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Dear Ones, 

As the world continued to face another year of the COVID-19 pandemic unfolding, many
were also faced with the increasing reality of natural disasters from wildfires to earthquakes,
tropical storms, hurricanes, extreme weather events and volcanic eruptions. Add to this
political unrest, armed conflict, terrorism and unprediticable econmonic fluctuations - it
would seem that uncertainty has become an increasingly present fact of life. 

However, there is one thing that is absolutely certain - every single day of the year, The
Pollination Project is committed to serving and supporting grassroots community
changemakers across the globe who have dedicated themselves to creating a kinder, more
compassionate world. 

This year we funded hundreds of innovative initiatives led by everyday heroes who felt
moved to make a difference in their local communities. The individuals you will read about in
this book have taken on the important and noble work of service, driven by compassion and
a desire to be a catalyst for change.

Now more than ever, we are waking up to the importance of individual responsibility.
Individually, we all have the power to be agents of goodness and to positively contribute to
the world we want to collectively create. 

When I look back on the amazing people we have been honored to serve this year I am
deeply moved and filled with gratitude. Individuals matter!

Reflecting on the year, I am ever more aware that none of the service we offer would be
possible without an individual like you. Your kind and generous support has enabled this
community of compassionate changemakers to continue to grow and effect change the
world over. The impact you have had is immeasurable.

As we look to the year ahead, I’m hopeful that we will continue growing our beloved
community of heartivists. We don’t know what the future holds and what challenges are
ahead of us, but we know that come what may, we can offer gratitude and give thanks for
the chance to be of service together. 

AJ Dahiya
Chief Vision Officer



"The work funded by this grant enabled us to give the first barrier against
COVID to those who were left outside the houses, buildings, and homes and
teach them how to protect themselves. This grant turned me into a hands-on
grass-roots activist who serves her community not only a few days of the year
or on special occasions such as Christmas and other holidays, but every week"

- Marcela Rodrigues Machado Borges (Brazil)

"The Pollination Project was the first grant we received. The confidence that
came with being acknowledged to the extent that an organization was willing to
give us money to work on this was transformative. We were taken more seriously
and it instilled a further commitment from the core team to say this project
was something we would dedicate our full attention to."

- Sara Lonegard (USA)

"TPP literally boosted my confidence in the mentorship program. My zeal to keep
improving the mentorship dream has been fired up. TPP has provided me an
avenue to share my success and challenges with a partner who believes in my
dream. This is a priviledge I did not enjoy before."

- Zemirah Harrup (KENYA)



CHANGEMAKER
OF THE WEEK

Each week we highlight a project,
among the many we fund, that can be a
source of inspiration and an example for
other changemakers in our community
and beyond. On the following pages you
will find the "Changemakers of The
Week" from January 2021 to today.



WAGING PEACE: 
MARY LIEPOLD 
AND ELI MCCARTHY

In the midst of so much chaos and confusion that
descended on America’s capitol last week, it brings us
hope to know that The Pollination Project’s spirit of
peace and kindness was also present on that day. 

In 2017, Mary Liepold and Eli McCarthy received seed
funding to help develop the DC Peace Team (DCPT).
DCPT’s long-term goal is culture change. Its vision is
the Beloved Community, where individuals collaborate
nonviolently to achieve justice for all. It grew out of one
founder’s experience with Nonviolent Peaceforce,
which offers unarmed civilian protection and support
to communities in conflict outside the US; another’s
with the Homecomers program of personal
transformation, learning, and service for the formerly
incarcerated; and a third’s four decades of peace
education with children, youth, and adults. 

Together, this group is committed to unleashing the
power of ordinary civilians to increasingly become
nonviolent people. They live this mission by deploying
unarmed civilian protection units, providing training in
key nonviolent skills, and facilitating healing circles. 
Few occasions in recent history have called for these
skills more than the events of January 6, 2021. As the
Capitol was stormed and a woman was killed, the DC
Peace Team offered protective accompaniment to
local grassroots groups and individuals at risk in the
streets of DC. 

In one incident, a white man in camouflage brandished
a knife at a black man during a heated verbal
exchange. A DC Peace Team member walking
alongside them moved closer to the armed person. The
DCPT member engaged him with short de-escalatory
phrases, such as “let’s slow down, you don’t need that
weapon, you can put that away, this is not going to
help anything, etc.” The armed person backed off a
couple steps and others from his side came to pull him
back. After some more verbal exchanges and walking
up the street, the situation was defused. 

The DC Peace Team also helped provide
accompaniment to individuals trying to get out of the
area and worked with other local groups, particularly
centering the voices of black leaders, in setting up a
network of such activity for that evening. In addition,
some of their members engaged in various empathy
generating conversations. It is their urgent hope that
America turns toward creative, bold, nonviolent
strategies to deal with future conflicts.

The DC Peace Team has many upcoming online
trainings open to anyone, even outside of the DC area.
Sign up and learn more at https://dcpeaceteam.com/.

https://dcpeaceteam.com/


Eric and Sheryl Kolb lost Sheryl’s grandmother, Olive,
to Alzheimer’s in 2006. Just two years later, Sheryl’s
mother Trish began having trouble remembering
words and recognizing familiar objects. For the next
twelve years, the family went through all the joy, pain
and grief that anyone who has served as a caregiver to
someone with memory loss knows all too well. 

Through it all, one thing consistently brought them joy
and connection: singing together. Scientists believe
that the part of the brain that stores musical memories
is often less impacted by the disease. Even as those
with Alzheimer’s lose many other precious memories,
the lyrics and melodies of beloved songs are often
preserved on what researchers have called an “island
of remembrance.” This means that music can bring a
sense of connection and often reduce anxiety in those
suffering from memory loss. 

Sheryl and Eric had dreamed of a big party for Trish’s
80th birthday, but as her memory loss progressed,
decided not to wait. As they prepared to celebrate
Trish’s 78th birthday, a performance by the
“Meyerband” (made up of Trish’s grandchildren) was a
must! When Sheryl asked her mom who to invite, Trish
always wanted to “invite everyone.”  For her, “family”
meant more than just relatives, and extended to
neighbors, co-workers, friends, and friends of friends.  

The “Meyerband” ended up performing for a big group
that day, and the celebration morphed into a fundraiser
they named “Songs & Smiles.” As they sang, laughed,
and enjoyed time together, they also helped raise over
$20,000 in support of Alzheimer’s research. The joy of
that day carried them through a difficult two years
ahead, until they ultimately said goodbye to Trish in
August of 2019. 

Now, Eric and Sheryl are honoring Olive & Trish by
ensuring that connection through music, joy, and spirit
of community continues. They recently received
funding for the “Songs & Smiles” project, which offers
sing-alongs that connect those with Alzheimer’s with
their loved ones, and with their own joy-filled musical
memories. The songs are widely known, upbeat, and
uplifting. In this age of COVID-19, they are offered
virtually for anyone to participate in, and have the
added benefit of large font lyrics that scroll across the
screen. 

“My goal is to get families singing together with their
loved ones who have Alzheimer’s,” says Eric. “I have
seen the power of music to connect people with
memories. Singing together also provides respite, a
short break from the challenges of Alzheimer’s. I hope
families who use these videos will experience joyful
moments connecting with each other.”

Just as Trish would have wanted, “everyone” is invited
to join in the fun. 

SONGS & SMILES: 
ERIC & SHERYL KOLB
BRING JOY THROUGH
SING-ALONGS



THE BREE AND ME
PROJECT: CAMILLE LICATE

“Bree is a rooster, but he is an intelligent, feeling Being
that craves love and peace, just like all of us. Most
children grow up loving animals. My hope is that by
meeting Bree and learning more about compassionate
food systems, children can learn to reflect their love of
animals in their life choices.” 

One day, the shelter wildlife rehabilitation center
where Camille Licate worked took in a baby chick that
was found wandering the streets of New York City.
Camille kept the chick at her desk all day, and on a
whim offered to take the little ball of fluff, who she
named “Bree”, home. Improbably, they formed an
inseparable bond that inspired Camille to share the
sentience, heart, and value of non-human life with
others. 

The Pollination Project partnered with Camille to bring
her vision for “Bree & Me” to life. The “Bree & Me
Project” teaches kids to take positive action for animals
and the environment through education programs and
promoting compassionate lifestyle choices, with an
emphasis on veganism. Bree is the project’s
ambassador. In towns with little exposure to humane
education, Camille and Bree are creating resonant
experiences for children that will result in a kinder,
more compassionate world. To date, they have
reached over 5,000 kids! 

Bree’s Message: Bree Kind to Yourself. Bree Kind
to Others. Bree Kind to All Animals. Bree Kind to
the Planet. Breelieve in a Better World for All!



CELEBRATING BLACK
HISTORY MONTH: 
FIVE CHANGEMAKERS TO
KNOW

This week, we want to use this space to amplify
changemakers whose work has special relevance to
Black History Month. Here are five changemakers in
The Pollination Project community whose work
educates, reframes, and uplifts historical Black voices.
We encourage you to learn more about each of these
special individuals and their work at the links provided.

LaGarrett King, ‘Teaching Black History’
Conference

Dr. LaGarrett King’s work encourages teachers to see
and address the blind spots in how Black History is
currently taught in secondary schools. He is the
Founding Director of the Carter Center for K-12 Black
History Education, and organizes an annual
conference for educators. This year’s conference will
be held in July, and will honor the men and women of
Tulsa’s Black Wall Street (coined by Booker T.
Washington) as well as other Black communities that
gained economic independence along with those who
were victimized by racial violence. 

Kahlid el-Hakim, The Black History 101
Mobile Museum

The Black History 101 Mobile Museum is an award
winning collection of over 10,000 original artifacts of
Black memorabilia dating from the trans-Atlantic
slave trade era to hip-hop culture. Dr. el-Hakim has
been called the “Schomburg of the Hip-Hop
generation” because of his passionate commitment to
carry on the rich tradition of the Black Museum
Movement. The Black History 101 Mobile Museum
has visited 40 states sharing “ourstory” at over 500
institutions reaching tens of thousands of visitors in
diverse spaces including colleges, K-12 schools,
corporations, conferences, libraries, museums,
festivals, religious institutions, and cultural events.



Dr. Chaunda and Anthony Scott, The
Minnesota Black Community Project

Throughout the fifties, sixties, and seventies, Walter
Scott tirelessly chronicled the achievements of Black
Minnesotans. Although he wasn’t a trained historian
or documentarian, he meticulously wrote, designed,
published, and distributed three books and numerous
magazines full of stories and photos that showed
real-life stories of African-American prosperity,
achievement, and happiness. His children are
continuing Walter Scott’s legacy through The
Minnesota Black Community Project. They recently
celebrated the publishing of “Minnesota’s Black
Community in the 21st Century,” which highlights the
contributions of today’s African-American
Minnesotans and is available for purchase here. 
Learn more at
www.minnesotasblackcommunityproject.org

Peter J. Harris, “See You” & The Black
Man of Happiness Project

Changemaker Peter J. Harris engages in creative,
intellectual and artistic exploration prompted by one
elemental question: What is a happy Black man? The
Black Man of Happiness project explores African
American life and history from a refreshing, life-
affirming new angle: through the lens of happiness.
Working with Research Librarian Helen Cate and
designer Julie Ray, Peter uplifts historical images of
Black men emanating a sense of joy. Learn more at
https://blackmanofhappiness.com/. 

Kahlida Lloyd, Mission Reconcile

Martin Luther King Jr. once said “It is appalling that
the most segregated hour of Christian America is
Eleven O’Clock on Sunday Morning.” Kahlida’s work
grows out of both an understanding of the historical
segregation of faith communities, and a recognition of
the potential for those same communities to be
powerful forces for healing and reconciliation. Mission
Reconcile brings predominantly one-race churches—
predominantly black churches and predominantly
white churches—together to talk about race and
create organic relationships. Learn more at
https://www.iamareconciler.org/. 

https://www.amazon.com/Minnesotas-Black-Community-21st-Century/dp/168134131X
http://www.minnesotasblackcommunityproject.org/
https://blackmanofhappiness.com/
https://www.iamareconciler.org/


JACOB CRAMER: 
FROM “BINGO BOY” TO “LETTER BOY”

When he was 10, Jacob Cramer lost one of his
favorite people on earth: his grandfather. After the
grief and pain began to subside, he thought of how
many seniors just like his grandfather were isolated
and alone. He decided to honor his grandfather by
volunteering at a local senior center as the “bingo
boy,” theatrically calling letter-number combinations
to enthusiastic players. (Some of those games, Jacob
remembers, got very competitive!). 

“I started visiting the residents one-on-one, and some
of them became my best friends. During my awkward
teenage years when I often felt alone, I found people
who cared about me,” says Jacob. “But I quickly found
out the world didn’t always care about them. In fact,
many would tell me that I was their only visitor. They
hadn’t heard from family in months.”



To Jacob, that didn’t seem fair. The residents made
him feel so valued and cared for, and he wanted them
to feel the same. He began handwriting letters to give
to his senior friends, and it made them smile. Once the
“bingo boy,” Jacob was now the “letter boy.”

Jacob wanted to encourage other kids his age to also
get involved, and in 2014 he applied for and received
a seed grant from The Pollination Project to build this
project. What began with one boy’s heart for the
elderly blossomed into a movement, and Jacob’s
organization “Love for our Elders” now has 50,000
volunteers in 70 countries working to fight loneliness
with love.

As Jacob’s outreach grew, he was invited to speak on
why he thought it was so important to connect with
and write to seniors, even those that may be
strangers. He gave a talk on this subject and was
approached afterward by a young woman who told
him that she hadn’t really connected with her own
grandfather, who lived far away from where she grew
up. As she got older, visits became less frequent.

 When he passed away, she felt regret that she hadn’t
gotten the experience of knowing him. She teared up
before telling Jacob how he had motivated her to try
and make a difference. Two months later, Jacob
received a large package of letters written by this
young woman, who had formed a kindness group
since they had last spoken and written letters for his
organization. 

Now, amid COVID-19, seniors are more isolated than
ever before. Jacob and his team have kicked their work
into high gear, mobilizing in new ways to help the
elderly feel less alone. Through these small gestures,
Jacob’s example has touched hundreds of thousands
of lives! 

If you would like to write a letter, be a kindness
ambassador, or learn more about Jacob’s work, visit
loveforourelders.org.

https://loveforourelders.org/


WOMEN’S DAY: HONORING
OUR CHANGEMAKERS

March 8th is International Women’s Day, and this
week we are celebrating all our female changemakers.
In the last seven years, 1,800 women and girls have
joined the global community of Pollination Project
changemakers. Coming from different countries and
cultures, with different experiences and backgrounds,
they all share a strong spirit of service and a firm will
to make their communities and the world more just,
equitable and sustainable places.
They are activists, journalists, educators, mothers and
daughters, unsung heroes with stories of courage,
determination, empathy and deep love.

Vegan activists like Michelle Carrera who started “Chili
on Wheels” in 2014, making veganism accessible to
communities in need through services such as meal
shares, food demos, clothing drives, and mentorship.
In the last 7 years she has distributed more than
100,000 hot meals in 8 different areas.

Young heroes like 14-year-old Isabella Hanson who
created the “I Matter” national poetry competition to
amplify young voices raising awareness about racial
injustices and civil unrest in the U.S.

Activists like Mona Yadav, founder of Sahas
Foundation, a youth run organization in India working
towards creating a gender inclusive society by
educating young people on the issues of Gender,
Sexuality and Reproductive Health.

Doctors like Umra Omar, who founded Safari Doctors,
a group of volunteers in Kenya bringing free medical
care by boat to the islands’ increasingly isolated
people. Each month, her team sets sail in a vessel
loaded with medicine and conducts mobile clinics

 across at least 15 remote villages, reaching over
1,000 patients.

Animal rights activists such as Poli Sotomayor in
Mexico, who created Polifacética, a YouTube Channel
about health, empathy and daily activism; or Fernanda
Ellwanger de Lima from The Animal Voice Sanctuary, a
non-profit institution in Brazil hosting more than 300
non-human animal victims of the livestock industry,
abandonment, or abuse.

Journalists like Stefania Prandi in Italy, whose award
winning project, The Consequences, looks at the
aftermath of domestic violence through stories, words,
and photographs of the lives victims leave behind.

Filmmakers like Carly Wilson in Australia, working on
wildlife conservation issues. Her documentary “Rubber
Jellyfish” about marine debris has been screened more
than 60 times all around the world and has directly
resulted in improvements to litter legislation in both
Australia and the United States.

These are just a few examples of a large community of
extraordinary women whose work we have had the
privilege and honor in playing even a small part.

Their actions and authentic voices are making a vital
and positive difference for so many; our heartfelt
gratitude to them today and every day.

https://www.chilisonwheels.org/
http://www.nationalyouthfoundation.org/i-matter/
http://www.sahasfoundation.org/
https://thepollinationproject.org/our-work/health-wholeness/
https://www.youtube.com/channel/UCxx579qjyj7CAnpZu0kUY_Q
https://www.santuariovozanimal.com.br/
https://www.stefaniaprandi.it/
https://rubberjellyfishmovie.com/


HANDS OF HONOUR: 
THE LEGACY OF PAUL
TALLIARD

There are people who are born with a light inside,
capable of illuminating the path of those who are lost
in the labyrinth of life and cannot find a way out.
Paul Talliard was one of these rare gems of humanity;
a man who dedicated his life to helping those who had
lost everything. His own story of healing was an
inspiration for others, and although he passed away
last month, his legacy of service will ripple out forever.

Paul was many things; an important part of our global
family of changemakers, an early recipient of seed
funding from The Pollination Project, and the visionary
founder of a project called Hands of Honour.

He was a firefighter and family man who lost
everything to addiction. A random act of kindness
inspired him to ask Glenda, the supervisor of a soup
kitchen he frequented, to help him get control of his
life. He dedicated himself to serving young and adult
men in Cape Town who were living as he once did,
homeless and dependent on handouts. He started the
support group that would become Hands of Honour,
an award-winning Social Enterprise upcycling waste
that would otherwise end up in a landfill.

“It isn’t enough just to reintegrate homeless men into
society. Their rehabilitation should inspire and restore
their dignity by giving these men a way to pay it
forward,” Paul said in founding Hands of Honour.

The model Paul created was unique: businesses
donate their unwanted goods to Hands of Honour to
be upcycled, which creates jobs and skill-building
opportunities for the boys and men Hands of Honour
employs. Paul used some of that income to create
learning resources for local school children and
provided many other opportunities for those he served
to volunteer in their communities. To date, this work
has saved 369 tons of waste from entering a landfill,
employed 14 boys and men, can call up to 50
members for a volunteer project, and distributed 80
Early Childhood Development Classroom on Wheels
units to under-resourced children’s centers.

Even while growing Hands of Honour, Paul always
found time to give back to The Pollination Project’s
global family. He served as a grant advisor and mentor
to new changemakers since 2016, donating countless
hours to helping other would-be visionaries on their
own unique path to creating a kinder, more
compassionate world.

https://thepollinationproject.org/paul-talliard/


“I have learnt so much from my experience at TPP; I
feel I have grown as a human being and changemaker.
As Margaret Mead stated “Never doubt that a small
group of thoughtful, committed citizens can change
the world; indeed, it’s the only thing it ever has,” Paul
once told us.

Our grants manager Tara remembers Paul this way: “If
I had the opportunity to design the perfect TPP
grantee, it likely would have looked like Paul Talliard. A
humble man who took his life’s learnings and used
them to drive local change. Paul had a heart for the
people and for ensuring he did everything during his
physical time on this planet to lift up others, whether it
be through sharing stories of his past or constructing
mobile classrooms for the generations of the future.
His voice was grounding and reassuring, which is
uncommon. 

A special man who eloquently reminded us all that
despite our mistakes and choices of the past, we all
have the ability to learn, listen, and act.”
People like Paul never really leave us and continue to
live through their legacy. He is in the eyes of the
marginalized who have found hope and dignity, in the
hands that work, transform and create a new future,
and in the fierce spirit of all those who put their
dedication where their beliefs are.

We will miss our friend, but we will honor Paul’s
legacy by opening our own hearts and hands in the
continuous search for that magic that transforms a
human being into an extraordinary changemaker.



SEEDS OF RESPONSIBLE
CITIZENSHIP

Active citizenship, community empowerment and
volunteer experiences: how three Italian women are
seeding the change and making responsible tourism
bloom!

The Pollination Project community is made of
volunteer grassroots leaders who put their time and
energy in service of others without expectation of
personal material gain.

Our changemakers of the week are three, Italian,
young women, Claudia, Marta and Camilla, who are
building their own community of volunteers focused
on a more conscious approach to international
volunteer tourism. 

Travelling to help others as a volunteer is both a
beautiful and challenging experience that requires
understanding beyond just the skills needed for the
work itself. It means not only working for people, but
with people. It’s a matter of learning how to walk into a
new community with grace, respecting the cultural
and local dynamics. 

“We all have the responsibility to make a difference 
by the way we act. We felt there was a need for
responsible travel itineraries and volunteering
experiences crafted to be sharable and nurture
community empowerment all around the world,”
they shared.

In 2019 they quit their previous jobs and founded
LOTO, a cultural association, to raise awareness
among future volunteers and travellers, training and
preparing them to grow in cultural competence.

“It is necessary to be aware of the complexity of the
environment before getting involved in it, both on a
cultural and social level, and in terms of establishing
relationships based on a responsible, aware and
empathic attitude,” Marta explains.

LOTO collaborates with extraordinary partners in India,
Nepal, Myanmar, Thailand, Madagascar, Abruzzo and
Lampedusa Island in order to create connections
between travellers and projects, promoting a lifestyle
that is fair to all and supporting projects focused on
conservation and improving the human condition. 

As the Buddhist monk, Thich Nhat Hanh, said, “The
next Buddha will not take the form of an individual.
The next Buddha will take the form of a community.”
This is how LOTO was born and the reason why our
team of grant advisors chose to support them: from
the care and attention in planting the first seed, the
patience in seeing it blossom and the strength
necessary to continue taking care of it, both as an
individual and as a community. 

https://www.lotoftravel.com/en/


NGỌC-TRÂN VŨ: BRINGING
A HEALING NARRATIVE IN
THE VIETNAMESE-
AMERICAN COMMUNITY

My mind is Pondering
My heart is Vietnamese
My soul is an Artist
My conscience is a Healer
– Ngọc-Trân Vũ

Born in Vietnam, Ngọc-Trân Vũ came to the United
States with her family as a political refugee and grew
up in Dorchester and South Boston’s working-class
neighborhoods. She is an artist, storyteller, connector
and an interpreter; her work comes alive through
themes of diaspora, family, memories, identity, and
intersectionality. 

Trân received seed funding for her project
VietFamStories, which brings together Vietnamese-
American elders and young artists to share stories,
dialogue, and art. 

Featured artists have included Ah Moonz, who was at
the forefront of the “waacking” street dancing scene in
Vietnam before moving to the US four years ago; Anny
Thach, a poet whose work reflects her experience of
being a young Vietnamese and Cambodian woman; 
 Candace Nguyen, a trans artist with a goal of
boosting queer and trans visibility in the Vietnamese
community; and a pair of older artists who have
created a skit about coming to understanding on
political issues and the responsibility of the older
demographic.

These events are intentionally bilingual and
intergenerational, aiming to make connections

between and among the Vietnamese community as
well as those who do not share this identity. The goal
is connection, healing, and the space to talk about hard
things through art. 

“It is no surprise that the consistent, widespread, direct
and indirect exposure to violence, colonization, loss,
burn-out, stress, microaggressions, imperialism,
disease and traumatic social conditions permeates and
impacts our personal and interpersonal, physical,
emotional and spiritual well-being,” says Trân.
“Healing is an essential part of liberation within our
communities that has to be embedded in the process
of addressing racial justice in order to be truly
sustainable. It’s about ensuring communities and
individuals can sustain ourselves for the long run,
particularly those who survive the brunt of the racial
consequences to heal and continue in the journey
forward.”

Her work is expanding the informal network of
Vietnamese elders, bringing in the younger generation,
and providing a structure for new intergenerational
dialogue and creative collaboration. Also, the project
introduces the young Vietnamese Americans living in
Boston to the stories of those who lived through a
terrible war in their shared cultural homeland. 
The road to constructive change, which leads to true
belonging, passes through the awareness of who we
are, honor for our cultural identity, and respect for that
of others. Projects like Tran’s help communities ensure
that they are able to meet “others” not as strangers,
but in the fullness of their rich individuality and our
shared humanity. 

https://tranvuarts.com/vietfamstories


RODOLFO ALVAREZ:
BUILDING ‘EDEN’ IN
GUATEMALA
When Rodolfo was fifteen, he began volunteering at a
summer camp called Viamistad. For the first time in his
life, he was surrounded by people with disabilities,
beginning to make many new friends and learning
about their experiences.

One of these new friends was Jorge, who uses a
wheelchair and communicates with modified sign
language due to partial paralysis. For years, Jorge was
locked in his house while his family left for work. He
fell into a deep depression and later survived a suicide
attempt. After this trauma, his family finally agreed to
allow him to leave the house each day to sell toys at
the main plaza. Jorge was very proud of himself and
his business, but still felt frustrated that he could not
find a ‘real job.’

Rodolfo realized that the lack of job opportunities and
the constant isolation were serious issues for all of his
friends with disabilities. In 2019, with Jorge’s help, he
decided to put in practice his knowledge in natural
medicine and founded Edén, a social-enterprise, that
facilitates opportunities for disabled entrepreneurs to
create all-natural wellness products using the best
essential oils and natural ingredients. The model is
based on the specific abilities of each person,
facilitating their success and self-confidence.

“We hope to help society at large to see people for
their strengths rather than for their challenges.”
When Jorge and Rodolfo first began Edén, Jorge’s
mom told Rodolfo that her son “couldn’t do anything to
help” and that Rodolfo “didn’t need to include him.”
Jorge was, unfortunately, used to this kind of
minimization. But, through the first few months of

Edén, Jorge was consistently working and supporting
his family with income.

“Now, we have noticed that his mom and family talk
more about his strengths, appreciate his contributions
and engage with him in a new way. Through
community support, accessible work, and
representation, we are changing the stereotypes that
hurt people with disabilities,” says Rodolfo.

So far, each of the eight entrepreneurs in the program
earned an average of $5 per hour over the course of
three months. This is more than 2x the Guatemalan
minimum wage. With their new autonomy, the
entrepreneurs give back to their communities and
create social and economic growth for themselves.

For example, Sergio adopted a dog (something he
always wanted) and was able to independently pay for
its food and vaccinations, Iris treated her whole family
to dessert and Darian helped pay for her sister’s
medical expenses. The Edén entrepreneurs create,
package and sell products that invite each customer to
enjoy health and wellness, naturally. They receive all of
the sales, reinvest in the business, and put their
earnings towards their own dreams.

Edén is a social enterprise, but they are also a group of
friends! Over the last year, they have met bi-monthly
for an online hang-out, called Cafe Con Edén.
Believing that wellness comes through body, mind and
community, they wanted to support each other
through the isolating lock-down.



POLIFACÉTICA: THE
SPANISH VOICE OF
CONSCIOUS ACTIVISM

consciousness while living a happy and inspiring life
with eco-friendly DIY (do-it-yourself) practices that are
within the reach of everyday people.
“Being an activist is never easy and we often find
ourselves facing painful issues and so much anger.
We must be kind to ourselves and to others. Kindness
and grace open many doors in the hearts of those who
care,” Poli shares.

In a world where the consumption of animals and
resources has grown exponentially, we are witnessing
the emergence of local leaders, like Poli, who are
moving in a different direction, inspiring people to think
of their choices in the context of an interconnected
world. Polifacética is a Spanish term that means
“someone who has many faces”, “someone who has
the capacity to perform different activities”. It is a
perfect metaphor for Poli: a unique individual with
multiple talents, interests, and a desire to act
holistically.

“Every choice we make has an impact on animals and
on the planet. It’s beyond food choices; it’s lifestyle,
politics, culture and social identity. It’s about our idea
of the kind of world we want to live in,” she says.

Polifacética has created more than 200 videos on
different topics: health and plant-based diets for
humans and animals, vegan recipes, biking, vlogging,
environment, food policies, yoga, cruelty-free beauty
and hygiene products, daily activism, feminism, and so
much more.

Poli’s vibrant voice and fierce heart helps fill the gap in
Spanish-language awareness about animal rights and
vegan lifestyles, empowering and inspiring thousands
of people to become everyday activists.

Poli shows us all that by making one conscious choice
at a time, we can become the human beings that this
beautiful world deserves.

Poli Sotomayor is a Mexican activist, social media
influencer, singer, writer and member of our global
family of grassroots volunteer leaders. We first met
Poli and learned of her project, Polifacética, in 2017.
When Tessa Graham, then our Animal Advocacy
Coordinator first spoke to Poli, she was “immediately
in awe of her complete dedication.”

“She had walked away from a successful life to step
into another that was fully mission driven and headed
towards maximum impact for animals,” says Tessa.
“I’m grateful to continue to learn from her selfless
ambition and wisdom.”

Polifacética creates videos and other content that
creates awareness around animal rights, health,
empathy and daily activism. The goal is to help grow 

https://www.youtube.com/Polifacetica
https://polifaceticaenlaweb.com/


HEAR YOUR SONG:
EMPOWERING KIDS
THROUGH SONGWRITING

“As musicians and artists – especially as collaborative
artists engaging in dialogue and truly listening to each
other – it is our special responsibility to strive for a
common world in which all voices can be heard and
every child’s song can be sung.”

Hear Your Song has active student chapters at Yale
University, Smith College, Dartmouth College, and
Hunter College High School. They also maintain
hospital, school, and camp partnerships at the national
level, as well as collaborations with individual families,
that engage the broader volunteer community beyond
and among campus-based chapters.

This incredible network of music and kindness has
been inordinately impacted by the global COVID-19
pandemic. In order to be able to continue delivering
their program and reach the children hospitalized or
isolated at home, Daniel and Rebecca decided to
develop a virtual platform. Seed funding from The
Pollination Project supported this initiative.
The new web platform will strengthen their
partnerships, help establish new ones, and also create
opportunities to train and mentor new leaders at their
various campus-based chapters. Most of all, it will
allow Daniel and his team of volunteers to break
through the isolation of many kids facing health
challenges, bringing their voices to the surface and
opening spaces for creativity and self-expression.

Daniel Rubins is a musician and heartivist. He
founded Hear Your Song, a non-profit organization
that empowers children and teens with serious
illnesses to make their voices heard through
collaborative songwriting. It all started with a special
school experience and a wise teacher.

When Daniel was in 5th grade, his teacher formed a
partnership between his class and the children at
Elizabeth Seton Pediatric Center in Yonkers, New
York. Daniel’s buddy, Melissa, was non-verbal, but
they were able to communicate through her aide. The
goal of this experience was to give young students
the conviction that their buddies were as richly
human and deserving of friendship as they were. In
high school, Daniel returned to Elizabeth Seton to
give a brief piano and sing-along performance: sitting
in the front row was Melissa.

This memory and the seeds it planted in Daniel’s
heart inspired him to find a way to give voice to kids
with complex health needs. Together with Rebecca
Brudner, he started Hear Your Song while still a
student at Yale University seven years ago.
In live songwriting sessions, Hear Your Song
volunteers work with children and teens to guide
them through the process of writing their own song
lyrics. Then, in collaboration with more volunteers,
they set those words to music and record the song to
be heard, celebrated, and shared.



SMITHA DANIEL:
PROTECTOR OF THE
FOREST BABIES

In her studies, she found that not everyone shared
her love of these small primates. 

The slender loris was viewed as a bad omen by many
villagers, thought to bring dwarfism, infertility, and bad
luck to those who saw them. As research into several
communities continued, the trail led Smitha to voodoo
rituals and superstitious fertility practices, finally
unveiling a thriving illegal trade for the Slender Loris.
The slender loris freezes when threatened, meaning
these “forest babies” have few natural defenses
against human predation. 

Smitha received a seed grant from The Pollination
Project to understand the belief systems of the
villagers, and engage everyone from tribal elders to
young children to dispel myths and folklore that is
leading to the significant decline of the species. She is
also mapping the habitat of the slender loris, along
with known poaching routes, to help the forest service
create specific conservation management plans. 

Smitha hopes to serve as a model for involving
indigenous people in the conservation of a threatened
species. Her work is pioneering new knowledge about
this lesser-known species, and inspirational in her
dedication to be a champion for the voiceless.

Smitha Daniel was working in wildlife rescue and
rehabilitation when she found an animal she had
never seen before. The adorable palm-sized ball of
fur was the elusive slender loris, found only in a few
places in the world. 

These nocturnal creatures, whose Indian name
translates to “forest babies,” captured her heart with
their tiny bodies and big, innocent eyes. A passionate
biologist, she decided to undertake what was to be a
six month project in the Indian forests of Western
Ghats to learn more about them. Most of her studies
occurred at night, in darkness so extreme she could
not see her hand in front of her own face. Despite the
challenging conditions, elephants, and tigers,
Smitha’s curiosity compelled her to continue; the six
month project is now in its ninth year, and Smitha has
since become the first primatologist to undertake
dissertation work on the slender loris.



ENGAGE GLOBALLY:
PLANTING TREES TO SAVE
A COMMUNITY

children, eliminating differences and allowing the
village to embark on a path of renewal and hope. 

Choosing to plant a tree is never a trivial gesture, but
a conscious vision of the present and an investment
in the future. The choice to give life to a forest is
proof of extraordinary foresight and love for the land.
In a barren landscape, even a small grove of trees
whose greenery dots the horizon is a most welcome
and hopeful sight. 

We live in an era in which we have become
accustomed to thinking globally; today everything is
global, including problems like climate change,
pollution, deforestation, and inequality. We feel
involved and, at the same time, many step away from
taking an active part in the solutions. At The
Pollination Project, what we have seen in working
with changemakers and small communities is the
existence of a different vision, focused on solutions
for so-called “global” problems from a local
dimension, with interventions that benefit
communities and individuals directly. 

Our friends in Ghana are proving this, working hard
locally to be able to “engage globally”.

Northern Ghana is a region that faces many
intersecting challenges: severe poverty, illiteracy,
resource scarcity, a growing population, and job loss
due to deforestation, just to name a few. 

In the face of all these circumstances, of what value is
the simple act of planting a tree? Can a tree help
meaningfully serve a community? The answer is yes.
 
Heather Heckel and a team of volunteers at Engage
Globally have worked over the last year to plant 150
fruit and nut trees around schools, and another 80
trees at homes and communities. They worked with
students in the villages of Kulaa and Taha, who
learned how to plant and care for these new trees
which now provide shade, erosion control, and food
to these areas. The project involved the entire village,
awakening the enthusiasm of adults and the joy of

https://www.engageglobally.org/


SANJOH ROSE EGBE – THE
SURVIVORS PROJECT

The current crisis in the South West Region of
Cameroon brings many vulnerable people such as
women, young girls and internally displaced persons
to look for ways to provide for their families. Lack of
information and poverty make them an easy prey for
traffickers who exploit them in domestic servitude or
sex trafficking.

Human trafficking is a deeply rooted reality in this
part of the world, involving cultural and social
aspects. The efforts announced and promoted by the
institutions to address and mitigate this social plague
are not enough and often conflict with strong
interests. Once again, individuals are those who
make the difference. Victims and witnesses become
community leaders and tackle the problem where the
state fails to achieve. The Pollination Project exists
for them.

“Young women should never stop wanting to
transform their lives.Our values and goals to protect
and transform women’s lives in the right way should
never be up for negotiations.”

Rose is from Cameroon, has a university degree in
history, and is a survivor of human trafficking. She
was sold as a slave by her cousin with a promise of a
teaching job in Kuwait that turned into a nightmare of
human exploitation.

When she finally was able to return to Cameroon, she
decided to dedicate her life to empower women, raise
awareness on various forms of human trafficking, and
educate on human rights principles in several urban
and rural communities in Cameroon. 

With the help of a grant from The Pollination Project
she started to organize educational workshops,
community sessions, and the production and
dissemination of informational materials highlighting
the importance of safe migration and how to
recognize traffickers. Many victims of human
trafficking choose to conceal their past out of fear that
they will be shunned or judged. Rose is changing this
through her example and courage, inspiring other
survivors to tell their stories. Collectively, this is
reducing the rate of young girls traveling to the
Middle East.

“My entire life has transformed from the day I decided
to speak out. I can’t keep count of the number of
people who have told me thank you just for listening
to my story. A lot of women after listening to me talk,
have built their self-esteem and they know they are
not alone. It has saved many from falling in the same
pit like I did. It is really refreshing to see the smiles on
their faces. And for me each time I speak out I feel a
scar taken off me.”



NOW YOU HEAR US – THE
VOICES OF OUR YOUTH

Last year, in response to the Covid-19 lockdown and
the impossibility of organizing in-person workshops,
they created “Now You Hear Us”, a podcast to share
the voices of young people who have experienced
displacement. From refugee camps to host
communities, it tackles thoughts on displacement,
migration, politics, mental health, identity, friendship,
art, and love. The core participants of Now You Hear
Us form the all-female Youth Advisory Board, and
include two young women from Syria, one from
Afghanistan, and one from Iraq.

So often, we hear about new policies and restrictions
and are upset on principle, but not involving people
that we know and love who are affected directly.
Hannah and Daphne hope that their work reminds
people that there are very real individuals whose lives
and futures are impacted. Instead of being upset
purely on a philosophical level, they hope you
remember the stories of the youth. From Rafa, who
dreams of a life with friends and a dog named “salva
vida,” to Tania who wishes to be an industrial
engineer, to Gerardo, who wants to be reunited with
his girlfriend and mother.

These are the stories that help Daphne and Hannah
continue, even though their work is often extremely
challenging. 

“Every now and then, after hundreds of hours of
working for little to no pay, learning new systems and
software, navigating foreign countries, asking people
for money, and living out of a suitcase we ask
ourselves, “WHY?!” But we know why. It isn’t
because we are “so good” or that we “want to save
the world,” it is because we have seen the power of
what listening, hearing and sharing stories can do.

And in this world, at this moment, we cannot afford
to not listen to our youth. We owe them that much.”

“From the highway all I can see is the road, but I
know that beyond this lies camps with tents and
portable boxes and people who still live in limbo,
waiting to know their futures. And that’s the thing
about someone who witnesses that reality: once you
know, you have to decide what to do with that
knowledge,” writes Daphne Morgan, reflecting on
what it has been like to journey to refugee camps in
Greece since her first visit in 2016. 

In early 2017, Daphne met Hannah Brumbaum while
the two were volunteering in a refugee camp in
Ritsona. Hannah joined Daphne in piloting a youth
arts program. As they interacted with the youth in
camp and read the international news, they
witnessed a huge disconnect between the stories
making headlines and the realities of these young
people. They experienced firsthand how the voices of
displaced youths were largely absent from the
narrative built around the crisis endured by migrants. 

Through the lens of storytelling and art, they hope to
change that through their project “Youth UnMuted.”
Daphne and Hannah received a seed grant for their
idea in 2018. Traveling with their “Mary Poppins
suitcases” the pair organized week-long creative
pop-up workshops that encouraged and facilitated
personal storytelling, giving youth a place to safely
express their voice, learn new skills, and gain peer-to-
peer support.

https://www.youtube.com/channel/UCctK6JRXqfzJ_MWfFBgIR_Q
https://youthunmuted.org/


UNADILLA COMMUNITY
FARM – A NEW GENERATION
OF FARMERS

They applied for a seed grant to support their Veggie
Box Program, a product of the internship aimed at
improving food equity in the Edmeston community.
The devastating economic impact of the COVID-19
pandemic has only exacerbated the issue of food
insecurity for Edmeston families. This program works
to fill the gap by delivering organic fruits and veggies
to families’ doorsteps.

Affiliated with the veggie box delivery program is the
farmer training program. Interns participate in all
aspects of the program, from seeding to harvesting to
the wash and pack station, to gain experience in
operating a “CSA-style” farm model. Beyond
providing training in hard skills such as sustainable
farming and natural building, this project is also an
opportunity for students and young people to learn
interpersonal and soft skills that can be applied to
any type of workplace or community living. All
programs are plant-based to intentionally promote
the ethical, environmental, and health benefits of a
plant-based diet. 

“Our vision is a fossil fuel free, community-centered
society that practices natural building and climate-
resilient agriculture, one in which communities have
the skills to support themselves and are not
dependent on multinational corporations. This vision
revolves around food equity, where all people have
the ability to grow and consume healthy and
affordable food.” 

The Unadilla River, which runs alongside the farm,
gets its name from the Oneidan word for “a meeting
place.” And at its very core, Unadilla Community Farm
is just that – a place for people to come together,
learn valuable skills from one another, and celebrate
our togetherness with each other and with the
natural world.

The farm was founded in 2014 by a group of
WWOOFers (Willing Workers on Organic Farms)
who were inspired by years of volunteering at organic
farms, intentional communities, and NGOs around the
world, as well as witnessing the exciting growth of
organic agriculture and permaculture design, and
participating in the revival of the back-to-the-land
movement. 

After volunteering around the world, they pooled their
skills and resources to start a project of their own.
Some, burdened by student debt, volunteered their
time, while others contributed financially to get the
project going. The idea was to create an accessible
space led by and for young people to teach and
practice sustainable skills. 

They now represent the future of agriculture and a
sign of hope for the restoration of our food system.
Recognizing the systemic barriers facing the next
generation, the methodologies they teach are
centered around climate resiliency, affordability, and
accessibility. “We intentionally situated ourselves in
an area that is classified by the USDA as a low-
income, low-access rural food desert, so that our
work to grow healthy food and teach sustainability
skills could contribute to enhancing the sustainability
and self-sufficiency of the local community,” says
Greta Zarro, president of Unadilla Community Farm.



FRESH MINDS RADIO PROGRAM
– BRINGING AWARENESS TO
MENTAL HEALTH

Written off by those around them as “mad,” many are
forced to struggle in silence, unaware that treatment
is available. 

This is what the Fresh Minds Radio Program aims to
solve. Mercy’s biggest goal is to reach as many
people as she can, focusing mainly on ages 14 to 29
when mental disorders begin to develop and worsen,
to educate them on the details of their conditions and
provide the support required to control them at a
young age.

The first season of the show includes seven
programs that cover issues such as OCD, anxiety,
depression, stress management, and more. The show
also encourages listeners to interact through
Facebook, WhatsApp, and telephone to share their
stories, engage with others, and find the community
they need. Mercy is currently in the process of
collecting funding for season two. 

She shared how inspired she has been by listeners of
all ages stepping up to share challenging personal
details in order to connect with and help others. The
smallest detail of a mental health struggle could
resonate with someone and help them feel less alone.
Mercy has felt the impact of this bravery and
positivity personally and said she is no longer afraid
to speak out on the issues she cares about. 

“I’m now more confident. I was really afraid of the
limelight, I was afraid of going out and just putting
myself out there and presenting my ideas,” she said.
“After I got the acceptance from The Pollination
Project I thought ‘Okay, somebody really sees
something in what I’m doing.’ It was really motivating
and I’m still so grateful to this day.” 
Mercy is channeling this newfound confidence into
pitching, advocating for, and growing the show. She
hopes to continue expanding to educate and
empower more young minds.

When mental health advocate Mercy Mkandawire
was invited to discuss mental disorders on a radio
show last year, she received overwhelming feedback
that people wanted to know more. This hunger for
information inspired Mercy to create her own show,
dedicated solely to bringing awareness to mental
health disorders and explaining how to manage them.
 
The Fresh Minds Radio Program, stationed in
Blantyre, Malawi, instantly created a support network
where listeners could learn and share by offering a
variety of resources on different disorders. As the
program grew, Mercy and her team were astounded
by the number of people who could relate to the
stories and struggles shared on the show. 

In both rural and urban areas of Malawi, many people
don’t know that mental health disorders exist.



COMMUNITY GARDENING: 
BRINGING SANCTUARY TO
REFUGEES IN TIJUANA

On June 20, we celebrate World Refugee Day; an
opportunity to honor those fighting for safer lives.
Millions of forcibly displaced people face treacherous
conditions daily, many of whom are stuck at the
Mexico-United States border. Over the past several
years, the United States has violated several
international human rights and refugee laws,
narrowing the number of migrants who qualify for
protection and creating a massive humanitarian crisis
at the border. Tijuana, a key destination for asylum-
seekers, has over 25 migrant shelters, each
struggling to supply proper resources to those forced
to stay there. 

The current system keeps refugees in limbo,
preventing them from working, learning, maintaining
their roots, and truly settling in as they await entry to
the United States. One changemaker, Alex Reep,
noticed this wasted potential and decided to do
something about it. Reep attended the University of
San Diego, located 30 minutes from the Mexican
border, and first went to Tijuana to serve as a
translator during the humanitarian aid crisis that
occurred in 2018 after the migrant caravans arrived
from Central America. She quickly noticed the
prominent food insecurity and nutrition issues in the
shelters she visited. 

She described the food as “pretty abysmal,” most of
which included rotting produce, chips, and other
unhealthy meals.



Reep remembers her “sinking her bare feet into the
dirt and working so hard.” Reep said it was clear she
missed her hometown, and she was able to
reconnect through her work in the garden, something
she had done at home her entire life, and “feel
comfortable in a space that was uncomfortable,”
something many of the migrants in the garden can
relate to.

“I feel like this was a really empowering experience
because it just made it so clear that you can see a
problem and then work to find a solution to address
it,” Reep said. “I feel like now I’m much more
observant of issues within my community, and I wish
that more people had the opportunity to throw
themselves into a community development project. It
makes it so clear that things can improve and can get
better as long as you feel like you can do something
to change things positively.”

Something as simple as buying a few seeds, creating
a community space, and showing refugees who have
given up everything for a safer life that someone
cares about them can make all the difference.

Reep highlighted how easily we push these issues
aside, as they are struggles many United States
citizens have not and will not have to face. She said
the majority of her classmates at UCSD were
uneducated on the conditions at the border, despite
being only 30 miles away. Reep is a prime example
of how one person, or a small group of people, can
make a big difference, and she encourages others to
do the same.

“There is so much courage involved in leaving your
support networks and all that’s familiar to you to
move yourself and your family to a safer situation,”
she said. “Rather than pity refugees for the adversity
they have faced, we must acknowledge and learn
from their resiliency.

These observations led to the creation of The Tijuana
Refugee Shelter Community Garden Project. Reep’s
goal went beyond combating food insecurity; she
wanted to create a safe green space where migrants,
shelter residents, and children could become involved
and learn. She spent time researching gardening
conditions in Tijuana and strategically bought seeds
to grow produce relevant to the migrants’ native
cuisine. Garden produce includes cilantro, limes,
mangos, tomatoes, spinach, and onions; items for
everyday cooking, and staple ingredients in native
recipes that help the refugees feel closer to home.
The garden, positioned between a Central American
shelter and a Haitian shelter, has helped feed and
nourish two communities.

Beyond providing nutritious food, the garden has also
accomplished Reep’s goal of creating a safe
community space where migrants can reconnect with
their roots. She highlighted one refugee, originally
from a ranch in Michoacán, Mexico, who clearly
struggled with the migration process and found
sanctuary in the garden. 

https://tijuanarefugeesheltergardenproject.wordpress.com/


BLACK GIRLS DIVE: EMPOWERING YOUNG WOMEN IN STEM

This fall, the Black Girls Dive Foundation will observe
its first young woman, Skye Garrett, go off to college
to pursue a career in STEM. Attending Coastal
Carolina University, Garrett is the first of many young
Black women the foundation plans to empower for
successful marine careers.  

The Black Girls Dive Foundation, founded in 2017 by
mother-daughter duo Dr. Nevada Winrow and
Taylor-Symon Winrow, is an eco-step, ocean-
science-based STEM program that supports girls as
young as nine, following them through when they go
to college. There are few women in STEM and even
fewer minority women, and this program is the first of
its kind fighting to empower young Black women to
find a home in the STEM workforce. 

The group meets each Saturday, beginning in the
classroom, then gearing up to scuba dive in the pool.
The girls take classes in principles of scientific diving,
core reef ecology, underwater photography, building
and operating underwater vehicles, and more.
Beyond the benefits of learning about diving and
STEM, the girls also form powerful friendships and
general life skills throughout their time in the
program. 

For this program to do all of its amazing work, a lot of
equipment is required. After receiving a grant from
The Pollination Project, Dr. Winrow and the rest of
the team were able to buy some “pretty cool
equipment” to further the girls’ learning. 

https://www.blackgirlsdivefoundation.org/


The foundation currently has chapters in New Jersey,
Maryland, and a new chapter in Atlanta. Beyond the
local work they do, the girls also have opportunities
to complete travelling capstones, like the diving trip
they just took to Egypt. 

“You should have seen their faces in Egypt when
diving the Red Sea,” Dr. Winrow said. “Every rare
marine specimen that exists came out for them.” 
When discussing the lack of Black women in marine
careers and the STEM field, Dr. Winrow referenced
two factors: “hair” and negative cultural narratives
surrounding swimming. These inspiring young divers
have already tackled the first factor, and are sure to
be powerful influencers in changing the cultural
narrative for future generations. 

“We’re preparing them for college and a career in
STEM, so they have to be trained on the latest,” Dr.
Winrow said on the necessity of using the best
equipment. “They can’t be trained on outdated,
archaic instruments.” 
Beyond the countless benefits of learning about
diving and STEM, the girls also form powerful
friendships and general life skills throughout their
time in the program. 

“It’s not just been my experience connecting, it’s
watching the girls connect,” Dr. Winrow said.
“Everybody’s a stranger their first year, so it’s just
amazing to look at the sisterly bonds they develop.”
The program has also operated on a hybrid-learning
basis since the beginning, which allowed the girls to
“not miss a beat” when COVID-19 hit, and also gave
them an advantage in transitioning to hybrid learning
in their school classes, an experience that challenged
students all over the world. The program boasts a
95% retention rate, “losing” only one young woman
during the peak of the pandemic who plans to return
in the fall. 



THE ALUKAKIN WOMEN’S
GROUP – GIVING THE GIFT OF
LEARNING

After receiving a grant from The Pollination Project,
Akot and the rest of the group were able to travel
door to door to deliver solar lamps to 100 orphans
and offer them the gift of reading and learning. 

This is one of many initiatives the Alukakin Women’s
Group has started to better their community. Akot
said the group has countless ideas on how to
continue helping, and the only thing standing in their
way is a lack of financial resources to carry them out.
She, along with the rest of the group, have big plans
to “work hand in hand” to continue improving the
Ngora community and hope to have more
opportunities to do so. 

Each day in Uganda, 30 million people survive
without access to electricity. In rural communities
especially, this reality creates dire consequences for
physical health and mental wellbeing. For young
children trying to learn, this obstacle makes it nearly
impossible to read and study at night, which stunts
their educations and creates a wide academic gap
between rural and urban areas. In Ngora, the
Alukakin Women’s Group, led by Mary Akot, is
working to solve this issue by providing 100 orphans
with solar lamps so they can take charge of their
learning and safely study at night. 

Akot, a primary school teacher and advocate for the
power of reading, said the entire group came up with
this idea and all feel passionate about it. Their
community was hit particularly hard by the Lord’s
Resistance Army fighters, leaving many children
orphaned and many families in poverty, and they
wanted to help. 

Without access to electricity, many people are forced
to rely on kerosene or paraffin to light their homes,
which produce harmful smoke and create a massive
fire risk. 

Lockdowns throughout the pandemic have severely
worsened this problem, making it challenging for
children to access electricity and study even during
the day. After observing this suffering firsthand, the
Alukakin Women’s Group decided to create a change.



RUBEN DIAZ: TRANSGRESSING
OBLIVION IN THE AMAZON

This project is the first of many that Díaz hopes to
carry out. Experts predict that a language dies every
two weeks, and Díaz said that right now, six to seven
languages are at a strong risk of fading into oblivion.
His goal is to stop that process.

“Being an artist is a privilege because I’m able to
create while other people have to work a lot,” Díaz
said. “So in order to compensate for this privilege, I
want to help people through my art or my thinking, or
my creative side. In this way, I can give something
back to society.”

Díaz prompts a necessary reminder that when land is
exploited and cultures are pushed to the side or
misunderstood, humankind loses precious
information about its roots that can never
be recovered.

“I think as human beings, we should try to be more
reflective on the processes we are carrying out,” Díaz
said. “Especially if they endanger nature and
indigenous people, because they are really deep,
wise people that can teach us a lot.”

Deep in the Ecuadorian Amazon, an ancient culture is
struggling to survive. The Sapara people are one of
many groups fighting to preserve their roots, and
their heritage is at risk of vanishing completely.
Rubén Díaz, a Quito-based artist, is not willing to sit
back and watch the deep knowledge of the Sapara
people fade out.

For more than two years, Díaz has spent time in the
jungle studying the Sapara language and legends,
and building relationships with the people. Only four
elders can still speak the native language, which is
essential in communicating ancient beliefs and
traditions. To preserve the culture, Díaz is working to
create a “dynamic dictionary” of the Sapara language
with black and white images that can be used in
schools to educate the next generations about their
roots, and encourage them to be proud of where they
came from. He is currently in the final stages of
creating this valuable resource.

Díaz is not the first researcher to study the Sapara
culture and people, but he’s the first to truly make an
effort to understand their way of life and follow
through on creating change.

“I try to relate to the community by focusing on the
problems they really have,” Díaz said on his approach.
“People from the outside think ‘they don’t have shoes,
I’m going to bring them shoes,’ but their culture
doesn’t have shoes. Their culture is to be free, and
they are cool being like that. So why would I give
something they might not need?”



STUDIO KUNUKKU: WOODBLOCK PRINTING’S REVIVAL

Last week’s Fashion Week in Rome featured pieces
by a designer who used a nearly extinct craft to
create her patterns. The designs were made with
woodblock printing, a textile technique that was once
at the core of Syrian culture. This collaboration was a
huge feat for Sarah Hayes, who has been fighting to
revive the craft in Lebanon. 

Originally traveling to Syria from China and India
through the Silk Road, woodblock printing has been
threatened by war complications and mass
production and is quickly disappearing. 

The craft involves creating blocks with specific
designs, printing the wooden blocks onto textiles, and
then making fabrics from the patterns. The designs
are inspired by lost motifs, such as architecture from
traditional Syrian homes that have since been
destroyed. 

Hayes first discovered woodblock printing while
working for a local NGO in India. Instantly falling in
love with the vibrant colors and textures, she began
studying the technique and was inspired by its roots
and depth.  At its core, block printing is a community-
centered activity that allows people to connect with
each other and with their heritage. 



Many people behind the studio, as well as those it
helps, have been stripped of basic human rights.
Many are stateless, without the right to a nationality
or even the right to opening a bank account. 
“If they can’t be free in terms of their identity, in terms
of their beliefs, in terms of what they fight for, maybe
this is at least something they can express when
these basic human rights are stripped from them?”
Hayes said on the studio’s purpose. 

After lots of hard work, Studio Kunukku is finally
picking up traction and getting noticed. Rome
Fashion Week was a huge step, and the studio is
gaining more attention in markets around Lebanon.
When a friend recommended The Pollination Project
to Hayes, she was thrilled to receive the seed grant
and get to work on the library, which would help
greatly with community outreach and education. 

“I was so happy,” she said. “I was happy because the
project was seen, it was heard, it was recognized.
And not only was it about the money, I felt like we
could be joining a bigger community. As I started to
see the other kinds of projects, I really felt the sense
of a bigger change-making community.” 
The more attention the studio gets, the more people
it can help. The growing traction is invigorating, and
there’s still more to do. 

“It’s putting us at a stage where our story is heard
somewhere we never could have imagined,” Hayes
said. “We can start to challenge the narrative about
Syria and tell the story of its craft to fashion
designers in Rome. That’s amazing”

Through her research, Hayes encountered a woman
named Zeina, one of only a few people left with
knowledge and appreciation for the craft. For the
past 40 years, Zeina has fought for the revival of
woodblock printing. Zeina sparked her love of the
printing technique at the age of 14 after finding a
small block in a Syrian market. She began collecting
every block she could find, bringing them with her
when she fled Syria, and establishing a workshop to
teach others. After seeing no significant progress for
years, Zeina was about to retire and give up before
meeting Hayes. The combination of Zeina’s
knowledge and Hayes’ passion and energy allowed
her fight to carry on after her retirement. 

The onset of the pandemic gave Hayes the push she
needed to take a sabbatical and really commit to the
revival of woodblock printing. She has since resigned
from her previous job and now lives full-time in
Lebanon, building Studio Kunnuku and creating a
network of artisans and seamstresses. She’s recently
been working to create a library with resources on
the craft to ensure there’s always an opportunity for
learning, a project made possible by a seed grant
from The Pollination Project. There is minimal
documentation of the woodblocking technique, and
the establishment of the library will guarantee that
woodblock printing is not among the lost pieces of
Syrian heritage. 

Hayes’ biggest hope is “to scale the project to a point
where this initiative is employing a sizable number of
people, so that I’m creating opportunities for people
to have income, but at the same time creating
meaningful jobs where people feel like they’re
contributing to a collective memory of their country.”
With a raging war and twisted narrative surrounding
Syria, many essential pieces of culture and
information get lost or misrepresented to outside
eyes, the consequences of which are unimaginable.

https://www.studiokunukku.com/


YOUTH FOR AAREY: FIGHTING
FOR THE LAST GREEN SPACE
IN MUMBAI

The Aarey Forest, part of the Sanjay Ghandi National
Park, is home to 15,000 indigenous peoples called
Adivasis, as well as a rich array of flora and fauna.
Existing for more than 500 years, the forest holds
centuries of native knowledge. It is also the only open
green space in a heavily polluted city, welcoming
anyone who craves fresh air and connection with
nature.

When the local government wanted to cut down the
forest and build a Metro Car Shed, Mumbai residents
Aparna Bangia and Sukriti Gupta knew they had to
do something to save the 1,800 acres of remaining
forest. They received a grant from The Pollination
Project to approach forest protection from an entirely
new lens: by harnessing the power of youth and joy-
based protest.

Sukriti had worked in environmental education in the
city for years, creating experiential learning
experiences for children of all backgrounds. Aparna
had deep roots in the forest and nearby farming
communities. With the combination of their skills and
relationships, the Youth for Aarey movement was
born.

The idea was simple: to connect the youth of Mumbai
to the forest so they could raise their voices and fight
for it. “You can’t fight and care for something that you
have no connection to,” reasoned Aparna. To do this,
the women created experiential programs such as
tree walks, farming experiences, and workshops for
children to connect to the forest and, in the process,
each other.

“In the context of environmental issues, we’re all in
the same sea of problems, even though it may affect
us differently. Eventually, we’re all going to have to
deal with each other, so the faster that we can create
connections and remove some of the social barriers
between kids of different backgrounds, the better the
movement will do,” Sukriti said. “It’s easy to find
common ground if you know how to look for it.”

Sukriti referenced one conversation she had with the
children about traffic. On a week-long field trip with
30 students from an American school and a public
school in the city, the children talked about traffic as
an environmental issue, but each group had highly
different perspectives. The more privileged kids who
could ride in a car to school expressed how traffic
impacts them by lengthening their commute to
school. The kids from public schools described how
their schools don’t have air conditioning units, so they
have to open the windows. This exposes them to the
loud noise of traffic, making it difficult to focus on
their classes.



After years of hard work, 800 hectares of land in the
Aarey Forest are protected. The Youth for Aarey
movement is continuing its programs and work, with
events happening each weekend in the forest.
Supporters of the movement are invited to Adivasi
weddings and festivals, further showing their deep
bonds. Beautiful relationships have formed between
supporters of the movement and the Adivasis.

“They were able to connect in a way I didn’t think
was possible. They dissected a whole bunch of social
issues from two sides of the same coin,” Sukriti said.
“It’s the same issue; the issue is traffic. But the way
that it affects both of them is miles apart. Within that,
they were able to discuss, and you could see the light
bulb go on in their heads of how we’re in the same
ocean even if we’re in different boats.”

Sukriti especially values the unique perspective of
children. Whereas adults might adopt a serious,
fatalistic approach, children are able to focus on the
joy of connection and fighting for something
meaningful. Aparna and Sukriti made it a point to
never pressure the children into protesting, instead
giving them space to lead from a place of intrinsic
passion and deep solidarity.

“Children aren’t just blindly idealistic. They
understand things quite rationally, it’s just that they
operate on a different value system, and that value
system has intrinsic worth and it deserves to be
heard and considered,” Sukriti said. “I wish people
would give equal value to those kids’ voices and the
indigenous voices, versus the voices that talk about
money and development and time.”

Aparna mirrored the sentiment of the joy that exists
in the protests for the Aarey Forest, an aspect that is
often missing from many similar movements. She
painted images of human chains, singing and
drumming, and buying produce from farmers and
women of the forest.

“People stood through rain and shine for three
months, regularly coming every single weekend to
show their solidarity towards the forest,” Aparna
said. “They were very happy that protests happened.
It wasn’t something that was harsh.”

“It’s been a very magical thing for us to be on this
journey and to connect, and we’ve connected with
such beautiful souls. We’re so happy that so many of
us who never knew each other have become such
great friends through this process,” Aparna said. “For
me, personally, it’s been a hugely transformative
experience walking in Aarey in this project. It’s been
like I fell in love with the forest and with the people.”

“We became like a family,” recalls Sukriti. “I keep
saying ‘we’ because it’s not about me, I feel it’s a ‘we’
process. It wouldn’t have happened without a
collective. To stay really persistent and patient and
stay with the process, to stay true to what we really
wanted to do and have people connect to the forest.
Today we are seeing it really coming to fruition.”



MATERIAL INNOVATION
INITIATIVE: REDEFINING
SUSTAINABLE MATERIALS

Each year, over 3.6 billion animals are killed, sheared,
or plucked to supply leather, fur, wool, down, and
other materials we rely on in several aspects of our
lives. The consequences of these materials are dire,
both on the planet and the animals they’re sourced
from. While many activists have fought against these
harmful practices, few have laid the foundation to
create meaningful and lasting change. 

Stephanie Downs, a highly experienced entrepreneur,
and Nicole Rawling, a lawyer with over 13 years of
experience in the plant-based food industry, decided
that arguing ethics wasn’t enough to save the planet.
Combining their skillsets, the two women founded
the Material Innovation Initiative, the first nonprofit of
its kind to connect entrepreneurs and scientists with
retailers and consumers to bridge the gap between
those creating and those distributing next-gen
materials. 

MII received their first seed grant from The Pollination
Project, which allowed them to build a website and
share their mission with the world. 

Their growing team is helping pioneer leather
alternatives made from mushrooms, fermented flower
petals, and mangos; silk alternatives made from
orange fibers or algae; and a material made from
milkweed that mimics the look and feel of
goosedown, among many other exciting innovations. 

Although interest in sustainable materials has existed
for years, few alternatives exist that are competitive
with animal products in terms of price and
performance. The Material Innovation Initiative’s goal
is to connect the right people to create a solution that
is comparable, if not better, to animal products, and
build a world where “the sustainable option is the
default one,” and animal products are replaced
entirely by plant-based and lab-grown alternatives.   
“Consumers really do want these alternative
materials that are better for the environment and do
not kill animals,” CEO and Co-Founder Nicole
Rawling said in an interview with Apparel News.

“We’re not asking them to sacrifice. It’s not about
giving up something that they love. It’s about having
what they love but being more responsible about it.”
 
The Material Innovation Initiative currently works with
over 40 international fashion and automotive brands,
with other major brands following suit and
developing their own next-gen materials. Gucci, for
example, recently announced the creation of its own
line of next-gen leather. 

With a developing urgency to slow climate change
and new technologies redefining our sense of normal,
now is the perfect time to launch a revolution and
create lasting changes in how we produce our
materials. Studies show that 90% of Gen Z
consumers believe that companies have a
responsibility to address environmental and social
issues, igniting the hope that a sustainable and
thriving future is within reach if organizations like the
Material Innovation Initiative continue creating
meaningful change. 

https://www.materialinnovation.org/
https://www.apparelnews.net/news/2020/jun/11/mii-launch-affords-central-unifier-greener-materia/


OBROBIBINI PEACE COMPLEX:
A NEW FORM OF GLOBAL
DEEPENING

Since 2017, Dr. Christian Andres has worked to turn
two hectares of land in Busua, Ghana, into a
vocational center; the culmination of a life-long dream
to build something meaningful in Africa. Promoting
social entrepreneurship and a circular economy
model, the quickly-growing center provides
previously untapped opportunities for community
members to build crucial skills and create sustainable
income sources.

Andres, a Swiss agricultural scientist and the
Executive Director of Obrobibini Peace Complex,
sparked the inspiration for the center while
completing his PhD in Ghana. After engaging in
several one-on-one conversations with local farmers,
he immediately recognized their struggles, as well as
the gift of what they had to offer.

Much of the Ghana population, although well to very
well educated, tends to lack the certain core skills
required to get a foothold in the world of formal work.
The center aims to train community members in these
skills so they can find sustainable jobs and live within
their full potential.

“Here, you get a lot of opportunities to help others
and to see how difficult it is in this world to be a
human being and to give your life meaning,” Andres
said. “In Ghana, it’s in your face that something is
wrong and you need to change something to get
somewhere meaningful.” That “sense of meaning”
exists for everyone involved with the Obrobibini
Peace Complex. An inclusive space where future
generations can engage in sustainable and
regenerative actions, the center aims to cultivate a 

climate-neutral lifestyle and support community
members in creating alternative and sustainable
income sources through social entrepreneurship.

The center is starting from the agro-food sector in its
current beginning stages, and plans to focus on
sustainable infrastructure and renewable energies,
crafts, tourism, as well as business and project
management in the future. Andres said the center
should be up and officially running by 2023. His
dream is that the center will become a “breeding
ground for inner peace.” The Obrobibini Peace
Complex’s logo is a yin and yang, representing the
fusion of different cultures to share strengths and
weaknesses. The center is the first of its kind in the
Global South and is run by a united team of people
from the Global South and Global North. Andres
hopes that this model can be replicated in other
areas. Despite the sustainable and impactful nature of
the model, many citizens in the area still struggle to
understand the center’s mission. Andres said that
many people believe that they are collecting money in
the name of the community without giving it to them
when really, every dollar made goes back into helping
the center grow to employ more people. The center
will eventually be financially independent, creating
more opportunities for community members to find
sustainable employment.

The OPC team continues to make manifold efforts to
help the locals understand how their work benefits
the community, and how it will continue to create
benefits in the future. If it is not already, the center
will be the biggest employer in the area. Those who
have worked within or have interacted closely with
the center understand its value and purpose and have
been helpful in passing the message along to friends
and family. Regardless, Andres is confident that as
the center grows and continues to provide income, a
path to peace, and a way for the planet to heal, the
community will realize the full extent of the benefit
they can derive from OPC’s work.

https://obrobibini.org/


TEACHING THE VALUE OF VEGANISM: ALYSSON AUGUSTO

While attending philosophy school in 2013, Alysson
Augusto studied the countless consequences of
eating animal meat and decided to adopt a vegetarian
lifestyle. Today, he is fully vegan and dedicates his
time to educating others on the harsh realities of
animal-dependent lifestyle choices.

Through the creation of video and social media
content, Augusto aims to challenge those who don’t
believe in veganism, as well as supply those who do
with relevant and researched information so they can
answer questions about the issue and continue the

fight. His overarching goal is to create an
environment for healthy debate, and inevitably
convince as many people as possible to respect
animals and orient their lifestyle around those values,
specifically by going vegan.

“I work actively to make sure people understand that
respecting the interests of sentient animals is not just
some exotic lifestyle that only certain types of people
can have,” Augusto said. “In other words, I work so
that more and more people understand that broad
respect for animals is a matter of fairness, not just an
ideological matter of personal taste.”



Throughout the course of this project, Augusto has
learned several important lessons. The first being the
importance of having a team. By dividing labor, he is
able to produce more content more quickly, and
spend more time researching and boosting his
knowledge to provide relevant and detailed
information to his followers. He also learned that
when it comes to activism, “done is better than
perfect.” His priority is to get out as much useful and
factual information as possible, even if things don’t go
exactly the way he expected.

“Above all, I reinforced something I already believed
in, which is the fact that unity is strength,” Augusto
said about his team and the network he has created.
“Were it not for the support of The Pollination Project,
I highly doubt I would have made it this far in such a
short time.”

After receiving a grant from The Pollination Project in
September of 2020, Augusto was able to upgrade his
film supplies and curate higher quality content.
Augusto’s production of more engaging and dynamic
visuals has paid off in 3,200 new Youtube
subscribers and 227,458 views on his channel. He
has also increased his Facebook outreach to
1,438,997 people. Each one of those views and
interactions represents one more person receiving
and spreading accurate messages about animal
welfare.

The new equipment also allowed him to achieve his
long-standing dream of engaging people on the
streets to discuss their moral values and how they
may or may not align with their actions. For example,
he often asks “How can you love some animals and
eat others?” He frequents one of the biggest parks in
his home of Porto Alegre, Rio Grande do Sul, Brazil,
talking to people about the suffering they
unintentionally inflict on animals with their daily
choices to consume animal products. He hopes to
expand into more areas of the city in the future.

This project has changed Augusto’s life in many
ways, and he’s overjoyed to have found a solid and
justifiable cause to fight for. He’s proud each time he
sees someone influenced by his content and
message, and receives a great deal of positive
feedback from those with a genuine interest in
respecting animals, while opening discussions with
many people who are more critical.

Augusto plans to continue learning, growing and
spreading this message with the hope of maximizing
the amount of people he impacts into revising their
lifestyle to be more animal-friendly. Receiving the
grant from The Pollination Project was only the first
step in the change he hopes to create.

“Wow, it was just sensational,” Augusto said on
receiving his grant. “Few times in my life have I been
blessed with something so great. When this kind of
benefit comes to someone living in a developing
country, it’s something to celebrate. I’m rooting for
TPP’s work to reach many more people and greatly
accelerate the development of activists in countries
like mine, because we really need it.”



FINDING SANCTUARY IN
STORIES: ROSA SABIDO

After living in the United States for more than 30
years, Rosa Sabido was facing deportation. She made
the difficult decision to live in sanctuary rather than
leave the community and friends she loves so much.
For the past four years, Rosa has lived in a church
near her home in Colorado as she continues her fight
for permanent citizenship. In doing so, she has
become a tireless advocate devoted to using her
story and voice to help others facing similar
circumstances. 

Sabido is one of many immigrants in the United
States who have entered sanctuary as a last resort
after exhausting all other pathways to citizenship. For
many who receive deportation orders, finding refuge
in a church, school, hospital, or other sanctuary space
where they are safe from arrest is favorable to
returning to their native country. Living in sanctuary
buys more time for immigrants to explore potential
exemptions, wait for new legislation, or find two
members of Congress to sponsor a private bill
granting them citizenship. 

Sabido’s home is here. She has lived at the same
address in Cortez, Colorado since her first day in the
country. She spent more than 30 years building a life
in her community, working several jobs and running
an authentic Mexican cooking business. Now, she has
not stepped foot off of the church’s grounds since her
stay of deportation application was denied in 2017. 

Since taking sanctuary, Sabido has received a great
deal of media attention, which is critical in gaining the
support and awareness necessary to obtain her
citizenship. Her story has appeared in articles for
BBC, The Los Angeles Times, The Denver Post and

The Washington Post, as well as several local
publications. Through this process, Sabido met
bilingual journalist, producer and documentary maker
Ariel Goodman.
Goodman’s journalistic approach focuses on
collaboration, engagement and “uplifting the voices
and stories of those most affected by injustice.” The
two women applied and received a seed grant from
The Pollination Project to launch “Sanctuary Stories,”
a project to create a space where immigrants in
sanctuary could tell their stories in their own words.

“She wanted the stories to be told in a different way,
so it wasn’t going to be a written piece or the same
kinds of formats that we often see,” Goodman said.
“We wanted it to be alive, we wanted people to
connect with it, and we wanted it to touch people.
We also wanted it to be bilingual so that Spanish and
English speakers could both interact with it.” 

Goodman explained how the media often tells
immigrant stories through the lens of trauma, and
only portray one dimension of the person. She
explained how immigrants are hypervisible in
journalism in terms of their suffering, but invisible in
the sense of their humanity as a whole. Sanctuary
Stories placed the journalism tools in the hands of the
people who are directly impacted by the issue.  



Since the project came out two years ago, several of
the women involved have left sanctuary. Several, like
Sabido, are still in sanctuary, and some have left
sanctuary only to be forced to return. Today, Sabido
continues to fight for her citizenship and for the
reform of the entire immigration system, which has
not been altered in almost 40 years. 

“Our immigration system doesn’t fit anymore into the
world we’re living in now,” Sabido said. “The laws
aren’t just obsolete, they aren’t helping anyone. They
are affecting everybody, but they aren’t helping
anybody.” 

Sabido said that in order to be effective, our
immigration system must be capable of covering the
different situations many immigrants have. Some are
seeking asylum, others are coming for a better life
and some, like Sabido, have lived here happily for
years and have waited patiently for their citizenship
only to receive a deportation order. 

Using seed grant funding, Goodman and Sabido
collaborated with three other women in sanctuary to
produce a series of videos highlighting each woman’s
story from their own perspectives. Mexican folk
musician Juan Carlos Marin wrote original music to
accompany the videos, which were then projected
onto the walls of Rosa’s church to be viewed and
interacted with. 

“I believe that the experts on immigration and
deportation are people like Rosa, people who have
experienced it. I also believe that the solutions should
always come from the people most impacted,”
Goodman said. “This is who we are as the United
States: a deportation machine. These are things that
we need to reckon with as a people, and that’s why 
 it’s important for the leaders and main voices about
these systems to be people like the women who are
featured in the project.” 

“People might think of immigrants in terms of a
document, but there’s a lot behind every person and
we have our personal stories, and that’s how the idea
was created so we could bring that more personal
and deeper meaning to what we are doing and why;
the reasons that move each person to remain in this
country even though they are in sanctuary,” Sabido
added. “As immigrants, we know how to take care of
ourselves. That’s the way we are raised, and we
know that if we want something we work and fight
for it.” 
For Sabido, the Sanctuary Stories project was an
important step in educating others on her story, as
well as the struggles facing the entire immigrant
community in the United States. 

“Immigrants are not coming to take over anything.
We are here to live, to contribute to the community,
and we are always following the law. We are as
much human as everybody else,” Sabido said. “We
have enriched this country with what we bring to it.”

https://vimeo.com/showcase/5679622


ANTONETTE FRANCESCHI-
CHAVEZ AND MARYSOL
PEREZ: FINDING EQUITY
THROUGH LITERACY

In the United States, the ratio of high-quality, age-
appropriate books in low-income communities is one
for every 300 children, facilitating a learning gap
between privileged and underprivileged students.
Antonette Franceschi-Chavez and Marysol Perez,
both educators in the greater Los Angeles area, one
of the most economically and culturally diverse areas
in the country, have spent the past two years placing
age-appropriate books in the hands of children in an
attempt to keep the learning gap from growing. 

Franceschi-Chavez and Perez met eight years ago
while teaching in a predominantly low-income area.
Having experienced schools in both lower and higher
income areas, they immediately realized the struggles
their students’ families and colleagues faced to
access high-quality texts at different reading levels, a
non-issue in more affluent areas. After years of
discussion, they decided three years ago that they
had to do something. 

Combining their education skills and shared passion
for advocacy and supporting under-represented
communities, the two women founded Equity
Through Literacy, an organization that provides
parents and families with the resources needed to
bridge the literacy gap. 

After a great deal of planning, organizing and
researching, Equity Through Literacy was set to
launch in the spring of 2020. At the onset of the
pandemic, they were forced to pivot and focus on the
immediate needs of children forced to school from
home. 

Since May of last year, Franceschi-Chavez and Perez
have distributed over 6,000 new or like-new books
and 2,500 backpacks with books, school supplies and
PPE to children in pre-K through 12th grade in under-
resourced communities.

“We’re all expected to read and write right off the
bat, but what we fail to realize is if we don’t have the
resources available to us, we feel disempowered,”
Perez said. “It’s so much harder to catch up when you
don’t have the proper tools as a child. It impacts your
entire life on a large scale.” 

Equity Through Literacy is also committed to ensuring
that families are equipped with the tools needed to
support their children in building their reading, writing
and expression skills. A big part of that is providing
children in Spanish-speaking homes with bilingual
resources. By empowering families through their
native language, they are able to create deeper
connections at home and more valuable learning
opportunities. 

“I think that’s such a powerful thing, to be able to
provide a family with the resources that they need to
empower them and let them know that they have the
tools already in them, it’s just a matter of seeking out
ways to bring that to life,” Perez said.

https://www.equitythroughlit.org/


“That’s what we’re preparing them to do, to take a
crayon and a blank piece of paper at home and talk to
their children about their feelings and let them draw it
out or color it and let them express it and just have
that conversation to keep from bottling the feelings
in,” Franceschi-Chavez said. 

Establishing Equity Through Literacy has been a long
road, but through the help of community partners and
the unwavering passion of Franceschi-Chavez and
Perez, the organization has helped thousands of
families. 

“The Pollination Project was our first real grant, so it
sparked everything from there. We’re very grateful
for the support,” Franceschi-Chavez said. 
“It definitely gave us a reason to keep going,” Perez
added. “Oftentimes the work that we do can take a
toll, and The Pollination Project provided us with a
little boost to keep going.” 

Before receiving a grant from The Pollination Project,
they were relying entirely on book drives to gather
supplies, and they often received unengaging,
tattered, or non-age appropriate books. The grant
allowed them to purchase high-quality books in both
Spanish and English to distribute. 

Franceschi-Chavez and Perez are committed to
continuing to supply families with the resources
needed to close the literacy gap, and hope to inspire
others to do the same. They also hope to help the
next generation of advocates grow. 
“Marysol and I, one of the things I think we have
grown from as parents, is instilling the same sense of
giving community for our children,” Franceschi-
Chavez said. Her four-year-old son has a “plethora of
books,” and they’ve had valuable conversations about
how other children may not be as lucky. 
“We’re already starting these conversations with our
little ones to try and create a next generation of
agents of change.” 

The two teachers said that many of the parents they
work with are under the impression that if children
are reading in English at school, they should be at
home too, which creates a disconnect. Equity
Through Literacy pushes families to embrace the
cultural significance of experiencing another language
and culture to build on language skills in a first or
second language. 

“We want to make sure parents understand that
there’s value in reading to them in their native
language,” Franceschi-Chavez said. “We try to
remind them that it’s important to speak to their
children in Spanish and to read to them in Spanish to
broaden their language skills, and to teach them how
fluent readers speak. You’re being an example of
what a reader looks like to your child.” 

After establishing literacy as an anchor, the women
were able to expand their focus to other needs, such
as emotional wellness. They have planned two
wellness days, collaborating with community partners
and organizations that can provide different
resources for mental health. The first wellness day
featured six partners, and the upcoming wellness day
will feature 14, showing how successfully the
program is growing. 

Wellness days connect activities such as art and
sports to literacy for children as young as two,
building the valuable vocabulary and abilities needed
to express emotions and care for mental health as
adults. Franceschi-Chavez reflected on a moment she
observed between a family at an art workshop where
children were asked to read a story and create an art
piece based on how the theme of the story made
them feel. She observed this family engage in
beautiful conversation about what emotions were
brought out and how colors can represent those
emotions.  



PIGS & KIDS: ALLIE
GADZIEMSKI

Allie Gadziemski is a homeschool mother of four sons,
all of whom are vegan and passionate about
introducing others to a compassionate lifestyle.
Realizing the influence children can have on their
families and friends, Allie wanted to create a special
day camp experience for children centered on
personal relationship with non-human animals that
are usually thought of as food. 

In January 2019, Allie applied for and received a seed
grant from The Pollination Project for an idea called
“Pigs & Kids.” 

Pigs & Kids mission was to connect kids and their
families with pigs. They hoped to create a fun half
day of activities geared towards learning about the
environment, nature, and animals that they may
otherwise commodify as “meat” animals. Through
age appropriate activities, not only did the kids get to
know the animals, they also enjoyed a nature-based
scavenger hunt, piggy-cupcake decorating, bird
feeder painting, and through a landfill vs. recycling
talk, learned how to take better care of our planet. At
the end of all the fun, a delicious plant-based meal
was to be served to show the kids and the adults
with them that plant based foods could be delicious,
easy and enjoyable. 

Over two half-day camps, a total of 78 children and
adults got to know three pig friends: Big Carlos,
Mowgli and Moana. They learned that pigs are more
intelligent than any other domestic animal, that
mother pigs sing to their babies, and that pigs are
very social animals who love sleeping close together,
among many other fun facts. 

The kids got to learn, in a way that was fun and
enjoyable, that pigs are friends, with personalities,
traits and desires, to be cherished.

After one of the camps, Allie heard from a mother
whose children were especially taken with Big Carlos.
She shared that the children couldn’t stop talking
about him. They went to a Mother’s Day brunch the
next day, and realized the heart connection between
bacon and a sentient being had been made. The
children did not want to eat any meat, which resulted
in the entire family committing to this life change
together. 

“What you do is so valuable,” Allie wrote of her
experience with The Pollination Project. “With wise
discretion, you literally plant the seeds that have a far
reach, by helping fund important missions. These
events allowed us to teach kids things that they don’t
learn in school. Most of the kids (and many parents)
who attended had never interacted with a pig before,
and 100% of them had never been to a sanctuary
where animals were not exploited/used for some
human purpose. Meaningful seeds were planted
within each family.” 

Allie and the volunteers who helped her with this
project are planning future events to introduce more
individuals to new pig friends.



AMANDA CATS-BARIL AND
ANNE MCGUINNESS: 
UNITED FOR WOMEN’S
EMPOWERMENT

In 2014 Amanda Cats-Baril and Anne McGuinness
were working in Nepal in the humanitarian sector
when they met and decided to found The WE United
Project. Anne grew up in Kathmandu and returned
home in 2011, the same year that Amanda moved to
Nepal from New York. Both have always loved
playing sports and felt passionate about expanding
the opportunity to other women and girls. 

The WE United Project is a women-led volunteer
initiative founded on the belief that sport enables
women and girls to develop social networks, physical
strength, self-belief, and the confidence to fully
participate in any sphere of life they choose. 

“WE believe participation in sport changes how
women view themselves and how others view
women; therefore, contributing to a broader agenda
of women’s empowerment and equality,” Amanda
said.

During the COVID-19 pandemic, supported by a
grant from The Pollination Project, they launched WE
Connect to develop an adaptive response engaging
and inspiring allies and advocates for women’s
empowerment through sport. Since March 2020, they
have used their online platforms to highlight stories of
women and girls from their own community; educate
women and girls through online programming; and
challenge gender norms and stereotypes by
promoting images of strong, skillful women athletes;
and sharing statistics about women in sports. 

Every year, WE United expands its activities as well
as the network of empowered women and girls it
engages in Nepal and beyond. In addition to
organizing friendly soccer games for women and girls
of all ages and skill-levels, they host soccer
tournaments and a league to provide opportunities for
women and girls to compete at all levels! 

In 2018 they also started the WE Coach program, a
first step towards responding to a continued lack of
female soccer coaches in Nepal. To date, 16 young
women have gained valuable skills and knowledge
related to coaching and women’s empowerment.
Collectively, they have provided soccer training
sessions for over 200+ girls in their local
communities.

“We believe one win leads to another. When women
and girls are provided with opportunities to develop
skills, experiences and relationships through sport,
they are empowered to be confident leaders on and
off the field. WE envision bringing women together to
pave the way forward for other women’s
empowerment.”

https://theweunitedproject.com/our-programs/


WHEN THE STUDENTS BECOME THE TEACHERS: 
STUDENT-LED ED

In the summer of 2020, Kerry Dolan, an assistant
principal at a Chicago high school, received a letter
addressed to the entire body of predominantly white
teachers and administrators. Signed by over 100
mostly BIPOC students, the letter described their
feelings of hurt and abandonment when their
teachers did not mention or address what was so
evident everywhere else in their lives: pain and
outrage over the murder of George Floyd. 

The students wanted something simple: love,
support, and affirmation. When they were met with
silence, they decided to be the ones to start the
conversation. Why, when this was such a powerful
learning moment in American history, wasn’t the
school speaking to it? 



A committed educator who loves her students dearly,
Kerry was moved. She understood their pain and
disappointment, and realized that “we needed to find
a venue to give students the space to share their
feelings, to share their thoughts, to share their
experiences in a way that allowed staff to hear them
and really not just listen to them, but hear them.” 

After meeting with Kerry and others, the students
asked to lead a teach-in about antiracism and their
experiences for the school staff. Said Ariana Hinton,
one of the participating students, “This is one of those
moments where the roles had to reverse in order for
us to get somewhere, and I was fine with that.” 

The session they facilitated featured a powerful poem
by a student, debunking of racist stereotypes, and
specific calls to action for ways in which the school
could more actively support students of color. The
reviews were 100% positive. 

One attending teacher wrote in her evaluation:
“Wow. Powerful. Contagious. Thoughtful. Motivated.
Genuine. Uncomfortable. Proud. Optimistic. Cautious.
Ready. Just some random thoughts on this great
student-led presentation. Thank you. I am touched by
your actions and words.”

While reading through the feedback the sessions had
garnered, Kerry realized that there weren’t existing
organizations whose sole mission was to provide
student-led professional development, despite many
schools and school districts identifying student voice
and agency as high priorities, and educator after
educator touting the value of student-directed
professional learning. And, Student-Led Ed was born.

"Teachers and schools talk a lot about the importance
of student voice, and yet most of the voices leading
professional development and school improvement  

are those of white men, and rarely include students,
let alone BIPOC students,” Kerry said.

“We are looking to change the narrative of whose
voices are worthy and valued in the multi-billion
dollar educational professional development industry
by providing digital, sliding scale, student-created
and facilitated professional learning opportunities for
schools, school districts, and organizations to
catalyze positive change in school cultures through
the voices of the largest constituency at every school:
students.”

The Pollination Project supported Student-Led Ed in
developing their online presence through a new
website and social media engagement so that they
are able to continue their mission to center student
voices and improve school culture. Kerry and the
students were so excited to receive this support,
sharing that “We are incredibly grateful to you for
being the first organization to take a chance on us
and believe in us. Thank you so so much!”

Since that time, Student-Led Ed received another
grant from the National Geographic’s COVID-19
Educator Relief Fund that enabled them to spend the
summer creating public-facing webinars for
educators and youth which are now available on
YouTube. They also submitted a proposal and were
accepted to present a student panel at this year’s
National Council for Teachers of English Conference
to help engage more educators in championing their
mission.

“Too often, students’ voices are overlooked as the
powerful catalyst for change they are. We tend to
believe that adults have the answers, when so much
of recent progress in our country can be attributed to
our youth,” Kerry said. “They have a lot to teach us.”

https://youtu.be/ClMQzQgDUhY


JOSE GERMAN-GOMEZ:
BOUNTY IN SMALL PACKAGES

Jose German-Gomez is a retired corporate
accountant, environmental activist, and master
gardener. Even in the smallest of spaces, Jose is able
to create lush, verdant green spaces that produce
plump, delectable vegetables. After calculating that
his own backyard garden produced somewhere in the
neighborhood of 700 pounds of produce each year,
Jose applied for a Pollination Project seed grant in
2017. 

“  If I can replicate this success in other families’
backyards, I can help them to alleviate the burden of
expensive organic food that these families cannot
afford,” he wrote in his application. 

Since the time of his original grant application, Jose
has created multiple community gardens in his
community of Montclair, New Jersey. Each is a marvel
of sustainability and space-saving design. For
instance, in March of 2020 Jose and his team cleared
a raccoon-infested corner of a parking lot near a
dumpster. Just six parking spaces in size, the garden
delivered 1,000 pounds of fresh organic produce to
the local food pantry, Toni’s kitchen, within its first six
months of operation. 

The secret to his green thumb is in the quality of his
soil, which is fertilized with a homegrown “compost
tea” containing millions of live microorganisms. Jose
uses every available space, including walls and
fences, where potatoes and other crops grow in bags,
climbing plants scale fences, and honeybees buzz
around newly-installed neighborhood hives. 

A year ago, in honor of his 64th birthday, Jose created
a new project: The Little Free Pantry project, which
distributes over 17,000 pounds of food per month.
The Little Free Pantry movement is a grassroots
crowdsourced solution to immediate local food needs.
Whether it’s a need for food or a need to give, mini
pantries help feed neighbors, nourishing
neighborhoods and building communities. Currently,
there are 10 Little Free Pantries, each of which is
open 24/7. 

Jose’s projects now span multiple counties, mobilize
the support of over 500 unpaid volunteers, and have
generated partnerships with 19 community
organizations. 

All told, his work has fed many thousands while
planting innumerable seeds of compassion and
belonging, proving that small things can be mighty
indeed! 



#SHIFTHAPPENS

Some articles by TPP Chief Vision
Officer, AJ Dahiya, published on our
blog #shifthappens.



THE PLACE WHERE WE ARE KIND

This week, I am drawing inspiration from the
Israeli poet Yehuda Amichai. In particular, his
poignant piece “From The Place Where We Are
Right.” 

From the place where we are right
Flowers will never grow
In the spring.
The place where we are right
Is hard and trampled
Like a yard.
But doubts and loves
Dig up the world
Like a mole, a plow.
And a whisper will be heard in the place
Where the ruined
House once stood
In these words I feel a call to humility, mercy,
and compassion. 

Indeed, so much of our political and social
discourse has come to feel like a “ruined house.”
Yet at a time of such great division in the world,
Amichai’s simple reflection reminds us that even
across great differences we have so much in
common. We all long for safety, love our children
and families, and want to be understood. And
perhaps even more fundamentally, I suspect we
all have our doubts. We wonder if we are
choosing the right paths – whether we are doing
enough – both individually and collectively. Yet
we hesitate to give ourselves permission to
admit that there is so much we do not
understand. 

If we lead with these “doubts and loves,”
perhaps we can stand together not in the place
where we are right, but in the place where we
are kind. If we choose to listen more, perhaps
in this stillness we will hear the whisper of our
own consciousness, reminding us of the beauty
and promise of our interconnectedness. 



REAL FRIENDS

There are over 7 billion people on the planet,
each born with a drive to connect. The explosion
of technology means we can digitally meet new
people from all over the world. Social media
“friends” lists can number in the thousands, a
testament to our innate interest in the lives of
others. 

But what is a “friend,” really?

When things are going well, we may find
ourselves surrounded by friends. But when
things are more challenging, many of those
same people may well disappear. When
adversity comes knocking, those who turn
toward us rather than away from us are our real
friends. When life becomes messy and the
party’s over, real friends step forward and lend a
hand to help us clean it all up. 

Early in The Pollination Project’s history, we
supported a project led by Kelsey Crowe, an
empathy expert who went on to co-write a book
called “There is No Good Card for This: What To
Say and Do When Life Is Scary, Awful, and
Unfair to People You Love.” 

The book deals with how to support the people
we love through illness or adversity. One aspect
of the book that I won’t soon forget involved
moving from thinking about being helpful to
actually acting on that intention.  
   

This means replacing the ubiquitous “let me know if
there is anything I can do to help,” with statements
“I will bring you dinner on Friday,” or “I am coming
over tomorrow to tidy up for you.” 

There is so much in this simple notion that underlies
who we are at The Pollination Project. Our
community is full of compassionate doers. Rather
than waiting to be asked, they show up and fill the
need before them. 

During the unfolding of COVID-19 across the world,
I was so uplifted by the ways our community turned
towards the most vulnerable in their own
backyards. In recent weeks during the second surge
in India, I felt this same inspiration. In moments of
crisis, we are here for each other, bonded in our
shared hope of a kind, compassionate world. 

Our highest aspiration is not to be a foundation that
only gives away money. Our aim is simple: to show
up and be a friend – a real friend.



A TRUER PICTURE

Suppose two people are on opposite ends of a
vast and lush forest that stretches for many
thousands of acres. One stands beside a
rushing stream, watching the light play on the
water. The other is in a heavily wooded thicket,
so dense that very little light filters through at
all.

If they were to describe the forest to each
other, their accounts would be drastically
different. They aren’t standing in the same
place or having the same experience.

Perhaps they might argue about what the
forest looks like.

Or, they could choose to listen to each other
and grasp a bigger conception of the forest; one
that accounts for the fullness beyond their own
immediate horizon.

The moral of this little story: Our own lived
experience matters. It is important, yet a
worldview centered on this alone will
necessarily result in a very limited
understanding. You may be sitting beside the
stream, but that doesn’t mean someone else
isn’t standing in the thicket. The forest of
humanity is limitless, the map of which is a
tapestry of all of our collective unique
experiences. The truth of another’s story in no
way invalidates your own. In fact, the more
perspectives we can hear with an open heart,
the larger and truer our picture becomes.



LISTENING IS REVOLUTIONARY

There is a quote attributed to Abraham Lincoln
that inspires me: “I don’t like that man. I must
get to know him better.”

So much of our social discourse has dissolved
into stalemates. Now more than ever, listening
may be the most revolutionary heartivist act
that any of us can undertake. To offer another
person our attention and presence is a gift.

I have written before about my belief that
listening is more than being silent; it is the
spaciousness to receive the words of another
with the authentic expectation that something
new and important will be shared. For most
people I know (myself included), this is difficult.
More often, we are filtering someone else’s
words or actions through the perspective of our
own unmet needs, preconceived judgments, or
the defensiveness of our ego.

As heartivists striving for connection,
wholeness, and peace, the practice of
cultivating discernment over judgment begins
with listening and reflection. There is a practice
from the study of Non-Violent Communication
(NVC) I use to help me grow in this area. I find
that intently thinking about my own needs and
emotions in a difficult conversation, as well as
trying to place myself in the mindset of the
“other” helps shift my perspective significantly.
(If you try this exercise, I would love to hear
about your experience.)

As I grow in my heartivist practice, I still
sometimes feel anger, indignation, or grief at
the suffering in the world; but I see those
things, and my relationship to them, with clear
eyes and less reactivity.

This isn’t a warm and fuzzy addendum to social
change. It is the very foundation of it.

In the words of my hero, Martin Luther King Jr.,
“You can have no influence over those for
whom you have underlying contempt.”



MAKE IT YOUR PROBLEM

Let me drop everything and work on YOUR
problem.”

I recently saw this written on a tin sign in a
novelty store. It was on a wall next to another
that read “I may be old but at least I got to see
all the good bands,” flanked by one reading “I’m
sorry for what I said when I was hungry.”

While I’ll admit that last one may apply to me at
times, I couldn’t help but think mostly about the
first one.

What makes something “my problem” or “your
problem,” especially when we think of the
broader collective responsibilities we all have
towards one another?

So often, I’ve heard someone utter the words
“They ought to do something about that.”
Always in these instances, I wonder who “they”
are and what the “something” is that they need
to do.

One thing I love about The Pollination Project is
that our community is made up of people who
decided they were “someone,” knowing that
while they may not have been the cause of a
problem, they can be part of a solution. Every
day, we have the absolute honor and privilege
of working with individuals who decided to
make something THEIR problem. 

If history has taught us anything, it’s the fallacy
of thinking problems will be solved by an 
 external force. 

Real change is only possible when rather than
just pointing out the problem, someone is
willing to take ownership of and, in the immortal
words of Gandhi, “be the change” they wish to
see in the world. This decision — to take
ownership of the wellbeing of our communities,
neighborhoods, and fellow citizens — is real
power. I believe often individuals assume they
must first have power to be a force for change;
in practice, the opposite is true. True power is
not found in what you can take. Real power
lives in what you give.

To each and every person reading this, I tell you:
let me drop everything and work on your
problem; or, perhaps even more aptly, let me
drop everything and work on our solutions. It
would be an honor.



BECOMING JUSTICE

Over the last year, much of America and the
world waited with heavy hearts for the outcome
of the case against Derek Chauvin.

This wasn’t just a fight for George Floyd. This
wasn’t just a fight against Derek Chauvin. This
was a fight for the soul of a nation, a fight for
humanity, and a fight for justice.

This week, the American legal system finally
delivered accountability for this grievous
murder. Derek Chauvin was found guilty on all
counts. Yet, only a few hours after the Chauvin
verdict another young Black person was shot
dead by the police.

This is the problem with accountability: it is
retrospective, not preventative, coming only
after the loss of another precious, irreplaceable
life. Perhaps even more importantly,
accountability is not restorative. George Floyd’s
young daughter will still live a life without her
father, irrespective of what the jury decided,
just as Ma’Khia Bryant’s mother will never again
hold her child.

I’ve been thinking this week, like so many
others, can we now move from accountability to
true justice? Is our duty only to build and
support the legal system and other institutions,
making them more fair? Or is there a personal
duty that each of us have to live the embodied
virtue of justice in our everyday lives?

If I consider what is needed to prevent another
murder such as George Floyd’s, I am not sure
the problem is solely an institutional one. Part of
it must be personal. What I see fundamentally
missing in these violent and traumatic events is
relationship, loving personal concern, and a lack
of understanding of our interdependence.

Bureaucracies cannot love. They have no soul,
heart, or conscience. Only individuals have
those things. The “society” implied in “social”
justice is made of a collective of individuals. The
collective shapes the individual, but so too does
the individual shape the collective. Perhaps the
fight for justice is a fight with ourselves, one
that starts within our own hearts; and “the
work” to be done is the work of manifesting
justice in our own thoughts, words and actions.

At The Pollination Project, here is what we will
do: we will continue uplifting individual action,
working with people within their own
communities to understand where they see just
solutions. We will continue to invest in their
loving concern for their neighbors, knowing this
builds the capacity for compassion that exists
there. And as individuals, we will work to better
understand ourselves, remembering Frankl’s
idea that happiness cannot be pursued, but is
something that ensues.

Perhaps justice is the same, and the answer is
not to seek justice but to become justice.



THE ENTIRE OCEAN IN A DROP

“One person can’t make a difference.” — 7.8
billion people

At The Pollination Project, we often say that the
greatest untapped resource for social change is
the potential for goodness within each human
heart. I’ve lived long enough to know that one
person can not only make a difference, but shift
the entire course of history.

One vote, when added with the collective
democratic voice of others, can topple the
oppressive regime of an entire country.

The preciousness of one life, like those of
George Floyd or Daunte Wright, can mobilize
thousands to work for justice.

One person’s story of sexual assault can give
permission for others to say “me too,” sparking
a global movement for equality.

Even relatively small-scale actions have impact,
and ripple effects that normalize and uplift
compassion consciousness. The greatest lie we
can tell ourselves is that we are too insignificant
to make a difference.

In the words of Rumi, “You are not a drop in the
ocean. You are the entire ocean in a drop.”



ACTIVISM TAKES BOTH HANDS

Growing up in a working class town to
immigrant parents, I found myself in the same
kinds of mischief common to young boys the
world over. And like many children, I was adept
at justifying my actions whenever I was caught.
Particularly in cases where I felt I was the
victim, I rivaled a defense attorney in my
protestations of innocence. 

No matter what the situation or circumstances,
my mother would respond with a phrase that
has been etched in my consciousness,
“It takes two hands to clap.” 

It sounds much more poetic in her native
language, but I think the English captures the
sentiment (although I can clap with one hand…
sorry Mum!).

This phrase was not heartless. It did not
invalidate my experience or ignore my feelings.
It pointed out that all of those things were but
one hand. The other hand was mine – my
reaction, my thought patterns and behaviours.

With this small sentence my mother taught me
a valuable lesson. In every situation I am also a
factor. What I didn’t know then is that my
mother was a heartivist. In her own simple way
she was illustrating that while pointing the
finger out at the world and those within it, there
was also a necessity in pointing inward.
 

There is no meaningful activism, no lasting
social change that can be accomplished without
self-reflection. So often, we harbor within
ourselves the very things we dislike and want
to change in others. To anyone who wants to
improve the world, I say: start with yourself. It is
only from this vantage point that you will be
able to truly serve, and inspire others to do the
same. 

If ever more of us commit to self and collective
evolution, perhaps one day soon the two hands
will clap to applaud a world we are proud of.
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