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ENVS 637-660: World Water Forum Interview


Professor Vivian L. de Vignaroli is the Director of the Department of Education at Asociación de Amigos de la Patagonia. She is also a member of Project Wet and conducted some workshops at the World Water Forum. Her department provides training for teachers in water education. The teachers are given lessons and tools on how to teach children on water issues and help change children’s behaviors to become more aware of their water resources. Vignaroli is a firm believer that people can change, that people have the freedom to choose the correct pathway, that bad behaviors can be rid off.

It seems that Vignaroli is a spiritual person and that her work fulfills her. She admits that she is happy being a teacher, working for the children. She also admits that on certain days, she has moments of regrets. In the end, however, she feels that her work was worth the effort, and that’s why she’s been working in the same field for thirty years now. Vignaroli believes that when one has a heartfelt mission, one should always pursue it. That is what she teaches her six children and four grandchildren.

 
The projects that she is involved in go beyond providing clean water sources for children in the Patagonia region. Through Project Wet, children have the chance to participate in activities and competitions. The money that they win goes into the purchasing of laboratory equipments for poor schools in rural areas. Vignaroli not only educates children in rural areas on how to use water sources wisely, but she also inspires children in well-developed regions to help their less fortunate peers.


Professor Vignaroli recalled a moment that exemplifies the work that she has done. From time to time, a couple of university students from Buenos Aires and other urban areas will accompany her to a semi-arid region. This region is usually occupied by the poor. The students were first shocked that there were no proper bathrooms or showers. The adobe mud huts were humble. Even though these huts were made from cow manure, soil, and water, it was very functional. It keeps the inhabitants cool in the summer and warm in the winter. Once, when she and the children were inside the hut with the host family, it started to rain. All of the sudden, the family members started to bring out pots and pans and putting them on the hut’s floor. The rain that leaked through the roof fell into the pots and pans. Local children went outside into the field that was newly plowed. Puddles of water collected in the soil, and the children would scoop the water up into a modest container. The university students learned and saw that every drop counts. Vignaroli stated, “unless you have a vivid experience of water shortage, you will not value it [water].” She stressed that people have to be considerate; they need to have social and moral responsibility, and think about the common good.


Collecting data and numbers is important in tracking an area’s progress, in illustrating an environmental issue. Technology and virtual communications are of absolute great help when it comes to disseminating information. However, human contact cannot be replaced. When one only sees numbers, there is no impact. When one sees a person who was part of that number, then the number becomes very valuable. This is because human life is valuable. Vignaroli emphasized the importance of having experience and contact with the rural poor that she worked with. She further explained that a little boy crying next door can impact you the same way as 400-million deaths in an earthquake. “You don’t need numbers to get that impact.” 


When asked, “If you could speak to all the leaders of developed countries, what would you say?” she fell quiet. With a thoughtful expression, she paraphrased an Argentinian philosopher’s saying: “We are in a shift of paradigm so huge that all of these hundreds of years, man has struggled against nature in order to survive. We have come to the point that we need to understand that we are a part of [nature] and [we need to] be more humble.” She explained that humans need to find a place in nature or else humanity will not survive. People need to realize that there are limits to everything (greed, comfort, etc.). Vignaroli explained, “to enjoy the good smell of dawn or sunset cannot be valued with money. It’s different to feel spiritual nature.” My interpretation of her answer is that leaders need to be aware and respectful of nature. They should not be corrupt and should think about the common good. Money is not fulfilling, being able to be one with nature is.


I changed the question and asked: “If you could speak to the children in developed countries, what would you say?” Again, she fell quiet. After a moment of deep thought, she said that she wouldn’t really know what to tell them, except to just enjoy. Children are naturally joyful when in a good family. She believes that adults should learn from the children. “We should learn the joy that they have, [have their] capacity of surprise.” She explained that sometimes, her children would tell her that they are bored. She would respond by telling them that it’s good to be bored. That way, they would know when they are enjoying something. She concluded her answer by saying, “to learn is for your own enrichment.” It is difficult for me to interpret her answer. It seems that she just wants the children to understand that joy and happiness are the important things in life, and that they should never forget that. Perhaps this ideology can also be taught to children in developing countries. No matter how dire their situations, children should have hope and try to find happiness. Joy will help them get through the day.


I also asked her what are some of the educational tools that she used with the children that she worked with. She said that music is an effective tool. Children understand music better than regular conversation or lecture. Not only that, children pay more attention to whatever messages you are trying to send them when they can interact with you in a fun manner. Vignaroli also added that adults are also responsive to interactive educational tools. There are language barriers, but when it comes to stories, song, and dance, the barriers are broken down. She recalled a folk samba song: “Foreigner, don’t come to my small town with your eyes in a rush. Time in small town moves differently.” She explained that it’s important to understand the local culture first before you can educate them. Not only that, when you take the time to contemplate things, you will enjoy being in that environment, making your work fun.


My interview with Professor Vignaroli was both insightful and enjoyable. Her vivid recollections of her experiences provided me with a better sense of what some people have to endure in a water-scarce region. Talking to her makes me want to go into the field and see for myself the living conditions of some people. I am a story collector, and it would be quite ideal to be able to collect these stories first hand.


Professor Vignaroli’s spirituality also illustrated to me that there are different kinds of environmental educators. There are those that teach the fundamentals of the environment, disseminating information to their students. At the end of the day, these teachers go on living their usual lives without being aware of their surroundings. She, on the other hand, is a passionate teacher that is able to achieve spirituality with nature. Vignaroli is constantly teaching and learning in and out of classrooms. It seems that she can just suddenly stop in the middle of her hectic workday, breathe, and pick out something beautiful and joyful from her surroundings.   It is as if being an environmental educator is who she is, and not just her job. This made me question myself of what kind of environmental educator I will become. The only sure thing that I know of myself is that I want to reach the level of happiness in a career like she has.

