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“We Love You Gringos!” 

Providing Basic Services to Remote Communities in Honduras 
by Bill Phillips 

     

Rotarians from Lawrenceburg, Tennessee and other clubs from District 6760 have been working on World 

Community Service projects in Southern Honduras for over a decade. They have improved the lives of 

villagers in impoverished communities through better access to water and electrification, as well as other 

projects. This brief tells the story of US Rotarian work teams that have travelled to communities on the 

outskirts of Choluteca to work with villagers to improve access to water and electricity, and how this has 

been a life changing experience.  

 

Bill Phillips joined the Rotary Club of Lawrenceburg, Tennessee (USA), in 1986.  He served as Club 

President in 1999/00 and again in 2007/08.  He has been an Assistant Governor and Assistant Governor 

Coordinator for District 6760, and was named District Rotarian of the Year in 2004.  He is currently the 

webmaster for the Rotary Club of Lawrenceburg and unofficial scribe for the club’s Honduras Project. 

 

 
Introduction 

 

Honduras is one of the poorest countries in the 

Western hemisphere. With a population of 

100,000, the southern city of Choluteca offers 

most of the services that one would expect from 

a mid-sized community; however once outside 

the city and away from major highways, 

surrounding communities are poor and remote.  

Many do not have electricity or access to clean 

water, and residents seek out a living through 

farming and odd jobs when work is available.  

 

Typical homes consist of just one or two room 

block or wooden structures with minimal 

furnishings and none of the comforts many in 

wealthier countries take for granted. Government 

support is limited, therefore residents are happy 

for any help they can receive in building 

infrastructure, equipping schools, or receiving 

medical care.   

 

The Project 

 

The District 6760 Honduras Project has been 

implemented for over a decade with multiple 

initiatives to address needs in remote 

communities near Choluteca. The initiatives 

include water supply and distribution, 

electrification, the promotion of literacy, and a 

dental brigade. Rotarian work teams have 

travelled to Choluteca in order to participate in 

these activities with their primary emphasis being 

on village electrification.  

 

The Rotary Club of Choluteca is the host club for 

the project. Local Rotarians identify communities 

with specific needs and the feasibility for Rotary 

to provide assistance. For water projects, the 

project team provides funding for the purchase of 
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materials and local labor to assist villagers with 

construction. Choluteca Rotarians provide 

general oversight and coordinate literacy and 

dental brigade activities to coincide with US 

work team visits when feasible.  

 

The logistics of electrification projects are 

handled almost entirely from Tennessee. 

Rotarians from District 6760 travel in shifts to 

install wiring and fixtures in individual homes 

and schools in communities where primary and 

secondary power lines have been installed. Along 

the way, they train local residents on basic 

electricity and how to safely maintain the wiring 

and fixtures. While in country, District 6760 

Rotarians visit locations where water projects are 

in progress or recently completed, and they 

provide logistical support for literacy and dental 

projects. Team members pay the cost of their 

lodging and many cover their own airfare through 

direct project contributions.  

An important prerequisite for activities 

supporting deep wells and home electrification is 

having primary and secondary power available to 

run pumps and turn on the lights.  In the project’s 

early years, the Rotary Foundation provided 

support through matching and travel grants. This 

freed up other funds to hire local contractors to 

set poles and run power lines. Rule changes 

implemented under Future Vision phased out 

such funding, so that the team had to confine its 

activity to communities that have power in place.  

But the project is still going strong. 

 

Specific activities are organized and funded on an 

annual cycle. In the fall, a scout team of two or 

three Rotarians travels to Honduras to visit with 

community leaders and local organizers and 

prioritize projects based on available funding. For 

electrical projects the team travels to each 

prospective village, obtains a preliminary count 

of structures to be wired, evaluates the 

availability and condition of access roads, and 

most importantly verifies that primary and 

secondary power will be available when the work 

teams arrive. The team also looks at logistics, 

including having a secure location for materials 

and tool staging, lodging for team members, drive 

time to and from the worksite (often an hour or 

more each way), and other considerations that 

might affect the work.  

 

 

The scouting team meets with community leaders 

to confirm that expectations of both the teams and 

the villagers are understood and shared. Apart 

from focusing on priority projects for the 

community, another goal of each scouting trip is 

to ensure that the work teams will be able able to 

begin work immediately upon arrival in country.  
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Work activities are usually scheduled during the 

Honduras dry season which lasts from early 

January to mid-March. Between the scouting trip 

and work team visits, project leaders make 

arrangements for lodging, local transportation, 

material purchases, and hiring of local labor. 

Final schedules are established, work team 

members are identified, flight arrangements are 

made, and in kind contributions are collected. 

Materials and tools being carried down by the 

teams are divided among team members for 

transport in checked baggage.  

 

Travel to Honduras 

 

Work teams usually consist of ten to twelve 

people including Rotarians, family members, and 

friends who will be doing hands-on work. In the 

project’s early years individual team members 

stayed in the country for about two weeks. 

Nowadays, due to limited budgets, stays in the 

country tend to be for about a week.  

 

In the most recent years, District 6760 has sent 

two work teams led by the Rotary Clubs of 

Lawrenceburg and Spring Hill, both in 

Tennessee. Each team has spent six days in 

country plus one day of travel time in each 

direction. Work team visits are scheduled to 

occur separately, usually during consecutive 

weeks. When feasible team members travel 

during mid-week (Tuesday, Wednesday, or 

Thursday) to avoid airport congestion and take 

advantage of lower airfares.  

It takes a bit of time to get to Choluteca from 

Nashville or Memphis! This includes driving to 

the airport, flying to Atlanta, Miami, or Houston, 

taking a connecting flight to Tegucigalpa, 

clearing customs, picking up rented vehicles, and 

going for a two and a half hour drive to Choluteca 

over a winding two-lane mountain road. During 

the drive, the teams often go through one or more 

security checkpoints that are manned by heavily 

armed military personnel. When our translators 

identify us as being from “Club Rotario” and the 

soldiers see Rotary Emblems on our shirts or 

caps, we are usually greeted with a smile, a warm 

handshake, and sometimes a friendly salute; then 

waved through without delay. 

 

 

Work Days 

 

Workdays are long, but satisfying. Teams leave 

the hotel in the early morning and drive to each 

worksite over rough roads. Drive time can range 

from 15 to 90 minutes depending on worksite 

location. Access to most worksites requires the 

use of four wheel drive vehicles. 

 

For electrification projects, team members split 

into work groups of two or three plus one or two 

local laborers. They check out materials from a 

central location that is usually a school, church, 

or community building; then walk or drive to the 

actual work location. A typical installation 

consists of an electric meter base, small breaker 

panel, a porch light, plus one electrical outlet 

(110V) and light fixture with pull cord per room. 

Electrical fixtures display traditional Rotary 

emblems and are mounted on a wall or ceiling, 

then wiring is installed and tied in. Each work 

group can usually complete two to five residences 

in one day. The payoff comes when the breaker is 

turned on and the home has light for the first time!  

As sunset nears, the teams return to the hotel or a 

local Rotarian’s home to have dinner, discuss the 
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day’s activities, and enjoy fellowship over their 

favorite adult beverage. 

 

Team visits are often concluded at a community 

celebration with live music and food provided by 

the villagers. Area politicians are present to do 

what politicians do while leaders from 

neighboring villages come to meet with the team 

and request help for their community. The food, 

music, and fellowship are nice, but the real 

pleasure comes from seeing the genuine 

appreciation and smiles on the faces of residents 

who have improved access to clean water or 

electricity for the first time. It is then that team 

members realize how much their work means to 

the villagers, and they often realize that they 

themselves have been changed in the process. 

 

Project Funding 

 

The project is funded by the Lawrenceburg 

Rotary Club with assistance from other clubs in 

District 6760 and beyond. Small District Grants 

are used when available.  

 

In its early years, the project received Volunteer 

Travel and Matching Grants which provided a 

significant portion of project funding. These 

grant types were discontinued under TRF’s 

Future Vision initiative. Our team applied for a 

Future Vision Global Grant in 2011, but a 

combination of unfortunate circumstances 

resulted in a two-year marathon of proposals, 

applications, rejections, and requirements that 

were difficult to meet. A major stumbling block 

was that the focus on electrification did not fit 

TRF’s six areas of focus. The project could did 

not qualify as a Community Development 

initiative because those grants involves business 

training and extensive measurement and 

evaluation requirements that simply did not fit 

our project. So we decided to continue our effort 

through less restrictive albeit smaller District 

Grants, using mostly funds provided by our club 

through fundraisers and generous contributions 

from partnering clubs.  

 

Project History and Evolution 

 

Rotarians from District 6760 became involved in 

Honduras following the country’s devastating 

encounter with Hurricane Mitch in 1998. The 

storm wiped out much of the country’s 

infrastructure and few resources were available to 

aid recovery. The area surrounding Choluteca 

was particularly hard hit. Rotarians from Franklin 

in Tennessee were part of a church sponsored 

relief team that discovered remote communities 

with limited access to clean water, no electricity, 

and residents with very little hope of improving 

their condition. Soon after the turn of the century, 

they recognized that Rotary could help. They 

initiated the project through the Franklin Rotary 

Club. Lawrenceburg Rotary became involved in 

2006 when Rotarians Neal Beard and Jim 

Johnston convinced fellow Rotarians to join the 

District Project Team. Our club assumed 

leadership duties in 2007 and became the lead 

club in 2008. 

 

The project started as a water supply and 

distribution effort that drilled deep wells, 

constructed storage tanks, laid water lines and 

built pilas in remote communities near Choluteca. 

Pilas are outdoor water collection basins that can 

be used by villagers for various purposes. Along 

the way, it became necessary to bring electricity 

into the villages to run pumps and other 

equipment.  

 

As villages became electrified, project team 

members began installing wiring and simple 

electrical fixtures in a few of the homes and 

schools. It quickly became apparent that having 

electricity in the village was perceived as a much 

greater benefit by the residents, and the 

installation process was well within the capability 

of doctors, accountants, business owners, public 
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service employees, and other Rotarians who 

made up the team. This is the reason why on-site 

team activities now concentrate on electrification, 

but the project continues to support water, 

literacy, dental brigade, and other activities. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Value for Money? 

 

Questions are frequently asked to us about why 

we are sending US Work Teams to Honduras.  

 

Is the project sustainable; and if so, why is it 

necessary for teams to return year after year?  
The project is a long-term effort to provide basic 

services to the communities. Individual projects 

are sustainable since the electrical infrastructure 

remains in place and is maintained by the 

Honduran Electrical Authority, while water well 

and distribution maintenance is easily within the 

capabilities of the villagers. An oversight 

committee is appointed in each community to 

ensure collection of fees so that required 

maintenance is performed. Local residents are 

trained and provided tools to handle routine 

maintenance work. The team returns year after 

year because for every community that is 

electrified or provided with clean water, there are 

dozens more that are still in the dark or carrying 

water from remote sources. The project is 

therefore providing service to a different group of 

villagers every year. 

 

Do the teams do useful work, or is this just a 

photo opportunity? There are many photo 

opportunities during each team visit and we take 

advantage of these to tell our story; but each team 

does useful work. While the heavy lifting of 

digging wells, laying pipe, setting power poles, 

and running electric lines is performed by local 

labor, team members are installing house wiring 

and fixtures. In addition, team members do 

secondary work such as distributing books, 

writing tablets, and even pencils to local schools. 

Other members have assisted Choluteca 

Rotarians with their dental brigade. Some team 

members also help families out of their own 

pocket, for example to replace a small stick hut 

with a four room adobe block home. 

 

Wouldn’t it be more cost effective to hire local 

labor to work under the supervision of 

Rotarians from the host club?  From a purely 

financial standpoint, this might be true; however 

having US “Boots on the Ground” has advantages 

for Rotary International, Rotary in Honduras, 

Rotary in District 6760, and Rotarians who make 

up the project teams. These are benefits not 

measured through traditional metrics.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

For Rotary, the advantage is a visible presence of 

Rotarians from the USA which makes it clear that 

this is in fact a Rotary Project. In addition, the on-

site presence of Rotarians ensures that project 

funds are expended for their intended purpose. 

The Rotary Emblem is now recognized in the 

communities as representing an organization that 

does good things for residents. For the host club, 

the presence of team members provides 

opportunities to develop friendships with 
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Rotarians from the USA. Through those 

friendships they are able to ensure continued 

support for their projects. For the team members, 

seeing the needs with their own eyes, addressing 

those needs in a tangible way, and observing a 

genuine appreciation for their effort reinforces 

their desire to serve. These trips create memories 

often described as life changing. For the District 

and sponsoring clubs, supporting “Boots on the 

Ground” service opportunities creates motivated 

team members who return with stories that they 

share with fellow Rotarians. For example, 2010 

team member Bert Spearman often tells that he 

left for Honduras as a member of the 

Lawrenceburg Rotary Club and returned as a 

Rotarian. The enthusiasm team members bring 

back is contagious and the most effective means 

of attracting support for future projects.  

 

As Rotarian Neal 

Beard has written, 

team members have 

built lifelong 

friendships with 

each other. They 

have laughed 

together, they have 

cried together, and 

most importantly 

they have worked 

together. For team 

veterans, returning 

to Honduras is like a 

family reunion; and 

for the rookies, the 

trip is an eye 

opening experience. It is their stories and 

personal commitment that ensures continuing 

support for International Service and the 

Honduras Project in particular. This is why 

Lawrenceburg Rotary and District 6760 send 

work teams to Honduras! 

 

Conclusion 

 

The feeling of accomplishment and satisfaction 

of a job well done is why we come back year after 

year, but the most important result is the service 

we provide for the people of Honduras. 

Notwithstanding the end of visit celebration 

parties and thank you speeches from community 

leaders, the villagers’ appreciation in the field is 

what really counts. 

 

This could be seen when an entire village turned 

out to watch a drilling rig punching through 250 

feet of solid rock to reach a dependable source of 

water. As Neal Beard writes about an encounter 

during our first dental brigade in 2008: “I 

remember an old man, his face beaming with joy 

under a weathered straw hat, coming up to me, 

pointing to the wide gap in his mouth, and with 

the other hand holding up four fingers — years of 

agonizing pain gone. He embraced me in a bear 

hug.”  Neal also relates a 2015 encounter as he 

watched an elderly lady with a teary-eyed smile 

as she pulled a pendant string hanging from the 

single light fixture in her kitchen. She said that 

she “never thought she would live long enough to 

see that day.” Perhaps team member Charlie 

Brewer received the ultimate compliment when a 

small child at a school dedication ceremony 

innocently announced “We love you gringos.” 
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SUMMARY OF WORK 
Year $ 

(000) 

Funding Sources  Participating  

Rotarians & Friends 

Work Performed 

2006 *** Financial Records Maintained By 

Franklin Rotary Club 

Franklin (9) 

Smyrna (6) 

Lawrenceburg (5) 

Spring Hill (4) 

La Libertad – Water Distribution ,  

and Village Electrification 

School Writing, Art Supplies, and Books  

Baseball Gear for Community Center 

2007 $40 TRF Matching Grant ($24.6K) 

Lawrenceburg Rotary ($14K) 

Dist. Simplified Grant ($5.5K) 

Balance from Partnering Clubs & 

Cash Contributions  

Franklin (12) 

Lawrenceburg (10) 

Smyrna (8) 

Madison, AL (5) 

Spring Hill (4) 

Dyersburg (1) 

San Juan Cito – Village Electrification 

El Porton – Water Distribution and  

Village Electrification, Wired 75 Homes 

Misson Lazarus – Wired Main House, 

Poured Foundation for 10 Dorms 

Installed Irrigation System 

2008 $66 Lawrenceburg Rotary ($15K) 

TRF Travel Grant  ($6K) 

TRF Matching Grant ($4K) 

Balance from 21 Partnering Clubs 

& Cash Contributions 

Lawrenceburg (6) 

Madison, AL (6) 

Dyersburg (2) 

Martin (2) 

San Juan Ariba-Water Distribution 

and Village Electrification 

Eco Stoves – Madison, AL Team 

2009 $38 

 

 

Lawrenceburg Rotary ($15K) 

Balance from 14 Partnering 

 Clubs & Cash Contributions 

Lawrenceburg (8) 

Spring Hill (6) 

Dyersburg (3 ) 

El Jacote de Linaca – Electrification (Ph. 1,2), 

Manned Dental Brigade 

La Libertad --  New Well, Pump, Wiring, 

Control House,  Repaired Road,  

School Supplies and Student Backpacks 

2010 $29 Lawrenceburg Rotary ($15K) 

Dist. Simplified Grant ($1.82K) 

Balance from 11 Partnering 

 Clubs & Cash Contributions 

Lawrenceburg (7) 

Dyersburg  (3) 

 

El Jocote de Linaca – Electrification (Phase 3) 

La Libertad – Finalize Water Distribution 

Limon – Dental Brigade, Portable Dental Unit 

2011 $32 Lawrenceburg Rotary ($15K) 

Dist. Simplified Grant ($1.94K) 

Balance from 16 Partnering 

 Clubs & Direct Contributions 

Spring Hill (8) 

Lawrenceburg (6) 

Dyersburg  (5 ) 

Martin (2) 

Columbia (1) 

Hendersonville (1) 

 El Jocote de Linaca – Electrification (Phase 4) 

Jayacayan – Wired 56 Houses 

Built Home for Needy Family 

Purchased Portable Dental Unit 

2012 $36 Lawrenceburg Rotary ($15K) 

Dist. Simplified Grant ($2.5K) 

Balance from 19 Partnering 

 Clubs & Cash Contributions 

Spring Hill (8) 

Lawrenceburg (5) 

Dyersburg (5) 

Hendersonville (1) 

Columbia (1) 

Brentwood (1) 

Martin (1) 

El Limon – Village Electrification 

Wired 29 Houses, 1 School, 1 Church 

El Carrizal – New Home for Needy Family  

2013 $49 Lawrenceburg Rotary ($25K) 

District Grant ($0.99K) 

Balance from 19 Partnering 

 Clubs & Cash Contributions 

Lawrenceburg (6 ) 

Dyersburg (5 ) 

Union City (1) 

Brownsville (1) 

Brentwood (1) 

Spring Hill (8) 

El Tapaci de Linaca --Wired 29 Houses,  

2 Schools, 1 Clinic,  and 1 Church. 

Jayacayan-- Dental Clinic (101 Treated)  

El Zapote de Linaca--1 Small Water Project 

Baranquilla – 10 Houses – Spring Hill Team 

Las Palmas – 5 Houses – Spring Hill Team 

2014 $26 Lawrenceburg Rotary ($10K) 

District Grant ($10K) 

Balance from 10 Partnering  Clubs 

& Cash Contributions 

Lawrenceburg (6) 

Dyersburg (5) 

Brentwood (1) 

Spring Hill (8) 

Baranquilla – Wired 29 Houses 

El Zapote – Wired 6 Houses 

El Jocote -- Kindergarten School Supplies 

Material for 3 Homes 

El Tapaci – Material for 2 Homes 

El Zapote – Material for 6 House Drop Downs 

Baranquilla – 21 Houses – Spring Hill Team 

2015 $25 Lawrenceburg Rotary ($10K) 

District Grant ($1.75K) 

Balance from 6 Partnering  Clubs 

& Cash Contributions 

Carry Over from Previous Year 

Lawrenceburg (9) 

Dyersburg (6) 

Brentwood (1) 

Spring Hill (8) 

Chiquiton – Wired 59 homes, 1 school 

El Limon  – New Well, Pump, Pilas 

Las Uvas – Upgrade Existing Water Distr. System 

Jayacayan --Roofs on 3 houses  

El Limon de Linaca -- 

Eco-Stove for Herrera Home  

Jicarito – 21 homes – Spring Hill Team 
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