Students from Boyertown High School in Pennsylvania were curious about ACEER and sent in these questions:
1.
In your own words, what is the ACEER Foundation?


Our tag line is “…We Bring the Amazon Home”- so, what we do is


teach people here in the USA about the Amazon region and 


explain to them why this eco-system is so important to the 


planet. For instance, the rainforest of the Amazon is still the 


largest forest on the planet, so it brings clean air and fresh water


to the entire planet. ACEER works in schools and communities in


Peru, training teachers and teaching kids about the place where 


they live-showing them how unique it is and helping them to 


understand how the eco-system works and why it should be


conserved and/or used sustainably.

2.
How did ACEER get started?


ACEER was started in 1991 by International Expeditions, an eco-


tour company that takes tourists to the Amazon. When tourists 


would visit the Amazon, they wanted to do something to help, so


they would adopt a school and donate money to provide school


supplies for village schools along the river. Since then, it has 


moved to the campus of West Chester University, and has 


changed focus to providing education programs and training for 


teachers, students, and university groups.

3.
Is there a lot of field work involved?


Yes, the students in Peru go on field trips to the forest, and visit 


ACEER’s medicinal plant gardens. Graduate students do research 


along the river, and USA universities go down to study the 


rainforest-spending several days (or sometimes a semester) 


studying the plants and animals.

4.
What sorts of field work/studies does ACEER do?

School students in Peru spend the day identifying plants, 


learning about their local medicinal uses, and also learning about


the eco-system in depth. University students focus on different


topics, such as general ecology of the rainforest, public health 


issues facing the region, botanical medicine-studying the local 


healing practices and healing plants from the Amazon, 


environmental education workshops/how to teach about the 


rainforest for teachers, and even a yoga workshop!

5. 
Where does most of this take place?


Our school programs are in three different regions of the 


Peruvian Amazon: Iquitos and the Itaya watershed, Pucallpa-


on the Rio Pisqui and Rio Ucayali, and Puerto Maladonado-


on the Madre de Dios River. Programs take place in schools in 


these towns, and in villages along the rivers, and also at the


ACEER medicinal plant gardens in Cahuide and at ACEER-


Tambopata-Inkaterra (ATI).

6.
How long have you been with ACEER?


I have worked with ACEER for almost four years.

7.
What got you started?


I was invited to apply for the job of Director of Operations by the


president of the ACEER Foundation, Dr. Roger Mustalish. He has


been president of the Foundation for over ten years, and is very


passionate about the Amazon rainforest. I care very much about 


conservation and education, and the special places on our 


planet, so this was a good job for me!

8.
As part of ACEER, what do you do?


Well, everything!! At first I ran the university workshops to Peru

and handled all the office work and accounting, now I spend 


more time managing the Foundation, the staff, doing outreach


work and focusing on fundraising and improving our educational


programs.

9.
What was the devastation in Peru before ACEER’s foundation?


Peru has always been more pristine than other regions of the


Amazon, such as Brazil. ACEER became involved, hoping to 


keep it that way. Prior to the start of ACEER’s education 


programs in the schools in Peru, there was no environmental


education taught whatsoever. Now it is taught in almost 100%


of the schools in Iquitos and Puerto Maldonado.

10.
What is it now?


It is hard to measure whether our programs prevent acres of 


rainforest from being cut down. What we try to do is educate


students, officials, and the public about the eco-system and how



it works. We hope that education makes them more aware of the


resource they have, and that they will make decisions that 


preserve the rainforest. For instance, previous to ACEER 


running a GIS (geographical information systems) Workshop


for government employees, they used maps that only looked at


what could be extracted from the rainforest (wood, petroleum,



natural gas). ACEER’s GIS course helped them to understand the


ecosystem and look at where the national parks are, and to look 


at natural resource extraction in a different way.

11.
How has ACEER helped to change this?


We try to bring about change, or a shift in how people perceive 

the rainforest and what is means to them locally, and to the 


planet. We do this through education programs and by 


responding to new threats/needs. For instance, there has been a


big increase in gold mining along the Madre de Dios River, and 


they use mercury to extract the gold, resulting in major pollution


and threats to their health. ACEER takes university to the gold 


barges to show them what is happening. We are working with 


the gold miners to bring awareness about the dangers of 


mercury, and we will soon be instituting a community education


project through the schools and communities.

12.
What is the biggest challenge ACEER has faced?


The biggest challenge is not a specific problem or obstacle, 


rather, it is having people understand how the eco-system of


the Amazon rainforest works, and why it is so important, not


just locally, but for the entire planet. When we have a population


that doesn’t care about their own backyard (their own home), 


then it’s hard to have them understand why it’s important to


care about a region that they never visit.

13.
Was it ever solved? If so, how did you solve it?


We are working hard to solve it by increasing our outreach, both


here and in the USA and in the Amazon region, partnering with


other organizations, to teach about the issues. I think the public


is more aware now, because of the dangers of climate change-


they are realizing that the Amazon region, and the rainforests of 


the world, are important for balancing carbon emissions/


absorbing carbon.

14.
Is there much local support?


We find that in the communities along the Amazon where ACEER


begins to work, support increases. By providing education for 


their children, and training for the teachers, communities are


then more willing to learn and understand, and make some 


basic changes in how they live.

15.
Is there much support from the US?


Schools and universities are becoming much more aware of the


issues, although some elementary schools have stopped 


teaching about rainforests. There still needs to be much more 


environmental activism happening in the USA, both in schools


and in communities.

16.
How does ACEER get the money to do its studies?


All our financial support comes from the USA-from individuals 


and some foundations, from West Chester University, and from


the National Geographic Society.

17.
Does ACEER have many fundraisers?


We have had a few fundraisers, big events where we sell tables


to raise money (Olivia Newton-John performed a concert for us


this year!). We have some schools that do Earth Day 


Walkathons, or a dress down day/wear a hat day, to sponsor our


schools in Peru. We need more ideas about how to increase this, 


or have environmental clubs volunteer or run fundraisers, or


girl scouts earn badges and raise money for the schools.

18.
How much support do these fundraisers receive?


The big events can bring in from $50,000 to $200,000. The 


school fundraisers can raise from $300-to over $4,000 (one 


elementary school in NJ does an amazing job with their 


walkathon!)

19.
Where does ACEER see its future?


Our strength lies in our education programs. We need to keep 


our focus on our existing programs in the schools in Peru-and


respond to new needs, such as the mercury community 


education program. We need to build awareness in the USA, and


improve our outreach in schools here, in community groups, and


with universities.

20.
Where does ACEER see the future of Peru?


Politically, Peru seems fairly stable, and they do seem more 


focused on protecting the environment and the rainforest than

some of the other Amazon countries, such as Brazil.

21.
How can we, as a high school class and as a whole of the US, 


help?


My vision for high school students working with ACEER, is that 


classes or clubs develop outreach programs to inform other


students and their communities, about environmental issues-


and making the connection to the Amazon-informing about why


that region is so crucial. For instance, in our Peru programs, high


school students volunteer to run puppet programs for 


elementary students –that teach about the animals of the 


rainforest. High school students could help ACEER by doing


outreach, telling their communities about ACEER and the 


rainforest, starting a blog/Facebook about the rainforest,


and getting younger kids out into nature-teaching them to love


the environment. Groups could also help raise funds to sponsor


school programs in Peru. Our programs in Peru cost over


$100,000 a year, and all that money has to come from donors


in the US.

22.
Is there anything else you’d like to add?


One person can make a difference. When someone really cares


about something, learns about the issue, starts to talk about it,


gets others passionate, changes start to happen, the paradigm


starts to shift, and lives improve! Become an activist!
