
What is the Well of Hope? 
by Sonya Mendez 

 

 

In October 2006, I traveled to Ethiopia, Africa with a group of 65 Rotarians and guests to 

participate in Rotary Internationalôs Polio Plus National Immunization Day, a week-long event in 

the capital of Addis Ababa to visit projects where Rotary dollars were at work and to administer 

polio drops to children in country villages, with assistance of health officials and volunteers from 

the World Health Organization and local Rotary groups. On our second day in the country, the 

Rotarians from Hawaii visited a very remote village called Gilo Ager, in an area called 

Samasenbet, about a 3-4 hour drive outside the capital.  

 

The village elder, Tekle Beyene, told us about their water crisis. He explained how the children 

woke up every day at 3 a.m. to fetch water from a dirty river to bring back to the village. This 

daily trip took them 3 hours to complete while carrying a 5-10 gallon plastic jug. They would eat 

their breakfast, and walk another 45 minutes to school. When they returned from school, they 

would walk back to the river again. They did this every single day.  The villagers and children 

suffered from water borne diseases and parasites because the water in rivers and ponds was 

shared by cattle and other animals. 

When the monsoon season rains would cease and the country would go into its ñdry seasonò for 

4-5 months, all the water above ground would dry up and their animals would die. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

We were so moved by his story, that we promised him we would drill a water well for his 

village. Tekle Beyene was so happy for our offer to help, that he removed his cap while his eyes 

filled with tears, and he dropped to the ground to kiss my feet. We were so stunned by his 

display of gratitude and it left me speechless. 

 

Right there in the village, we pledged $6000 to start a fund to drill the well, and once back in 

Hawaii, we formed the Well of Hope Foundation (WOHF) with the help of local attorney Jim 

Tam. The Foundation received its 501(c) 3 status from the Internal Revenue Service in 

December 2006. (EIN # 20-8086100).  The Foundationôs mission statement is: 

 

 To provide basic human survival requirements, such as clean drinking water, through 

 the construction of water wells and filtration systems, food, clothing and shelter, and 

 to fulfill educational and health needs for poverty stricken individuals and families in 

 Hawaii and worldwide. 

 

 



Through newspaper coverage in community newspapers, local radio and television interviews, 

and the Foundationôs first fund-raiser in May 2007, we  raised an additional $10,000 toward the 

goal of $60,000 just to cover the drilling costs.  In addition, a portion of sales from ñBack to the 

Islands,ò a CD that I recorded in 2006, were donated to the project. 

 

The WOHF  received donations from people all over the U.S. and Canada who were so moved 

when they heard the story of Tekle Beyene and the children of Gilo Ager. California jewelers 

Hector and Christina Sanchez hand-carried gold pieces all the way to Hawaii and local artist 

 ñChickò Takara donated original artwork  ï all of which will be offered in a silent auction for a 

future Well of Hope fund-raiser. 

  

 

 

In mid-October 2007, I returned to 

Ethiopia to participate in another round 

of Polio Plus immunizations and to 

meet with Tekle Beyene and Umberto 

Croce, a past president of the Rotary 

Club of Addis Ababa West and also  

                the Foundationôs project manager.  

 

The villagers proudly showed me a three-mile road they cleared by hand to bring the drill in to 

find water in April 2007. Although they did not hit water at the first attempt of drilling, the new 

road helped launch a new business for the villagers ï growing onions. Now they were able to 

drive down the road and load their trucks with crops of onion and barley, instead of carrying 

them on their backs or on donkeys to the main road. Once the crops were harvested at the end of 

November 2007, an extension of the road was created to the new drilling site, and preparations 

began again for the drilling. 

 

On March 15, 2008, we  received the good news that after five 10-hour days,  the drilling crew 

hit water at the depth of 285 meters (approximately 900 feet). News of clean water spread 

throughout the region, and soon hundreds of villagers gathered at the well site to taste clear, 

clean water. Once completed the Well of Hope will provide water to four area villages and one 

school, serving 10,000 people. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 

    

 

 

 

 

 

In October 2008, I  returned to Ethiopia to meet with Umberto Croce and Tekle Beyene, and to 

discuss the next two phases of the well. Phase II would be the installation of the power poles, 

power lines, electrical transformer,  two reservoirs and five water distribution points.   

 

Throughout 2008 and 2009, Umberto had been successful in raising the additional monies 

needed to complete most of Phase II.  In October 2009, I returned to Ethiopia again to see the 

progress of the well, where Umberto and the villagers held a small dedication of the Well of 

Hope.  

               
 

In January 2010 I received fantastic news from Kim Lorenz, Rotary 

Liaison/Advancement/Donor Engagement, from the World Vision office in Seattle. His e-mail 

message read: 

 

ñSonya, wanted to update you with some outstanding news. TRF (The Rotary Foundation) 

approved a significant water project with World Vision in Ethiopia with our Rotary friends 

there. The Minjar area where you pioneered a water well and I believe struggled to get working 

will now be incorporated into this larger almost $1 million water project with more wells and 

reservoirs in the same area. You can thank your Rotarians in Ethiopia for not giving up and then 

Rotarians in Tacoma #8 club for raising the funds. Rotary raised about $330,000, World Vision 

has matched with more than $600,000 more. 

 

You started the Minjar area, one of the worst in Ethiopia and now there is a significant focus 

expanding water in this area, you should be proud.  Kimò 

 

The Well of Hope Foundation has recently re-grouped with a new all-volunteer board with 

Leilani Williams as vice president and Rhona Slingerland as treasurer. In the fall of 2011, I will 

be returning to Ethiopia for the ñofficialò dedication and celebration of the Well of Hope and to 

research new projects that fall within our Mission Statement.  

All  travel costs are out-of-pocket. Donations to the Foundation may be made with credit card by 

visiting www.thewellofhopefoundation.org or by sending a check to The Well of Hope 

Foundation, P.O. Box 30904, Honolulu, Hawaii 96820. Call (808) 228-4499 or send e-mail to 

sonyamendez@hawaii.rr.com.  
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