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Dear Friends of Nuevas Sonrisas,
During 2021,.I'\lueyas Sonrisas volunteer Jim Ruppa has managed and facilitated several wide-ranging

conversations with public health officials in Santa Catarina Mita, Guatemala without
leaving his snug home in Southeast Portland.

“Buenos dias! Como estan?”

|, Jim’s computer screen was divided between his fellow bilingual volunteers -- Charlotte
. Finn, Bobbie Rodriguez and Rob Ward — and the masked Guatemalan public health
officials gathered around a screen 2,700 miles away.

& Despite a few technical glitches and some difficulty understanding rapid Spanish
spoken behind a mask, the warmth of a strong relationship was unmistakable.

Jim inquired about everyone’s health, no casual question in a time of Covid.

The Public Health Department has administered 17,000 vaccines; about 50
percent of the eligible Santa Catarina Mita population has been immunized
against the COVID virus, although rates vary across the wider region. Most of
the 105 professionals in the Department have received the vaccine as have
most school teachers and city workers. The Guatemalans reported that about
155 residents are still in quarantine. Most residents who fall ill do not go to
the hospital but recover at home. Very severe cases go to a hospital in Jutiapa,
the principal municipality in the region. The area has seen a death rate of
about two people a month, they reported.

Silvia Sofia Ariza, the local director of the Health Department, said schools may reopen in January for children
over the age of 12.

Since the pandemic shut down international travel in March 2020, Nuevas Sonrisas Dental Group did not go to
Guatemala in 2021 and will not be going on their usual large annual dental care trip in February 2022. But other
possible plans for 2022 are still being considered. However, we have maintained a virtual presence thanks to
volunteers like Jim, who stays in touch with our Guatemalan colleagues by Zoom and WhatsApp.
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In those calls, Jim and up to five other bilingual volunteers here in Portland
exchange information and coordinate the Nuevas Sonrisas effort to help feed the
needy. Nuevas Sonrisas has sent more than $7,000 to the Health Department to buy
d food for those facing hunger in addition to infection. In a recent Zoom call, we
learned that the Health Department has bagged and distributed the last of the food.

& In addition to sending money for food, NS provided $3500 for purchase of
¥ toothbrushes and toothpaste. Health workers have distributed these to students at all
but two schools, as part of continuing health and dental education (see last picture).

&€ NUEVAS SONRISAS IS OPENING A DONATION CAMPAIGN.

S 20 Please consider a donation to fund another $3500 for additional toothbrushes and

toothpaste to be sent to the Health Department for distribution to school children through the schools. Please
use the website link at the top of this letter to donate.

“Basically, we just see how it is going,” Jim explained. “They are so busy.” The Health Department continues
to fight other health scourges: In a recent call Jim was updated on programs to fight parasites, provide sex
education for teens and inoculate the dog population against rabies.

The one thing missing, say the Guatemalans: A dental clinic.

~ Jim’s role has grown over the years he has been a volunteer.

- He has been on three Nuevas Sonrisas dental trips as a parent
1 educator, traveling to schools throughout the area, to do group
i | sessions on dental health and nutrition. He has talked to
hundreds of parents.

Jim’s facility with the language comes from his 29-year-career
teaching Spanish at La Salle High School in Portland.

“You learn a lot, teaching,” he says. He enjoyed connecting with young people and while he helped them
master the language, he continued to hone his skills. He took teenagers on annual immersion trips to Costa
Rica, Mexico and Spain.

Jim didn’t start out to become a Spanish teacher. His first college degree was in psychology, but summers
earning money picking apples in Yakima set him on a new path.

“Being young and foolish, I just ended up talking to the pickers, most who came from Mexico,” he says. Jim
had taken Spanish classes throughout high school but says he hardly used the language. But those lessons came
percolating back when he found himself groping for words to ask and answer questions. He found himself
successfully putting sentences together and understanding what was said to him: “Once it’s in your brain, it
doesn’t wholly go away.”

His almost forgotten lessons made him new friends. He has traveled to Mexico to stay with some of the
families he met in the Yakima apple orchards. His skill got him promoted on the job. He drove the tractor
because he could communicate with all the crews.

And that experience prompted him to return to Portland State University to get a degree in Spanish. “My main
motivation was to simply be able to talk to people. But I also think that my personality is a lot more outgoing
when [ am thinking and speaking in Spanish.”



Jim enjoys the job: “For me, this is my major volunteer thing,” he says. “I don’t know what the future holds.
We can’t solve Guatemala’s problems, but we can help those kids and their parents.”

The Nuevas Sonrisas volunteers and the Guatemalan public health workers will continue the Zoom sessions
monthly.

Have a good Holiday Season.

Betty and Larry

with thanks to Kathleen Glanville for her interview of Jim
Betty Buford and Lawrence Cobb, Co-Chairs
Development, Nuevas Sonrisas

Portland, OR
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