
 



 

Welcome to Guatemala 

We are delighted to have you on the team and are very much looking forward to working with 
you in the coming weeks. In this document  we have included information on the department of 
Quiché; the people you will be working with; how to stay safe and healthy; what to do if there is 
a problem.  

 

 On the first day of the mission we will travel to Quiché, where we will be staying in the town of 
San Juan Cotzal. Cotzal has a population of about 7,000 (INE, Guatemala) and sits at an 
elevation of 1800 to 2600 meters. We will eat our breakfasts and lunches at a nearby 
restaurant and will have supper with the local families. The hotel has 2 Queen beds in each 
room and a bathroom with a hot water shower. 

The journey to Cotzal will take around eight hours; we will stop for lunch in Santa Cruz, El 
Quiché; we will make several bathroom stops along the way. Be warned that the road to Cotzal 
is very curvy, and sufferers of motion sickness should take Gravol and sit close to the front. 

Thank you for being with us in Guatemala. It is a pleasure to host you and we are confident that 
the week ahead will be fun, challenging and very rewarding. 

Blessing Lives Community Development Team   
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Regional Overview 

Department of Quiché, Guatemala 
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Quiché 

Guatemala has 22 departments (like provinces or states) each with their own indigenous 
languages and dress.  

Quiché is located in the west of Guatemala and is home to 1,019,290 inhabitants. It is the third 
largest department in Guatemala and certainly one of the most beautiful, with high green 
mountains, dramatic cliffs and deep river valleys. It is a region with a moderate climate ranging 
between 22 and 26 degrees C dipping down to 10 or lower at night. Like the rest of 
Guatemala, it experiences a dry season between November and April and a rainy season from 
May to October. 

The region is famous for traditional indigenous dress and languages (89% of Quiché’s 
population is indigenous), weaving, wood carving, the local markets and the Popol Vuh* (see 
below). Primary income sources include: livestock, agriculture (corn, coffee, beans, wheat and 
forestry); and handicraft production (weaving, woodcarving, pottery). 

Quiché is a department in Guatemala with 71% of the population living at the poverty level and 
16% in extreme poverty.  65% of the population is chronically malnourished. Interventions are 
clearly needed to address these alarming statistics. 

The market in San Juan Cotzal is an impressive affair which takes place on Fridays and 
Saturdays in town. Textiles, crafts, flowers, meat, fruits and more are on sale in the central 
square. It is best to be with a local person when buying something until you are familiar with 
the process. 

 

*The Popol Vuh is the sacred story of creation according to traditional Mayan theology. The story did not 
become a text until after the Spanish conquest, when a group of indigenous scribes from Quiché wrote 
down their history of creation. It states that mankind was successfully formed after two failed attempts. 
At first the gods made people from mud, and then with wood, and finally with ground corn. 

Many Mayan descendants still consider themselves to be ‘people of corn’, and the relationship between 
indigenous people and this food staple often still has a spiritual dimension. For example, women are very 
tender with the corn they handle, and will apologize to any grains they might unintentionally drop or 
crush. 
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General Project Instructions 

1. When you arrive, you will be picked up at the airport and stay in Semilla, (Bible Seminary) a 
comfortable place in the city, and also stay here on the return trip. We will have a 
wrapup/final Banquet at a Restaurant in the city on our last night together. 

2. The goal of Blessing Lives is to promote a variety of community development projects and 
evangelism in these communities. 

3. We are going to have the opportunity to visit the beehive project that was started  in 2015. 
We may continue with other projects that we started in previous years like the solar 
dehydrator, canning, sausage making, soap making, baking, cake decorating, pizza making, 
building honey extractors, welding, carpentry.   

4. We plan to provide a cooking stove to  a local school, and distribute some water filters. On 
this same day we usually hand out coloring books and crayons to each student and play 
with the children  as time permits.  

5. We are possibly going to introduce some new projects (to be determined). 

6. Every night we are going to have the chance to immerse in the culture of the Ixil Mayan 
families, trying the food, sharing the word of God with them, singing together and some 
traditions like taking a bath in a Temascal (Sauna bath). 

7. Time permitting we may visit different churches in the area. Often we are asked to share a 
little bit of what we are doing in the area and sometimes they ask us to share a song or two.  

8. Please be careful and considerate when taking pictures, especially when children are 
involved. Ask for permission when we are in their homes or walking on the street. 

   

Blessing Lives Canada  |  Welcome Package 4 



 

Communities & Work Sites 

You will be working in the villages of San Juan Cotzal.  

The local language spoken in the villages is Ixil and Spanish. Many family members will speak 
Spanish, but some will not. For this reason we provide a staff member to translate from Ixil to 
Spanish as well as someone to translate from Spanish to English. 

Each group will be with Eric & Margaret and/or a local person and also a staff member to help 
out and ensure that all runs smoothly. It is important to remember that our work sites may be a 
family's home and that we respect their homes as guests should do. Young people will be 
delighted to have us working with them, and it is important that we honor the welcome we are 
given by communicating about everything we do. 

It can be shocking for us to see the poverty that some families live in, but it is important that we 
do not dwell on this and instead remember that our work will transform their standard of living. 
Equally, it is important to understand that poverty takes many forms, and the presence of a 
television or cell phones (for example) in somebody's home does not mean that they do not 
need our help. 

While working, please be careful and know your limits! We are here to work as a team and 
support each other. Take care when lifting, stretching etc. – too many volunteers spend a week 
in pain after overdoing it on day one!  

The toilet available in most homes will most likely be a latrine – a concrete seat placed over a 
hole in the ground. The fact that these are not very pleasant to use is no excuse not to drink 
plenty of water while working! 

Children are one of the greatest delights of the work site, and we encourage you to make the 
most of your time with families. Bubbles, colored markers, something to write on, etc are great 
ways to connect, in spite of the language barrier. 
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Health & Safety 

Guatemala is not an economically developed country, and this means that the safe, regulated 
environments we are used to back home often do not exist here. However, most visitors and 
volunteers experience no problems (apart from a few muscle aches and a touch of travelers’ 
diarrhea!). 

If you experience illness or injury, please communicate with your team leaders Eric & Margaret 
Wall. We can arrange visits to clinics and hospitals in the region, and also emergency 
evacuation if necessary. We will have a first aid kit with us and pharmacies in Guatemala are 
well-stocked and easy to reach, so we can top up on supplies if necessary.  

Sunburn, traveler's diarrhea and dehydration are by far the most common ailments suffered by 
volunteers, and are easy to avoid! Use sunscreen when outside. Always bring your own water 
bottle with you. There are very few insects/mosquitoes but if you are sensitive to bites then use 
insect repellent. Food other than recommended or provided by Blessing Lives should be 
avoided. We will make sure you always have access to purified bottled water, and you should 
also use this to brush your teeth. 

Please do not touch any of the dogs you encounter! Although they look sweet, they are often 
aggressive and flea-ridden and in some cases carry diseases. If you are bitten by any animal 
you MUST let us know immediately. 

We recommend that you do not carry items of value with you when you are in the town and 
that you use a zip-pocket or money belt to safeguard against pickpockets.  

Traffic is a hazard in Guatemala and you should be aware that pedestrians DO NOT have right 
of way. There are very few sidewalks; pedestrians share the streets with traffic, so be careful.   
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Code of Conduct 
We are delighted to have you with us and we know that you want to make the most of your 
time in Guatemala. We therefore ask that you honor some simple regulations which are 
designed to ensure that all runs smoothly. 

NO WALKING AROUND ALONE – always travel in pairs or groups, and make sure that 
someone knows where you are going. 

NO WALKING AROUND AFTER DARK – unless you are with a member of Blessing lives staff. 

NO FLASHY JEWELRY – this is both to safeguard your belongings and also to show respect 
for the people of limited resources with whom you are working. 

NO GIFTS OR MONEY TO FAMILIES – these can cause divisions or misunderstandings and 
invite unwanted crowds. If you bring some activities to a church or the schools like coloring 
books etc. it’s fine. 

DO NOT CARRY VALUABLES – please bring a copy of your passport and carry this with you, 
but leave the original and any other items of value in the locked cupboard at the hotel. 

NO SMOKING OR CONSUMING ALCOHOL while we are in Cotzal. 

Thank you for being with us in Guatemala. Remember we are on a Missions trip and we have to 
be flexible and go with the flow. If you have any suggestions please tell us. 
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Packing List 

❏ Pants (long) 

❏ Shirts, T-shirts (not sleeveless) 

❏ Skirts/dresses for the ladies for church services 

❏ Sweater, fleece jacket, hoodies 

❏ Waterproof jacket, umbrella 

❏ Runners, shoes, (2 pairs, in case of rainy weather) 

❏ Swimsuits, flip flops 

❏ Socks, underwear, pajamas 

❏ Day pack/small backpack 

❏ Sunglasses, Sunscreen and hat 

❏ Passport, travel pillow, money belt with US spending money 

❏ Insect repellent 

❏ Small packages of Tissues/toilet paper 

❏ Wet wipes, hand sanitizer 

❏ First aid items like Gravol, Peptobismol, Imodium 

❏ Any medications you are on or may need 

❏ Bible, pens, small notebook, Spanish dictionary 

❏ Deodorant, toothbrush, toothpaste, razors, nail clippers (shampoo, soap, towels, bed sheets 
and blankets provided in hotel) 

❏ Water bottle, granola bars/snacks 

❏ Flashlight (Head Lamps) with extra batteries 
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