GSE with RI District 3830, Philippines.
Ok, so this blog is going to capture our experiences in Metro Manila for four weeks.  The loose itinerary will include attending Rotary Club meetings, service projects, visiting local businesses and cultural sites as well as, spending one week with a different Filipino host family.  The participants for this particular exchange include:

Team Leader: Paul Osimo, former Rotary District Governor
 

Team members: 
Courtney Richardson, Investment & Financial Advisor

Jody LaVedure, Development & Volunteer Coordinator
Joveline Pettus, Master of Business Administration Candidate & Insurance Administrator 
First Week’s Blog will be written by:

Joveline Pettus 

Hey folx!  This is my first blog so I am not sure what to expect but I will have the chance to blog the first week of our trip, as I see it.  I am anti-spelling and grammar check so I apologize in advance.

I will share my goals of what I want to get out of this trip and I will give my overall impression of Manila and the Philippines towards the end of the week!

Read and Enjoy!

March 14, 2009

Ok, first I must say that I can not believe that our NWA flight left Philadelphia International Airport (PHL) on time!  No 15 minute, 20 minute, 2 hour, or ½ day delay. And thank God! No cancellation of our flight!  I can already tell that this is going to be a good day. 

3:50pm

We arrive in Detroit from Philadelphia ready to board our 747-400 plane to Nagoya, Japan and notice that NWA does not have a regular boarding procedure.  So my question for NWA: What’s with the cattle call procedure?   “Now we would like to ask our Elite Members to board at this time……any other Elite Members?..........Now everyone else, guard your loins and good luck finding your seat!”  You could actually hear the bells around our necks as we moved toward the bottle neck jetway.  
Also, I’ve never seen so many wheelchairs. There were literally 15 wheelchairs lined up toward the gate.  The most interesting was that some of the wheelchair occupants were walking around the gate area (a lot), adjusting their luggage, and chatting with fellow wheelchair occupants.  

After physically getting on our plane, we start the backbreaking hoisting of bags in the overhead department.  This is when that tip: PACK LIGHT began to matter!  In the process the team noticed Paul’s ability to outshine the guys on the flight by being polite enough to help the elder passengers get their bags onto the overhead bins.  
During my flight, sitting next to me was a sweet Taiwanese lady.  To my surprise, during our flight, she pulled out a can of what I believe to be string beans, yup string beans.  I guess that isn’t one of FAA’s banned items. 

7:45pm (Local Time)

By the time we arrived in Nagoya, Japan, we felt pretty lousy and wanted to pounce on our team leader Paul for being so peppy and deciding to take our picture.

The good thing about this particular airport is that everything is orderly, sterile, and oh, did I say orderly?  The Japanese never ceased to amaze me.  They always manage to make procedures better or scarier than what they were originally intended.  So needless to say, boarding NWA Flight 77 to Manila was more of a human experience than the “cattle” one in Detroit.    

March 16, 2009

1:00am (Local Time) 

So we arrived at what our team coordinator, Fed called, “comfortable lodging accommodations.”  This turned out to be the AIM Conference Center at one of Makati City’s premier graduate business schools.  This was great because when someone says “comfortable lodging accommodations,” I start to get a little nervous because this could mean anything!  We could have arrived to be greeted by some shady desk clerk with one bad eye and speech impairment.  The hallways could have been dark, dusty, with graffiti all over the walls; the room could have consisted of smelly carpet with cigarette burns, and the bathroom deemed unusable thanks to yellow police tape.  Clearly, you can tell I have an active imagination sometimes…lol…
Of course the AIM Conference Center was the opposite; the bedding was fabulous, great firm bed, and a bathroom that was more than usable. 

8:30am

After waking up and having breakfast, we went on a car trip that turned out to be a little long.  However, after 2-2 ½ hours of driving, we ended up at a Restaurant/Art Gallery called Balaw Balaw, in the city of Angono, the Art Capital of the Philippines.

The pictures that I took don’t do this place justice!  Balaw Balaw is not only a restaurant and art gallery but, they also create face masks and huge colourful plaster heads that are used during fiestas! 

While looking at some of the artwork, I asked one of the artists how much one of the painting costs.  He said, 10 so, I gave him a $10.  He gave me the most insulting look and said, “No ma’am, 10,000 Pesos (US$208).”  Needless to say, I laughed and gave the artwork back.
After enjoying Balaw Balaw, we went to Vieux Chalet, in the City of Antipolo.  It was a very relaxing winery place that offered a great long distance view of Manila.  I liked how the food was natural and home made. 

8:00pm

One word about the traffic in Metro Manila ( Horrible!!  Too many cars on the road, lack of order, renegade use of the car horn and narrow streets!  Now I understand why foreigners who visit Manila always video tape the traffic and upload it on YouTube because it is so crazy.  

Jody and I lucked up and found out that we would be hosted by a fabulous woman named, “Cha-Cha” in Pasiq City.  While our coordinator Fed was driving us to her home, he said, “For the last few days of your trip, I got permission from the governor to take you guys out of the district to the north……..”   

Jody & I were thinking, “Great we are going to go to some great beaches or see some out of the way cultural sight..Yes!  This will be great!”   Not so!  Fed continued….”to watch people self-flagellate and nail themselves to crosses for Easter.”  There was complete silence.  I believe that Fed thought that we did not respond because we were tired.   But it was at this point, my stomach started to turn. 

9:00pm

We arrived at our host’s home, which turned out to be beautiful and comfortable.  There is nothing worse than arriving at someone’s beautiful home that turns out to be a museum.  I like homes where I feel instantly welcomed and where it is ok to actually walk around in.

Cha-Cha was at a District Conference meeting so, Jody and I did not have a chance to meet here so, we just passed out after dinner at about 9:30pm. 
March 17, 2009 

1:30am 

Jetlag kicked in full – force!  I am up and my eyes and mind are beaming and racing on east coast time.  Party Time! No sleep til Brooklyn!  

6:30am

Jody & I snuck out of the house to see if we could go for a walk around Cha-Chas neighbourhood.  However, there were two big problems:

1) It was raining! (Which is supposed to be rare in the Philippines)
2) We weren’t sure if we would end up locking ourselves out because we weren’t sure how the house gates worked.  

So there we were, just sitting on the bed.  Jody started reading the Philly book that she brought as a gift for her hosts and I am hear thinking about how I don’t want to be traumatized by watching self-flagellation and nail crossings my last few days in the Philippines.  Granted I love Lord but I just can’t do it. 

At breakfast, we actually met Cha-Cha, our fabulous host.  Cha-Cha is an artist (and the paintings and art work around her home proves it) and she actually belongs to a Rotary Club in her area that is all female.  She has three children including a 14 year old son named Rafa, whom we met. 

Cha-Cha looked at both Jody & I with a serious look and said, “Why were you two sleeping in the same bed?”  Jody & I said, “because your son told us we had to sleep in one room.”  She said, “What! No you don’t! You both have your own rooms!  The house help was so confused when she saw both of you in one bed.”  

Jody looked at me and shook her head.  All we could think to ourselves, “We are going to kill Rafa!”  That was hysterical.  We were not sure if it was miscommunication or if Rafa pulled a fast one. 
9:30am

After meeting up with wonderful Rotary members Edna, an Australian couple, Courtney, Paul, and a few drivers at Starbucks, we made our way over to an organization called Bags For Life, in Pasig City, Manila.  This Rotary project encourages entrepreneurship as part of “Sampaguita Garden.”   This project was adopted in 2004 by the Rotary Club of Sampaguita Park (RI 3800).  The idea was instead of giving the poor “fish” why not teach them “how to fish.”   

So the Bags for Life project involve teaching people how to use recycled newspapers and other materials to create bags and purses.  And let me tell you, these bags are very trendy and sturdy.  I was very impressed.  

12:30pm
After we had the chance to visit Bags for Life, exchange a few US dollars, and watch Jody almost get cheated out of change from a market vendor, we attended our first Rotary Meeting.

We had the pleasure of attending a session of the Rotary of Makati, RI 3830, in the Conservatory of the FABULOUS Peninsula Manila.  American Larry Boyer is the club’s president. 

Besides giving our own presentation, we had the opportunity to listen to Mr. Charlie Villasenor, President  & CEO of TransProcure.  He is also the Chairman of the Procurement & Sourcing Institute of Asia. 

After learning about self sufficiency through the use of recycled resources, entrepreneurship, and the importance of efficient eProcurement, we lounged around in the Peninsula Manila for a while.  Afterwards, we went to watch Cha-Cha and the Rotary groups prepare for the District Conference that is this Friday & Saturday, in Pasag City.
I must say that Jody & I struggled to stay up as Jetlag was pounding away at your non-adjusted mind and bodies. 

After practice, we came back home, had a wonderful meal (as usual) and then slept in our separate rooms…lol…

March 18, 2009
3:30am 

Party time!  I woke up again with only about 4-5 hours of sleep.  So around 6:30am, Rafa powered up the computer and I began typing up this blog.  

Today we are planning to visit a homeless shelter for street kids and a foundation called, “Stepping Stones” that assists children with Down syndrome.  I am really excited about the day. 
