still suffer from the lack of food, shelter and education. For example, in Guatemala
:

· Malnutrition remains one of the most common causes of mortality among children from 1 to 5 years of age. Approximately 1,200,000 children lacking basic food security are suffering from extreme malnutrition and are literally wasting away to their deaths. 

· Basic shelter is an unmet need for an estimated 200,000 refugee families returning from exile. In the Ixil region, the area of heaviest fighting during the civil war of 1960-1996, an estimated fifty of sixty indigenous villages were destroyed entirely. Those who escaped the violence now have no place to live.

· Only 15% of children living in the rural areas of Guatemala complete elementary education.  44% of the country’s population of 12 million is illiterate (men: 37%; women: 49%). Guatemala has the highest illiteracy rate of any country in Central and South America.  

The statistics above reflect the fact that 5 million Guatemalan farmers live below the poverty line, the equivalent of US $1-2 per day. This poverty is directly related to the disproportionate ownership of Guatemala’s land by a wealthy minority. A mere 3% of the population owns two-thirds of the country’s productive land. 9 of 10 farms, owned by the poor majority (97%) are too small to feed the families living on them. 

Among the major restrictions to economic sustainability for the rural poor in all Central American countries are the lack of access to credit and the lack of skills necessary to purchase their own land. In addition, farmers are locked out of land ownership by high rents and exorbitant interest rates for poor quality land. Their inability to purchase land guarantees that they will continue working for desperately low wages as farmhands or migrant laborers. 

Many farmers are like Bernardo Rivera, a participant in the Agros village called Futuro de Manana (Future of Tomorrow), who shared the following story:

“Every year I would be summoned by the land owner to work his bean fields and every year I would go. I would stand in the middle of the fields and dream that one day I might have a small piece of land so that I could provide for my family. Today I have that very same piece of land and a new house and a new life, because Agros helped us buy the land.”

Agros helps farmers like Bernardo who cannot purchase land on their own. The people Agros serves have been affected by civil war and natural disasters. Their basic needs for food, shelter and education have not been met. Agros’ vision is to see these farmers own agricultural land, attain economic self-sufficiency, realize their potential, and pass on to future generations the values and resources that enable them to flourish. 

Land redistribution is one component of Agros’ comprehensive plan to see the rural poor rebuild their lives. In addition to purchasing land and setting up a repayment system, Agros assists farmers with community organization and planning, micro-enterprise development, and holistic health care. At an even more basic level of development, Agros also assists the farmers with meeting their basic needs for food, shelter and education, the goals of Agros’ Leadership and Education to Abandon Poverty (LEAP) program.


LEAP Program Purpose and Expected Results 

Agros’ ultimate goal is to assist families living in poverty in rural Central America to break out of their poverty and attain self-sufficiency. Agros purchases land identified by a community, and the community earns the land from Agros with no-interest loan payments over five to ten years. The families can only make their loan payments when their village is functioning and producing income through the production of crops and the start-up of small businesses. 

Building a self-sustaining village that can earn its own land is a challenge, especially for people who are malnourished, homeless, illiterate, and weary from decades of civil war. When Agros villagers move onto their new land, they require assistance with their community organizing and their entrepreneurial endeavors. Agros’ LEAP program provides them with the leadership and educational training that they need to begin to cultivate their new lives. 

LEAP trainers work with Agros village families as they develop their community plans and realize the following goals:

· Basic Food Security. LEAP trainers introduce new farming techniques that improve production of basic grains and vegetables. Participants experiment with new crops and irrigation systems. Trainers introduce sustainable farming techniques such as soil conservation and biological, as opposed to chemical, pest control. The amount of land needed for food security decreases and program participants have food adequate for a balanced diet. 

· Basic Education. LEAP trainers facilitate educational opportunities with existing local educational institutions, such as the Ministry of Education, for farmers in Agros villages. In response to the government guideline that requires a community to have a school building before it will provide a teacher, LEAP trainers assist participants in realizing their goal of constructing a school building if none exists. Agros provides scholarships for the children. Children complete high school and adults achieve basic literacy.

· Basic Infrastructure. Participants in the LEAP program develop a system of community governance by which each person participates in decisions effecting community infrastructure development. As a result, the community achieves adequate irrigation and potable water systems and builds a road to a nearby market if none exists. All Agros village participants have adequate housing as defined by the local community members.

In addition to these direct results of LEAP, an indirect impact is that program participants generate enough income to meet current family needs and fund family goals. They have access to sufficient, affordable credit and can begin to realize their dreams to start small businesses. Examples of existing businesses are carpentry, bakeries, and medicines from medicinal plants.

Thus, another indirect result of Agros’ LEAP program is the ownership of land on the part of the Agros villagers. Each family pays for the cost of its own land within ten years of the village establishment. Through the LEAP program, Agros village participants have title to enough land with clearly defined boundaries, adequate to support their families through agricultural production and other small businesses. 

The ultimate impact of this proposed grant from the Adobe Community Investment Grant Program, then, is that thousand of rural poor farmers throughout Central America progress on their journey of breaking free from the cycle of poverty in which they have been caught. One by one, as these farmers cultivate new lives for themselves, they begin to transform into thriving individuals who unlock and realize their hidden potential.

LEAP Program Details

The LEAP program consists of Agros staff members training Agros villagers in the process of sustainable agricultural community development. Agros’ staff are nationals to the countries in which they work. They are educated in the areas of rural development such as the facilitation of community planning, micro-enterprise, agricultural technologies, and infrastructure construction. 

The major cost for this program are these trainers’ salaries. Other costs are for operations, such as the trainers’ transportation to the villages. In addition, Agros buys the materials they use such as seeds for crops, books for education, and cinderblock and rebar for the houses.

All Agros villagers participate in the LEAP program. Thus, next year’s LEAP program will serve about 750 families, or 3,750 individuals. The $46,230 budget for the LEAP program corresponds with Agros’ fiscal year, which is July 1 – June 30. A grant from the Adobe Community Investment Grant Program would fund a significant portion of program for Agros’ fiscal year 2004. Agros’ general fund will supplement the remainder of the program budget which is administrative costs.

Background to Agros 

Agros has been running its LEAP program since the organization’s beginning twenty years ago. The Agros vision began in 1982 when Seattle attorney Chi-Dooh Li founded the Agros to provide impoverished families with the means to restore their lives. 

While attending a conference in 1982, Li heard an Argentinean speaker recount what he had read in the newspaper that day. The U.S. government had just sent hundreds of millions of dollars to Central American nations to fund military equipment for the civil wars. The speaker mused that if this amount of money had been used to buy land for the poor there would be no need for arms. This message struck a chord with Li. He began to think, “Why couldn’t we do that?  Certainly the people I know have the resources to buy land to help poor families in Central America live peacefully.” 

Li traveled to Guatemala, where he had lived as a child. Li’s Guatemalan associates affirmed the feasibility of his vision. The work began in Northern Guatemala with two villages, Buen Samaritano and Buen Camino (the Good Samaritan and the Good Way). 
· By 1984 Li and his Guatemalan associates were involved in two projects in Guatemala resettling families affected by the civil war. The U.S. government legally recognized the Agros Foundation as a 501(c)3, non-profit organization.

· In 1989 Agros began another project in the Ixil Triangle, one of the areas most affected by the war. The organization was staffed entirely with volunteers. 

· In 1991 the Guatemalan government legally recognized Agros’ Guatemalan Board and staff as a national non-profit organization, Fundación Agros, Guatemala. Over the next four years they established five new villages. What started as a heart-felt response to great need became an important effort in changing peoples’ lives.

· In 1995, when Agros’ Guatemalan and US Boards met in Seattle, they understood the importance of land ownership. They recognized the needs that existed in other countries of the world.  They dreamt of building 1,000 villages by the year 2020, a dream that has become the long-range goal of Agros. It is a symbol of the tremendous need that exists, and it is a recognition that Agros has an answer to the prayers and dreams of many landless farmers.

Instead of providing a simple service, Agros engages with villagers in the lengthy and holistic process of community development. To strengthen the villagers’ ties with their greater communities, Agros facilitates strategic partnerships between the communities and organizations such as Habitat for Humanity and the Heifer Project. The small group of volunteers that originally gathered and followed their hearts has developed over the past twenty years into a significant effort in empowering the poor. 

Agros’ Experience Running LEAP

In 1998, an alliance of the United Nations Development Program, the World Bank, and the Inter-American Foundation recognized the Agros Foundation for providing lasting solutions to poverty in Central America. The alliance examined the work of hundreds of organizations in 11 countries throughout Latin America. To be eligible for the award, the groups had to show that they effectively utilized local entities, international entities, and assistance from the private and public sectors to help marginalized people become self-reliant. The alliance specifically wanted to recognize organizations that assist poor people in accessing services and increasing productivity. The alliance chose Agros because: 

· Agros connects local leaders with international funding. 

· Agros offers long-term commitment to impoverished, indigenous people. 

· Agros has a proven track record of self-sufficiency through land ownership. 

· Agros passes the scrutiny of financial accountability. 

This award publicly recognizes organizations that develop innovative and proven initiatives that can be replicated locally and internationally. 
Agros currently supports the development of seventeen self-sustaining agricultural villages in Guatemala, Nicaragua and El Salvador. The LEAP program currently runs in all of these villages. In addition, Agros began developing strategic alliances in Honduras and Mexico this year. To manage the LEAP program, Agros has central offices in Guatemala City, San Salvador, and Managua. 

A gift of $50,000 would enable the determined farmers in the seventeen existing Agros villages to have basic food security, adequate housing, and sufficient education. In doing so, the funding would support these families’ courageous efforts to farm their own land, build new lives, and rediscover their forgotten human dignity.  

Complete Contact Information

Grantwriter Kimberly Kreiling’s e-mail address: kimberlyk@agros.org
President Gregory Rake’s e-mail address: gregoryr@agros.org

Phone: 206-528-1066  Fax: 206-528-0393

Physical Address: 4528 8th Ave NE, Suite 1A, Seattle, Washington, 98105

Mailing Address: P.O. Box 95367, Seattle, Washington, 98145

� Sources: UN report “Human Development/2002” and World Health Organization report “Geneva /2002”.
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