MIT students have been working in Guatemala through International Development Initiative opportunities for several years, but only recently have our partners there hosted D-Lab.  From Xela to Nueva Alianza to San Andres Iztapa, D-Lab learned about life in the small towns of Guatemala while working with organizations that work to improve the lives of the rural poor in their region and the natural environment where they live.
Each community has different needs, and together with locals, the D-Lab team addressed pressing issues by inventing or disseminating appropriate technologies.  The area is rural and highly dependent on agricultural products for everything from income to energy, so many major projects tied directly into Guatemala’s natural resources.  Mayapedal designs bicimáquinas –  pedal-powered machines for sustainable small businesses – like the mill that D-Lab students refined and tested for making masa.  The mill will bridge the gap between making masa, a tortilla flour, by hand and making it by a huge industrial process.  A similar goal led to work on a macadamia nut oil press with partner Jock Brandis of the Full Belly Project, whose peanut shelling machine has also been disseminated in the field with D-Lab.
Transferring successful innovations between countries and even within a single region can be challenging, and D-Lab’s work was a great opportunity to transfer innovations from partners like Xelateco, which specializes in appropriate technology, to surrounding villages.  Together, the group installed biodigestors for fuel production, made satellite connections for a mountain village, and taught local technicians to test water quality.  
D-Lab’s impact will be felt year-round in Guatemala through the adoption of technology.  In addition, the extensive training in water testing and scientific techniques, including translation of documentation, gained the interest of local government officials.  With the knowledge and relationships D-Lab has in Guatemala, future teams can address the issues raised by the tests and community interviews.
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Robin Torres and Christina Glazier give pointers as women from Xelateco practice their water testing technique.

Teaching techniques like water testing empowers local organizations to choose and evaluate their own technologies.  These women from Xelateco will use the new skills to improve local water quality.
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Robin Torres, Jingsong Liang, and Christina Glazier show MIT pride on a street in Quetzaltenango.

Part of the team demonstrates MIT pride on a Quetzaltenango street.  The team works mostly in rural mountainous towns which depend heavily on agricultural products.
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Adriana Gonzalez of Xelateco and MIT students dig a trench in order to instal a biodigester for a Guatemalan family.

MIT students dig a trench with a Xelateco leader in order to install a biodigester at a Xela home.
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Robin Torres of MIT talks with a maker of bicimaquinas about her design for a pedal-powered masa mill.

A bicimáquina maker and an engineer refine plans for a pedal-powered masa mill.
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Christina Glazier plays with local children in San Andres, Itzapa.

D-Lab students in Guatemala build friendships as well as technology.
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Boiled corn is fed into t he pedal powered masa mill.

As part of the testing of the new pedal-powered masa mill design, boiled corn is poured into the hopper.
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Christina Glazier and Robin Torres take a water sample of a water source that eventually feeds into Itzapa.

Students obtained water samples all over Guatemala, often finding surprising results in freshwater streams and treated water.

DSCF5812

A water pipe winds through the jungle high in the mountains over Itzapa.

A water pipe winds through the mountain jungle high above Itzapa
.
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Ash spews from a volcano that erupts every hour in Nueva Alianza.

Nueva Alianza lies at the foot of an active volcano which has erupted every hour of every day for years.
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Jingsong Liang and a member of the Full Belly Project realign the internet satellite in Nueva Alianza.

The satellite connection – made from this tower after the work of D-Lab Guatemala – keeps Nueva Alianza in contact with the rest of Guatemala and the world.  
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Christina Glazier talks with a little girl about corn as her father drives them through the mountains.

A Guatemalan girl explains how her family processes corn by hand.
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Men of Itzapa sing and dance during a parade in honor of a Catholic holiday.
(Amy doesn’t want to use this one, and I agree with her :-) )

D-Lab Guatemala

The first ever D-Lab Guatemala trip took place over the course of three and a half weeks in January 2007. The first half of the trip was spent in Quetzaltenango, locally known as Xela. There the team worked with Xelateco, an organization that specializes in appropriate technologies to better the lives of the rural poor. The first priority of the team was teaching the employees an affordable, efficient and sustainable water testing process using a phase change incubator. The phase change incubator is significant because it allows for water testing in areas where there may not be electricity and eliminates the need for organizations such as Xelateco to send their water samples out for expensive lab work. In addition to demonstrations on sampling, sterilization and testing technique, the team also translated and produced manuals in Spanish for future reference. 

The team then detoured to Nueva Allianza, a former plantation turned cooperative associated with Xelateco. There the team worked with Jock Brandis and Roey Rosenblith of the Full Belly Project on an oil press meant for macadamias as well as familiarized themselves with ongoing projects such as a hydropowered electricity generator and a biodigestor. The team also managed to repair satellite communications at the site and discuss with local community members the need for solar powered lanterns.

Next, the team worked on the installation of a biodigestor at the home of a family sponsored by Xelateco. Biodigestors use manure produced by a household’s livestock to produce methane gas in an anaerobic reaction. The methane gas is utilized for cooking or heating and thereby reduces the need for firewood and aids in the growing deforestation problem that is currently plaguing Guatemala.  

Finding themselves at the midpoint of their trip, the team then traveled to San Andres Itzapa to visit the Maya Pedal Association. Maya Pedal is a local organization that uses bicycles to build pedal powered machines, which support the work of small-scale, self-sustainable projects, providing an efficient alternative for the rural development of Guatemala. The team there tested pedal powered masa mill which they brought with them from MIT. The masa mill is an appropriate technology for the people of Guatemala because it bridges the gap between the often used generator powered mills and the traditional and laborious stone grinding technique. The masa that is produced is made from wet corn and used in tortilla making- a nutritious staple food important to the people of Guatemala. 
While there, the team also performed water testing on sources throughout the San Andres Itzapa region. The team used samples from private homes, businesses, public water basins and two of the town’s sources. The insightful findings of the water testing resulted in the interest of a local city government official. The team also interviewed members of the community and surrounding region in an effort to understand their needs and derive useful information for future D-Lab teams. 
Additionally, the trip was not without enjoyment. Hosts of the team took them to see amazing sights and never failed to provide delicious food. While in San Andres Itzapa, the team had the chance to experience a real Guatemalan festival which lasted for days and involved everyone. Friendships that spanned age, class and cultural gaps were fostered with little effort. All told, from the food, to the culture, to the friendships made, the team was enamored with the people and the country of Guatemala. 
�Have to confirm whether it is Itzapa or Iztapa.  Use is mixed here.  I thought it was Iztapa, but I have never been there...





