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Guatemala charity struggling to stay afloat

By Don Davis
St. Paul, MN - Patrick Atkinson had plans to expand his 11-year old GOD’S CHILD Project – which helps 2,500 Guatemalan orphans – to other Central American countries and even into Africa.

Then terrorist-hijacked jetliners hit the World Trade Center towers and Pentagon, and donations dried up. Even the core services in Guatemala were threatened.

“We were looking at closing,” said Atkinson, who founded and still heads the Bismarck, N.D.-based GOD’S CHILD Project.

Even though funding remains uncertain, Atkinson now has a brighter attitude and pledges to go on.

“It’s going to work,” Atkinson said. “How it’s going to work, I don’t know.”

Besides caring for 2,500 orphans, GOD’S CHILD provides health care, education and other services to more than 8,000 other poor Guatemala residents.

GOD´S CHILD needs $ 100,000 in the next month to send children to school, and Atkinson said he simply does not have the money.

Donations dropped 80 percent after September 11, Atkinson said. GOD’S CHILD needs $ 1,800 a day to operate, he said, but there were days after the attacks that just $ 3 or $ 24 came in.

“We cut the program everywhere,” he said.

Atkinson even told the children they would receive no presents at Christmas.

Since donations dramatically slowed after September 11 – like they did at most charities not related to the attacks – Atkinson has laid off 12 of the project’s 28 workers in Antigua, Guatemala, and looked for other ways to cut expenses.

At the same time, he is spending much of his time traveling the United States soliciting money, including a stop in St. Paul. Other stops have ranged as far away as Atlanta and Washington.

Atkinson said he knew right after the attacks that his charity would be hard hit, at a time when it looked like the project was getting enough money to expand and help children elsewhere.

Atkinson said at first he panicked and froze. Then he realized “all my boys and girls are not going to be able to eat,” and he began beating the bushes for funds.

The effects go beyond Guatemala. Atkinson had planned to open programs in nearby Nicaragua and El Salvador. Plus, with the financial situation looking up earlier this year, he agreed to help African charities to better organize, after years of United Nations urging.

The plan was to help charities throughout eastern and southern Africa deal with millions of orphans caused by an AIDS epidemic spreading across the continent. Atkinson said African charities want to help, but they need guidance from an experienced organization like GOD’S CHILD.

After September 11, the United Nations suspended grants that were to fund the project, leaving Atkinson no way to help the African charities.

If funding is not found soon, he said, “those charities that have put their faith in us are going to collapse.”

But he retains his hope.

“I have no doubt God wants us to work with the AIDS orphans in south and east Africa,” he said. “How we do that, I’m not sure.”
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