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The past few months have been quite a ride,
and not necessarily in the best of ways. Many of
us went from a lazy summer to an autumn
fraught with worries about the markets and our
investments. 

While the markets dropped, food costs in
Vietnam soared Ð up more than 40% on a year-
over-year basis. When families need to spend
that much more money on food, it leaves little for
health and education. 

This is where Vietnam Relief Effort (VRE)
steps in. This year, weÕve continued building
schools in the poorest rural areas and offering
scholarships Ð including rice supplies -- to the
neediest children. WeÕve funded more medical
missions and continued sponsoring groups of
doctors and nurses to visit the schools we built,
where they provide students with free medical
checkups and medicine.

ItÕs a hard time for all of us, here and in
Vietnam. But fortunately, in Vietnam, it doesnÕt
take a lot of money to make a big difference. A
one-room school costs $6,000 to $8,000 to build.
It costs only $50- $75 a year to cover the costs of
a poor studentÕs tuition, uniform and books. By
working together, we can make a difference. 

We wish you a happy holiday season, and
lots of luck, happiness and health in 2009.

Your friends at VRE, 

Chinh Chu, Truc To, Thien Le, Steve Nguyen,
Jonathan Wall, Kathy Chu, Mindy Williams,
Duyen Tran, Amy Braunschweiger and all our
wonderful volunteers.

Contact us at:
Vietnam Relief Effort
421 Degraw Street, #4L
Brooklyn, NY 11217
inquiries@vietnamrelief.org
(718) 852-4419

Please visit our web site at 
www.vietnamrelief.org

"1947;.50'@-5A/4;2

In 2008, nearly 1,400 children benefited from
new or upgraded VRE schools. These new
schools included:

¥  The four-room Hoa Hiep Trung Primary
School in Dong Hoa district, Phu Yen, for 415
children.

¥  The three-room ÒChung Hoan ChuÓ school
in My An, Ben Tre, benefiting 485 students.

¥  A two-room kindergarten with a kitchen in
Phu Dong ward, Tuy Hoa City, of Phu Yen
province, benefiting 356 students.

¥  A two-room school in Vinh Loi commune,
Tan Hung district of Long An province, that direct-
ly benefits 110 children. (VRE broke ground on
the school in the latter part of 2008 and expects
to complete it in 2009.)
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In 2008, VRE also provided scholarships for
hundreds of the neediest students attending our
schools. The scholarships will give the students
uniforms Ð mandatory at all schools Ð and books.
We give bicycles to those living furthest away,
making it possible for them to get to school in
under an hour. Meanwhile, their families will get
10 kilograms of rice each month, helping ensure
parents wonÕt pull their children from school to

work in the rice paddies. VRE provides and man-
ages most of these scholarships via its Vietnam-
based staff and volunteers. Some of the scholar-
ships are also provided in partnership with other
Vietnamese charities. 
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This fall, VRE opened its second school fund-
ed under our ÒSponsor A SchoolÓ initiative, which
allows supporters to donate funds to build an
entire school Ð in this case, the Chung Hoan Chu
school in My An. The school, named after and
endowed on behalf of Dr. Dennis and Mrs. Linda
Chu, was funded by their family. The Chus are

Vietnamese Americans living in Granite Bay,
Calif. 

We chose to build in My An, a remote com-
mune, because one in five households live in
poverty and many children do not have the
opportunity to go to school. On top of that, the
community has insufficient infrastructure and no
central market or clean water system.

WeÕre already working on our next ÒSponsor A
SchoolÓ project: A ÔÔDeloitteÕÕ school funded by
donations from Deloitte employees throughout
the world. WeÕre currently assessing educational
needs in different regions and will update you on
the school in upcoming newsletters.

C/76;B47-/'@-5A/4;2

This fall, a VRE team consisting of volunteers
from New York, Ho Chi Minh City and Danang
trekked into the Mekong Delta. Our goal: to pro-
vide medical checkups and services to rural chil-
dren in districts where VRE built schools Ð regions
where many live too far from a city to receive prop-
er medical care.

Over four days, VREÕs traveling team of volun-
teers, doctors and nurses treated more than 1,000
students. Together, we traveled by bus, ferry,
scooter, and foot. Often we traveled during early
morning hours, through green fields, over murky
water, into blurry red sunrises, and past waving
children and smiling faces to reach the schools on
the Mekong delta islands.

In Tien Giang province, we visited two VRE-
built schools, where the medical professionals set
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up shop. With the help of about 20 volunteer doc-
tors, dentists and nurses from nearby cities, we
saw and treated 600 kids the first day. The stu-
dents received medicine, vitamins, toothpaste,

and school supplies, all donated through the gen-
erosity of our corporate sponsors, including
Colgate-Palmolive, Unilever, AIG, Thien Long
stationery companyand My Hanh stationery
store. 

The following two days, our mission took place
at schools we built in Ben Tre province, where stu-
dents again received medical treatment and
donated health-care products.

We embarked on these medical missions
because we wanted to care for Vietnam’s children
holistically. It’s not enough just to build a school –
we believe that caring for our students’ physical
well-being will benefit them and their education.
After all, a healthy child is likely happier and more
prepared to learn. 

We’d like to thank the teams of doctors, 
nurses and volunteers. And we’d like to thank you,
our donors, for making these missions possible.
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Every few years, floods ravage Vietnam,
destroying houses, separating families and taking
lives. Droughts can also cripple parts of the coun-
try by drying out rice paddies and crops. These
natural disasters, in their most severe forms, can
wipe out the livelihoods of entire villages. Families
who don’t get a helping hand may take years to
recover.

Since its inception, VRE’s goal has been to
provide affected areas with short-term provisions
as well as long-term aid, such as building stronger
schools and community structures to help disas-
ter-prone villages weather storms. We try to con-
centrate on regions that are underserved when
disaster hits.

While 2008 brought flooding to Hanoi and
central Vietnam, government and foreign aid was
generally available for victims, mitigating the
need for VRE’s intervention. However, the situa-
tion in Myanmar -- devastated in May by Cyclone
Nargis -- was vastly different. The government
restricted the ability of foreign aid teams to pro-
vide assistance, leaving millions in need. VRE’s
Thien Le entered Myanmar with a team of volun-
teers and provided 5,500 families in the
Irrawaddy River delta with much-needed food
and other provisions.

In 2009, we will continue to explore the possi-
bility of building bridges and sewage pits to help
prevent flooding in affected regions.

In this essay, Diep My Tam Xuan tells us
about her first experience volunteering with VRE,
and how she got to better know her country 

Although I’m Vietnamese and have lived in
Vietnam my entire life, I’ve never been to my
country’s rural areas – that is, until I traveled with
VRE on its medical mission to the Mekong Delta
this fall.

I got up early, piled into the van with the other
VRE volunteers, and we were on our way to vil-
lages in the Tien Giang and Ben Tre provinces.
After we left Ho Chi Minh City – where I’ve lived
since attending university -- it seemed like end-
less, narrow, empty roads connected one town to
the next. We drove past vast wet rice farms,
boundless mangrove forests and flimsy clay
homes. Everything felt so isolated, and I kept
wondering how people could live under such cir-
cumstances, lacking information, schools, med-
ical care, and even electricity. 

Our mission was to provide students who
attend schools built by VRE with medical check-
ups. But I wondered how much VRE would 
really be able to help these people. 
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We know how to reward our volunteers -- with
food, drink, good company, and last but not least,
karaoke.

VRE hosted a “Volunteers Happy Hour” one
Friday in November, bringing our amazing volun-
teers together in New York City and thanking
them for their tireless support of our organization.
The evening started off innocently enough as
everyone introduced themselves and spoke
briefly about themselves and how they became
involved with VRE. But after a few frothy bever-
ages and tasty appetizers, the party kicked into
gear as the gang cranked up the karaoke
machine and started belting out tunes from
Duran Duran to Joan Jett.

During the happy hour, superstar volunteer
Kim Hastie, who works as a real estate agent
with Prudential Douglas Elliman, made an
announcement: She will donate 5% of her
commission from any real estate sale that is
from a VRE supporter or made through refer-
rals from the VRE network.Anyone interested
can reach Kim at (212) 769-6568 or
khastie@elliman.com. 

If only every event ended so generously! 
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Volunteer Kim Hastie (center) belts it out while Amy
Braunschweiger (seated left) and Lan Doan (standing right)

enjoy the show.

First-person Point of View:
Volunteering in VietnamÕs

Backcountry
Open up and say “ahhh...”

Board members and volunteers pose during VRE’s happy hour.

A doctor working with VRE examines a rural schoolgirl.

Tam Xuan bonds with the students.



We arrived at the first school, which looked
new and firm compared to the villagesÕ other
more ramshackle buildings. In no time, I real-
ized that students were the same everywhere Ð
in this tiny village, as well as in HCMC and my
hometown of Nha Trang, located on the central
coast. I caught their curious eyes and innocent
smiles when we arrived at the schools, where
the doctors and nurses set up shop. The stu-
dents looked bright and carefree in their school
uniforms of blue pants, white shirts and red
scarves Ð the same uniforms I wore. They wait-
ed eagerly for their turn to be examined by the
doctors, and to get a small donated gift consist-
ing of notebooks, pens, toothbrushes and
toothpaste. These things, though rather
insignificant to me, brought big smiles to their
faces. 

One of my responsibilities as a volunteer
was entering the studentsÕ medical data into my
laptop, creating a record of the studentÕs

health. (As we treated about 600 students in
Tien Giang and 400 in Ben Tre, this was no
small task). The children gathered around me
to see what I was doing on my laptop. Some
even asked me to teach them how to key in the
data! 

When I asked students about their new
school Ð recently built by VRE -- they all
answered that they liked the new building, new
tables, chairs and blackboard. They also told
me would go to school more regularly because
their friends were attending more regularly.
Additionally, the children who received bicycles
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To all VRE contributors,
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for supporting our efforts!

seemed even more excited and determined to go
to school, because they no longer had to travel
long distances by foot. 

It didnÕt take me long to realize that the children
werenÕt the only happy people -- their parents and
their teachers were also pleased. The new school
and the medical check-ups made them feel more
secure about their childrenÕs future. And the work
made me happy. I enjoyed working with VREÕs
friendly and enthusiastic members, seeing the joy
on childrenÕs faces as they lined up for their phys-
icals, and hearing them laugh as they played in
the schoolyard. 

On the trip, I learned more about the villages we were visiting in Tien Giang and Ben Tre. I knew
that most people were farmers and fishermen, and that their trades depend largely on the tempes-
tuous weather. According to the reports given by the town leaders, most people there live near the
poverty level, and struggle to earn their day-to-day living. For them, spending money on education
and health care for their children is a luxury that they rarely think of or even imagine. Its only thanks
to recent encouragement and support from their community that these families have started allow-
ing their children to attend school, rather than work. TheyÕre starting to realize that education is the
most likely way to help their children escape from poverty. 

After working together with VRE on this medical mission, I fully appreciate what the organization
has done. I sincerely believe that they have created opportunities for these children, and that if VRE

continues its work, VietnamÕs children will have a
better chance to learn and be healthy. And maybe,
by taking specific action now, someday poverty
will be avoidable. 

We accomplished a great deal during the mis-
sion and I canÕt wait for another opportunity to par-
ticipate in another project with VRE. 

Ñ Diep My Tam Xuan

*Please note: VRE will now be publishing its
annual list of donors in its mid-year newsletters;
for instance, 2008 donors will be published in the
mid-2009 edition.
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Thank you to all our volunteers throughout
the year for their time! We couldnÕt do it without
you!

Thank You to Our 

Volunteers and 

Corporate Sponsors
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