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Building Peace through Connections between Salvadorian and US Youth

“I think it’s a great idea that US students come to places like El Salvador. Because sometimes I meet Americans
who say they never imagined the extent that poverty exists here, because you don’t see it in the US. The US is
such a powerful country that learning about life in other countries is extremely important for development and
peace.” Vilma Recinos, age 23, from Santa Marta, El Salvador

In a world in such a dire state, peace seems like an unattainable dream. In EI Salvador, many youth have
grown up in a time of war and continue to live in extreme poverty. Yet Vilma Recinos show us that peace can be
a reality. Peace is formed through connections, through knowledge and through friendships. Vilma speaks about
connections and mutual education between one human being with another, across, race, class, religion and
sexuality differences. This idea follows the ideals of the United World Colleges: to create friendships so that we
can understand one another and to create dialogue so that we can learn from each other. With the 100 Projects for
Peace grant, we hope to fund a training delegation that will create the infrastructure to have a yearly delegation of
Oberlin volunteers to El Salvador. We believe that this training delegation will help create opportunities for peace
and solidarity between youth and adults in El Salvador and Oberlin, one connection and one friendship at a time.

The past semester at Oberlin, we started a student group called Oberlin Solidarity with El Salvador
(OSES).This organization has been working to create a sustainable international volunteer program with the UWC
ideals. OSES creates opportunities for Oberlin students to do volunteering projects and build connections with
youth in both the communities of Santa Marta and Suchitoto in El Salvador. Santa Marta and Suchitoto are both
communities that suffered tremendously from El Salvador’s civil war. Although youth in these communities are
extremely different from Oberlin students socio-economically, culturally and in many other ways, all share a
similar focus on social change and education.

OSES sent its first volunteering delegation to El Salvador from January 3™ until 28™ 2007. The
delegation was entirely student run and included 12 Oberlin students and 1 Wellesley student. On the program,
students learned about Salvadorian history and the civil war in El Salvador, the current situation in El Salvador
and how US foreign policy affects the country. The students also lived with families in the community of Santa
Marta and volunteered in projects in the community. A group of students taught English classes, while others
worked at the local radio station and others worked with a youth group that does AIDS awareness work. The 12
students who are currently members of OSES are very committed to working in support of the communities with
which they have connections in El Salvador. They are also dedicated to building the infrastructure necessary for
running annual OSES delegations in the future. Two of the students from the January 2007 delegation have
expressed interest in coordinating the OSES delegation in January 2008.

OSES is a new program and the first of its kind at Oberlin. Since we, the OSES trip leaders for 2007, are
both graduating from Oberlin this May, we believe that it is imperative to build the trip’s infrastructure and train
OSES leaders for future delegations. We acknowledge how challenging planning this trip has been and we want
to ensure that two of our participants are sufficiently ready to carry on the program next year. With the 100
Projects for Peace grant, we hope to fund the training delegation in El Salvador for the month of August 2007. We
believe that the training delegation is necessary in order to create the infrastructure for OSES to continue sending
delegations to El Salvador for many years into the future.

The training delegation will include approximately four Oberlin students: the OSES trip leaders from
January 2007 and the students who plan to lead the OSES delegation in January 2008. The delegation will also
invite 1-2 Oberlin faculty members. We are planning to invite faculty from the Latin American Studies
Department, the Spanish Department or the Dean of Studies department. Bringing faculty members will give us
the opportunity to share our program and strengthen the institutional support needed in order to ensure the
sustainability of the OSES delegation.



100 Projects for Peace
Oberlin College — Jennings and Bishop

On the training delegation in August 2007, we plan to do a two day orientation in San Salvador, then
spend approximately two weeks in Santa Marta, then travel to Suchitoto and spend approximately two weeks
there. In Santa Marta, we plan to meet with the Salvadorian organizations that we worked with this past January.
These organizations include the Association for Social and Economic Development (ADES), and the three
organizations where the OSES students volunteered: Radio Victoria, the Committee against AIDS (COCOSI), and
Santa Marta’s community’s school. We also plan to meet with organizations with which we have not yet worked,
including the community’s daycare center and Santa Marta’s Baking Cooperative, to see if it is feasible to have
volunteers working in these locations in future delegations. In Santa Marta we will also have meetings that will
bring the two Oberlin trip leaders for 2008 together with the two Santa Marta in-country coordinators. In these
meetings, the participants will have the opportunity to bring up their fears about the delegation and discuss how to
address them, discuss health and safety issues, set up health and safety guidelines and develop an emergency plan.
In the meetings we will also assess the 2007 program and discuss how it can be changed and improved. All
participants will also work together to set up the logistics for the future delegation: transportation, meals, home-
stay families and excursions

From Santa Marta, the training delegation will travel to Suchitoto for two weeks. While in Suchitoto, we
plan to develop new ties with the Centro Arte Para la Paz, a non-profit organization located in Suchitoto, El
Salvador, that works to use art as a means of expression, education and peace. On the 2007 delegation, the
Centro’s founder, Sister Peggy O’Neal, requested the skills of Oberlin College art and music students as
volunteers in 2008. Through meetings with Sister Peggy O’Neal, we will collaborate to create a program that will
involve OSES volunteers in art and music projects for children in Suchitoto. We will also meet with Berty Rivas,
who will serve as the local coordinator while OSES is in Suchitoto. Along with working with El Centro, we will
visit local communities to learn about their needs and how OSES can work with the communities in 2008.

Overall, we expect that the outcome and impact of the August 2007 training delegation will be an
effectively organized plan for the volunteers of the 2008 OSES trip, the leadership development of the 2008 trip
leaders, strengthened ties between Oberlin faculty and the OSES program, a further cross-cultural understanding
and cross-cultural friendships between Oberlin and Salvadorian youth, and appreciation and support of others who
have lived remarkably different life experiences.

We are aware that the budget of our delegation requires us to fundraise beyond the $10,000 allotted from
the 100 Projects for Peace grant. We are very dedicated to the project and plan to fundraise the rest of the money
necessary. We have experience fundraising, as we fundraised $6,400 for the January 2007 delegation and we plan
to start fundraising early in order to obtain the rest of the funds needed for the project. We plan to seek funds from
the President’s Office, who supported our program in January with a $5,000 grant, and from local student
organizations such as the Oberlin Student Cooperative Association (OSCA) and Oberlin College dormitories. We
also plan to organize fundraisers on campus. Furthermore, we have obtained information about additional grant
possibilities through the Foundation Center, and Judy Barsalou, parent of one of the OSES students and
experienced grant writer for the US Institute of Peace, has offered to help us with grant writing. We are confident
that will be able to obtain the remaining money needed for the trip.

At Oberlin, before we created OSES delegation, there were no international service trips available for
student participation. We believe that our trip is especially unique because so far it has been entirely student
created and student run. The friendships that our group has made with Salvadorian youth and families through
volunteering with OSES have challenged us, inspired us and taught us about peace. These friendships have also
motivated us to continue working to support the people of El Salvador and to ensure the sustainability of the
program. We believe that the OSES program has shown an amazing amount of potential, but think that without a
training delegation in August 2007, there is a risk that it will not happen in 2008.

The 100 Projects for Peace grant gives us the opportunity to create a training delegation that will ensure
the continuation of Oberlin’s connection to communities in El Salvador. With the grant we will be able to build
peace through volunteer work and education not only during the summer of 2007, but develop the infrastructure
to continue our project for peace for many years in the future.
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