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The gift of food and the means to grow it
A N N  G R A B E R  H E R S H B E R G E R 
M C C  U . S .  E X E C U T I V E  D I R E C T O R

“God said, ‘See, I have given you every plant yield-
ing seed that is upon the face of all the earth, and 
every tree with seed in its fruit; you shall have them 
for food.’” (Genesis 1:29 NRSV)

As I write this, the earth here in western Virginia is 
parched, and I am keenly aware of the crunch of the grass 
under my feet. Other places are experiencing floods. More 
painful is the knowledge that while I don’t rely on rainfall 
for daily food, many around the world do depend on what 
they can grow.

From MCC’s beginning, supporters have cared about providing food and the means 
to grow it. After the first gifts of bread, tractors were sent to southern Russia (present-
day Ukraine). “Seagoing cowboys” accompanied cattle to post-war Europe, in addi-
tion to shipments of canned meat. Many agricultural workers served in the 1970s and 
1980s.

The needs remain great today. Around the world, we in MCC see communities 
struggling with hunger. Two of our strategic directions named in 2019 are to work with 
communities affected by climate change and people displaced from their homes. You’ll 
read about both in this issue.

Between the bookends of the beauty and abundance of creation described in Genesis 
and the tree of life that offers fruit to the nations in Revelations, we read the poignant 
description in Romans 8:22-23 of the whole creation groaning in labor pains, as it 
awaits redemption. Since sin entered creation, we live in the in between.

But we are part of God’s reconciling work in all of creation, from waterways to 
human souls.

In spite of the challenges depicted in these pages, this issue also brings 
hope — and maybe even some smiles. When I visited Haiti in 2017, I was amazed 
at farmers’ tenacity and creativity in responding to climate challenges. People 
are working together. Good ideas spread from farmer to farmer. (And you might 
chuckle as you read about stinky sticky in sub-Saharan Africa.)
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Ethiopia
Food and climate change
In the Afar region of Ethiopia, drought 
and more erratic weather due to climate 
change threaten the health of goat 
herds — and the health of people like 
Fatima Usman, holding her grandson 
Halima Ali Usma. When hungry goats 
are unable to provide milk, malnutrition 
rates rise, especially for children. In 
response, MCC partner Afar Pastoralist 
Development Association provided 
supplementary food for women and 
children as well as hay to help the goats 
recover enough to provide milk.

Palestine and Israel
Meeting urgent needs
In May, bombings destroyed or damaged 
thousands of homes in the Gaza Strip 
and displaced up to 8,500 people, the 
latest toll in an ongoing conflict. MCC 
is providing emergency food and hygiene 

supplies, as well as psychosocial support 
to help children and families deal with 
the trauma of the experience.

MCC Christmas Giving
Resources for children
Looking for ways to talk to your children 
about generosity? You can download a 
free resource to use alongside MCC’s 
Christmas Giving guide. Explore fun 
activities, colorable cards and reflections 
on generosity that families can discuss 
together. Go to mcc.org/generosity 
to sign up for your copy.

Nicaragua
Bees for a brighter future
Across the globe, MCC projects are help-
ing people like Marcelo Paz García in 
Nicaragua buzz toward new opportuni-
ties. As part of a savings group begun by 
MCC partner Asociación Cristiana de 
Jóvenes de Nicaragua, the Nicaraguan 

YMCA, García took part in an MCC-
supported training on small business 
and finance. Then, with a loan from the 
group, he was able to expand his bee-
keeping from 40 to 100 hives.

 

India
New room to grow
Sometimes, MCC partners help people 
find an opportunity where there doesn’t 
seem to be one. Despite having no till-
able land, Rahela Khatun attended a 
training by MCC partner Islampur 
Ramkrishnapally Rural Welfare Society 
and became determined to start a kitch-
en garden. Moved by her perseverance, 
family members helped her clear a bushy 
area to convert into a garden. The four to 
five different vegetables the garden regu-
larly supplies meant she and her family 
had food during COVID-19 lockdowns. 
And, seeing the changes she made, about 
a dozen other women in the community 
have started new gardens.
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Lend a hand — Hygiene kits
Keeping clean is an important part of remaining healthy, but families who have fled their homes because of disaster or war 
often struggle to afford these necessary supplies. Hygiene kits also are given through schools or orphanages to encourage 
healthy habits for children.
Contents (NEW items only)
1 adult-size toothbrush (in manufacturer’s packaging)
1 large bar bath soap (leave in wrapper)
1 nail clipper (good quality)
1 hand towel (medium weight, dark or bright colors; approx. 
16 in x 26 in)
1 wide-toothed comb (6 – 8 in)

Hygiene kits are distributed in a useful, double-drawstring 
cloth bag (11¾ in x 16¾ in). You may sew the bag yourself, 
request bags from an MCC material resources center or 
donate contents that we will place in a bag. For bag 
instructions or drop-off locations, contact your nearest 
MCC office (see page 2) or go to mcc.org/kits.
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T he year was  2009, and Pabitra Paramanya, a young agriculturalist in West Bengal, India, had a hard sell.
He had just started work with MCC partner Asansol Burdwan Seva Kendra (ABSK), a service organiza-

tion of the Catholic Diocese of Asansol.  
And ABSK leaders were eager to introduce a new system for cultivating rice.
But rice has been a staple crop for thousands of years in India. Farmers were little interested in hearing 

about a new system — especially one that involved planting fewer seedlings and drying out young rice plants 
rather than flooding them like their ancestors had.

People laughed at him. They made mocking comments in village meetings. “Many times I heard, ‘You 
don’t know anything about rice farming,’” he recalls.

Paramanya had studied the new System of Rice Intensification (SRI) that ABSK and MCC were promoting. Initially surprised 
by how different the system was himself, he ran field trials and became convinced it could help.

In West Bengal, India, Sukhi Murmu, left, holds a sheaf of rice. 
By using a System of Rice Intensification (SRI) promoted by 
MCC and its partners, she can now grow at least five more bags, 
or some 550 more pounds, of rice for each harvest. (Sukhi 
Murmu and Hopna Murmu live in different villages and are not 
related, though both have benefited from the new rice-growing 
method.) (MCC photo/Pabitra Paramanya)

Cover
story

A new way to grow
From Asia to Latin America, MCC and its 
partners are helping farmers experiment 
with simple, affordable methods that they 
can use to increase harvests and provide for 
their families.
C O M P I L E D  B Y  M A R L A  P I E R S O N  L E S T E R

Many farmers were leery of experimenting with a new way of 
growing rice, a traditional crop in India. The success of people 

like Hopna Murmu inspired others to try the system.
(ABSK photo/Narayan Ghosh) 



6 A COMMON PLACE  FALL 2021 A COMMON PLACE FALL 2021   7

But even the farmers willing to 
try other ABSK techniques, like 
crop diversification, were adamant 
that SRI wouldn’t work.

Eventually, in 2010, Paramanya 
found one person, Hopna Murmu, 
who — though he argued against 
the method — was willing to try 
SRI on one small plot.

The day Murmu began trans-
planting rice using the new system, 
putting only one seedling in every 
10-by-10-inch square, his neigh-
bors were standing by teasing him, 
Paramanya remembers. Murmu’s 
wife, Hupni Murmu, followed 
behind trying to put in additional 
seedlings, until Paramanya finally 
told her he’d reimburse the costs if 
the new system failed.

Yet 20 days later, it was Murmu 
who had reason to smile. 

His plants were growing faster 
than he’d thought they could. They 
had caught up to the size of rice 
seedlings in an adjacent field that 
had been transplanted two weeks 
earlier than his.

Overcoming his own skepticism, 
Murmu continued to follow SRI, 
letting the young plants dry out in 
order for their roots to grow deeper.

It paid off. More rice formed on 
each individual seedling, and his 
harvest for the plot was 35% higher 
than before.

But that’s not all. The process 
spread — to five farmers the next 
year and then to 21 the year after 
that. The neighbors who teased 
Murmu as he transplanted that first 
field now use SRI themselves.

Within five years, hundreds of 
farmers in the region were plant-
ing rice using the system. By 2020, 
some 1,600 farmers were using the 
system, and Paramanya continues 
to hear reports of increased yields 

For instance, in Haiti, farmers are seeing hurricanes 
and tropical storms that are bigger, move more slowly 
and create more rainfall. That is devastating even far 
from the coast — heavy rain is washing away the soil 
of steep mountainside gardens, killing entire crops. 

In response, MCC partner Konbit Peyizan pou 
Ranfòsman Kapasite Lokal, whose name means 
Agricultural Collective for the Reinforcement of 
Local Capacity, is encouraging farmers like Roseline 
Lucien to plant agroforestry gardens. In addition to 
food crops, these gardens include trees and other 
plants with deep roots that will hold the soil in place. 
Moringa, sugarcane and plantain trees are often 
planted behind soil conservation structures to help 
preserve them. The avocado, mango and forest trees 
create shade, so water penetrates the soil more eas-
ily and nourishes nearby plants. Both trees and plants 
grow better together and are more able to resist effects 
of climate change.

These images are from a presentation on SRI that Pabitra Paramanya has 
used to train more than 2,000 farmers. (Paramanya formerly worked for MCC 
partner ABSK and has worked for MCC since 2014.)

1. Planting seeds in prepared nursery bed.
2. Nursery bed after 14 days.
3. Seedlings scooped from the soil for transplanting.
4. Transplanting rice seedlings in the field.
5. Field 35 days after transplanting.

Within five years, 
hundreds of farmers 
were planting rice 
using the system. 
That grew to some 
1,600 farmers by 
2020.

and how SRI is changing families’ lives.
Around the world, MCC and its part-

ners are helping farmers like these in 
India experi-
ment with 
new ideas and 
approaches 
they can use 
to increase 
yields, nur-
ture soil and 
earn more to 
support their 
families.

And this 
effort becomes even more vital as farm-
ers grapple with the changes in rainfall 
and more frequent and severe weather 
that climate change has brought.

In agroforestry gardens in Haiti’s Artibonite Valley, 
farmers like Roseline Lucien are growing food 

such as this squash alongside trees and plants 
with deep roots like yams that help hold the soil in 

place. (MCC photo/Annalee Giesbrecht)

In Haiti, where MCC has encouraged 
community tree nurseries for years, 
community members plant and care for fruit 
and forest tree seedlings and then distribute 
them in their community or sell them for a 
small fee. (MCC photo/Annalee Giesbrecht)

1.

2.

3.

4.

5.
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Narciso Díaz Segura stands with a neem tree whose 
leaves can be used for organic pest control. He is part of 
the agricultural team of MCC partner Sembrandopaz at 
an experimental farm just outside of Sincelejo, Colombia. 
(MCC photo/Emma Gordon)

Farmers know the many challenges they face. 
What MCC projects and partners can offer is a way 
to step back and assess what steps, even if they’re 
small, could help.

“Where are the opportunities to do better?” says 
Allison Enns, a food security and livelihoods coor-
dinator for MCC. “People have the skills, have the 
knowledge, but it’s just helping them get to that 
next step.”

With the approaches MCC promotes, farmers 
might need some materials or inputs to get started. 
But in general, Enns notes, these are available locally, 
and the emphasis is on methods that give farmers 
solutions they can try even with few resources.

“It’s about what you can use on your land without 
being reliant on having to buy (supplies) in the mar-
ket every year,” Enns says.

So, in Colombia, in communities where farmers 
have usually relied on buying chemical fertilizers, 
MCC partner Sembrandopaz, whose name means 
“sowing peace,” promotes a different approach.

Through the support from both MCC and 
U.S.-based organization Growing Hope Globally, 
Sembrandopaz trains farmers in a variety of agricul-
ture techniques, including organic pest control.

One method involves plucking 11 pounds of leaves 
from a neem tree, adding water and steeping for 30 
days. The liquid, diluted with water, is sprayed onto 
plants to repel pests.

It might not sound like a recipe for success. Narciso 
Díaz Segura, who is part of the agricultural team at 
Sembrandopaz’s experimental farm just outside of 
Sincelejo, Colombia, says that at first farmers doubted 
the neem mixture would work. 

Yet in time, he says, they saw what it could do and 
switched to using it instead of buying expensive chemi-
cal pesticides.

Some techniques are simple, like using string to mea-
sure the spacing of seeds for maximum growth, says 
Michael Adeola, also a food and livelihoods coordina-
tor for MCC. “For a lot of farmers, it doesn’t cost any-
thing to try it out and see what the benefits might be.” 

Others are more complicated. In Nepal, Adeola 
says, MCC is helping farmers establish vermiculture, 
or worm composting — which, once begun, can offer 
high-quality fertilizer without ongoing purchases.

Like other approaches MCC and its partners employ, 
composting is only one aspect of  a larger food proj-
ect of  MCC and Brethren in Community Welfare 
Society (BICWS), a ministry of  the Brethren in Christ 
Church in Nepal.

Storing seeds for the future
Preserving the harvest to eat or sell is important. But 
farmers also will need seeds to plant the next year. And 
many MCC partners are promoting saving local seeds 
that are often better adapted to local conditions and 
more likely to thrive.

For Jean-Remy Azor, executive director of  MCC part-
ner Konbit Peyizan in Haiti, saving seeds is an impor-
tant foundation to food security – ensuring that farmers 
can rely on their own planning rather than fluctuating 
supplies and prices in local markets.

“Farmers have always made an effort to conserve some 
of  their harvest, but it’s not always easy,” he says. “The 
conditions aren’t always easy, and people don’t always 
have the means. If  you don’t have food to eat, then it 
can be hard to put some aside to save.”

Konbit Peyizan works with farmers on every aspect of  
seed storage from how to prepare seeds to how farmers 
can tell if  a seed is dry enough to store. They help farm-
ers figure out how to protect their seeds from rats and 
other dangers and how to work together to store seeds 
as a small group or a community.

Read more about Azor and Konbit Peyizan on p. 14.

For years, BICWS, with MCC support through 
Growing Hope Globally, has helped farmers 
improve agricultural techniques and have better 
access to markets. 

In the process, BICWS staff are always on the lookout 
for assets or resources that a community hasn’t been 
able to tap into before.

In the Terai region, for instance, BICWS noted small 
ponds owned by local governments. They would fill 
with water during the 
rainy season and some-
times hold water through 
the year, but they rarely 
were used for anything. 

With connections made 
by BICWS, local govern-
ment representatives agreed 
to lease ponds to marginal-
ized community members and to use the fees to pay for 
upgrades such as deepening the ponds.

BICWS and MCC then identified families interested 
in raising fish in these ponds and provided training and 
fish to get families started. Today farmers are finding 
that the ponds provide one more way to improve their 
income and provide extra protein for their families.

Sometimes, the newest innovation is to look back. 

In Nepal, farmers like Fagu Risidev, pictured with his grandson Dhaneshwor Risidev and Jawalai Risidev, are finding 
new opportunities in raising fish in ponds that had been unused. (MCC photo/Luke Jantzi)

 People have 
the skills, have the 
knowledge, but it’s 
just helping them get 
to that next step.”
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All farmers need a way to manage pests.

In sub-Saharan Africa, MCC is promoting 
an approach that Tanzanian farmers 
have dubbed “stinky sticky.”

Vurayayi Pugeni, who is MCC’s 
area director for Southern and 
Central Africa and Nigeria 
together with his wife, Thelma 
Sadzamari, explains the con-
cept.

“This is a push-pull pest con-
trol strategy where farmers are 
trained on how to intercrop their 
crops with a particular grass that is 
a repellent to the pest,” he says. 

This is the stinky part: Pests don’t like the 
smell of  the desmodium grass planted between crops and 
avoid it. And the grass also helps to preserve moisture and 
fix nitrogen in the soil.

It worked well for farmers. In fact, in Zimbabwe, 
Pugeni notes, it worked so well that stem borer 

moths were flooding into adjacent fields to eat 
the crops there. So a step was added. 

In addition to planting the stinky 
grass between plants, farmers also 
plant a special sticky grass, napier 
grass, around the edge of  the plots. 
“When a stem borer moth lands 
on the grass, it can’t move and gets 
trapped,” he says.

Farmers celebrate how this method 
protects their own crops. And because 

it doesn’t cause pests to migrate to neigh-
bors’ fields, it’s also helping to build peace 

in the community.

It wasn’t just a success with stem borer moths in 
Zimbabwe. 

In Tanzania, farmers didn’t have funds for chemical 

pesticides and were wary of  con-
taminating their water sources with 
chemicals, but they had long strug-
gled to find a sustainable solution to 
infestations of  the fall armyworm.

“Because of  this technology, farm-
ers are now able to control the pest 
in a sustainable way and in ways 
that don’t contaminate their wells,” 
Pugeni says. “And farmers’ yields are 
going up. When pests are controlled, 
production increases and the com-
munity has more nutritious food.”

The approach, which Pugeni 
describes as affordable, accessible 
and easy to replicate, is now being 
applied in other MCC projects 
across sub-Saharan Africa.

Stinky sticky: An organic approach to managing pests

In areas of Uganda where drought and hunger are preva-
lent, MCC partner Dynamic Agro-pastoralist Development 

Organization (DADO) is encouraging farmers 
to consider traditional granaries.

The project is finding local artisans 
to build traditional family grana-

ries, which used to be common 
but have fallen out of favor. The 

hut-like structures with wood-
en frames and thatched roofs 
work better than gunny sacks 
to protect the harvest from 
pests and mold and to keep 
it from drying out too much.

In Kenya, Adeola notes, 
partners are promoting air-

tight bags that help farmers 
protect their yields, giving them 

the choice to store their harvest 
and wait for more favorable prices 

rather than selling immediately. The 

one or two bags the project provides give farmers a risk-free 
way to try the technology, Adeola notes. 

“Once they see the benefit, they become convinced to make 
small investments to buy them on their own,” he says.

Improving farmers’ prospects isn’t always about the crop 
itself, though.

Adeola and Enns both point to one additional ingredient 
that can multiply the economic potential of a farming com-
munity — working together.

In some cases, like in Rwanda, this means gathering to 
compost as a group rather than individually, Adeola says. In 
Cambodia, farmers are finding that they can negotiate better 
prices when they join together in cooperatives to buy agricul-
tural supplies or sell what they have grown.

In Kenya and elsewhere, farmers are gathering in sav-
ings groups and contributing small amounts — usually the 
equivalent of  a few dollars at a time. By joining efforts, 
though, they are providing loans that members can use for 
significant purchases.

Take Justus Wambua Mang’oka in Kwakavisi. After join-
ing a local savings group facilitated by Utooni Development 

Around the world, savings 
groups such as this one in 
Kwakavisi, Kenya, give people 
a chance to pool their funds 
together so members can 
borrow money, often enabling 
them to make purchases larger 
than they could on their own. 
(MCC photo/Mwangi Kirubi)

In Uganda, Josephine Aliech, a farmer, shows her newly 
constructed traditional granary. Aliech is now better able 
to dry sorghum and other cereal crops and store them in 
a safe place. (MCC photo/Fred Bobo)

 Because of this 
technology, farmers 

are now able to 
control the pest in a 
sustainable way . . .”
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A harvest of water
From Bolivia to Kenya to Cambodia, 
farmers in MCC-supported projects 
are sharing how changes in rain-
fall and more frequent and severe 
weather due to climate change make 
it harder to grow enough food for 
their families.

But the one thing a farmer can’t 
control is the weather. So how do 
MCC partners work with farmers 
grappling with a lack of  regular 
rainfall?

In Bolivia, one answer lies in imag-
ining a harvest of  water.

Using a language of  sowing and 
reaping that is ingrained in farmers’ 
lives, MCC partner Programa de 
Desarollo Integral Interdisciplinario 
(PRODII; Comprehensive 
Interdisciplinary Development 
Program) is urging farmers to look 
for ways to “plant” and “harvest” 
water.

“Planting water has to do with the 
building of  any water system that 
might be needed,” says Nathan 
Toews of  North Newton, Kansas. 
Toews and his wife Leidy Muñoz 
are representatives for MCC’s work 
in Bolivia. “The harvesting is to be 
able to take advantage of  the water 
that is being saved.”

Sometimes that means directly cap-
turing water.

In a new three-year project, PRODII 
is helping farmers establish systems 
that trap water from springs higher 
in the mountains and funnel it down 
through pipes. The water is then 
used for crop irrigation or in the 
home.

But that’s not all.

PRODII also is urging farmers to 
invest in efforts to plant trees and 
make other improvements in what 
program staff  describe as water 
recharge zones, areas at higher alti-
tudes above the springs.

The idea is that preserving the 
groundwater up high will lead to a 
better supply of  water in the springs 
below.

It’s not a quick fix. Toews was 
struck by how well project partici-
pants and community leaders like 
Severino Zárate Choque, shown 
below in a water recharge zone, 
knew that yet remained committed.

“They talked about that in 10 years, 
in 20 years, this land is going to 
be good,” remembers Toews. The 
changes may pay off  earlier. “But 
there’s a sense this is definitely about 
the future.”

And that dedication is something 
that inspires him.

“When we talk about creation care 
and climate change, we’re talking 
about living in a way today that 
we have a future, that we have a 
healthy earth in the future,” Toews 
says. “What is attractive about this 
project and this system is that these 
communities are doing that on a 
very local level.”

Organization, which MCC supports through its account at the 
Canadian Foodgrains Bank, he used a loan from the savings 
that group members had accumulated together to buy a tank 
to harvest rainwater.

Other loans helped him build an extension onto his house 
and buy goats whose offspring he can sell to supplement his 
other income from the farm.

Each of these represents a larger investment than many farm-
ers could make on their own.

“They are able to pool more resources together,” Adeola 
says. “If they just had to save themselves, it might take six 
months or one year to save that money.”

These are changes that can last.
In India, after his first success with SRI, Hopna Murmu was 

sold on the system and has continued to use it.

Justus Wambua Mang’oka used loans from a savings group that he is part of in Kwakavisi, Kenya, to buy goats, as well 
as a tank to capture and store rainwater and materials to improve his home. (MCC photo/Mwangi Kirubi)

The increases in his rice yield, even though he had little land, 
meant he was able to open a small shop. He bought two cows 
and a motorbike. He was able to invest more in his son’s edu-
cation and buy him a computer — all gains he gives thanks to 
MCC and ABSK for helping him to make.

A few dollars, an organic pesticide, a bit more space for each 
rice seedling. On their own, they sound like small steps. But 
across the globe, MCC partners are seeing the changes add up. 
And they ripple out, transforming lives in ways that go far 
beyond farmers’ fields. 

This story, compiled by Marla Pierson Lester, includes report-
ing from Colombia (Emma Gordan and Diana Castro), Haiti 
(Annalee Giesbrecht), Nepal (Luke Jantzi) and Uganda (Betty 
and Fred Bobo).

Gifts of comfort and joy — Christmas giving through MCC
This Christmas, choose gifts for family and friends that change lives across the globe. Explore the MCC Christmas 
Giving guide, mailed with this issue of the magazine. Go online to mcc.org/christmas or contact your nearest MCC 
office (see page 2).

The language of  planting and 
harvesting water isn’t new for MCC 
workers and partners in Bolivia, 
Toews notes, stressing that long-
time MCC agriculture worker 
Patrocinio Garvizu says he’s heard 
the terms used for years.

But for Toews, this approach under-
scores how fragile a resource water 
is, especially in a time of  changing 
weather patterns.

“The idea of  planting and harvest-
ing water really communicates this 
idea that we have to work to have 
water. We can’t just assume it’s 
going to be around,” he says. “The 
communities know that. They’ve 
known that for a number of  years.”

And it’s a lesson for people every-
where, Toews stresses. He hopes 
that more people will both care for 
creation where they live and support 
efforts to ensure communities like 
these in Bolivia have the water they 
rely on to live and grow crops.

 When we talk 
about creation care 
and climate change, 
we’re talking about 
living in a way today 
. . . that we have a 

healthy earth in the 
future.”
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I ’m from Desarmes, a rural area 
in Haiti’s Artibonite Valley. I 
recently turned 60 years old, 
and Desarmes is still my home.

I worked for MCC for many 
years and currently I work for 
an organization called Konbit 
Peyizan pou Ranfòsman Kapasite 
Lokal, whose Haitian Kreyol 

name means Agricultural Collective 
for the Reinforcement of Local 
Capacity.

We work with participants in col-
lectives, encouraging and organiz-
ing them to work together. Our 
primary focus is in food security and 
in reinforcing community capacity 
so that people are better able to pro-
duce what they need to eat. 

One of the phenomena that really 
affects our work is climate change. For 15 
years, more or less, we’ve observed that 
rain doesn’t fall in the way it used to. It 
rains when we don’t expect it, and then 
when it should rain, it doesn’t. This has 
affected agricultural production and 
has made it increasingly difficult for 
rural farmers to make a living and to 
have food to eat.

The level of water in streams has gone 
down significantly. We also sometimes 
have very strong winds and even hail, 
which we never used to see. There are 
more and more insects attacking plants.

So, with all of these problems, we have 
to find strategies to help us confront cli-
mate change. If not, the circumstances 
for rural farmers will just get more and 
more difficult with each year that passes.

We’re working with soil conserva-
tion so when it rains the soil will stay in 
the garden. By keeping the soil cool and 
damp, farmers can protect plants against 
drought. And we encourage them to 
prepare the soil earlier so they can plant 
whenever that first rain comes.

We urge people to use local seeds and 
to store seeds — not just to eat in diffi-
cult times, but also so they have a stock 
ready when it’s time to plant. Without 
this, we would be forced to depend on 
imported seeds from abroad, which 
aren’t adapted to the climatic condi-
tions or the geography. 

Then there’s reforestation. Trees are 
a really helpful way to respond to cli-
mate change.

We encourage and train people to 
produce seedlings in tree nurseries 
which are then distributed in the com-
munities.

We use an agroforestry system so 
people can create a garden that produces 
food in the short term but also uses trees 
for long-term food security and econom-

ic security. For example, when people 
plant mango and lime trees, they’ll give 
fruit in a few years. But if they plant corn 
and vegetables at the same time, they’ll 
have food to eat more quickly.

When I was young, the deforestation 
crisis in Haiti had been going on for a 
long time already. There weren’t many 
trees in Desarmes. It was very hard to 
find firewood for cooking.

Because they’re in charge of cooking, 
women were the ones who had to walk 
up to three hours into the mountains 
just to find a little wood to burn. Instead 
of going to church on Sundays, they’d 
make this long trip to find wood, tie 
it up in a bundle on their heads and 
return to town. Then for a few days 
they’d have fuel for cooking.

Today Desarmes has changed. There 
are more trees in the area. There are more 
shady places for people to sit, and people 
have a greater appreciation for nature 
and trees. The income people receive 
from some of  these trees might help 
them build a house or send their chil-
dren to school. 

There are farmers who have been par-
ticipating in reforestation work for 30 
years now, and they still have their trees 
as an economic resource. They know 
that every time they harvest fruit or 
wood from fast-growing trees, they can 
do it again in two or three years. Now 
land that didn’t used to grow anything is 
bringing them income. 

I began working with MCC in 1983.

 Today Desarmes has 
changed. There are more 
trees in the area. ... There 

are farmers who have 
been participating in 

reforestation work for 30 
years now.”

Cover
story

First person

Jean-Remy Azor
A former longtime MCC staff member 
and current leader of an MCC partner 
organization reflects on his work and 
life in rural Haiti.
A S  T O L D  T O  A N N A L E E  G I E S B R E C H T

I was teaching and getting involved 
with the church. In those days, the church 
especially encouraged development 
work. They knew that one way for a 
Christian to follow Jesus was to accom-
pany people in need, to help them build a 
better life. And they encouraged training 
so that leaders in the church would have 

the tools they needed to accompany 
the rest of the population. 

When MCC looked to the 
churches to find local leaders for 
its growing reforestation and agri-
cultural program in the Artibonite 
Valley, I was hired. I have been 
working in reforestation and agri-
culture since then.

Over the decades, MCC focused 
on the most vulnerable people in the 
most remote places. In 2019, this 

work transitioned into a separate, inde-
pendent Haitian organization, Konbit 
Peyizan, and I became executive director.

Today, we still have the same mis-
sion. We want to go as far as possible 
to the places where people are the most 
disadvantaged. The last few years have 
been hard with a rise in insecurity and 
COVID-19. Gang violence can make 
travel from rural areas to cities unsafe 
and often impossible, so farmers can’t 
always sell the crops they’ve grown. We 
see the fact that Konbit Peyizan is still 
standing, despite all of these challenges, 
as a huge success.

We have a lot of work to do to help 
people adapt to and confront climate 
change. But we have seen people whose 
lives are different today because of our 
work, and we have a lot of hope.

Our goal has always been to give peo-
ple the tools to help them become inde-
pendent. These are simple techniques like 
not burning land to clear it and build-
ing gardens in such a way that the soil 
doesn’t wash away in the rain, giving the 
organic material time to decompose and 
make the soil rich.

After all, if you enrich your soil, your 
soil will enrich you too! If you nourish 
your soil, your soil will nourish you in 
return.  

Jean-Remy Azor worked with MCC 
for 36 years before becoming execu-
tive director of MCC partner Konbit 
Peyizan.
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Canning meat 
for the world
Despite the disruptions 
of COVID-19, MCC 
meat canning continued 
in 2020-2021 and helped  
families in places like 
Syria.
B Y  M A R L A  P I E R S O N  L E S T E R 

Feature
story

A s the costs of COVID-19 began to 
mount across the globe, Syrians were 
already grappling with a multilayered 
crisis.

Families had lost homes, businesses, 
savings and belongings over years of 
armed conflict. Many had fled home, 
some forced to relocate more than 
once. Food prices had soared — as 

much as seven times higher than before the conflict, according 
to one 2019 estimate.

Then, 2020 brought not only the looming health and eco-
nomic costs of COVID-19 but also more than 2,400 wildfires, 
engulfing thousands of acres of agricultural and forest land 
across northwestern Syria. More than 2 million fruit trees, 
most of them olive trees, were lost.

For more than a decade, MCC supplies have met urgent 
needs and offered a message of caring for Syrian families. In 
November 2020, MCC canned chicken was an especially wel-
come gift.

“We couldn’t buy chicken for a whole year, and eating it 
has become a dream for me, my husband and our children,” 
one mother in Homs shared with staff of MCC’s partner 
Fellowship of Middle East Evangelical Churches (FMEEC).

Families, whose names aren’t used for security reasons, 

struggle daily. Some lost olive trees in the recent fires. Others 
have little safety net left after years of war and are grappling to 
make ends meet, a task more urgent as food prices rise.

Since 1946, volunteers have 
gathered to can meat through 
MCC’s mobile cannery, meat 
that MCC sends to hungry 
people across the globe. 

But as the 2020-2021 can-
ning season approached, John 
Hillegass, then-MCC canning 
manager, and others active in 
MCC meat canning faced an 
unprecedented set of challenges.

Health concerns and an ever-changing patchwork of 
COVID-19 shutdowns and regulations, plus supply chain inter-
ruptions and rising meat costs, added to the already complex 
logistics of operating a mobile cannery.

In any year, producing more than 600,000 cans, or nearly 1 
million pounds, of meat with primarily volunteer labor is an 
act of devotion.

Months before a single can is filled, canning committees are 
at work — raising the tens of thousands of dollars needed to 
buy meat and support the cost of canning it. When the mobile 
cannery arrives, the work turns into a dawn-to-dark opera-

tion — beginning as early as 5 in the 
morning and lasting until 8 p.m. or later.

COVID-19 brought new questions 
that often couldn’t be answered far 
in advance. Would meat be available? 
Could volunteers continue to gather, 
even if they spread out and worked at a 
distance from each other?

Some canning sites didn’t have the 
room to space out volunteers. And some 
of those who did — Cumberland Valley 
Relief Center, an MCC activity center 
in Chambersburg, Pennsylvania, and the 
MCC Central States Material Resources 
Center in North Newton, Kansas — end-
ed up hosting three weeks of canning 
each. Volunteers traveled from surround-
ing communities, and sometimes sur-
rounding states, to make sure canning 
could continue.

In Chambersburg, even before it was 
clear that canning could happen, the 
local churches that take up offerings for 

the effort each year were 
making donations, says 
Diane Brockman, director 
of the Cumberland Valley 
Relief Center.

“I think in a year when 
we could do so little, every-
body was happy to rally 
around something positive 
we could help with,” she 
says.

The tradition of can-
ning meat for MCC is 
woven into the fabric of 
this region. The canning 
committee, in fact, raised 
funds to build the activ-
ity center, which opened 
in 2003, because members 
were eager for a dedicated 
space for MCC meat can-
ning, Brockman says.

This year, knowing that 
their facility had space to 

spread volunteers out where many did 
not, canning committee members com-
mitted to moving forward despite uncer-
tainties.

“The final response from everybody 
was, ‘We will do whatever we can to can 
meat this year. People need the meat. 
We’re doing it in the name of Christ,’” 
she recalls. “We just thought we’d dig 
our heels in and keep going.”

In the end, the 2020-2021 canning 
season yielded some 320,000 cans, or 
480,000 pounds, of meat. It’s about half 
of the total produced in a normal year, 
but given the restrictions, Hillegass was 
delighted.

“It really exemplifies coming together. 
Together we can,” Hillegass says, echo-
ing a canning slogan embraced by vol-
unteers and canners. “We were making 
decisions at the last minute. It really 
took everybody having a lot of grace and 
understanding. Not just the volunteers. 

But the meat suppliers, the can suppliers.
“Somebody said the theme for the year 

was, ‘Blessed are the flexible.’ That pret-
ty much sums it up,” he says.

“Even looking back on it, it’s almost 
hard to believe we were able to bring all 
of these different things together and 
make it work. That’s the miracle. We see 
God working in these amazing ways and 
doing things we couldn’t do ourselves.”

Hillegass, who served on the can-
ning crew from 2004 to 2007 and then 
as MCC canning and trucking manager 
from 2010 through June 2021, has seen 
firsthand the difference that canned 
meat can make — whether in Haiti after 
the 2010 earthquake or in Puerto Rican 
communities reeling from the toll of 
Hurricane Maria in 2017.

And today, families in places from 
Ukraine to Syria continue to share 
just how much MCC canned meat has 
touched their lives.

In Tartous, a city on the coast of Syria, 
a father of six tells how his family fled 
from rocket fire in Aleppo. Uprooted 
from home, he struggled to earn enough 
to support his family and eventually 
took two daughters out of school so they 
could work.

“Our goal is to get bread, basic mate-
rials and some beans,” he says, “but 
regarding meat or chicken and fish, my 
children forgot their taste a long time 
ago, and they became pictures that they 
only see on restaurant signs.”

His eyes fill with tears as he meets with 
FMEEC staff.

“Thank you from the depth of the 
heart for giving us the cans of cooked 
chicken,” he says. “We have been able to 
cook them in many ways, you have 
brought joy to the hearts of children. ... 
Look at them, how happy they are!” 

Marla Pierson Lester is managing editor 
of A Common Place magazine.

Volunteers from local churches work together at the 
MCC Material Resources Center in North Newton, 
Kansas, in November 2020. (MCC photo/Heidi Huber)

 Somebody 
said the theme 
for the year was, 

‘Blessed are the 
flexible.’ That 
pretty much 
sums it up.”

Together we can! MCC is urgently seeking a canning manager and canners.
Learn more at mcc.org/canning.
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MCC agricultural worker
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“I find it very rewarding to get to truly work as a 
member of the Help Channel Burundi team.”

On assignment

Vanessa Bielema, center, meets 
with farmers in her work with MCC 
partner Help Channel Burundi.  

Name: Vanessa Bielema

Hometown: Grass Valley, California 
(Crossroads Church)

Assignment: Serving with MCC part-
ner Help Channel Burundi (HCB) in a 
conservation agriculture project. My 
husband Craig, our daughter Wren and 
I live in Bujumbura, Burundi, one of the 
most food-insecure countries in the world. 
I accompany the HCB team in planning, 
monitoring, evaluation and reporting.

Typical day: Varies from visits to farm-
ers’ fields to hours in the office helping 
to write and edit  reports or form survey 
tools to get the right data to give a fuller 
picture of the impacts of our work.

Joys: Being part of the HCB team, par-
ticularly when we come together to solve 

a problem or to do project planning. 
Serving as a family. The majority of the 
farmers that we work with are women, 
and many come to meetings or events with 
a small child tied on their backs. When our 
daughter, 3, is with me, her presence helps 
them see that I too am a mom, with the 
same cares as they have for our families 
and communities.

Challenge: Burundi is a place that is 
scarred deeply by its history of division, 
violence and fear. While I find it such an 
amazing blessing to serve with a commit-
ted team of Burundians working to bring 
healing and provision to their country, I  
often feel that I comprehend so little of the 
experiences of those around me.

A verse I hold on to: “For surely I know 
the plans I have for you, says the Lord, 
plans for your welfare and not for harm, 

to give you a future with hope.” (Jeremiah 
29:11 NRSV) The Bible is so full of images 
and stories about gardens, farming and 
livestock. Seeing how much God values 
the work of stewarding the earth and 
working the soil brings a profound dignity 
to the farmers we work with and reminds 
me how honored I am to serve them. But 
the need can seem overwhelming. I have 
begun to think of Jeremiah 29:11 as a 
prayer and promise for our participants. 
Our unfathomable God knows each one, 
and for each one has a plan.

FIND YOUR PLACE
Go to mcc.org/serve or linkedin.com/
company/mccpeace or contact your 
nearest MCC office to learn about 
current MCC service opportunities.

Print more copies uu mcc.org/hello

for children

My name is Bernice Iteriteka.
Age: 10 
Lives in: Gaterama, Rutana, Burundi

I live with my papa and mama and my two brothers and 
my sister.

In the mornings I wake up about 6 and take a shower and 
get dressed. After I eat breakfast, I take my books and go to 
school. At 12:45, I go back home and eat lunch.

Then I go fetch water and go out to find firewood. When that 
is done, I help to cook our dinner and our family eats. I like 

cooking the best of my chores because it is easy to cook.

Of the food my parents grow, I like the bananas the best because they 
are so sweet. We boil them, and we eat them with beans.

(Bernice’s parents are part of an MCC-supported agriculture project and a sav-
ings groups where they save money and can take 
out loans.) Now my parents save money. They have 
started planting pineapple, and they use mulch in 
their fields. I’m happy because my parents now give 
me new clothes.

What I want to be: a teacher
My favorite food: rice
My favorite subject: math

Adding up the savings
When farmers have little extra money, how does a 
savings group help? Basically, it adds up. Even if 
each member can only save a few dollars a month, 
that still equals a lot more than people could save 
on their own. 

And then families can use loans from the group to 
start new businesses or to begin to raise a new crop 
or chickens or goats they can sell.

BURUNDI
How do you greet someone 
in Kirundi?

amahoroamahoro
(Say ah-mah-HOE-row)

$52

You save $1 
per week

for 52 
weeks

$52 per year

You and 
3 friends

each save $1 
per week

for 52 
weeks

How much did your 
group save?

You and 
15 friends

each save $1 
per week

for 52 
weeks

How much did your 
group save?

(Amahoro means peace but is 
frequently used as a greeting.)

https://twitter.com/%40servemcc
http://mcc.org/serve
http://linkedin.com/company/mccpeace
http://linkedin.com/company/mccpeace
http://hello.mcc.org


Mennonite Central Committee U.S.
21 South 12th Street, PO Box 500
Akron, PA 17501 U.S.A.

Choose gifts that delight your 
loved ones and share God’s love 

with our global neighbors
this Christmas.

Browse more gifts online at mcc.org/Christmas-gifts, 
or call toll free 888.563.4676.

$10
Fruit trees

Instead of a fruit basket, 
give a gift that produces 
nutrition and income for 

years to come.


