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DUBLIN CONNECTION PACKAGE

aircanadavacations.com Call 1 877 236-6228 or your travel agent   

FREE TOURS  › Game of  Thrones Day Trip ›  Dublin Traditional Irish Music Pub Crawl

Mont Clare Hotel SSS
Daily breakfast  Nov. 27

Many more hotels and departure dates available

i"am
Ireland

Prices refl ect applicable reductions, are subject to change without notice and cannot be combined with any other offer or promotion. Prices are in Canadian dollars, are valid for bookings made on Oct. 8, 2014, apply to new bookings only and for departure dates as indicated. Prices for other dates and hotels may vary. Prices are per person based on double occupancy, 
unless otherwise stated, from Toronto - Pearson International Airport in Economy class and include surcharges. Non-refundable. Subject to availability at time of booking. Not applicable to group bookings. Further information available from a travel agent. Flights operated by Air Canada rouge. For applicable terms and conditions, consult the Air Canada Vacations brochures or 
www.aircanadavacations.com. TICO registration #50013537. � *Details at aircanadavacations.com/aeroplan � ®Aeroplan is a registered trademark of Aimia Canada Inc. ®Air Canada Vacations is a registered trademark of Air Canada, used under license by Touram Limited Partnership, 1440 St. Catherine W., Suite 600, Montreal, QC. 

  FLIGHTS     +        5 NIGHTS     +        2 FREE TOURS

Aeroplan® Miles*

MORE
50%

NOW only  
$ 799 

Was: $ 1029

Add taxes & other fees: $388
Non-stop from Toronto

 Book by Oct. 31

+ taxes

Participants had to cut, form and bind rebar to build pillars
that will hold up a school in Bella Vista Baja, Ecuador. Scan this
photo with your Metro News app to see more images.

The view from Minga Eco Lodge. PHOTOS: VAWN HIMMELSBACH/METRO

Building the pillars of education in Ecuador

It’s a winding eight-hour 
bus ride across the Andes, 
where you feel the effects 
of the altitude and bone-
chilling cold. 

After a motion-sickness-
inducing descent into the 
Amazon basin, you then 
catch a motorized canoe 
for half an hour on the Rio 
Tinto, before being dropped 
into an environment that 
has tarantulas and snakes 
and sometimes 40-plus-de-
gree heat. And this is after 
a full day of connecting 
flights from Canada to 
Quito, Ecuador.

All to get here: Minga 
Eco Lodge. 

It’s the definition of re-
mote, deep in the Amazon. 
This is the newest destina-
tion in Me to We’s Volun-
teer Adventure offerings, 

allowing volunteers to work 
alongside the Amazonian 
people and learn about the 
challenges they face.

“This isn’t a luxury para-
dise vacation, but what you 
will get out of this is the 
satisfaction of knowing … 
you’ve been able to give 
someone something that’s 
greater than money — and 
that’s your time,” said Lau-
ren Ott, manager of execu-
tive projects with Free the 
Children.

I’m tagging along with 
a group of seven Aimia 
employees on a corporate-
sponsored trip to help build 
a school in the nearby vil-
lage of Bella Vista Baja. Aim-
ia is a loyalty management 
company that owns Aero-
plan and supports a range 
of charitable endeavours 
from donations to employ-
ee volunteer activities (for 
this trip, employees had to 
apply for a spot by writing 
an essay).

Alberto Valdes, a man-
ager at Aimia, wanted to 
come here because his 
mother is Ecuadorian. 

“Growing up, my mother 
always said how lucky we 
are to have what we have,” 
he said. “I thought I knew 
what that meant, but when 
I got (to Ecuador), I realized 
I didn’t.”

Valdes made a sacrifice 
of his own to be here: His 
wife is seven-and-a-half 
months pregnant. Being cut 
off from the outside world 
— there’s no Internet and 
no cell coverage, either — 
is challenging, but he wants 
to be able to share these 
stories with his kids so 
they’re aware of important 
issues from an early age.

There are no roads here. 
Instead, we hop in a motor-
ized canoe to get to Bella 
Vista Baja, a community 
where the only source of 

Volunteer adventures. 
Donate more than 
money while learning 
about different 
cultures as you pick 
up new skills — like 
bending rebar and 
hand-mixing cement

Quoted

“Growing up, my 
mother always said how 
lucky we are to have 
what we have. I thought 
I knew what that meant, 
but when I got (to Ecua-
dor), I realized I didn’t.”
Program participant Alberto Valdes, 
whose mother came from Ecuador

Finding their focus

“We wanted to create 
our own identity in the 
business-scape of Can-
ada,” said Alden Hadwen, 
Aimia’s head of community 
engagement. So Aimia ran 
focus groups with members 
to find out what makes life 
meaningful for them, which 
has resulted in partnerships 
with not-for-profit organ-
izations such as Free the 
Children, among others.

 Can donate 
miles to various causes; 
Aeroplan also donates 
miles or matches miles. 
To date, 385 member 
miles have been do-
nated, and Aeroplan has 
contributed close to 100 
million miles.

 
Can redeem miles for a 
certificate that can help 
a young person go on 
a Me to We Volunteer 
Adventure.

“clean” water is from a hose 
that comes up out of the 
ground in the middle of the 
school playground. There’s 
only one toilet in the entire 

community, which belongs 
to the wealthiest family.

“Many of the indigenous 
people not only feel forgot-
ten, but their infrastructure 

is very lacking,” said Ott. In 
the past, non-profits would 
come to areas like this with 
an attitude of “build it and 
they will come.” 

But without commun-
ity consultation, they built 
things and no one came. 
Outhouses became sheds; 
wells dried up.

Me to We’s model is dif-
ferent, in that it requires 
sitting down with commun-
ity leaders (not once, but six 
times) to find out what they 
need, rather than telling 
them what they need. 

The community is also 
required to either pay or 
supply the resources for 10 
per cent of every project.

“Our hope is within five 
or six years we’re able to 
leave the community and 
they’re fully sustainable,” 
said Ott.

In Bella Vista Baja, we’re 
helping to build a school, 
alongside a crew made up 

of locals. We cut, form and 
bind rebar to build, quite 
literally, the pillars of edu-
cation. 

Cement (mixed by hand) 
will be poured over the re-
bar to create pillars that 
will hold up the school. It’s 
back-breaking work with-
out machinery.

It will take six to seven 
months to complete one 
school, so our group will 
be one of many helping to 
make that happen.

But, “it’s more than 
bending rebar all day,” said 
Ott. 

“It’s taking the time to 
show someone that they’re 
important enough that you 
took the time to meet them 
and learn their name.”
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