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The Delegation for Friendship Among Women 

 

www.friendshipamongwomen.org members password: women67 

 

MISSION STATEMENT 

“The Delegation for Friendship Among Women is a non-political organization that nurtures 
friendship between women from the U.S. and other countries and seeks nuanced understanding of 
women’s work and lives throughout the world. 

The Delegation accomplishes its mission primarily by self-funded study trips to countries where 
formal relations with the U.S. are often in transition. Delegates meet with a variety of notable 
women with whom we exchange ideas and solutions, as well as links to relevant resources. Upon 
returning to the United States, Delegation members continue the purposeful dialogue with the 
women abroad and share knowledge and insights with other U.S. citizens through speeches and 
articles." 
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FROM THE PRESIDENT’S DESK 

Greetings Delegates, 

As summer winds down and hints of autumn remind us of the coming fall, several delegates are 
looking forward with excitement to our trip to Georgia and Armenia next month. Participants are 
busy planning, learning and reaching out to counterparts with whom we’ll meet. Thank you to the 
trip planning committee for all their efforts in organizing what looks to be a most interesting trip.  We 
look forward to meeting with women leaders in both countries and developing friendships with 
women in all walks of life who frequently become long term friends. 

Enjoy this newsletter and we look forward to sharing our experiences in Georgia and Armenia in the 
next newsletter. 

Yours in friendship 
Dr. Cathi Smith, President  
The Delegation for Friendship Among Women 
Dr.CathleenSmith@gmail.com 

 

WELCOME TO NEW MEMBERS 

The Delegation very happily welcomes its newest members.  These women continue to add depth 
and experience to the organization. 
 
MARY CALCUTT BYL, Traverse City, Michigan:   After 13 years in banking, Mary returned to her 
hometown, Traverse City, with her family.  She is presently co-owner of Herkner Food Products, a 
family owned business. She is affiliated with Food Rescue of Northern Michigan, a board member of 
TEDX Traverse City, past mentor for Big Brother Big Sisters, and former co-chair of Three 
Generations of Women’s Giving Circle. She has traveled widely and enjoys experiencing new 
cultures. 
 
A seasoned traveler, Mary thrives on meeting people and learning about them.  She is interested in 
learning about current social issues concerning women and children.  She would like to explore the 
history, art and food of the Caucasus region. 
 
DARCY OLSTAD, Prior Lake, Minnesota:  Darcy Olstad is currently working in the public school 
system.  She has had various positions that enabled her to serve as a liaison between the 
community and the school district.  She has received an honorary award from the Veterans of 
Foreign Wars for her role in honoring veterans and also served as a founding member of an 
educational foundation which supports the needs for unfunded programs for the local schools.   
 
Darcy’s special interest in visiting the Caucasus is to explore the development of Christianity in the 
area and to visit historic sites.  She is also particularly interested in the organization of schools in 
these countries and how they promote effective learning.  Darcy would also like to investigate how 
the schools intermingle with the community and how active they are in developing community 
programs. 
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BOARD/MEMBER PROFILES 

This section is an attempt to help all of us get to know each other a bit better.  In each issue of 
the Newsletter, I hope to include a profile of a Member of the Delegation and a past or present 
Board Member. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
Holly Jobe, 

 First Vice President and Board Member, Pennsylvania 
 

Holly is a lifelong educator who has worked as a 
teacher both in Lebanon and the United States 
and as a leader in educational technology.  She 
managed the Classrooms for the Future project 
for the Pennsylvania Department of Education 
and is Past President of the Board of Directors 
for the International Society for Technology in 
Education.  She currently serves on the board of 
Girls Thinking Global, an organization to connect 
NGOs helping young women and adolescent 
girls throughout the world (www.gtg.org).  She 
has traveled widely professionally and 
personally and is interested in different cultures, 
having taught in Beirut, Lebanon and lived and 
studied in India in her formative years.  Holly is 
also involved with the development and support 
of adolescent girls and young women, Georgian 
and Armenian post-Soviet democracy, textile 
arts, gardening, public parks, and gardens. 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 

Jennifer Magnone, Member, New York 
 

Jennifer is the Vice President and Member of the 
Executive Committee of a privately-held family 
office that manages the substantial personal 
assets of a single family and its family trusts.  She 
serves on the boards of several of their charitable 
organizations as well as holding administrative 
and managerial positions.  For the past 30 years, 
her career has focused primarily on all matters 
pertaining to the principal -- his various 
businesses, philanthropy, organic farming/ 
hydroponic, greenhouse operation, private 
aircraft and crew, and managing several 
residences and staff.  Because of the diversity that 
this position offers, it has been an extremely 
rewarding experience, which suits her inquisitive 
personality. 
 

  



 

4 
 

 
GEORGIA & ARMENIA  

WITH THE DELEGATION FOR FRIENDSHIP AMONG WOMEN 
October 15-29, 2018 

___________________________________________________________________ 
 

PLANNING COMMITTEE UPDATE 
 

Great food, wonderful wine, beautiful scenery, a rich history, amazing artifacts and crafts, 
resilient, gracious and hospitable people – these things and more are what Delegation 
members will find and experience on the upcoming Georgia/Armenia trip planned for October 
15-29, 2018.  We are working with MIR Corp, a travel group located in Seattle with over 30 
years of taking groups to Russia and former Soviet states.  They have lined up a wonderful 
itinerary which includes visits to schools, environmental groups, health agencies, women’s 
groups, leading political figures and many opportunities to visit historical and cultural sites. 
 
We will begin the trip with a briefing at the US Embassy in Georgia and will have numerous 
meetings with women during the week.  The weekend will be spent in the high Caucasus 
mountains near the Russian border in Kazbegi for R&R and to spend time in rural Georgia.  We 
will return to the capital of Tbilisi via Gori, Stalin’s birthplace and visit the museum.  Before 
departing Georgia we will visit Signagi in the agricultural East of the country and among other 
activities will enjoy a traditional Georgian feast complete with wonderful locally grown food, 
ritualistic toasts and being entertained by their world renowned and unusual polyphonic 
singing. 
 
The next leg of the trip to Armenia will be by motor coach crossing the Southern Caucasus 
mountains and arriving in Yerevan for two days of meetings beginning with another US 
Embassy briefing.  The weekend will be spent visiting Echmiadzin and Zvartnots outside of the 
capital. 
 
Delegates going on the trip have been preparing by reading recommended books, watching 
videos and keeping up with the news which included a recent peaceful revolution with the 
ouster of the former Prime Minister in Armenia. 
 
We are learning about the region’s rich cultural and historical roots amplified by these 
countries’ unique position between Europe, Asia, the Middle East and Russia.  The region was a 
crossroads on the famed Silk Route from Venice to China and became a rich cultural stew.  
Armenia was the first country to adopt Christianity in 300 and the mountains are filled with 
ancient churches as well as remnants of other great empires that ruled the region over the 
millennia: the Mongols, Persians, Ottomans and Russians.   
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One of the most important aspects of Delegation trips is our opportunity to make lasting 
personal connections with women we meet.  Brenda Dominici Johnson, a member of the 
planning committee, is helping to connect Delegates with counterparts, women whom we will 
meet with common interests so we can connect with them before we travel. 
 
We probably should be fasting before we go because we hear rave reviews about the food and 
wine (Georgia being the oldest recorded region to make wine).  We are taking our curiosity, 
interest in the lives and work of other women and our hands of friendship with us as we learn 
about another unique and many layered region of the world. 
 
Follow our journey on the Delegation Facebook page 
https://www.facebook.com/TheDelegationForFriendshipAmongWomen/?ref=page_internal or 
search for it on Facebook – The Delegation For Friendship Among Women. 
 
Holly Jobe, Vice President and Chair Planning Committee 
Diane Dunning, Board Member and Planning Committee 
Brenda Dominici Johnson, Delegate and Planning Committee 

 
 

GEORGIA 
 

 
 
 
GEORGIAN FOOD AND WINE 
From TASTING GEORGIA:  A Food and Wine Journey in the Caucasus, by Carla Capalbo, 
Interlink Books. 
 
The Georgians have a unique way of eating that’s a direct reflection of their legendary – and 
seemingly boundless – sense of hospitality.  The place to best experience this is at a supra, or 
Georgian feast, where food, wine and music come together as the quintessential expression of 
Georgian culture.   
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WINE 
Georgians claim to have invented wine 8,000 years ago.  The ancient and distinctive Georgian 
tradition of making wine in large terracotta vessels called quervi (kervi), or churi (tchuri) in 
western Georgia, is now recognized as Intangible Cultural Heritage by UNESCO.  The so-called 
natural winemakers who are bottling wines made in this way -- now more than 50 -- form only a 
tiny percentage of Georgia’s enormous wine output.  Compared to the millions of bottles 
produced in steel tanks or wooden barrels by commercial enterprises, these quervi winemakers 
only produce tens of thousands of bottles among them all.  Many more farmers make wine in 
this way for their families, but don’t bottle or sell it.  These are the keepers of the historic 
winemaking tradition, and it is these wines that are attracting the interest of wine enthusiasts 
everywhere. 

 

A man stands next to a giant qvevri pot in Kakheti, Georgia, in this photo from the late 1800s. 
The beeswax-lined vessels have been used to make wine for thousands of years. 

via Wikimedia  

 
 

 

Winemaker Iago Bitarishvili makes wine in clay vessels called qvevri, which he buries 
underground and fills with white grapes. There are no barrels, vats or monitoring systems for 
this ancient Georgian method, which is helping drive sales. Bitarishvili plans to bury these new 
qvevri in his cellar to expand production.  (Photo from National Public Radio:  Food History & 

Culture, “Georgia's Giant Clay Pots Hold An 8,000-Year-Old Secret To Great Wine”, June 8, 2015, 
Daniella Cheslow for NPR 
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The Georgian supra is punctuated by toasts given by the meal’s informally appointed tamada, 
or toastmaster.  It’s the tamada’s role to act as the master of ceremonies and be a wonderful 
host.  Toasts may be given for many subjects, God, peace, family, and guests are constants, but 
a skilled tamada will fashion toasts to suit the company and its mood.  Tamadas are also 
attentive to how much wine is being consumed, in order to ensure that the alcohol remains a 
tool and does not become a weapon.  After each toast, the diners raise their glasses and reply, 
“Gaumarjos!" (May victory be with you!). 
 
Despite the rules governing how the toasting is to be carried out – other diners can’t make 
toasts without the tamada’s approval – a good tamada makes everyone seated at the table feel 
special.  This impressive talent also includes the ability to smoothly transition Georgian toasts 
from the personal to the universal.  Part of a toast by a tamada, accompanied by music, 
follows. 
 
“My dear friends, let’s drink for the people who created these songs.  Art and culture don’t have 
boundaries.  They flow like rays of sunlight that warm without expectations.  I want to drink to 
those talented people – many no longer with us – who live on in these songs.  So this toast is for 
all composers, many of whose names we don’t know.  Their vision, their sense of beauty and 
their love are alive in all their music, and in us.” 
 

 
 

The respected Tblisi Tamada, Luarsab Togonidze 
 
FOOD 
At a supra, the table is laden with food before anyone sits down.  The center of the table 
hosting any number of people will be set with at least seven or eight cold dishes – from stuffed 
aubergines/eggplants and vegetable medleys to fermented blossoms and cheeses flavored with 
mint.  Each of these dishes will have been divided into four or five plates which are positioned 
along the table so guests won’t have to reach far to get them.  Diners are given small plates and 
serve themselves from the dishes close to them.  Once everyone is seated and has started 
eating, other dishes – including hot stews, stuffed breads, dumplings and barbecued meats – 
begin to arrive and are placed beside (and sometimes on top of) the first set of foods.  If a 
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serving plate becomes empty, it is not removed but replenished by the attentive hosts.  This 
abundance holds true everywhere.  When it comes to hosting and feeding guests, the Georgian 
table is always generous. 
 
The pace at a supra is leisurely.  The idea is to spend the time convivially, enjoying friendship, 
lively conversation and music with great food and wine.  The singers and dancers are often 
seated at the table too, and burst into song as the spirit moves them, several times during the 
meal.  The supra is hosted by the tamada, who brings the group together with his toasts.  
 
The supra in its current form seems to have come into being in the 19th century, in part as a 
reaction to the Russian, and then Soviet, domination of Georgia.  “We shared a common 
religion with the Russians, but our dining culture was a powerful way to reinforce and celebrate 
our pride in being Georgians,” says Tamada Luarsab Togonidze.   “Like our language and its 
unique alphabet, it helped to differentiate us from them.” 
  

 
Smallish supra 

 

 
Largish supra 



 

9 
 

ARMENIA 

 

 
 

 

The Armenian Diaspora, Edited From Wikipedia 

 
The Armenian diaspora refers to the communities of Armenians outside Armenia where 
Armenians are considered an indigenous population. Since antiquity, Armenians have 
established communities in many regions throughout the world. However, the modern 
Armenian diaspora was largely formed as a result of the Armenian Genocide of 1915, when the 
Armenians living in their ancestral homeland in eastern Turkey, known as Western Armenia to 
Armenians, were systematically exterminated by the Ottoman government.  
  
THE ARMENIAN GENOCIDE 
 
While there is no consensus as to how many Armenians lost their lives during the Armenian 
Genocide, there is general agreement among western historians that over 800,000 Armenians 
died between 1914 and 1918.  Estimates vary between 800,000 and 1,500,000 (per the 
governments of France, Canada, and other states).   
 
According to documents that once belonged to Talaat Pasha, more than 970,000 Ottoman 
Armenians disappeared from official population records from 1915 through 1916. In 1983, 
Talaat's widow, Hayriye Talaat Bafralı, gave the documents and records to Turkish journalist 
Murat Bardakçı, who published them in a book titled The Remaining Documents of Talat Pasha 
(also known as "Talat Pasha's Black Book"). According to the documents, the number of 
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Armenians living in the Ottoman Empire before 1915 stood at 1,256,000. It was presumed, 
however, in a footnote by Talaat Pasha himself, that the Armenian population was 
undercounted by thirty percent. Furthermore, the population of Protestant Armenians was not 
taken into account. Therefore, according to the historian Ara Sarafian, the population of 
Armenians should have been approximately 1,700,000 prior to the start of the war.  However, 
that number had plunged to 284,157 two years later in 1917. 
 

Arnold Toynbee: The Treatment of Armenians 
See also: The Treatment of Armenians in the Ottoman Empire 
Historian Arnold J. Toynbee published the collection of documents The Treatment of 
Armenians in the Ottoman Empire in 1916. Together with British politician and historian 
Viscount James Bryce, he compiled statements from survivors and eyewitnesses from other 
countries including Germany, Italy, the Netherlands, Sweden, and Switzerland, who similarly 
attested to the systematic massacre of innocent Armenians by Ottoman government 
forces.[156]  
Bryce had submitted the work to scholars for verification before its publication. University of 
Oxford Regius Professor Gilbert Murray stated, "... the evidence of these letters and reports 
will bear any scrutiny and overpower any skepticism. Their genuineness is established 
beyond question".[48]:228 Other professors, including Herbert Fisher of Sheffield University and 
former American Bar Association president Moorfield Storey, came to the same conclusion.  
 

 

 
Armenian Genocide Memorial 

HISTORY OF THE DIASPORA 
The Armenian diaspora has been present for over 1,700 years.  The modern Armenian diaspora 
was formed largely after World War I as a result of the Armenian Genocide.  According to 
Randall Hansen, "Both in the past and today, the Armenian communities around the world have 
developed in significantly different ways within the constraints and opportunities found in 
varied host cultures and countries.” 
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Although an Armenian diaspora existed during Antiquity and the Middle Ages, it grew in size 
due to emigration from the Ottoman Empire, Iran, Russia, and the Caucasus.  After the fall of 
the Ottoman Empire, Turkish nationalists led by Mustafa Kemal Atatürk took the region of 
Western Armenia.  As a result of the Armenian Genocide, Armenians were forced to flee to 
different parts of the world (approximately half a million in number) and created new Armenian 
communities far from their native land.  Through marriage and procreation, the number of 
Armenians in the diaspora who trace their lineage to those Armenians who survived and fled 
Western Armenia is now several million.  Since the breakup of the Soviet Union, approximately 
one million Armenians have joined the diaspora largely as a result of difficult economic 
conditions in Armenia.  Jivan Tabibian, an Armenian scholar and former diplomat in Armenia 
said, Armenians "are not place bound, but ... are intensely place-conscious." 

 
The Armenian diaspora is divided into two communities – those from Ottoman Armenia (or 
Western Armenian) and those who are from the former Soviet Union, the independent Armenia 
and Iran (or Eastern Armenian).  Armenians of the modern Republic of Turkey do not consider 
themselves as part of the Armenian Diaspora, since they believe that they continue residing in 
their historical homeland. 
 
The Armenian diaspora grew considerably during and after the First World War due to 
dissolution of the Ottoman Empire.  Although many Armenians perished during the Armenian 
Genocide, some of the Armenians managed to escape, and established themselves in various 
parts of the world. 
 

DISTRIBUTION 
Today, the Armenian diaspora refers to communities of Armenians living outside Armenia and 
the Republic of Artsakh (Nagorno-Karabakh), since these regions form part of Armenians' 
indigenous homeland.  The total Armenian population living worldwide is estimated to be 
11,000,000.  Of those, approximately 3 million live in Armenia, 130,000 in the de facto 
independent Nagorno-Karabakh, and 120,000 in the region of Javakhk in neighboring Georgia. 
This leaves approximately 7,000,000 forming the diaspora (with the largest populations in 
Russia, the United States, France, Argentina, Lebanon, Syria, Iran, Turkey, Canada, Ukraine, 
Greece, and Australia). 
 
Less than one third of the world's Armenian population lives in Armenia. Their pre-World War I 
population area was six times larger than that of present-day Armenia, including the eastern 
regions of Turkey, the northern part of Iran, the southern part of Georgia, Artsakh (Nagorno-
Karabakh), and the Nakhichevan regions of Azerbaijan. 
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ARMENIA TODAY 
From The Guardian, Wednesday, April 22, 2015, by Ian Black 
 
History does cast a long shadow. Modern Armenia won its independence in 1918, but was 
taken over by the Soviet Union two years later and only regained its freedom in 1991. 
Landlocked and poor, its 3 million people include many descendants of the survivors of the 
genocide, though far more of them live in the diaspora of 7 million to 10 million, concentrated 
in Russia, the US and France – a split that has had a powerful effect on the politics of 
commemoration and the closely linked question of the troubled relations between Yerevan and 
Ankara. 

 
 

INTERESTING READING AND VIEWING (Georgia and Armenia) (from various sources 
including Delegation member suggestions).   

Books, etc:   

• From Brenda Domenici Johnson:  Hi all , I read Michael Chabon's book "Gentleman of the 
Road”;  it’s a quick read, fun story and well written. Definitely gives some historical 
perspective of the region ( Geography, religion, ruling structures). 

• From Brenda Domenici Johnson:  A link to a great article on Armenia from the New York 
Times, Sunday, August 26, 2018.  

• From Brenda Domenici Johnson and Holly Jobe:  Here are two recommended books about 
the Armenian Genocide.  You can check reviews on Amazon or Wikipedia.   

o “Ambassador Morgenthau’s Story:  A Personal Account of the Armenian Genocide”.  
Available in Kindle for $.99. 

o “The Forty Days of Musa Dagh”:  a novel set in Armenia at the beginning of the 
genocide. 

• From Holly Jobe:  This site, Culture Trip, has compiled must-see Georgian movies, novels 
and books. Not sure where to get the movies.  
https://theculturetrip.com/europe/georgia/articles/6-contemporary-georgian-movies-you-
should-watch/ 

  

 

• From Holly Jobe:  This morning I finished "Stories I Stole" by Wendell Steavenson, a former 
Time Magazine journalist who spent 2 years in Tbilisi. It is an easy and quick read set in the 
late '90s Post Soviet era when times were tough for all former Soviet satellite states. It is 
very enlightening regarding the eight nationalities, five languages and two separatist 
regions of the country. She writes beautifully of her personal experiences while living there, 
fictionalizing some of the characters to protect them. I got it through inter-library loan.  
https://granta.com/wendell-steavenson-travel-writing-dead/ 

• “The Sandcastle Girls: A Novel”, Chris Bohjalian  
While this is a novel, it is very moving and informing about aspects of the Armenian 
genocide. (Susan McCraw Helms) 

• “GEORGIA”, the essential guide to customs & culture, Culture Smart 
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• “The Girl King”, Meg Clothier 
• “Georgia, Armenia, & Azerbaijan”, lonely planet 
• “The Burning Tigris: The Armenian Genocide and America’s Response”, Peter, Balakian 
• “Tasting Georgia:  A Food and Wine Journey in the Caucasus”, Carl Capalbo 

Way more than recipes; although, the ones I have tried are great. (Susan McCraw Helms) 

• On the Web, you might enjoy reading “My Armenia” from Smithsonian Center for  
& Cultural Heritage 

 

DVDs/Videos/YouTube 

• From Diane Dunning:  Anyone interested in films should see THE COLOR OF 
POMEGRANATES. And watch this! 

 

• From Cathi Smith:  “I just watched wonderful movie (THE PROMISE) that I got from Netflix 
that is based on a true story about the Ottoman Empire (The Turks) and the Armenian 
Genocide. It was not a documentary but a love story but really captures the history well and 
at the end they show photographs taken of those Armenians who were the basis for the 
movie. It was filmed in 2017.” 
 

• You might be interested in viewing some of the many videos about Georgia on YouTube. 
Here is a short overview recommened by Tamar Tchelidze, MD, Counselor, Health, Science 
& Education:  Aerial view of Georgia https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=bdmLmWY2cK4 

• And don’t miss the following on YouTube (Thanks to Caroline Olstead and Cathi Smith): 
Anthony Bourdain Parts Unknown S07 - Ep05 Tblisi, Georgia,  Shakita Mcphee 

   
Anthony Bourdain Parts Unknown S11 - Ep04 Armenia, Shakita Mcphee 

      Anthony Bourdain feat. Serj Tankian in Armenia - Parts Unknown | CNN | (S11E04)  

 

 

ON THE WEB 

Delegation Facebook Page, Caroline Olstad     
https://www.facebook.com/TheDelegationForFriendshipAmongWomen/ 
Caroline asks that if you have photos or videos or anything else you would like to share, please 
send them her way.  She also asks that you send any suggestions for other organizations that 
the Delegation can “like” to her as well.  She will be updating the Facebook page periodically. 
caroline.e.olstad@gmail.com 
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Delegation Website, Patti Kenyon 
www.friendshipamongwomen.org 
member password:  women67 
See interesting history over the past decades including countries we’ve visited, friendships 
we’ve made and photos from the many delegation trips and accomplishments.  

 

DONATION OPPORTUNITIES 

We realize that not every delegate is able to accompany the delegation on any particular trip, 
but, we offer a great opportunity to make a difference in the many lives affected in countries 
we visit by making a donation. We are currently focusing on Books for Africa in Rwanda to 
expand libraries and provide a library for the Goshora School.  Additionally, we are assisting The 
Blue Water Lake Project in Mongolia (see article below).  Such contributions allow all 
Delegation members the opportunity to participate in our efforts. Since the delegation is a 503C 
nonprofit organization, you can share your generosity while receiving a receipt that documents 
tax deductibility. We encourage everyone to join in and help make deeply needed 
improvements in Rwanda and Mongolia.   

To donate, please send a check made out to The Delegation for Friendship Among Women, 
noting on the check which project you wish as a recipient.  Donations should be mailed to:  

The Delegation c/o Mary Pomeroy 
18926 Latigo Lane 

Rio Verde, AZ 85263 
You will receive a receipt for tax purposes.  Thanks for your help!!  

 

DELEGATION TRIP UPDATES 

MONGOLIA            

Mary Wallace forwarded an exchange she and our friend, Oyuna, had about the following 
article. 

“Thank you Mary, for sharing this article. This is all so true. Sad...” 
Oyuna 

MONGOLIA’S NOMADIC WAY OF LIFE THREATENED BY CLIMATE CHANGE, 
NEGLECT, MODERNITY 
by Simon Denyer, ALTANBULAG, Mongolia  

  



 

15 
 

 

 

Nyamdorj Tumursanaa, 38, a herder, rides his motorbike across the grasslands with his younger 
daughter. (Giulia Marchi/For The Washington Post)  
 
It was another harsh winter on the central Mongolian steppe, with temperatures dropping to 
nearly 50 below zero and thick snow covering the rolling grasslands. More than a million cattle, 
sheep and goats, weakened by a dry summer, died, while nomads’ precious horses froze to 
death on their feet.   
 
“It was very hard, and the snow was deep,” said 38-year-old herder Nyamdorj Tumursanaa, 
drinking milky tea in the nomads’ traditional circular tentlike home known as a ger. “Even if the 
animals dug through the snow, there was no grass underneath. We had to buy grass for them, 
but still many of our animals died.” 
 
Here on the central Asian steppe, the ancient home of Genghis Khan and his Mongol horde, the 
nomads are brought up tough. Yet their ancient lifestyle is under threat as never before. Global 
climate change, combined with local environment mismanagement, government neglect and 
the lure of the modern world, has created a toxic cocktail.  
 
Every year, thousands more herders abandon their way of life and head for Mongolia’s 
crowded capital, Ulaanbaatar, which holds half the nation’s population. 
 
The nomadic culture is the essence of what it is to be a Mongolian, but this is a country in 
dramatic and sudden transition: from a Soviet-style one-party state and command economy to 
a chaotic democracy and free-market economy, and from an entirely nomadic culture to a 
modern, urban lifestyle.  
 
Climate change is a major culprit, and Mongolia, landlocked and far from the moderating 
effects of the ocean, is suffering more than most parts of the world.  
At the best of times, this is a fragile climate, with little rainfall and huge variations in 
temperature, which is why this vast territory supports a population of only 3 million people, 
making it the world’s most sparsely populated country.  
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Now, government figures show average temperatures have risen by about 2.2 degrees Celsius 
(4.0 degrees Fahrenheit) since systematic records began in 1940 — well above the global 
average rise of about 0.85 degrees Celsius (1.53 degrees Fahrenheit) since 1880. 
 
Summers, when most of the rainfall occurs, have become drier, and “extreme climate events” 
have become more frequent, said Purevjav Gomboluudev, head of climate research at 
Mongolia’s Information and Research Institute of Meteorology, Hydrology and Environment. 
 

 
Banzragch Batbold, 47, a herder, and his wife Altantuya, 43, pose for a portrait with their dog. 
(Giulia Marchi/For The Washington Post)  
 
On the grasslands outside the small town of Altanbulag, 47-year-old Banzragch Batbold and his 
wife, Altantuya, remember how streams used to run off every mountain in their youth, how 
horses would dive into a local pond to cool off in the summer. “Now all that water is gone,” she 
said.  
 
Hundreds of rivers, lakes and springs have dried up across the country, the environment 
ministry says. And as the water retreats, the desert advances. Roughly three-quarters of 
Mongolia’s land is degraded or suffering desertification, with about a quarter seriously affected, 
said Damdin Dagvadorj, managing director of the Climate Change and Development Academy.  
But Mongolia’s mismanaged twin transitions are also to blame.  
 
In the Soviet era, Mongolia, a satellite state, kept nomadism under tight control. Animals were 
kept under collective ownership, but their numbers were limited, while the state supplied 
veterinary services, winter fodder and a guaranteed market. 
 
In 1990, as the Soviet Union disintegrated, Mongolia threw off its one-party state and became a 
democracy. Three years later, it began privatizing the herds. 
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What followed was a huge expansion in animal numbers as individual herders valued their 
worth by how much livestock they held.  
 
State support simultaneously vanished almost overnight. 
 
Today, 66 million livestock roam the Mongolian steppe, nearly three times the 23 million cap 
maintained in the communist era. Overgrazing is a major cause of pastureland degradation, 
especially by the voracious and sharp-hooved goats whose numbers have exploded to supply 
the valuable trade in cashmere. Rampant, uncontrolled mining also uses huge amounts of 
groundwater, pushing the water table ever lower.  
 
At the same time, the government has failed to extend education, health care and veterinary 
care to remote herding communities, said Ulambayar Tungalag of the Saruul Khuduu 
Environmental Research Center. “There is no incentive to stay in rural areas,” she said. 
 

 

A view of the capital, Ulaanbaatar, with the district that is home to the city’s poorer inhabitants 
in the foreground. (Giulia Marchi/For The Washington Post)  

And inequality is rising: Eighty percent of the livestock is controlled by the richest 20 percent of 
owners, among them elite city dwellers who pay others to look after their herds. More than 
220,000 Mongolian families depend on herding, but more than half have fewer than 200 
animals, government figures show, well below the 250-to-300 threshold considered 
economically sustainable. 
 
Herders may have solar panels, smartphones and televisions, but life isn’t getting any easier. 
Families are separated for much of the year as children head for boarding schools in the nearest 
towns, sometimes with mothers tagging along.  
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In the winter, Altantuya stays, getting up at first light to dig frozen cowpats out of the snow to 
build a fire, with Batbold heading out to protect the animals from wolves, wind and snow.  
“In the winter, people get lonely,” he admitted. “You can’t go anywhere. You have TV now, but 
your children are in school. The women go crazy, and the men drink vodka.” 
The couple’s children are being educated in Ulaanbaatar. Neither child has expressed any desire 
to follow in their parents’ footsteps. “No one wants to be a nomad,” Batbold said. “When I’m 
old, and if I am not able to ride, there will be no one left to look after the steppe.” 
 
Quentin Moreau, country director for AVSF (Agronomists and Veterinarians Without Borders), a 
French nonprofit group supporting smallholder farming, says no investment is being made to 
make herders’ lives easier. Projects to promote quality over quantity — for example, by 
rewarding herders with higher prices for better-quality cashmere — are still too small-scale to 
make a difference, and government plans to promote intensive farming make no sense on the 
water-starved grasslands, he said. 
 
Moreau fears an acceleration of the rural exodus — to the point where the system of villages 
and towns serving herders is no longer sustainable. What few social services that are available 
could disappear entirely. 
 
Yet the lure of the capital often proves to be a mirage. 
 
A century ago, the town that is now Ulaanbaatar was little more than a trading post and a 
monastery. Today, it is a sprawling mess of 1.4 million people, half living in Soviet-style 
apartments, half in the sprawling, unplanned “ger districts” where people have pitched their 
homes on the hills surrounding the city.  
 
Mongolians are a people deeply connected to nature, who call their country the Land of the 
Eternal Blue Sky. But their capital has become the land of choking smog, as ger dwellers burn 
coal to ward off the cold. 
 
In winter, the capital has some of the worst air pollution in the world. Cases of respiratory 
infections have nearly tripled in a decade, pneumonia is a leading cause of death for infants, 
and children living in the center of the city have 40 percent lower lung function than those in 
rural areas, UNICEF says. 
 
Residents of ger districts lack access to running water, while jobs for rural migrants are few and 
poorly paid — a watchman, a cook, a driver perhaps. Many people lack the skills to succeed 
here. 
 
During festivals and important events, politicians like to don the national costume — the 
herders’ calf-length tunic, or deel — but are doing nothing to protect the source of that culture, 
Tungalag said. Meanwhile, in urban society, herders are often stigmatized, their lifestyles 
looked down upon.  
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“Nobody understands that actually Mongolian identity — being a nomadic person, being close 
to nature — is being lost,” Tungalag said. 
 

 
In a poor district of Ulaanbaatar, a girl walks through a traffic jam. (Giulia Marchi/For The 
Washington Post)  

_____________________ 
 
And directly from our friend, Oyungerel Tsedevdamba: 
 
Dear American sisters and friends, 
 
It has been two years since we met in Mongolia and since I visited Beth and Holy in 
Philadelphia. 
 
I, along with my husband, completed writing one big novel since, and it is hitting bestseller #1 
or #2 list here in Mongolia for the past 9 months.  
 
Another big news is that I have been leading a nationwide campaign to change toilets in 
Mongolia.  Lately, I have been invited to speak at international conferences about my 
experience. Just in two days, Jeff and I are heading to Finland where I will be speaking about my 
campaign at the international dry toilet conference.  
 
My success of the past eight months was to raise awareness among mongolians on toilet 
changing technologies and breaking the prejudice against the word "jorlon" (which means toilet 
in Mongolian). But one success leads to and requires me to work harder on this issue. And I am 
addressing you to ask for help in spreading words about it and/or do personal contribution. 
 
At http://www.jorlon.org, you will find full details of our project, its importance, and estimates 
of the funds required. 
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Our first goal is to change 6000 Mongolian toilets and we hope you will help us by making a 
donation via the Hesperian Foundation, a 501(c)3 charity, at http://tinyurl.com/y6u6tkyf . 
 
I hope I will receive your support when you read our stories in our website and find out why dry 
toilets matter in Mongolia so much.  
 
Fondly waving from UB, 
Oyuna 
_____________________________________________________________________________________ 

RWANDA 

 
 
 

 

In 2010, The Akilah Institute opened with a 
class of 50 Hospitality Management 
students sharing two classrooms.  In July 
2018, they welcomed 500 new students, 
bringing their enrollment to 1,000 students 
across three diploma programs.  The class of 
2020 is their largest class yet of future 
CEO’s, scientists, tech innovators, 
community leaders, businesswomen, and 
entrepreneurs. 
 
Our Graduates  
88% of Akilah alumnae are employed within 
six months of graduating, and 90% of 
graduates are supporting at least one 
individual or family member financially.  
Akilah graduates have gone on to work for 
global companies, including Meshpower 
Ltd, Mtn Rwanda, Off Grid Electric, Ison 
BPO, Impact Hub, Rwanda Development 
Board (RDB), Inkomoko Business 
Development, and more. 
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MEMBER UPDATES 

 
Delegate Judy Tiede, President Cathi Smith visit past board member Sylvia Sabo at her new 

assisted-living apartment In Minneapolis. 

 

EDITOR’S SIGN-OFF 

It is such a delight to edit this newsletter.  It makes me feel like I am getting to know each of 
you a bit better.  I look forward to meeting and traveling with so many Delegates I have yet to 
meet when we are in Georgia and Armenia.  Thank you all again for the articles and updates 
you send.  The newsletter would not exist without your help.  Please continue to send me 
items, and please include any news about yourself that you would like to share.  
All my best wishes, Susan 
smccrawhelms@cox.net 
 
With thanks to Desiree Hannah, our talented technical editor. 


