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Only if you are content will your life be rich with happiness
and peace.
—Master Cheng Yen
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REDUCE

PLASTIC WASTE,
POLLUTION

On average, each person in Taiwan uses two plastic bags a day. Most
of the used bags end up as garbage. They cause pollution, harm the environment, and have a negative impact on human health.
“Reduce, reuse, and recycle” may provide a way to slow the rampant
growth of plastic bags and the deterioration of the Earth. Next time, stop
to think for a second before you use or throw away a plastic bag.

By Ye Zi-hao

Translated by Tang Yau-yang
Photos by Yan Lin-zhao

4

Tzu Chi Quarterly

Washed clean and
hung to dry, these
bags will be reused
or recycled.

I

n some places in Taiwan, such as Taipei and
New Taipei City, garbage trucks pick up
trash only if it is contained in special-issue
plastic bags. The cost of such bags, much higher
than ordinary ones, is like a usage fee: The more
you use, the more you pay. Like the pay-as-youearn tax system, it is a pay-as-you-discard for
garbage disposal. This policy helps curb the volume of garbage that people throw away. People
think twice before carelessly tossing something
in the trash, and they are therefore more inclined
to reuse and recycle stuff.
One day in a modern convenience store in
Taipei, a cashier deftly checked out a customer’s items and stuffed them into a plastic bag.
Everything appeared quite ordinary, but there
was a slight difference this time: the plastic grocery bag itself.
This bag is what city officials call a two-use
eco bag. It could be first used as a shopping
bag, and then reused to hold garbage for disposal. No ordinary plastic bag can be used as a
garbage bag.
If the two-use bag is indeed used as a garbage
bag, then that saves the use of one more plastic
bag. The introduction of the eco bag can thus be
expected to help cut down on the consumption
of plastic bags.
Durable but detrimental
What is the big deal about these bags? Why
should anyone even care? You should, if you
care about the environment. In Taiwan alone, 18
billion plastic bags are used each year, for a population of only 23 million people. Just imagine
the magnitude of the problem on a global scale!
This is definitely a source of pollution to be reckoned with.
Inexpensive, convenient, light, nonporous,
and versatile, plastic bags have easily and overwhelmingly replaced bags made with more
earth-friendly materials, such as paper. Their
ascent to dominance has been swift. In Taiwan,
40,000 metric tons of bags were made in 1976. By
1981, in just five short years, that number had
skyrocketed to 120,000 metric tons.
Though plastic is very durable, a desirable
trait when the product is being used, it is in fact
not good for the environment. The plastic is not
biodegradable, it releases toxins, and sometimes
it even kills.
Such bags are widely used not only in Taiwan
but seemingly everywhere else as well. Chen
Yang-wen (陳 楊 文 ), executive director of
6
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CarbonZeroToo, once showed a colleague photos
that he had taken of plastic bags drifting on the
ocean. Upon seeing the pictures, the colleague
asked, “Are these new species of jellyfish?”
Chen gave another example of the omnipresence of plastic bags: “One day when I was in
Inner Mongolia, China, working on anti-desertification, I drove for nearly an hour and saw
white plastic bags all along the road.”

The bags are in the oceans and on land.
They can be found in people’s homes, garbage
cans, sewers, waterways, underground, and,
when burned, up in the air. The harm these
plastics can do is manifold. Incinerating plastic
bags inappropriately may release toxic chemicals, such as dioxin, into the air. The plastics
react to oils, acids, and high temperatures,
resulting in the discharge of substances harm-

Plastic bags are used in every corner of Taiwan. If
not properly taken care of after they are thrown
away, they can cause big pollution problems.

ful to humans and other organisms. If such
reactions occur in soil where bags are buried,
the released hazardous substances can continue to hurt or haunt the animals and plants in
the vicinity for years to come.
Summer 2014
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A garbage incinerator in Beitou, Taipei. The
law stipulates that garbage must be burned
at 850 degrees Celsius (1,562 degrees
Fahrenheit) or higher to prevent dioxin discharge. To ensure compliance, incinerator
operators often burn garbage at a thousand
degrees Celsius (1,832 degrees Fahrenheit).
This consumes even more energy.
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If they looked like jellyfish to Chen’s colleague, no wonder marine animals mistake them
for food. Uncountable marine animals have died
from ingesting plastic bags.
In June 1984, a typhoon caused severe flooding in northern Taiwan. After the floodwaters
had receded, the culprit was discovered: drain
pipes clogged by plastic bags.
The bags have caused problems not only in
water but also in fire. One month after that flood,
the Neihu landfill in Taipei caught fire. Many
buried bags were burned, releasing untold
amounts of dioxin into the air.
Floods and fires such as these may be
unavoidable sometimes, but the prevalence of
plastic bags has exacerbated the damage.
To reduce the damage that can be done by
plastic bags, the Environmental Protection
Administration in Taiwan instituted a policy in
July 2002 to limit their use; it stipulated that supermarkets and convenience stores could no longer
give their customers plastic bags free of charge. In
May 2006, it even initiated the recycling of plastic
bags in Taiwan, a first in the world.

The government’s measures have managed
to lower annual usage from 20 billion plastic
bags to 18 billion. However, of those still used,
only seven percent are recycled. The rest go right
to landfills or incinerators.
Doing something about it
Plastic bags cause problems wherever they
end up: remaining stubbornly in the ground,
killing marine organisms, clogging up drainage
pipes, or releasing dioxin into the air if burned.
They have become an environmental nightmare.
However, there is a way to lessen their impact:
recycling them so they never make it to landfills,
sewers, streams, or oceans.
At the Yingren Recycling Station in Taipei, Tzu
Chi volunteer Huang Zhou A-rou (黃周阿柔) and
a few others work to recycle plastic bags. All are
getting on in years, but that doesn’t slow them
down. They process the bags so that each one is
completely free of undesirable foreign matter,
Clean plastic bags are among the recyclables collected by Taipei City’s garbage trucks.
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such as adhesive, price labels, and ink. They take
the time and energy to do this to get the best recycling price for the bags.
The recycling station is only about a mile
from Wufenpu, an area with lots of wholesale
clothing shops. It is also close to a traditional
market. The station therefore receives a lot of
polypropylene (PP) bags used to contain clothes,
and lots of polyethylene (PE) packaging materials for fruit.
Lin Shao-qing (林少卿), another volunteer at
the recycling station, indicated that many people
in Taiwan collect recyclables, such as cardboard
boxes or plastic bottles, but they tend to shun
plastic bags. This is because they require extraordinary efforts to thoroughly sort and clean—the
sort of painstaking and cost-ineffective tasks that
Huang Zhou, Lin, and other volunteers like
them have undertaken.
“Since other people don’t bother to recycle
plastic bags, we decided to take on the work,”
said Lin. These volunteers do what others do not
want to do because, unlike others, they do it not
for money but for the love of the Earth. They
want to help keep our world clean. The amount
of work and the cost ineffectiveness that have
dissuaded others from recycling plastic bags do
not matter to the Tzu Chi volunteers.
However, the area in which the Yingren
Recycling Station is located uses so many plastic bags that the small station cannot possibly
handle them all. This is why volunteers from
the Sanchong Recycling Station in New Taipei
City became involved. Chen Jin-zhu (陳金珠) is
a volunteer at this station. Through her dealings for her children’s clothing business, she
learned of the many available used plastic garment bags at Wufenpu. These bags were clean
and free of grease, making them ideal for recycling. The Sanchong station was more spacious
and had more volunteers than Yingren, so she
organized volunteers in Sanchong and neighboring Luzhou to give the Yingren station a
hand. They’ve been doing this since the end of
April 2012.
Five days a week, volunteers from Sanchong
and Luzhou set out at nightfall and travel to five
collection points in Wufenpu to collect the bags.

A big, waist-high bag full of plastic bags weighs
less than it appears. Still, volunteers have to hurl
many such bags from the ground up onto the
bed of the truck, many times an evening, evening after evening. Behind their tireless labor is
a desire to do something for the Earth.
“Oops, it fell off again,” volunteer Lin Tianding (林添丁) said. He picked up a bulging bag
that had fallen off the truck and threw it back
onto the towering load.

Painstaking sorting
The full truck hauls plastic bags back to the
Sanchong Recycling Station. Chen Jin-zhu then
assigns volunteers to handle the incoming materials. Because plastic bottles, metal cans, and plastic
string are sometimes mixed in with the bags, Chen
asks volunteers who don’t know how to sort plastic bags to roughly divide things into groups.
Other people finish sorting the bags. The sorted
items are given to still others to finish the process-

ing. Chen tries to make sure that everyone, regardless of their age, gender, or physical condition, gets
to do what they do best at the recycling station.
The group that finishes the processing is mostly made up of elderly volunteers. They remove
foreign items from the bags, such as price stickers
and sealing adhesives. This is a significant step in
elevating the plastic bags to the highest grade
possible, so that the dealers who purchase the
bags can more easily recycle them, for which they

Wufenpu, an area in Taipei with lots of wholesale
clothing shops, produces a large number of used
plastic bags every day. Tzu Chi volunteers collect
and recycle these bags to decrease their negative
impact on the environment.
10
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Many volunteers are needed to painstakingly prepare these bags for recycling. It would be infinitely more efficient, as far as environmental preservation is concerned, to reduce consumption.

ICS
PLASBTERS
NUM IWAN
IN TA

50 million
18 billion
782
10%

•
plastic bags consumed daily
•
plastic bags consumed yearly
•
plastic bags the average Taiwanese citizen uses in a year
• Less than
of plastic bags recycled
• Garbage composed of
plastic products
•
kilograms (112 pounds) of plastic products disposed of annually by the
average Taiwanese citizen

51

16%

Source: Taiwan Environmental Protection Administration, based on data from 2006 to 2013
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are willing to pay higher prices—as much as over
ten Taiwanese dollars a kilogram (15 American
cents per pound). As a reference, mixed bags that
don’t receive such fine preparation fetch only
about two dollars a kilogram.
At first, most shopkeepers did not sort their
garbage into groups for easy recycling. They
were either too busy to bother or unaware of the
benefits of doing so. Consequently, it was com-

mon practice that they would throw all their
garbage, whether recyclable or not, into a single
receptacle. This increased the workload of Tzu
Chi recycling volunteers.
In response, the volunteers implored the
shopkeepers to do the basic sorting. Once aware
of the benefits of sorting, storeowners have been
willing partners in the recycling effort. Even
scavengers have pitched in to help; they do basic
sorting of plastic bags before giving them to Tzu
Chi volunteers. “We showed them the correct
way of sorting over and over again, and after we
did that enough times, our message got across,”
said volunteer Qiu Mei-zhen (邱美珍).
The abundance of plastic recyclables has
resulted in one full load after another on the
trucks dispatched by the Sanchong Recycling
Station. The dedicated work of Tzu Chi volunteers has resulted in less pollution in the world
and more funds for the Tzu Chi Foundation to
carry out its missions.
Yet, the volumes of recyclables that volunteers
handle regularly have also reminded them of the
importance of reducing the use of resources.
They encourage people to lead an eco-friendly
life, and they rein in their own consumption of
resources in their daily lives. The sequence of the
environmental “three R’s”—reduce, reuse, recycle—is significant: The earlier a practice appears
in the sequence, the more effective it is in helping
to conserve the environment.
Volunteer Lin Shao-qing, for example, takes
reusable bags along with her on her shopping
trips, so she does not need to get any plastic bags
from the vendors. If she forgets to bring her own
bags and has to get them from the stores, she
cleans them after she gets home and gives them
back to the vendors to reuse. Other volunteers do
the same. The Jing Si Books and Café on Songlong
Road in Taipei is a recipient of such used bags,
which it uses at its checkout counter.
There was once a bumper sticker that said, “If
you don’t throw away garbage, I don’t have to
pick it up.” Likewise, if you and I reduce and
reuse, we can have a cleaner and better world for
ourselves and future generations. Remember that
even a small impact on the environment is still an
impact. Don’t look down on any small action you
can take that can benefit the Earth.
Summer 2014
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All Those Plastic Bags
Votes for the Ecology

A Yang-Ming University student ferries the plastic bags that he and others have collected to a Tzu Chi
recycling station. His mentor in recycling work, Ho Ming-tsun, follows just behind.

Guided by senior Tzu Chi volunteers, a group of college students
learn to care for the environment at the same time they learn to care
for patients in their respective medical fields. When they realized
how discarded plastic bags were impacting the environment, they
took action to help reduce the damage. Bad things, even small ones,
add up—just as good actions, however small, add up to a greater
good. That is why we must be earnest in avoiding one and keeping
at the other.

By Ye Zi-hao
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Translated by Tang Yau-yang

Photos by Yan Lin-zhao

“T

his is a PP [polypropylene] bag and this
is a PE [polyethylene] bag,” Tzu Chi volunteer Ho Ming-tsun (何明村) explained.
“If you tear it, PP plastic results in smooth
edges; tearing PE shows serrated edges.” Ho
was demonstrating with plastic bags how one
could distinguish plastic made of these two
types of polymers.
Ho continued his explanation, pointing out
the huge premium that careful sorting would
command. “Used plastic bags fetch three
Taiwanese dollars [ten American cents] a kilogram [2.2 pounds] if not sorted, but if sorted,
you can get more. Take PP plastic bags for example; if they’re properly sorted and separated
from other types, you can get up to 19 dollars
per kilogram. That’s why we so painstakingly
sort them out. We want to create value.”
Listening attentively were ten students from
various medical departments at National YangMing University in Taipei. They were also members of the Tzu Chi Collegiate Association chapter at the university. Ho Ming-tsun is a retiree
from a state-owned business. Given their dissimilarity, their lineup may at first seem a peculiar one, but one common thread had brought
them together: volunteering for Tzu Chi.
On this day, they had gathered at the Xingfu
Recycling Station, not far from the Shipai Station
of the Taipei Rapid Transit System, to do recycling. The recycling station was near Yang-Ming
University and next to Ho’s home.
After learning several tips for sorting, the college students split into two groups. The first
group stayed in place with some experienced
volunteers to remove foreign objects or undesirable parts from plastic bags. They picked up

scissors to cut off price tags, sealing adhesive,
and oil-based ink or print. The second group followed Ho to nearby Ziqiang Market. There they
picked up plastic bags that some shopkeepers
had collected and saved for Ho.
Ho introduced the students to a shopkeeper: “These are first- and third-year medical students at Yang-Ming University, giving up their
free time to volunteer. That’s good of them,
isn’t it?” The group then went straight to the
storage room of the shop to fetch the plastic
bags that store employees had collected and
saved. The students compressed the bags by
hand before putting them into large plastic
bags for easier handling.
Then Ho and the students moved on to a stationery store to do the same, followed by a stop at
a ten-dollar store (similar to “dollar stores” in the
United States). They had barely finished five
stores before they had collected more than they
could carry. Their large plastic bags were waisthigh and stuffed full. Ho tied them into bundles
of two bags each, and hung the bundles on a
bicycle they had brought with them.
With the bicycle fully loaded, they carefully
walked back to the recycling station, where the
student groups swapped roles. The group that
had stayed at the station went out with Guo
Li-yu (郭麗玉), Ho’s wife. They took a different
route but did the same work as the first group
had done. The group that had returned began
preparing plastic bags for recycling.
When the shopkeeper at one store learned
that Guo was collecting used plastic bags, she
said, “You want these? But they’re junk!” Clearly,
the shopkeeper didn’t know that plastic bags
were recyclable.

When torn, PP,
left, shows
smooth edges
while PE has
more serrated
edges.
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This episode may help explain why only a
miserable seven percent of plastic bags are recycled in Taiwan, which is otherwise among the
leading countries when it comes to recycling.
Guo picked up those plastic bags that were about
to be thrown in the trash, and moved with her
troop to the next stop. In about an hour, the
group left the market with their hands full of
bundles of plastic bags.
Yang-Ming University students volunteer at the
Xingfu Recycling Station. As they sort out recyclables, they also see the environmental cost of
too much modern convenience.
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Convincing the doubters
Ho Ming-tsun and Guo Li-yu manage the
Xingfu Recycling Station together. Since Ho
retired more than two years ago, he has collected
recyclables from markets near his home just
about every day.
Ho has earned for himself a little fame for
collecting used plastic bags, shunned by most
people. Many shopkeepers and vendors in the
area know that he is the go-to guy when it comes
to recycling bags. The owner of the dollar store
even asked his staff at his stores in Tianmu and
Shilin to save their bags and send them to the
store in Shipai for Ho to pick up.

Ho wasn’t always so interested in recycling
plastic bags. Like most people, he didn’t want to
bother with them because of the labor-intensive
nature of the undertaking. It was his wife who
changed his attitude.
Ho explained: “I used to believe that, considering the time required and our limited manpower, we ought not to get involved with plastic
bags. But my wife thought differently. She
believed that it was precisely because people
were not recycling them that we Tzu Chi volunteers ought to get involved.”
Pointing at two residential buildings in their
neighborhood, Guo recalled the time when she
first started recycling plastic
bags, around 2006. “I used to
collect plastic bags in and
around those buildings when
they were under construction.
There were so many! Furniture
wrappers, shopping bags for
worker’s drinks and food, you
name it and they had lots of
it—and all of it was ending up
in garbage heaps!”
From the construction site,
she branched out to nearby
markets. Gradually, she established herself among local vendors and shopkeepers as a reliable presence who showed up
regularly to collect their used
bags.
Despite her success, her
enthusiasm for recycling plastic
bags was not well received at
home… not at first anyway.
Though her husband helped
her process the bags, he kept
complaining as he went, and
often for good reason.
People in Taiwan use plastic
bags for all sorts of occasions.
Vendors use them to package
their goods for customers. The
bags might contain fried noodles, fried chicken, juice, or
even raw meat and fish. When
Guo first started her recycling
effort, some of the plastic bags
that she brought home were
very unpleasant to handle. It
was no wonder that her husband complained.

A plastic bag receptacle converted
by Yang-Ming University students from a
cardboard fruit box

What was even more frustrating was that
sometimes the couple presented plastic bags that
they had painstakingly cleaned and prepared for
dealers, only to be rejected because the bags
were not sorted well enough.
Guo sought guidance from experienced volunteers to overcome such difficulties, and to help
ensure their plastic bags would be up to snuff for
recycling. And she continued to enlist her husband’s help. At the same time, she begged people
not to give them bags that were too dirty to be
recycled, and to collect and save rainwater to
wash bags that were dirty but not greasy. She also
taught them to air-dry wet plastic bags before
giving them away for recycling.
Compared to other recyclables, such as paper,
aluminum cans and plastic bottles, plastic bags
were truly cost ineffective. One can imagine the
setbacks that the couple must have run into in
those early days. But Guo’s unwavering resolve
kept her going. She even said that she would still
do it if there were no money involved at all.
“People asked me if it paid to recycle plastic
bags,” Guo said. “I told them, ‘Yes, I get just five
Taiwanese dollars for a kilogram of bags [seven
American cents per pound], and, no, I can’t
imagine how many I must pick up to make a
kilogram… but do you know how much pollution this kilogram of bags would have caused if
they were burned in an incinerator?’” When she
puts it into that perspective, Guo makes a strong
case for recycling plastic bags.
Guo remembered that a vendor whom she
had approached for recyclables had even told
her not to bother with recycling. “The world is
Summer 2014
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coming to an end, so what’s the point?” the
vendor said. But such mocking didn’t even
slow her down.
Ho grew more receptive to the work over
time, as he worked alongside his wife and got
the hang of the tasks. One day he weighed a load
of bags that could fill a truck. “Wow, more than
400 kilograms [880 pounds]!” He was impressed
by the weight. “So, if the bags are compacted, a
Volunteer Guo Li-yu uses this organizer to keep
plastic fruit wrappers in place. The openings
allow the moisture in the bags to escape, making
them easier to recycle.
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truck should hold a thousand kilograms [2,200
pounds].” He saw that there would be much
fruit for his labor.
The couple’s tireless endeavors in plastic
bag recycling finally convinced people that
they meant business and that they had specific
criteria in their undertaking. Many have been
won over and have started giving the couple
clean bags.
As a result, Ho and Guo now rarely get plastic bags that are stinky or dirty. Even the person
who told Guo that the world was coming to an
end gives her clean bags and is now a donating
member of Tzu Chi.

University youths
Members of the Tzu Chi Collegiate
Association chapter at Yang-Ming University
have been good Samaritans. They help out at
free clinics held by the Tzu Chi International
Medical Association in remote, underserved
areas in northern Taipei. They have also adopted
recycling as an important focus of their work.
In addition to sorting out trash at recycling stations on weekends, they promote reusable eating
utensils, waste reduction and recycling at their
school. To tackle the most challenging recyclables
of all, they have managed to put dedicated collection bins for plastic bags in dormitories.
The students made the collection bins from cardboard
boxes that fruit vendors had discarded. According to Zheng
Yi-xiang (鄭伊翔), a former head
of the chapter, they saw a picture of a similarly constructed
recycling bin posted on the
Facebook page of their counterparts at National Cheng Kung
University, and that prompted
them to make their own bins. To
keep the collection bins from
being mistaken for garbage
receptacles, they sealed the flaps
of the cardboard boxes and left
only a slit open for people to
push in their plastic bags.
Before the modified receptacles could be put on campus,
Zheng and his fellow members
had to submit an application to
their school for permission. That
was the first case of this type
there, but school officials were
willing to help. The youths got
approval, and they put six collection boxes for plastic bags in
three dormitory buildings.
These receptacles looked a
lot like ballot boxes, and the act
of depositing bags was kind of
like casting a ballot. People
willing to bother with the task
of depositing their bags in the
receptacles were, in essence,
casting their votes in favor of
environmental protection.
After emptying the collection bins, the youths took the

plastic bags to Ho and Guo’s recycling station.
Sometimes they even went through garbage cans
on campus to retrieve bags that had been discarded there.
The response to the students’ efforts, however,
was not as good as the students had hoped. The
accumulation of bags in the bins was slow: It usually took about a month for a bin to fill up.
Zheng and Wang Shi-yu (王師瑜), the current
head of the Collegiate Association chapter, talked about the problem. They believed that their
fellow students would respond more positively
if they knew about the initiative, but they needed to find better ways to spread the word. They
were glad that at least the bags put in the bins
were never soiled. It showed that students at
their school had a good recycling sense.
It was about noon when the group of students
that had gone out with Guo returned to the Xingfu
Recycling Station. They had worked hard, and
they brought back enough recyclables to keep
everyone busy for a whole day. The group that
had stayed at the station had been busy too. They
sorted out the recyclables and cut foreign objects
off plastic bags. Some went to the kitchen in Ho
and Guo’s home to help make lunch.
At lunchtime, a home-made vegetarian meal
covered the dining table in the couple’s kitchen.
The students gathered and chatted as they
dived into the food. Their conversation topics
ranged from schoolwork to their recycling
efforts that morning.
“There’s so much stuff at just one recycling
station. It’s scary to think of how much there
must be in all of Taiwan,” one said.
“Humans don’t really have to use so many
things,” another chimed in.
“I feel that the problem lies in the mindset of
the consumer, so changes should start from that
end,” yet another said.
Guo was glad to see these young students
participating so enthusiastically in recycling
work. She saw hope in them. Ho, likewise, gave
the students a thumbs-up for sacrificing their
free time to take part in recycling.
Before they graduate and start work to lessen
the suffering of patients, these would-be doctors,
nurses, and medical lab technicians are making
efforts to lessen the suffering of the Earth. The
infusion of young blood into Tzu Chi’s recycling
mission makes senior volunteers like Guo and
Ho very happy indeed.
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One Bag A Day
Bucking Tradition

W

aishe Elementary School, located in
Taoyuan County in northern Taiwan,
is about a hundred years old. Big trees,
themselves quite old, dominate the campus.
Students have to sweep away a lot of fallen
leaves every day. But instead of putting those
leaves into plastic garbage bags to be taken
away, students dump them into a compost area.
In one fell swoop, they keep their campus clean
and tidy and collect excellent raw materials to
enrich the soil.
The compost piles offer nutrients to plants at
the school and attract Japanese rhinoceros beetles to lay eggs. Students then can study the life
cycle of the insects and increase their knowledge
of nature.
Indoors, the school uses garbage cans just
as most other places do, but with one difference—they do not line their cans with plastic
bags to facilitate garbage collection and keep
the cans clean. Instead, the cans (without bags)
are emptied into a large plastic bag by the side
door of the school. Instead of small garbage
bags going into larger ones, the school uses just
one garbage bag of about 30 liters (8 gallons) a
day. School officials said that one such bag is
enough to hold the rubbish from the entire
school for one day.
The school is also active in lowering the consumption of resources, such as water and electricity. For its efforts, the school has earned a
“low-carbon campus” certification from the
Environmental Protection Bureau of Taoyuan
County.

Eco-friendly culture
Principal Zheng Shu-zhen (鄭淑珍) is a
member of the Tzu Chi Teachers Association.
She came to know Tzu Chi recycling volunteers in Taoyuan in 2001 and subsequently
helped establish the Zhonglu Recycling
Station. She was assigned to Waishe Elementary
School as principal in August 2012, and she
has since exposed students to concepts of environmental conservation.
When Zheng first arrived at the school, she
found that it had nice, newly built restrooms.
She wanted to keep them clean and well maintained. The restrooms were in use seven days a
week because the school was open to the public
on weekends. Cleaning the bathrooms once
every day or every couple of days was not
enough to keep them pleasant to the users.
Cleaning them at this rate also made it harder
for the caretakers.
At Zheng’s suggestion, the school decided to
change the cleaning schedule. Middle- and
upper-grade students were assigned to give the
bathrooms a basic cleaning three times a day,
once each in the morning, at noon, and in the
afternoon. On Monday mornings, the cleaning
was done by caretakers—more extensive cleaning was required to handle what the public had
left behind over the weekend.
Stepping up the cleaning frequency made the
bathrooms vastly cleaner, but more plastic bags
were used as a result.
The teachers at the school had told their students how the abuse of non-biodegradable plas-

The breakfast program initiated by the Taoyuan County government surprisingly led to a reduced use
of garbage bags at Waishe Elementary School.

As they worked harder to make their school cleaner, they realized
they were actually using more plastic garbage bags in the process,
thereby creating undesirable garbage themselves.
But does cleanliness have to come at an environmental cost? At
this elementary school, the answer is a resounding, “No!” Now just
one plastic garbage bag a day is used for the whole school, without
cleanliness being sacrificed.

By Ye Zi-hao
20

Tzu Chi Quarterly

Translated by Tang Yau-yang

Photos by Yan Lin-zhao

Zheng Shu-zhen, principal of
Waishe Elementary School, has
put many of the environmental
ideas she learned from Tzu Chi
recycling volunteers into use at
the school. The united efforts of
the principal, teachers and students at the school to cut down
on their carbon footprint have
helped the school earn a “lowcarbon campus” certification
from the Environmental
Protection Bureau of Taoyuan
County.
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A student deposits fallen leaves in a compost area.

tic bags could cause severe damage to the environment. The rise in plastic bag usage on campus was clearly not in line with their culture of
eco-friendliness. The school teachers and administrators therefore began to think up ways to
reverse that.
“At first, we folded old newspapers or flyers
into cylindrical shapes and used them to line
the garbage cans in the restrooms to replace
plastic garbage bags, but that attracted insects,”
teacher Gao Cui-min (高翠敏) recalled. “So we
tried to use no liners at all for garbage cans
placed in the restrooms.”
The new practice of using bare, unlined garbage cans took some getting used to. But once
the mental barriers had been overcome, this simplified practice in no way diminished the cleanliness of their bathrooms. They had only to wash
their garbage cans more often.
After that go-bare adjustment had been made
in the bathrooms, doing the same in classrooms
and offices was much easier.
Principal Zheng counted more than 30 garbage cans in the school’s classrooms, offices,
and bathrooms. Going without garbage can liners drastically cut down on the number of plastic bags used. In addition to doing the environment a good turn, it helped the school save on
its budget.
“We haven’t bought plastic bags in more than
a year because we’re still using ones that we
purchased earlier,” Zheng said. Every school
gets limited appropriations for housekeeping
and cleaning. Therefore, what they do not spend
on plastic bags can be reallocated for the purchase of cleaning tools or even little gifts for ecominded students.
Another way to save
Another event, though at first glance seemingly unrelated to the topic at hand, also has
contributed to a further reduction in the use of
plastic bags.
“One day a student fainted during the morning flag-raising assembly,” said Qiu Ding-wen
(邱定文), director of academic affairs. “We later
found out that he hadn’t had breakfast. He
hadn’t had breakfast in a long time, in fact.”
A bare garbage can at Waishe Elementary School.
Contrary to common practice, garbage cans at
the school go without plastic bag liners.
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For growing children, going without breakfast for too long is detrimental to their growth
and learning. The Taoyuan County government
discovered that the ranks of underweight children in the county have been on the rise year
after year, so it decided to start a one-year trial of
subsidized breakfasts for needy students in
September 2013.
Waishe Elementary School in particular had
more than its share of disadvantaged students
who are raised by single parents or grandparents, so it applied to join the trial. It was accepted along with nine other schools.
The county approved about half of the 87 students in the school for the breakfast program,
and these students ate for free. Though not subsidized, many other students, staffers, and teachers also paid 25 Taiwanese dollars each (80
American cents) to join the breakfast. In all, about
80 people ate breakfast at the school, approximately 75 percent of the school population.
Bucking the widespread use of disposable,
single-use eating utensils, the school used the
award money that it had received when it
earned the “low-carbon campus” certification
and purchased stainless steel bowls for the students to use. The bowls, unlike disposable
ones, are durable and reusable. The school then
asked breakfast vendors to put their beverages,
such as soy or rice milk, into large containers
instead of the usual disposable cups. The beverage is then scooped into the reusable bowls
of the students.
But what has all this to do with reducing the
use of plastic bags?
“Before, students came to school carrying
their breakfasts in plastic bags: a beverage and a
paper container holding the main dish, such as a
Chinese omelet,” said Gao Cui-min. “Can you
imagine the volume of plastic bags, packaging
material and containers for the entire school?”
But that waste has been greatly reduced since
the breakfast program got under way. “Now the
students are eating healthier breakfasts. They no
longer need to wait in line at outside vendors to
buy their breakfasts, and we’re getting much less
garbage,” Gao concluded.
“We used to use several [big] trash bags a
day,” said Huang Yan-zu (黃燕足), who has
served at the school for eight years and is now
director of general affairs. “That came down to
one bag a day. Now, at times, it takes two or
three days to fill a bag completely.”
And that is a real benefit for the Earth.
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The Bell Tolls
for Class

Bullet holes in the KGK Building, previously occupied by rebels, indicate a
fierce firefight between government
forces and insurgents.

Tzu Chi Prefabricated
Classrooms
for Zamboanga

Insurgents landed at dawn and attempted to take over city hall. Using hostages
as human shields, they advanced in bloody urban warfare.

By Qiu Ru-lian

Translated by Tang Yau-yang
Photos by Hsiao Yiu-hwa
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These were not scenes imagined in a novel or taken from a movie. They were real,
actual events that occurred in the city of Zamboanga, located on Mindanao
Island in the Philippines. This confrontation, which lasted three weeks, came to
an end only after wreaking major havoc on the lives of local residents. It was but
another violent chapter in a decades-old conflict that seems to have no end.

The government opened up
schools, such as Talon-Talon
Elementary School here, as
shelters to accommodate the
more than 100,000 people displaced by the military conflict.
Evacuees were still living in
these schools six months after
the conflict.
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TIMA members help assemble
prefabricated classrooms at
Datu Tuan Elementary School.
They had just completed a
three-day surgical free clinic
before coming here, still wearing their operating room scrubs.
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s legend has it, when Malays first landed
in Zamboanga in the 14th century, the
flowers that were blooming everywhere
prompted them to name it Jambangan, “the
land of flowers.” The Malays brought Islam to
the native peoples there. The Spanish that came
later began a colonial rule that continued for
three centuries, during which Catholicism
became engrained in much of the region. Even
later, the American and Japanese periods left
their own marks.
These varied outside influences have given
Zamboanga the diverse society that it has today.
However, the contentious history of the area has
drawn dark clouds over this sunny city.

A SWAT team member looks out from the third floor
of the KGK Building in Zamboanga, the local headquarters of the Moro National Liberation Front during the fighting. The building was largely ruined. The
clash between the rebels and the government troops
resulted in a death toll of over 150.
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A recent flare-up
At 4:30 a.m. on September 9, 2013, armed
forces of the Moro National Liberation Front
(MNLF), a secessionist political organization
struggling to achieve Muslim independence,
began landing on the shores near the serene
coastal villages of Rio Hondo and Mariki.
Government forces resisted the invasion.
Fighting between the two sides extended to the
city area of Zamboanga, including the street
just behind the Zamboanga City Medical
Center. In response, the government evacuated
the patients and the staff to the sports stadium
of a nearby college.
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Several families (above) are crammed into a classroom in Talon-Talon Elementary School. At night,
they sleep on desks or on the floor.
This sports stadium (below) became a tent city because of the conflict. More than 13,500 people were
still living there as of the beginning of March 2014.

With urban warfare raging, the government
closed the airport and imposed a curfew.
Businesses closed. People fled their homes or left
the area altogether to get out of harm’s way. Daily
activities ground to a halt as Zamboanga entered
a state of emergency. The military conflict lasted
for three weeks, impacting over 100,000 people.
The government opened many schools as
shelters for the large crowds of people who had
been forced from their homes. But these shelters
were greatly overwhelmed by the sheer number
of evacuees. To help accommodate those displaced by the fighting, the United Nations helped
put up tents in Joaquin F. Enriquez Memorial
Sports Complex. The largest outdoor sports area
in Zamboanga became a huge shelter—in a matter of days more than 10,000 people moved in. At
the height of the military conflict, more than 50
shelters housed over 100,000 people.
But even that was not enough to accommodate all the people who had fled their homes.
Many more tents went up along several large
thoroughfares near the coast—on the sidewalks
and even the road medians.
Pitched side by side, the tents were poorly
ventilated. They trapped so much heat that the
inside of the tents felt like an oven, so people
often stayed outside. Stench from rotten food
and standing water was everywhere.
Even six months after the fighting, government forces were still combing the areas that the
rebels had occupied, looking for live ammunition and insurgents still in hiding. With the
hopes of promptly returning to their homes
dashed, many people left town to live with people they knew. Many others had no choice but to
remain in the shelters. According to a government estimate, as of early March 2014, over
26,000 people from nearly 5,000 families were
still living in shelters.
Back to square one
We came to a neighborhood where government troops and rebels had traded fire. Houses
all around were dotted with bullet holes. The
KGK Building, the headquarters of the MNLF in
Zamboanga during the fighting, had been
pounded by government fire beyond recognition. Nearby buildings were burned to the
ground. Government soldiers still kept watch on
the streets to prevent the return of the rebels.
Alfredo Ong, a victim of the fighting, led us
to his home. The house where he had lived all
his life had been reduced to bare posts as a result
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of the clash. Pointing at the charred remains of a
rickshaw, he said, “That used to be the tool of
my trade, but it can no longer help me bring in
money for my kids to go to school.”
Early in the morning of September 9, the
sound of gunfire on the distant shores woke
Alfredo, his wife Melody, and their youngest
son. They hurried out of their home and saw
thick smoke rising from the battle. The three
quickly fled and sought safety elsewhere.
Alfredo was worried about his three other children, who were working or attending school out
of town. It took him a few days to establish contact with them. It was only then that he was certain that all six people in his family were safe.
The family didn’t return home until early
January 2014, after an absence of almost four
months. They returned to a sad scene. Their
house was gone, save a few posts. The two-story
house across the street, which Alfredo and
Melody had bought after their marriage, was
severely damaged. The second floor had been
blown away, and only the first floor, where they
had used to run a shop, remained standing,
although severely riddled by bullets. However,
under the circumstances, it was good enough for
the family to return to.
“Though the government hasn’t officially
approved our return, we have to move back. We
have no income, and we can’t send our children to
school,” Melody said of their homecoming. They
needed to make some money, so they cleaned up
the wrecked store, restocked some daily necessities and food, and opened for business.
The Ongs were not the only ones who had
returned without authorization. Many others
also preferred living at home to staying at a shelter. “Food and kerosene are in demand more
than anything else. Electricity is cut off at seven
o’clock in the evening, so people need fuel for
their lamps,” Melody explained.
Touching a wall, Alfredo said wistfully, “It’s
tougher making a living these days, but we’re
fortunate that our whole family is well.”
No home to return to
The Ongs were actually among the luckier victims because they lived in the city. Residents of
villages along the coast fared much worse. The
landing rebel forces had set fire to not one or two,
but six villages. The stilted houses there, constructed of wooden frames and roofs of galvanized metal sheets, went up in flames. Tens of
thousands of fishing families became homeless.
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Jernalyn, a 10-year-old girl, was from one of
those villages. She and her family, eight people
in all, now lived in a classroom at Talon-Talon
Elementary School. Five other families shared
the same classroom with them. It was not clear
where one family ended and another family
began. Their boundaries were only loosely indicated with clotheslines or cardboard boxes.
Thirty-four people lived in that small space.
They slept either on desks or on the floor. They
cooked in the hallway with charcoal stoves, and
they washed themselves and their clothes outside with buckets and water from a hose.
Standing water was everywhere, providing fertile breeding grounds for mosquitoes and other
insects.
Jernalyn timidly took all this in with her big
bright eyes. She drew on a piece of paper a small
boat and a stilted house that had been her home.
On the day of the insurgent invasion, she was
jolted awake from sleep. The whole family piled
into their fishing boat and fled from the village.
Though they escaped unscathed, their house did
not. As they looked back from their boat, they
saw their home going up in flames.
With no home to return to, they moved into
the school classroom. They had lived there for
over six months when we visited them. “Life is
hard now, but we hold out hope for better days,”
said Nurmina, Jernalyn’s mother. Her husband
and a few older children had been raising seaweed to earn some income, but they still could
not make ends meet. They had to rely on the
government and charitable organizations for
daily necessities. “We’ve had to pinch pennies,”
Nurmina said.
“We all look forward to going home,” a
young father called out softly from behind.
“Once home, we can work to earn money and
rebuild our houses.”
Like Talon-Talon Elementary School, part of
Talon-Talon National High School was also turned
into a shelter to accommodate people displaced
from the coastal villages. These people continued
to support themselves by fishing. Medina, 21,
holding her six-month-old daughter, Nutkisa, sat
absent-mindedly in the hallway. Nutkisa was not
even a month old when Medina and her husband
were uprooted. Medina didn’t have much to eat
after they fled their home, so she was unable to
produce much breast milk to feed the baby. She
had no money to buy milk for her daughter, either.
She could only feed her sugar water. The baby
was therefore thinner than average.
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The living conditions at the shelters were
quite bad. Government statistics showed that
more than 60 people in the shelters died of diseases such as dengue fever. Tzu Chi volunteers
visited every one of these shelters. They brought
daily necessities and nutritional supplements.
They also offered free clinics to help safeguard
the health of residents.
Wings clipped
Talon-Talon Elementary School reopened in
November 2013, not just for its own students
but also those from Layag Layag village. But
with some of its classrooms being used as living quarters for displaced victims of the civil
unrest, the school did not have enough room
for the enlarged student body. Each grade got
to use the available classrooms for only two
hours a day.
“Whether we have classrooms or not, we try
to do what teachers should do,” third-grade
teacher Shareen G. Ismael said. She and her colleagues all wanted to help their students dispel
the horrible dark clouds of the military conflict.
“When the children returned to school, they
were much too quiet and they didn’t run
around outside much,” Ismael said. “We didn’t
really teach them much from textbooks;
instead, we spent time with them, talked with
them, and gave them the hope of releasing the
terror that filled their minds.” It took quite
some time for the children to recover their
childlike, lively nature.
In the same way that elementary school students were impacted by the fighting, older students were, too. Some of the residents taking
shelter at Talon-Talon High School were middle
school students. They also had a hard time forgetting the terrible things about the military conflict. Their parents did not feel comfortable sending them back to their original schools, nor did
the youngsters want to return. Therefore, when
the high school reopened in November, it
allowed the students sheltering there to study
right at the school as well.
The enlarged student population at the high
school, like at the elementary school, resulted in
a shortage of classrooms. Some classes were conducted outdoors, often under the scorching sun.
Teachers had to talk louder in the open air, and
many of them became hoarse.
The house of teacher Nursharra was damaged in the armed clash. But when she returned
to teaching, she gave her students all her love

The rebel forces set fire to six
coastal villages. Stilt houses
were burned down to bare stilts.

Their home gone, this fishing
family set up a tent. The breadwinner of the family fixes his
boat, the tool of his trade, so he
can begin making money again.
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and treated them as her own. “We need to let the
children know that whatever happens, we will
be here for them,” Nursharra said.
Instead of skipping lessons on such topics as
social dancing and music to make up for the
delayed textbook instruction, the teachers at the
school stuck to the schedule in place before the
fighting. They knew that the familiar routines
would foster a sense of normalcy. When normalcy really returned, the horror would be more
easily forgotten and smiles would return to the
students’ faces.
Tzu Chi prefabricated classrooms
After the needs of the victims in the immediate aftermath of the fighting had been attended
to, Tzu Chi volunteers turned their attention to
the overcrowded classrooms in the area schools.
They decided to offer prefabricated classrooms
to relieve the shortage.
Volunteers in Taiwan rushed to prepare materials for the project. In November 2013, volunteers from Zamboanga went to Taiwan to learn
how to assemble the prefabricated classrooms.
But just as the parts were ready to ship, Typhoon
Haiyan hit the Philippines. The devastation in
Leyte Province caused by the typhoon received
top priority in aid operations.
Compared to Zamboanga, the destruction in
Leyte was even more widespread and serious,
Students at Talon-Talon Elementary School attend
lessons in a Tzu Chi prefabricated classroom.

and the need for temporary classrooms more
pressing. Therefore, the classroom materials originally intended for Zamboanga were shipped to
Leyte instead. Taiwanese volunteers continued to
produce additional parts, which finally reached
Zamboanga in mid-January 2014. Local volunteers scrambled to assemble them.
After the military clash, inter-ethnic tension
and distrust understandably rose a notch or two.
None of it, however, spilled over to the schools
where the prefab classrooms were being put
together. No distinction was made between the
Chinese, Filipinos, Muslims, Catholics, or
Buddhists working at the assembly sites; there
were only people volunteering for the common
good of the students.
Nor did it matter whether one had had any
prior experience in assembling prefab units.
Some female volunteers had neither experience
nor brawn, but that didn’t stop them from
helping. In teams of five or six, they lifted and
carried heavy steel frames. Almost none of
them had done any heavy labor before this
occasion, but they made up for their lack of
experience with their number and enthusiasm.
“My arms ache and my legs hurt, but after a
few moments of rest, I feel like new and I’m
ready to work again,” volunteer Guo Mei-zhu
(郭美珠) said.
Most Tzu Chi volunteers had day jobs, so
they could help with classroom assembly mostly only on weekends. Therefore, workers in a
cash-for-work program became handy. They

Temporary classrooms help give students more
instruction time, a step in returning traumatized
young minds to normalcy.

quickly learned the ropes and became quite
good at the task.
On March 1, 2014, members of the Tzu Chi
International Medical Association (TIMA) in the
Manila area came to Datu Tuan Elementary School
in Taluksangay to help with classroom assembly.
They had just come off a three-day surgical free
clinic that TIMA regularly offers in Zamboanga.
Goiters, tumors in the thoracic or abdominal cavities, and hernias were among the most common
ailments that the TIMA group treated there.
When they arrived at the school, these volunteers had already been on their feet for three
days. Prolonged standing had made their feet
swollen, and prolonged focused attention had
made them sore and weary, but still they went to
the school to help put up new classrooms.
Lying before them were not patients, but steel
frames with which they obviously had little
experience. “Where do I start?” Dr. Ronald Go
(吳道銘) asked. He might as well have asked on
behalf of the entire TIMA contingent.
Volunteer Anton Lim (楊偉順), head of the
Tzu Chi Zamboanga branch, put them to work
all the same. Some of them teamed up and carried heavier objects, such as main steel frames.
Others picked up screwdrivers and worked to
join parts and give shape to the objects.
They forgot how tired they were when they

arrived at the school. They forgot about their
sore arms, stiff backs, and aching legs—they just
kept on working. Before very long, erected
frames stood tall. The TIMA members shouted
with joy at the sight.
“Helping others can indeed take on different
forms,” Dr. Go said. “We’ve now felt the joy that
Anton described on his Facebook page.”
Thanks to the sweat and love of all these volunteers and work relief participants, 62 temporary classrooms at 7 schools were assembled and
put into service.
With the help of the government and some
charity organizations, people who once took
shelter at Datu Tuan Elementary School were
moved to temporary housing behind the school.
Each family got to occupy wood-partitioned
quarters of about 140 square feet—not much, but
at least they were in separate units.
Those quarters were primarily for sleeping;
there was no electricity or water. During the day,
residents spent their time outdoors: Men went
fishing on little boats, women washed clothes and
cooked, and children chased waves and played.
These were not ideal living conditions, and
things were certainly worse than in the old days.
Their road back is long, but Tzu Chi volunteers
will continue to care for them and other needy
people like them to make their lives better, just
as volunteers have done in Zamboanga for the
past 14 years.
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New Legs,
New Sight,
New Life
A “new leg” helps the wearer start his
life anew. Likewise, the restoration of eyesight leads the beholder to happiness.
Tzu Chi volunteers in Zamboanga have
engaged in charitable and medical benevolence for the past 14 years. Every time they
help a person, they also help a family.

By Qiu Ru-lian

Translated by Tang Yau-yang
Photos by Hsiao Yiu-hwa

Tzu Chi International Medical Association
surgeons perform four concurrent operations crammed in an operating room during
a large-scale free clinic in Zamboanga.
TIMA offers three to four such large clinics
in the city each year.

38

Tzu Chi Quarterly

Summer 2014

39

H

ector staggered into the Zamboanga City
Medical Center on crutches, one foot in
a flip-flop. His other foot had been
amputated. He looked a little haggard, but excited—and understandably so.
He was a bit haggard because he had just
come off a two-day boat ride that had taken him
from his hometown, all the way in Capiz
Province, central Philippines, to Zamboanga, in
the south. But he was excited because it would
be a great day for his missing leg and a troublesome eye.
He told the hospital guard that he needed to
go to the Tzu Chi prosthesis center to receive his

new prosthetic leg. After that, he would visit the
nearby Tzu Chi Great Love Eye Center to have a
polyp removed from his eye. Best of all, he
would receive these services free of charge.
“These actions helped me rise again to face life
after Typhoon Haiyan,” he said.
Hector, 58, was once a karate instructor at a
police academy. When he was in his 40s and in
the prime of his life, one of his knees was injured
during a karate competition. He paid little heed
to what appeared to be a minor wound, but it
worsened so badly that by the time he went to
the hospital for treatment, an amputation was
the only course of action. Instantly, he fell from

the height of his life to the bottom of an abyss of
misery. Unable to perform karate anymore, he
lost his job. The burden of supporting the family
fell on his wife, who ran a small grocery shop.
In November 2013, Typhoon Haiyan hit the
central Philippines, dealing a heavy blow to
countless families in the area, including Hector’s.
They began experiencing financial difficulties.
A long-time friend of Hector’s sent him a
message from Zamboanga, telling him about
some free services—free prostheses and operations—that Tzu Chi was offering in the city for
needy people. Hector promptly set out for
Zamboanga.

The Tzu Chi Great Love Physical Rehabili
tation and Jaipur Foot Prosthesis Manufacturing
Center (“the prosthesis center” in the rest of this
article) is located in the Zamboanga City Medical
Center. Arnel Perez Araujo, a technician at the
prosthesis center, showed Hector how to put on
his new leg and how to walk. Only Hector himself could do the actual walking.
In the rehabilitation room, Hector held a handrail as he took careful, small steps. Araujo looked
on closely to see if the new foot fit well. He knows
that a prosthesis not only helps its wearer stand
up again, but also invariably benefits the wearer’s
family. “I couldn’t be more thrilled than when I
see a person get on his feet again and walk steadily out of the center,” he said.
New legs
Waldimar Rico, a colleague of Araujo’s,
stirred plaster at a worktable nearby.
Rico had once been a bus driver, the kind that
stopped at any time to pick up riders. The days
at this job were long, and he very quickly picked
up smoking as a way to fight the boredom of the
job. The chain smoking might have made the job
less boring—but it had other effects too.
According to Rico, the constant smoking
amplified a negative effect of constant sitting:
suppressed blood circulation in his legs.
Gangrene developed in his left leg as a result,
and it had to be amputated.
The procedure saved his life, but he lost his job
on top of losing a limb. In the next two years, his
wife supported the family by washing clothes for
others. Their 15-year-old daughter had to quit
school, and she went to Manila to work. Rico just
stayed at home, idle and totally dispirited.
His wife learned that a fellow villager had
gotten a new leg from Tzu Chi, so she looked
into the matter. She went to see Anton Lim, who
was in charge of the Tzu Chi Zamboanga office.
Lim arranged for Rico to visit the prosthesis center for treatment.
Araujo fitted a prosthesis on Rico’s left leg in
2004. Mobile again, Rico found work as a carpenter. Now his wife did not have to worry
about him as much as she had. She did not need
to wash clothes for others, and their daughter
returned to school.
Hector walks toward the Tzu Chi Great Love
Physical Rehabilitation and Jaipur Foot
Prosthesis Manufacturing Center in Zamboanga
to get a new foot.
Summer 2014

41

his pants, he said to the officer, “Do you think I
can understand your pain?” The officer looked
at Rico, and saw that despite being a double
amputee, Rico could walk like a normal person
and work at the center. Feeling his own real leg,
the officer suddenly felt much better. A new
strength arose in him.
“We’re proud of Rico,” Araujo commented.
“Every time a new patient comes in, dispirited
and claiming that a prosthesis won’t ever
change the fact that they are disabled, Rico
shows his legs to the patient and says, ‘If I can
do it, so can you.’”
Many people in Mindanao, the island where
Zamboanga is located, need prostheses to
replace limbs that had to be amputated due to
illnesses or accidents. But the devices, which
cost about two thousand American dollars each,
are far beyond what destitute people can afford.
Furthermore, people used to have to go to
Manila to get a prosthesis. The combination of
those costs forced many people in need of artificial legs to go without them.

Waldimar Rico, an employee at the Tzu Chi prosthesis center, is also an amputee himself. He got
his “new leg” at the center and began his life anew.

Rico was happy about the way things had
worked out—perhaps a bit too happy for his
own good. In his new-found blissfulness, he
returned to his old ways and picked up smoking
once again. “Everybody around me smoked, so I
slipped right back into the habit without ever
noticing it.” The indulgence cost him his other
leg in 2010.
His wife sought help from the prosthesis center again after the second amputation, and
another prosthesis was made. Rico, however,
totally lost confidence this time; he sat idle at
home all day long and did not want to leave the
house. His wife had to start washing clothes for
others again, and their daughter had to quit
school once more.
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Rico wasted his life away during the day. At
night he often had nightmares and would suddenly jolt awake, growling and shouting. His wife
sought help from Tzu Chi volunteers, who visited
Rico at his home. Since he was good at carpentry,
they offered him a job at the prosthesis center.
“Out of gratitude to Tzu Chi, I took the job,
and here I am,” Rico explained. He has since quit
smoking altogether, learned to make prostheses,
and started his life anew. He said that he truly
regrets his past behavior.
One time a police officer who had lost a leg in
an accident came to the prosthesis center to try
on an artificial limb. Despondent, he asked
Araujo, who was helping him: “You have both
of your legs, can you understand my pain?”
Araujo was stumped; he did not know how to
answer that question.
Right at that moment, Rico, who was sitting
off to one side, stood up. Pulling up the legs of

In light of this unmet need, Tzu Chi opened
the Great Love Physical Rehabilitation and
Jaipur Foot Prosthesis Manufacturing Center
in 2004. The center helps not only those in need
in Zamboanga—it also regularly holds prosthesis camps in Cebu, Bohol, and Basilan and
gives out more new legs to people suffering
without them.
Now the eye
At the prosthesis center, Hector, the weary
traveler at the beginning of this article, put a new
shoe on his new leg. He could not stop smiling.
He was glad that the required two-day journey
had not discouraged him from coming to the center. As tiring as it was, it had been well worth it.
After Hector left the prosthesis center, he went
to the Tzu Chi Great Love Eye Center, which was
Raymond Sinining received a cornea transplant
with the help of Tzu Chi and the Zamboanga City
Medical Center, and he now works at the Tzu Chi
eye center.

As a student, Sinining always sat in the front
row at school because he could not see well. He
often had to borrow notebooks from his classmates to copy in order to keep up with the teachers’ instructions. Doctors said that he would outgrow his vision problems, but he never did.
He wanted to go to college when he graduated from high school, but his poor eyesight made
that impossible. When he wanted to work to
help pay the tuition for his two younger brothers and a younger sister, his poor eyesight again
prevented him from doing that.
People suggested that he seek help from
Tzu Chi. With help from the foundation and
the Zamboanga City Medical Center, he was

Children also get relief in a free clinic. Surgery is
unaffordable for destitute people in the
Philippines, so they cherish opportunities to
receive free operations.

also in the Zamboanga City Medical Center. He
had an appointment there for an operation. A
nurse told him that it would be a simple surgery
and would not take much time at all. The doctor
explained to him, “I’ll remove the polyp in your
eye with electrosurgery.”
Their explanations didn’t mean much to
Hector, but no matter. The medical professionals’ gentle warmth did much to soothe his anxiety about the surgery, and that was all that mattered. On this day, Hector took care of two medical needs in one visit.
The eye center was opened in 2008. Tzu Chi
had by then already worked with the Zamboanga
City Medical Center many times to offer free
clinics to the needy, many of whom simply put
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diagnosed with a congenital cornea disease.
The doctor put him on the list to receive a
donated cornea.
“I was really lucky,” Sinining recalled. “I
learned only a few days later that a donor had
been found for me.” He has been able to see the
world clearly since the transplant in 2005, when
he was 20 years old.
When the Tzu Chi Great Love Eye Center
opened, he was offered a job there to help keep
Personnel at the Zamboanga City Medical Center
attend to a patient during a Tzu Chi free clinic.
The staff at the medical center has supported
these clinics for more than a decade.

up with their illnesses, such as cataracts and
web-eye, instead of seeking treatment because
they could not afford it.
To help those people out, Tzu Chi, with government assistance, established the eye center.
There are four dedicated operating rooms on
the second floor, which are also used during
Tzu Chi free clinics to perform surgeries for goiters, benign tumors, or hernias. Prior to the
opening of the Tzu Chi eye center, the operating
rooms in the medical center were shared by all
services, which caused long waiting lines. The
Tzu Chi eye center freed up much needed operating room space and allowed operations to be
performed more efficiently.
Raymond Sinining, 29, himself a beneficiary
of the eye center, now works there. He always
wears a shy smile, and he has every reason to
smile these days: He has a kind wife and lovely
children. Yet, at one time he thought that a happy
family was beyond his reach.
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A volunteer grooms a surgical patient before she
is discharged from the eye center, where patients
normally spend the night after surgery for post-op
care and observation. Doctors discharge patients
when they are satisfied with their condition.

the operating rooms clean, set up instruments,
and get cots ready for emergency use during free
clinics. Soon after starting the job, he met his
future wife, got married and started a family.
“Tzu Chi has changed my life,” Sinining
remarked with a smile. “Every volunteer here
treats me like their family. I’m really grateful
to them.”
How it all started
In 1998, Drs. Siu Chuan Leh (呂秀泉) and
Josefino Qua (柯賢智) led members of the Tzu
Chi International Medical Association (TIMA)
in the Manila area to Zamboanga to offer free
clinics to people in need. When beset with diseases, most poor people could only suffer
through them, often in discomfort, sometimes
in great pain and agony. “An operation may
cost more than 15,000 pesos [US$340],” said Dr.
Qua. “The average income here is 280 pesos a
day, so obviously the average family cannot
afford an operation.”
However, untreated diseases do not normally
just go away. It was not uncommon during free
clinics to see patients whose throats were as big
as soccer balls, telltale signs of enlarged thyroid
glands. Likewise, there were people who had suffered with hernias for a long time. All they could
do when the symptoms flared up was to push the
bulging protrusions back into their body cavities.
Those people would probably not have been there
at the Tzu Chi clinics if the medical treatments
had not been free of charge.
“Many people lose their jobs because of diseases that cause pain or disfigurement,” said
Anton Lim, head of the Tzu Chi Zamboanga
office. “It makes their lives difficult, and their
children may even have to drop out of school.
There are countless families like that.”
Lim added: “Saving one person often
means saving an entire family.” This notion
helped propel the formation of the Tzu Chi
Zamboanga office in 2000. Volunteers began to
carry out medical philanthropy in earnest, giving free medical treatments and distributing
free medicine.
Two months after the office opened, a young
mother brought her child to Lim and asked for
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help from Tzu Chi. Hydrocephalus had caused
the boy’s head to swell to the size of a basketball.
The build-up of brain fluid was threatening his
life and needed to be surgically drained, but the
200,000-peso price tag for the operation was
beyond anything the fishing family could afford.
Lim and his fellow volunteers quickly started a
fund-raising drive, but the child died before they
could collect enough donations.
Helping patients like this involves heavy
expenses for surgery, rehabilitation and care, so
such cases are shunned by most charitable organizations. With this case, Lim discovered that
there were no organizations dedicated to the
care of hydrocephalic children.
In response, Tzu Chi and the Zamboanga
City Medical Center began jointly offering free
medical treatment for hydrocephalic children in
2000. The medical center examines and operates
on patients, and Tzu Chi underwrites the
expenses. Many children have benefited from
this program in the last 14 years.
In Zamboanga, Tzu Chi free clinics have been
offered since 1998 and hydrocephalus assistance
since 2000. The prosthesis center opened in 2004
and the eye center in 2008. Three or four times a
year, TIMA members in Manila visit Zamboanga
to hold large-scale free clinics.
The 65th large-scale free clinic there was held
from February 27 to March 1, 2014. All day long,
surgeons worked hard at operating tables. It is
very difficult for anyone to stand for three days,
even without doing anything. The surgeons in
the free clinic did that, except they also had to
focus on the precise tasks of surgery.
Some surgeons wore compression stockings
to prevent edema, and some wore back braces
to prop up their spinal columns. All such precautionary or preventive measures notwithstanding, the lengthy work at the clinic took a
toll on them all the same, making them stiff
and sore.
But all the discomfort vanished when they
saw the patients breaking into smiles after surgery had rid them of their pain. Regardless of
how tiring the work in the free clinic had been,
the doctors were sure that they would be back
for the next go-around.
Over the years, thanks to these medical
professionals and non-medical support volunteers, many patients have been cured and
returned to work. Tzu Chi has indeed helped a
lot of people, as well as the countless families
behind them.
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The Lights Are
Always On
Yuli Tzu Chi Hospital Celebrates Its
15th Anniversary
Yuli Tzu Chi Hospital in eastern Taiwan has safeguarded the
health of local residents and travelers since its opening in
1999. Located in a remote area, the hospital has been operating in the red and is short on staff. Even so, the personnel
hold to their original aspirations to protect lives and do
their best to provide services tailored to the needs of
their patients.

By Wu Wan-lin

Translated by Tang Yau-yang
Photos by Yang Shun-bin
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he alarm clock went off at 4:30 a.m., as it
had done for years. A cold front was moving in this morning, and Dr. Chang Yuhlin (張玉霖), superintendent of Yuli Tzu Chi
Hospital, really wanted to hit the snooze button
for a few more minutes of sleep. But he didn’t
yield to the temptation. Bracing for the cold, he
got up and rushed to the emergency room, the
first stop of his work day at the hospital.
Chang has been the superintendent of the
hospital since 2003. It was that year that the hospital moved onto its new campus from the old
building which it had used since its inception
four years earlier, in 1999.
From the beginning, the hospital had had difficulty recruiting staff because the town of Yuli
was located on the undeveloped eastern side of
the island, far from western Taiwan where the
majority of the population lived. Though the
new campus was bigger than the old one, the
hospital remained as severely understaffed as
before. The emergency room had no security
guards and just one nurse.
The new superintendent, concerned about
the safety of his staff, didn’t leave work until
after 10:30 at night, and he always returned the
next morning before five. He wanted his staff to
know that he would be there for them. In the
decade since then, he has kept the habit of getting up at 4:30.
Early-bird clinic
Yuli produces more rice than any other town
in Taiwan. After Dr. Chang started serving at the
hospital, he noticed that local rice farmers were
often so busy in their fields that they tended to
put off doctor appointments in order to take care
of their crops. In particular, they were not likely
to take time out from bringing in a harvest to see
a doctor. The doctors could wait a few days, but
the weather or the crops would not. Rain might
ruin a harvest, so farmers would finish their harvests before they would do anything else, no
matter what.
In 2003, to accommodate the schedules of
these farmers, the hospital inaugurated its earlybird clinic, which ran from six to eight in the
morning, Mondays through Fridays. That way,
early-rising farmers could come in for medical
attention and still get home in time to carry out
their day’s work. Yuli Hospital was the first in
Taiwan to offer an early-morning clinic.
Out of consideration for his colleagues,
Chang ran the early clinic by himself. Later, Dr.
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Zhang Feng-gang (張鳳岡), a morning swimmer,
volunteered to take two days a week from him.
That arrangement held until Zhang retired in
2010. Superintendent Chang again became the
sole doctor for the early clinic, which was scaled
back to four days a week.
In the beginning, Chang expected to get some
slack time on mornings that were particularly
cold and wet. But whenever he arrived at the
clinic, there were always people there waiting
for him. Seeing that his patients come to him
rain or shine, he has not dared slack off a bit over
the years.
A 95-year-old woman is a big fan of his and a
frequent patron of the early-bird clinic. She lives
in Ruisui, 30 minutes to the north. To accompany
her to the hospital, her family has to get up early
too. Out of consideration for them, Chang
offered to write her a 30-day prescription with
two refills so that she could cut down on her
hospital visits.
Her family, however, declined his offer. “This
is her happiest day. Every month on this day, she
is in high spirits and she gets all dressed up to
go see the doctor.”
The experience helped Chang realize that for
some patients, “see the doctor” extends beyond
the need to have an illness treated—it also carries a spiritual and therapeutic significance. This
realization has helped shape the way that he
works with his patients.
The early-bird clinic has met a need of the
townsfolk. The average age of the patients is
about 65. In its first decade, the clinic has served
nearly 20,000 patient visits.
Learn to listen to patients
Chang is a neurosurgeon. His work does not
follow a set schedule because he may be called
to operate on patients at any time. For convenience, his patient examination table often
serves as his bed for the night. Because he gets
so tired, it usually takes him no time at all to fall
asleep—before he can even count to three.
However, it is not unusual that no sooner has he
drifted off to dreamland than he is woken up by
a call to attend to a patient or to answer someone’s questions. Despite the disruptions, he is
totally dedicated to his work and has no complaints at all.
Dr. Chang Yuh-lin tends to a regular patient. His
amiable, cordial manner has won him the hearts
of patients as well as their family members.

Over the years, he has learned the vernacular
of the local folks. It is important that medical
care personnel talk in a language that patients
understand, and it is equally vital that they
understand what patients tell them.
One time an elderly patient told Chang, “My
heart is heavy.” The doctor immediately knew
that the patient might be suffering from chest
pain. Another time someone said, “My ears
sing.” Chang did not take the comment lightly,
as ringing in the ears might be a precursor of a
stroke. “My ears are far away,” another person
said, by which he meant that he was having difficulty hearing.
In addition to treating patients who come to
the hospital, Chang and his colleagues often make
To accommodate farmers’ working schedules,
Yuli Tzu Chi Hospital offers an early morning clinic that runs from 6:00 to 8:00 a.m.

house calls. Such calls have won him the trust of
some patients who used to distrust medicine or
who simply refused to receive treatment.
A-zhi, a man over 90 who lived alone, was
one example. His hand once became badly swollen. Instead of seeking treatment from a doctor,
he applied some herbal concoction on his hand,
an act that almost led to cellulitis. Chang went to
the old man’s home and, using “a language that
the old man could understand,” convinced him
to accept treatment.
A-zhi also had a heart condition that necessitated regular medical appointments, a requirement he only half-heartedly carried out. He
often skipped appointments. Only after Chang
had won his trust did he begin to visit the doctor regularly.
Later, heart failure reduced his heart to only
15 percent of its normal capacity, making him
wheeze heavily. He was admitted to Chang’s

hospital, but he refused to eat anything. His son
begged and begged, to no avail. When hospital
workers talked to the old man, he simply shut
his eyes and ignored their pleas.
A-zhi’s heart was too weak for him to take in
water or receive IV injections. The best resolution for the situation was to convince the old
man to eat. Nobody wanted to have to force-feed
him, whether through nasogastric intubation or
other methods. That would be the last thing that
A-zhi wanted too.
Stubborn refusal was a hard thing to handle,
so Chang was stumped. Early one morning he
went to A-zhi’s room to take a look at him. He
was still sleeping, and Chang saw a towel at the
head of his bed. Just then, Chang recalled what
the old man’s son once told him, that A-zhi
enjoyed applying a hot towel to his face. Chang
quietly picked up the towel, heated it, and gently laid it on the old man’s face for a while
before washing his face.
52

Tzu Chi Quarterly

chen shi-yuan

To promote good health in the community, nurses
at Yuli Tzu Chi Hospital lead hospital visitors
through exercise routines twice a day.

Chang then said to him, “It’s time to get up
and have something to eat.” The old man opened
his eyes, looked at Chang with a nod, and began
to eat.
That was the break that Chang had been
looking for. After that, A-zhi was able to undergo all his treatment and was subsequently discharged from the hospital.
A money burner
Yuli is located approximately in the middle
of Taiwan’s East Rift Valley, which extends for
about 180 kilometers (112 miles)—roughly from
Hualien City in the north to Taidong City in the
south. The town’s central location in the valley
makes Yuli Tzu Chi Hospital particularly important in this long, narrow, mountainous stretch,
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Chang performs an operation. He is one of a
handful of neurosurgeons practicing in the East
Rift Valley.

where medical facilities capable of treating
urgent medical cases are sparse.
The hospital has about 50 beds. “According
to regulations, a hospital with fewer than a hundred beds is not required to offer an emergency
room,” Chang explained. “But without one, our
mission of safeguarding life becomes very hard
to accomplish. Therefore, we insisted on providing emergency service, knowing full well that it
would be a heavy burden on our staff and our
finances.”
Yuli has about 20,000 inhabitants; adding
neighboring villages and towns gives the area
just less than 60,000 people. With such a small
population, it is extremely hard to keep a hospital in the black. “We lose between three to five
million NT dollars [US$100,000 to 167,000] a
month,” Chang said. “If we also factor in personnel and equipment costs, we spend two dollars for every dollar we take in.”
If the hospital is losing money, why do they
keep it open? Chang’s answer is sure and firm:
“Respect for life.”
Open 24 hours a day, the emergency room
fulfills an important function in the area. Chang
and his colleagues provide much needed medical service to people in the backcountry, where
such services would otherwise be very hard to
come by. That’s why they, with the support of
the Tzu Chi Foundation, keep the lights on and
the services running.
Critically ill patients often have to be treated
immediately to have any reasonable chance of
quality survival. They do not have time to travel
to better equipped hospitals far away. In Chang’s
specialty, time is an especially essential element.
A few years ago a family came to Ruisui,
about 20 kilometers (12 miles) from Yuli, for
sightseeing. A little girl in the family fell from a
raised platform and was rushed to the hospital.
She was diagnosed with a cerebral hemorrhage.
Chang explained the situation to the parents and
told them about the need for immediate surgery.
With doubt written all over his face, the father
asked, “Can your hospital do that?” He apparently thought that a small hospital in a backwater area wouldn’t have the capability to carry out
such major surgery. Chang explained that he
was a neurosurgeon and was fully qualified to
operate on his daughter.
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The girl’s mother was a nurse, so she was
much more aware of the criticality of having
surgery as soon as possible in such a situation.
The family decided to proceed with the operation, and the little girl was able to make a
speedy recovery.
In July 2008, a college student was working
on the roof of his home in Taimali, Taidong, to
prepare it for an upcoming typhoon when he

fell off and badly damaged his brain. His parents got an ambulance to take him to Hualien
Tzu Chi Hospital, 200 kilometers (120 miles) to
the north. However, before the ambulance had
gone very far, the young man fell into a coma
and was breathing shallowly. Luckily Yuli
Hospital was not too far off. He was rushed
there instead and immediately delivered to the
operating room.

xie zhi-xiang

Chang saw blood clots in large areas of the
young man’s cerebrum and cerebellum, and his
blood pressure was dropping. Quick surgery
saved his life that day. On the day he was to be
discharged, the entire hospital staff cut a cake to
celebrate his rebirth. The young man’s father said
it was truly a blessing that Yuli Hospital was in
their part of the country. Were it not for the hospital and Chang’s surgery, he might have lost a son.
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A community hospital
Yuli has a large senior population, so chronic
diseases and joint pains are quite common. To
help these people, Chang advocates warm-up
and simple workout routines to stretch out muscles and loosen up joints, in order to avoid muscle pulls or sprained joints.
Farmers often question the necessity of exercise. They ask, “I work all day in the fields, so
why do I still need to work out?” Chang answers,
“The more labor-intensive your job is, the more
stretching and exercise you need.”
As many know too well, exercising is easier
said than done, so every morning and evening
in the waiting areas of the clinics, hospital nursing staff can be seen leading patients through
workout routines.
Just as regular exercise can contribute to good
health, a smoke-free life also has tremendous
health benefits. According to information
released by Taiwan’s Health Promotion
Administration, about 30 percent of cancer-related deaths can be attributed to tobacco use. To
help smokers kick the habit, the hospital has set
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Chang, right, and a colleague visit an elderly
woman at her home. The staff of Yuli Tzu Chi
Hospital has made regular house visits for 13
years. Each year, they visit about 240 homes.

yan chang-yi

In October 2012, a drowning patient had
severe edema in both lungs when he was sent
to the hospital. His companions wanted to
transfer him to a larger hospital in Hualien City
for treatment, but Chang advised against that
because the risk was too great given the severity of the edema. He admitted the patient, and
five days later the man was well enough to be
discharged for home.
As Chang was treating this patient, the
director of the emergency department at a large
hospital in western Taiwan happened to be visiting the hospital to help with a training class.
The visiting doctor could not understand why
a neurosurgeon needed to treat a pulmonary
edema case. Chang explained that in a small
hospital located in a remote area the doctors
and nursing staff had to be multifunctional:
“We all wear many hats, and we endeavor to
provide comprehensive whole-person care to
patients.”
The hospital does not have a cardiologist or
gastroenterologist, and its nursing staff is sufficient to support just three ICU beds. Therefore, it
still has to refer acute and critical cardiac or gastrointestinal patients to Hualien Tzu Chi
Hospital. But this does not diminish the critical
function the hospital performs: emergency treatment that improves the odds of survival.

up a Quit Smoking Clinic. Hospital personnel
also work with schools, government agencies,
and local communities in holding “smoke-free”
health talks.
When you enjoy what you are doing
In the past decade, there have not been many
nights that Chang has slept all the way through.
His sleep is often disrupted by calls from the
hospital staff asking him for help. He is called
for big things as well as for small things—from
taking care of an emergency situation to finding
a vein for a nurse who is having trouble giving a
patient an injection.
During the day the demand on his time is
even greater. He often skips breakfast to attend to
the morning clinic. He also needs to keep patients’
medical records up to date, make rounds, man
the emergency room, perform surgery, attend
meetings, handle administrative duties, and take
care of patient-doctor relations issues. He is even
busier than a resident physician.
Busy all the time for everything big and
small, it is only natural that he occasionally feels
lost and wonders about what he is doing. But
after a hectic night, he only needs to look out the
window at the beautiful little town to regain his
bearing and reestablish a sense of purpose. It is
such a wonderful place.
“Look around you,” the doctor commented.
“Everyone has their role to play. Some people
aim high, like an eagle, and some are content to
be a little swallow. Whatever you do, when you
enjoy what you are doing, you willingly commit
yourself and time just flies by.”
It has become very clear to him how important this little hospital is to the area. “Imagine if
we turned off the lights at Yuli Tzu Chi Hospital
or at Guanshan Tzu Chi Hospital [situated further south]—the entire East Rift Valley would
be dark, void of guiding lights,” Chang said.
“These are very important lights. What can
keep them from going dark? The energy from
our dedication.”
With a small staff of about 110 people, it
takes the dedication of every employee to keep
the lights at the hospital burning. Chang
expressed his gratitude to everyone working
alongside him.
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The
Manado
Flood
By Tzu Chi documenting
volunteers in Indonesia
Translated by Tang Yau-yang
Photos by Metta Wulandari

Manado, Indonesia, suffered the worst
flood in its history earlier this year. Many
victims believed that it was all heaven’s
will, and though their houses were damaged or destroyed, they were quite thankful
that their loved ones were not hurt. They
were also very grateful for Tzu Chi’s help
through the hard times.

H

orrendous floods raged through
Manado, the capital city of North
Sulawesi Province, Indonesia, in January
2014. About 10,000 buildings were damaged or
destroyed, and 85,000 people were impacted.
Tzu Chi volunteers from nine other Indonesian
cities provided relief. They distributed aid
Information provided by Metta Wulandari, Juliana Santy,
Teddy Lianto, Aprisanny Angeline, Donny Hidayat, and
Muhammad Syahri
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goods, conducted free clinics, and initiated work
relief programs to help clean up ravaged
neighborhoods.
Dince, about 50, was one of the work relief
participants. As she shoveled away the mud in
front of her house, she sang a song she had composed in a local dialect: “The floods in Manado
left me with nothing but the clothes on my back.
There was no time to take anything away. All
our possessions, we had no choice but to let
them be submerged. It’s all heaven’s will. We

went along with it, and we’re thankful that we’re
safe and sound.”
Despite being a flood victim herself, Dince
displayed an optimistic attitude towards her suffering. Earlier, when she had stood among a
thousand residents listening to Tzu Chi volunteers for instructions about the cleaning task
ahead, she had said with cheerful confidence:
“Don’t feel sorry or lost. We’re all still agile. It’ll
do us good to do some work. Sitting around
doing nothing only makes you blue.”

Participants pray in a work relief gathering at
PAAL IV in Manado.

Many of her fellow villagers shared her
upbeat outlook—they felt lucky to be alive and
chose to face life’s trials positively.
Antonette, another victim, still felt quite frightened as she recalled the moments when the floodwater rose rapidly in her home, threatening the
nine people in her family. But even though she
and her family had lost their belongings to the
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led volunteers to his home. The roads were covered in thick mud with piles of garbage strewn
all along the way. Alfreds Kinsal told the volunteers about the day when the flood began. On
January 15, everyone was going about their business as usual. But at 8 a.m., the flood suddenly
came, seemingly from nowhere, catching everyone off guard. “I got home and saw my wife busily cooking in the kitchen, unaware of what was
happening. I told her to get out. I tried to pack a
few things, but the water rose so quickly that it
was soon up to the ceiling. I scrambled to the top
of the roof to save my life.”
Before the flood, Alfreds Kinsal worked as a
public bus driver. He didn’t want to be a burden
to his children. “They have their own expenses,
Residents participate in a work relief project,
clearing away mud and debris.

Olga Mamahet lost her riverside home in PAAL IV
to the flood. She had worked in Taiwan for four
years, so when volunteers arrived in town, she
recognized the Tzu Chi logo and told her fellow
ANAND YAHYA
villagers about the foundation.

flood, she was, like Dince, quick to look on the
bright side. She was grateful for not having lost
any of her family during their last-minute scramble for higher ground. She also appreciated the
assistance from her church friends and Tzu Chi
volunteers in the wake of the flood.
“I’ve never blamed anybody for this because
it’s God’s will,” Antonette said with gratitude.
“Don’t get me wrong; it’s hard to have been hit
by the flood. But we should look at it another
way: We’ve received help from many people,
such as children rushing back from out of town
to help. Even people of other faiths have given
us a hand. We all live on the same Earth under
the same sky. We’re all in one large family.”
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and it’s tough to make ends meet,” he said. His
house had sheltered four generations of his family, from his parents to his grandchildren.
Sadly, the flood robbed him of everything
he had. He did not even have a change of
clothes; all he had left were the clothes that he
had on. After the flood, his home was nothing
more than a bare frame. Everything else had
been washed away. “It’s not going to be easy to
rebuild,” he lamented.
Even so, he did not complain. “If the flood
is what heaven intended, then we just have to
accept it,” he commented. “I’m content just to
be well. Compared to people who are bedridden, I’m lucky enough—I can still move around
and work.”
His optimism was echoed by Chyntia, who
had taken refuge at a shelter after the flood.
She brought volunteers crispy banana treats

Accept what can’t be helped
Damage is commonplace in Indonesia during
the rainy season, year after year. After floods hit
again at the beginning of this year, Tzu Chi volunteers in Jakarta immediately began providing
relief for victims there. On January 18, they flew
additional relief supplies on military aircraft to
Manado, three hours away, to help more flood
victims there.
The coastal city of Manado is surrounded by
hills. The heavy rains in January caused mudslides and breached river dikes, resulting in horrendous flash floods seven to ten meters (23-33
feet) deep.
There were no local Tzu Chi volunteers. One
resident quipped, “The floods brought Tzu Chi
volunteers to help us.” In the village of Karame,
volunteers provided free clinics, distributed
daily supplies, and offered a cash-for-work
cleanup program.
Alfreds Kinsal, a 61-year-old flood survivor,
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Other charitable groups had distributed food
earlier, but many of the victims could not cook it
because their stoves had vanished in the flood
along with their other belongings or were buried
in mud. Tzu Chi volunteers and village heads
visited victims at their homes to assess their
needs, and they gave each family a claim check
for a gas stove and a gas tank, which would be
distributed later.
Albert Lengkong and Ido Kosangit declined
the offer when volunteers presented a claim
check to them at their home. “Our stove was
repaired, so please give this to another family
that needs it more,” they explained. The volunteers gave out 4,188 gas stove claim checks as a
result of the house-to-house visits.
Mayor Lumentut commented that Tzu Chi’s
relief goods would make the daily lives of his
people easier. “With help from Tzu Chi, their
good spirits have returned,” he said.
By February 17, 2014, the volunteers had paid
7,784 daily wages to work relief participants,
treated 1,868 patients, and distributed 6,889
packs of daily necessities, 4,188 claim checks for

Tzu Chi distributed gas stoves and gas tanks to
flood victims so they could resume cooking.

that she had deep-fried in the shelter kitchen
over a wood fire. “These volunteers have come
a long way to help us. How can we not share
what we have?”
A devoted Christian, she believed that all
their tribulations were temporary. “Why should
we be sad? The good Lord must have something
better in store for us.”
Work relief
In early February, when most Chinese people
around the world were still celebrating the
Lunar New Year, Tzu Chi volunteers, most of
whom were ethnic Chinese, visited Manado
again. They went to Banjer, Tikala, and PAAL IV
to visit flood victims, distribute aid, and offer a
second round of work relief.
About a thousand people gathered each
morning from February 3 to February 8 to clean
up their neighborhoods. Though three weeks
had passed since the disaster, many places were
still covered in muddy water.
Volunteers provided tools such as shovels
and wheelbarrows to help the participants do a
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more thorough job of clearing garbage and dirt
from their streets and drainage ditches.
Machinery, such as excavators and dump trucks,
was also on hand to do work that was too heavy
for humans.
On February 7, nine thousand city employees
and police worked to clean up Tikala and
Wenang. “For a while now, Tzu Chi has provided work relief cleanup campaigns in areas most
severely damaged by the flood,” Manado Mayor
Vicky Lumentut said. “In the next couple of
days, we’ll devote our attention to just these two
areas. We hope that life may quickly return to
normal for the residents.”
The big trucks that volunteers had arranged
chipped away at the mounds upon mounds of
garbage. By and by, the streets began to show
signs of life. Pedestrians and cars began to add
sounds to the scene. Long lines of vehicles waited to go through.
Volunteer Yoppie (陳亞福) was directing traffic in the middle of a road when he heard a driver ask, “Where is your group from?” He bent
forward and lowered his head toward the driver.
Pointing at the Tzu Chi logo on his cap, he told
the driver about the work that the foundation
did. The driver gave him a thumbs-up.

Work relief participants give the thumbs up to
cheer each other on.

gas stoves and tanks, and 2,594 sets of cleaning
supplies. The gas stoves and tanks were given
out on February 28 and March 1.
Tzu Chi’s work relief cleanup program in
Manado came to a close on February 8.
“Thank you for your help,” Vian, one of the
participants, said to volunteers. He could not
contain his tears. More than money (about US$10
for a day’s work), the volunteers had given participants warmth and a measure of confidence to
face the future.
“Volunteers also reminded us to help others
who are still experiencing difficulties,” Vian
observed. “As long as we’re sincere, our small
donations are meaningful, too.” The volunteers
had hoped to convey to the victims the idea that
small donations can make a huge difference
when pooled together.
The Tzu Chi volunteers handed out coin
banks that work relief participants would pass
from one person to the next and deposit donations. The victims were enthusiastic in their giving. Though they had lost a lot to the flood, their
hearts were rich from giving.
May they continue to face life with a smile.
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Tzu Chi volunteers at the old
House of Compassion before its
demolition in 2013 to make
room for the new home.

T
Volunteer Lim Sat Chu visits pregnant women at Hospital Pitas during construction of the new house.

House of Compassion
Text and photos by Yong Chiew Fung
Compiled and translated by Tang Yau-yang

Pregnant women living in remote, aboriginal villages nestled in the mountains of Pitas, East
Malaysia, often had to walk a long way across treacherous terrain just to give birth at the clinics
down below. They’d wait until very late in their pregnancies to start the journey to save on lodging expenses, but that was the worst time for the pregnant women to travel. Some of them tripped
and fell along the way, yet they had no choice but to forge ahead, praying all the while that they
would not go into labor in the wilderness. Those who chose to give birth at home in the mountains did not have the luxury of being aided by trained medical personnel. As a result, the district
used to lead the nation in rates of obstructed labor and perinatal mortality.
In 2003 Tzu Chi rented a place down the mountain, appropriately called the House of
Compassion, for pregnant women to live in and await their labor and delivery. Infant mortality
has since dropped dramatically.
In 2014, the foundation opened a new home to replace the original House of Compassion.
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here used to be no hospitals in Pitas,
Sabah, East Malaysia. One doctor and a
few nurses staffed the 12 clinics in the area,
providing what care they could. Therefore, pregnant women in the mountains there either gave
birth at home or at a clinic down the mountain
from their villages.
Giving birth in the villages was a risky
undertaking for both the mother and baby. It
was often facilitated by women in the family or
in the neighborhood, with no proper training
and using tools that were often crudely made
and poorly sterilized. “Giving birth at home
assisted by people without formal training is
risky. It can lead to hemorrhage or death from
obstructed labor,” said Dr. Pg Mohd Nizam,
superintendent of Hospital Pitas, which began
serving patients in 2006.
Delivering babies at a clinic was medically
safer and more desirable, but doing so presented
other hazards for the expectant mothers. Living
in the mountains, many women had no choice
but to walk down rough mountain roads and
traverse rivers to get to the clinics, despite the
possibility of accidents along the way.
The destination clinic could not admit pregnant women before their labor started, so if they
reached a clinic before that, they had to stay with
relatives or friends in the area. If they couldn’t
do that, they had to incur lodging expenses
while waiting to give birth. Most of these women
came from farming families that did not earn
much. Therefore, to save money, they would

only start their journey to a
clinic when they were about to
go into labor.
Obviously, this was not the
most opportune time for them
to negotiate the treacherous
terrain down the mountain.
Their bellies were distended
and heavy, their steps uncertain. Some of them tripped and
hurt themselves or their fetuses. Some even went into labor
on the way, entirely unassisted. Consequently,
Pitas used to lead the nation in rates of obstructed labor and perinatal mortality.
After learning about their situation, Tzu Chi
volunteers set out in search of a place close to a
clinic, in which these pregnant women could
wait for free. That way, they would be able to
safely go to the clinic for delivery. After two
months, the volunteers finally rented a house
five minutes from a clinic. They officially
opened it in May 2003 and dubbed it the House
of Compassion.
The facility had two bedrooms and could
accommodate eight pregnant women at a time.
Volunteers hired the owner of a grocery store
next door to cook for the guests. All the women
had to do was wash their own laundry, rest, and
wait for labor.
It was an ideal setup. The news of the house
quickly spread, and many women took advantage of the service. The impact has been immense.
The death rate from obstructed labor in Pitas has
dropped to zero. Now, giving birth is not quite

The new House of Compassion can accomodate
more women, and it provides convenient facilities
to make their stay more comfortable.
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as dangerous as it once was for women in those
remote mountain villages.
Renewed dedication
The House of Compassion served expectant
mothers continuously for a decade after its
inception. However, after all that time and use,
the original rented home began showing signs of
age. Volunteers pondered an improvement.
In 2013, a volunteer bought the home from
the landlord and offered it to Tzu Chi for use,
free of charge, for 20 years. Volunteers envisioned tearing down the old home and building a replacement.
That was a good thought, but where would
the pregnant women stay during construction?
“The service couldn’t be interrupted,” said volunteer Lim Sat Chu (林雪珠).
So, Lim and other volunteers contacted
Hospital Pitas. Superintendent Dr. Pg Mohd
Nizam offered visitor rooms at the hospital for
the women to stay in during construction. He
even offered them meals in the hospital cafeteria
at the hospital’s expense.
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The doctor had been touched by what Tzu
Chi volunteers had done for the disadvantaged
women. “Compared to what you’ve done,
what we do here is nothing,” he said. “Were it
not for Tzu Chi volunteers, the House of
Compassion could not have worked so well for
the last ten years.”
Work on the new house began in June 2013.
Volunteer Teoh Wen Siang (張文翔), originally
from Penang, was in the construction business,
and thus was qualified to supervise the work
and ensure its quality. He would drive three
hours from his home in Kota Kinabalu, the capital of the state of Sabah, to Pitas once every two
weeks to oversee the construction. “The contractor saw our conscientiousness, so he was very
careful in building the new house,” Teoh said.
The contractor later even became a Tzu Chi
donating member.
Teoh said that the money for building a sound
house had come from loving donors all around,
so he didn’t want to let them down. With that
thought in mind, he persisted in his undertaking
in spite of the pressure and the tiring long drives.

siah tet hing

siah tet hing

Volunteers help the first group of mothers move into the new house.

Pregnant women and volunteers in the new House of Compassion.

“I hope that the building can help shelter birthing
mothers for a very long time,” he said.
The new shelter
Once the aged house on stilts was gone, the
new House of Compassion rose in its place. It
came into service in January 2014.
The new house offers 6,260 square feet of living space, almost five times the size of the old
house. There are ten beds in the bedroom, an
adequate number based on experience over the
years. Two bathrooms, a living room, a kitchen,
and a laundry room make things more enjoyable
for the guests.
Before the first guests moved in, Tzu Chi volunteers from Kota Kinabalu gave the house a
nice cleanup and moved in the furniture. On
New Year’s Day, 2014, they went to Hospital
Pitas to collect the first group of women.
The expectant mothers moved into the home,
volunteers at their sides to assist them. No fanfare was necessary, and everyone gathered
around for a housewarming meal. The volunteers shared the story of Tzu Chi’s origin—how
the foundation had started about half a century

before with 30 housewives each saving a little
money in bamboo coin banks every day. The
story helped the mothers understand that the
small donations of many people pooled together
had made the House of Compassion and its service a reality over the years.
Norjaelin Juprin, one of the guests, lived in
the mountains in Paitan, four hours away by car.
This would be her first childbirth. “I’m grateful
to have this home where I can wait in peace of
mind for labor,” said the 21-year-old.
Suzzana Roslan had stayed at the home five
years before, waiting for the birth of her first
child. Now she was back for another. “I feel safer
staying here,” she said. The old home was on
stilts, with the bedroom on the upper level and
the bathroom on the lower. It was a bit inconvenient for the women to walk up and down the
stairs to use the bathroom. That is no longer an
issue because the new home is on one level.
In the first decade of its operation, the House
of Compassion helped welcome 750 babies into
this world. Now the service, in its second home
and its second decade, will continue to serve a
useful purpose for a long time to come.
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courtesy tzu chi headquarters

People Who Give
Are the Happiest
By Dharma Master Cheng Yen
Translated by Teresa Chang

T

This article is excerpted from a series of speeches delivered
by Master Cheng Yen from April 1 to 20, 2014.
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W

e held a board of directors meeting
this April, at the Jing Si Abode, where
446 volunteers from 17 countries
shared their experiences of carrying out the Tzu
Chi missions in their respective nations. The
purpose was to learn from each other and
improve our work.
The reports from every country were impressive. They showed how our volunteers have
taken solid steps to spread love in their countries. My heart was truly touched.
Hong Kong, “the Pearl of the Orient,” is a
densely populated place. Behind
its glamorous exterior there are
many dark corners. Some people there live in so-called “cage
homes”—a type of housing only
large enough for one bunk bed
confined in a metal cage. Some
people can’t afford to rent a
place at all and are forced to live
on the streets. When night falls
in winter, they curl up shivering
in the cold. Seeing their suffering, Tzu Chi volunteers deliver
blankets and hot food to them.
They squat down next to these
homeless people and gently
express care for them. Their
actions bespeak genuine compassion and care. How beautiful this is!
Last year, I expressed a hope that all Tzu Chi
volunteers in Malaysia would unite their hearts
and spread love all across their nation. They
immediately began working toward a goal to
recruit one million donating members for Tzu
Chi. As of this April, in less than a year, the total
number of Tzu Chi donating members in
Malaysia grew from 300,000 to over 900,000. I
hope all this love will motivate more people to
do good and do no evil, and thus bring about a
more harmonious society.
juan i-jong

he sky is beautiful as the first light dawns
on a spring day. A wide swath of hazy blue
becomes dotted with orange and red as the
sun gets ready to rise. But how long does such
beauty last? All things are in constant flux, a constant state of change. Time relentlessly marches
on. How can we not seize every moment?
When I took refuge in Dharma Master Yin
Shun over 50 years ago, he said to me, “Our karmic affinity as master and disciple is something
special. Now that you have made up your mind
to take refuge in Buddhism, you must remember
to be constantly committed to Buddhism and all
living beings.” The scene lasted
but a few seconds, but his voice,
the place, and the ambiance
were forever etched in my mind,
never to fade. Across the years,
whenever I ran into difficulties
posed by people or events, those
words always crossed my mind:
“Be committed to Buddhism
and all living beings.” It was a
vow I took upon myself, a vow
that gave birth to Tzu Chi, and a
vow that has continuously motivated me to move forward. If I
cannot carry through my mission in this life, I will continue to
do so in my next life.
If I had failed to hold on to that aspiration,
there would not be so many Tzu Chi volunteers
around the world today. If I hadn’t persevered
in my commitment, the missions of Tzu Chi
would not have spread to more than 50 countries. Reflecting on this, I sincerely hope that all
Tzu Chi volunteers seize every moment to work
for Buddhism and all living beings and persist
on this path life after life.

At a board of directors meeting held this April at the Jing Si Abode, volunteers from 17 countries
shared their experiences of carrying out the Tzu Chi missions in their respective nations.

Africa is 14,000 kilometers (8,700 miles) from
Taiwan, where Tzu Chi originated. Despite the
distance, Tzu Chi volunteers in Africa are close
to us in spirit and action as they work with one
heart to carry out charity work there. Though the
native African volunteers speak languages different from ours, they keep my teachings in mind
and live them out in their actions. They never
forget my expectations for them. When they hold
gatherings in villages to inspire people to join
them in doing good, news of the gatherings is
spread by word of mouth. People even bring
their own chairs. When the crowd grows too
large to fit in the room, people sit outside and listen. To ward off the hot sun, blankets are draped
over clotheslines to create shade.
Despite having only limited resources available to them, our volunteers in Africa do what
they can to plant seeds of goodness in the hearts
of everyone. Such is great loving-kindness—they
hope to bring out the love in everyone’s heart and
to help them gain happiness. Most of the African
volunteers are impoverished themselves, but they

have limitless power to give because their lovingkindness has empowered them to continually create blessings and form good affinities with others.
They have truly transformed their materially
deprived lives into spiritually rich ones.
Their examples prove that a blessed life does
not depend on material wealth, but on a spiritually rich heart. If we abide by our vows and keep
to the right path, we’ll be content and happy
every day.
At the board of directors meeting, as I listened
to our volunteers share about the philanthropic
work they have conducted in their countries, I
enjoyed the truth, goodness and beauty I was
exposed to, and I witnessed unconditional lovingkindness and compassion. The volunteers work
not only for their own happiness, but also for the
well-being of the world. They do so by spreading
the Great Love of Tzu Chi in their countries and
sowing seeds of love in people’s hearts to help
them gain spiritual abundance.
“From one comes infinity, and infinity grows
from one.” Every person can be a seed of goodSummer 2014
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ness. I hope every seed can grow into a bodhi
tree and give shade to people in need.

B

y expounding the Dharma, the Buddha
hoped to help people realize that they all
had the potential to attain enlightenment.
We must open our heart to truly take in his
teachings. Since karmic affinities have brought
us to the Bodhisattva Path of Tzu Chi, let’s open
up to receive the immeasurable Dharma around
us so that we can penetrate life’s truths.
The Thirty-Seven Principles of Enlightenment
are the Buddha’s basic teachings for our spiritual
practice. Among these principles is the Noble
Eightfold Path: Right View, Right Thought, Right
Speech, Right Behavior, Right Livelihood, Right
Effort, Right Mindfulness, and Right Concen
tration. Following the Eightfold Path helps spiritual practitioners to keep their minds and behaviors from going astray. If your mind is upright,
your understanding of things will be correct and
you will stay on track. Whenever you become
aware that you have slacked off or your mind
has veered off the right path, quickly bring it

back so that you will not waver in your commitments to follow the Buddha’s way. If you can do
this, then no matter where you are or what circumstances you are in, your thoughts and behaviors will not go astray.
Denise Tsai (蔡岱霖), a volunteer in Mozam
bique, once shared the following experience with
us. This February, she and some other volunteers
from Mozambique went to Durban, South Africa,
for a Tzu Chi training session. After the session
ended, they arrived at the border too late and
found it closed. Since they couldn’t cross over to
Mozambique, they drove to a nearby town to
look for accommodations. However, it being late
at night, they couldn’t find a place to stay. The 23
of them ended up finding a gas station that was
closed for the day, spread some blankets on the
ground, and slept there.
Denise said that she used to stay in luxurious
hotels and eat extravagant food when she went
on business trips with her husband. Even so, she
was not happy at all because her husband would
often get drunk at dinner parties. But that day,
lying there on the ground gazing up at the sky,

she felt happy and secure because she knew
deep inside that she had found the right direction in life. She and the other volunteers talked
about Tzu Chi, sang some songs, and then fell
asleep peacefully.
The group of people did not grumble or feel
unhappy, even though they had to sleep in the
open air on the hard ground. Instead, they were
completely at ease, and they used the time
together to encourage each other to seize time
to give. I was truly touched by their diligence
and dedication.
Among the group was a woman named
Victoria Manhique, a native of Mozambique.
Though she lived in poverty, she was very dedicated to her volunteer work with Tzu Chi. One
day her 14-year-old son, Alfredo Mabote, disappeared when he went grocery shopping. Victoria
asked Denise and her husband for help, and they
immediately called the police. Despite the situation, Victoria held up bravely. When Denise tried
to comfort her and ease her mind, Victoria said,
“I feel Master Cheng Yen is here with me. I’m

not scared because I have love and the Master’s
teachings in my heart.”
It turned out that Alfredo, along with 14 other
youngsters, had been kidnapped to South Africa
by an organ trafficking ring. Luckily, he managed to escape. With the help of Denise and her
husband, Victoria hurried to South Africa and
was reunited with her son.
Victoria truly embraced Right View and Right
Thought. She did not complain and say, “I’m
doing good deeds—why was my son kidnapped?”
Instead, she told Denise not to worry about her
because with Tzu Chi in her heart, she was at
peace and had faith that her son would be safe
and sound. Her mind was unruffled in the face of
adversity, and she was able to deal with the matter with composure. She displayed a deep confidence and faith that showed that she was doing
very well on her path of spiritual cultivation.
If we take the Dharma seriously, we will be
able to understand its meaning deeply and our
mind will be determined and never waver. If a
volunteer so far away from Taiwan can do it, those

Denise Tsai (front center), originally from Taiwan, volunteers for Tzu Chi in Mozambique. She felt that
she had found the right direction in life after joining Tzu Chi.
lin yan-huang

li yi-ru

Though far away from Taiwan, where the Tzu Chi headquarters are, volunteers in Durban, South Africa,
do their best to carry out Master Cheng Yen’s teachings and serve the needy.
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n April 6, 1994, an airplane carrying
Rwandan president Juvénal Habyari
mana, a Hutu, was shot down. All on
board were killed. The Hutu and the Tutsi, the
two largest ethnic groups in Rwanda, had long
been in conflict, and the Hutus started to take
revenge for the attack on the plane. Genocidal
killings started the following day. Hundreds of
thousands of people were slaughtered. Later, the
Tutsi defeated the Rwandan government forces.
Fearing retaliation, an estimated two million
Hutus fled Rwanda and became refugees.
Such interethnic violence, a result of prejudice toward other ethnicities, was caused by
unbalanced minds. An unwholesome, wayward
thought can lead to hatred and even merciless
killing between people.
Prejudice, discontent, and hatred breed
unthinkable man-made disasters and suffering.
If we want to put an end to suffering, we must
open our minds, eliminate antagonism and ill
feelings, awaken to the Truth, and follow the
Path.
The Path is the Noble Eightfold Path of
Right View, Right Thought, Right Speech, Right
Behavior, Right Livelihood, Right Effort, Right
Mindfulness, and Right Concentration. When
we stay on the Path at all times, our minds will
be right on course and will not give rise to
disasters.
The civil war in Syria has been raging for
over three years now. Well over two million people have become refugees as a result. The refugees placed in camps in Jordan live in cramped
quarters that do not offer the best protection
against the elements. Understandably they must
have built up quite some frustration. In early
April, a clash erupted between Jordanian police
and refugees. An impulsive action could lead to
irreversible consequences and more suffering.
We should reflect on this.
In the early days, people in Taiwan were content when they had enough to eat and enough to
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keep them warm. Today, many people live a
comfortable life and yet they are discontented.
They want more and ask for more, even though
they already have plenty. As morality declines,
people’s minds are easily agitated and they cannot discern right from wrong, which leads to
social disturbances.
I hope everyone reflects on themselves to see
if they behave in accordance with the right way.
A Chinese saying goes, “Those who follow heaven’s law will survive; those who go against it
will perish.” “Heaven’s law” is the right way of
wholesome, true principles. If people live according to these wholesome principles, peace will
reign in the world. If not, man-made and natural
disasters will unceasingly occur. Chaos and
unrest will take hold of society.
We will never be happy if we turn our palms
upward and keep asking for more, hoping others will satisfy our wants and desires. Happiness
will only be ours if we turn our palms downward and give lovingly to others and to the
world. When every one of us does our duty and
harbors gratitude toward each other, then society will prosper in harmony and stability, and
people will have peace and happiness.

T

he United Nations Intergovernmental
Panel on Climate Change recently warned
that if global warming is not contained,
human beings will face even more extreme climatic events and a scarcity of food and water.
Erratic weather conditions are attributable to
excessive emissions of greenhouse gases, which
actually have much to do with our everyday lifestyles. Do not think that because you do not
work in industry, you are not polluting the air.
All the electric appliances that you use at home
need electricity to run and thus produce CO2.
The demand for electricity is especially high in
summer, when many households turn on their
air-conditioning. Although cool air enters the
houses, a great amount of heat is discharged to
the outside air, raising the already high temperatures outdoors. The heavy consumption of electricity also creates energy shortages.
Some people might say that since so many
people on Earth are consuming energy, one person changing his or her energy consumption habits does not make any difference. Yet in fact, everyone counts. When each of us saves water and
power, cutting back on our carbon emissions at
any time and any place, a big difference will be
made and global warming will be eased.

hsiao yiu-hwa

of you in Taiwan can definitely do it, too. It is so
much easier to be exposed to the Buddha’s teachings in Taiwan, and we have many fellow spiritual
cultivators walking this path with us. We should
therefore work even harder to cultivate ourselves.
We are all getting older, and one day we’ll come to
the end of our life. It would be a great pity if we
let time slip by in vain without mindfully nourishing our wisdom-life [as opposed to only taking
care of our physical life].

A resident in Penghu, off the west coast of Taiwan, uses buckets to catch and store rainwater for
plants. We should all conserve natural resources and change our habits and lifestyles in order to benefit the world.

The problems of global warming and climate
change are worrisome, but even more worrying
are people’s unsound views and attitudes.
Many people nowadays like to indulge themselves and lead an easy life, and they are averse to
being physically active. They avoid work that
involves physical labor, and when they go out,
they drive or ride a scooter instead of walking.
They always use elevators instead of stairs. They
drive to the mountains to go hiking, but complain
when they have to walk up some stairs.
Like the old saying goes, “Save for a rainy
day.” When times are good, we should prepare
for possible worse days ahead. I hope everyone
cherishes our natural resources while we still
have them. Lead a frugal life and use your hands
and feet more. When we all conserve resources
and energy, we’ll be able to reduce CO2 emissions and slow down global warming. This is a
way to love our world and sow blessings.
Therefore, if we don’t want global warming
or climate change to worsen, we must first tame
and transform our minds. Stop putting yourself

before all else and indulging in the pursuit of
pleasures, thus consuming an inordinate amount
of resources. Instead, promptly change your attitude and lifestyle for the better. When you do
that, you will be doing good for the world.
When I say “we must tame and transform
our minds,” I mean we must nurture loving
hearts. A vegetarian diet is another way to nurture love in your heart and an effective way to
curb global warming.
All living creatures on earth, be they human or
animal, are co-inhabitants of this world. As such,
all lives are equal and we need to love and protect
each other, especially as all living beings possess
the buddha-nature. Humans are afraid of getting
hurt, and so too are animals. We should be sympathetic to other creatures and not cause lives to
be lost just to satisfy our craving for meat.
People are capable of doing good as well as
doing bad. It all depends on our mindsets. Let
us awaken our inner good in time and bring
blessings to the world. Let us be ever more
mindful.
Summer 2014
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Coming Into Port
Though he had quit a career at sea, he was restless at heart—drifting, unsure of his own calling,
much less his destination.
A new, steady job and a stable life didn’t bring him peace of mind. He still had many complaints. He did not believe that there was any true love in the world.
But he started to see things differently when he began photographing people and their lives.
This work led him to new perspectives and helped him realize how blessed he had always been.

fu yu-nu

By Hu Qing-qing

Translated by Tang Yau-yang
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ne day Tang Jiang-hu (唐江湖) watched
a program on Tzu Chi’s Da Ai TV. It
was about Tzu Chi volunteers giving a
helping hand to disaster victims. “Is this real
or fictitious?” he mused. “This must be madeup! Why would people do such things for total
strangers?”
It was no wonder that Tang, close to 60 years
old, could not believe what he saw; his experience in the world up to that moment simply had
not prepared him to find such benevolence plausible. But deep down, he could not honestly say
with certainty that the report was fake. After all,
he was watching a non-fiction program showing
actual events.
That program piqued his curiosity. He
decided to take part in some Tzu Chi activities
just to see for himself if it was true. Perhaps
part of his motivation was also to find some
fault with the organization. That was a decade
ago. He is still with Tzu Chi, cheerfully helping
and no longer doubting.
Tang eventually became a documenting volunteer with Tzu Chi. In that role, he has taken
photos about many aspects of the foundation: its
volunteers, its disaster relief work, sad moments
of loss and joyous moments of rebuilding. His
own life has been profoundly transformed. “I
used to complain about life all the time. Now
when I see what circumstances other people
have to endure, I think about my own, and I
appreciate how blessed I’ve always been. I just
didn’t realize it.”
A troublemaker
“What do you think you’re doing?” shouted
an authoritarian voice. Instinctively, fourth
grader Tang Jiang-hu and his cohorts ditched
the cigarettes they were smoking and began to
run away. The voice followed the children as
they scattered: “I know each one of you! You
won’t get away with what you’ve done! I’ll tell
your parents!”
Oddly, such a threat suited Tang just fine—he
didn’t consider it much of a threat at all. In fact,
he kind of wished that the man would notify his
father.
Tang’s father grew up and was educated
while Taiwan was under Japanese rule (18951945). Typical of male parents of his time, he
treated Tang sternly and rarely talked to him.
He married Tang’s mother after his first wife
had passed away. Tang and his stepbrothers
and stepsisters didn’t interact much, partly

because of the large gap in their ages. Tang did
not feel loved or even noticed. He felt like an
illegitimate child.
His father would scold or discipline him for
bad behavior, but the chiding and punishment
never shamed Tang. It made him happy instead.
At least his father was paying some attention to
him. That was why it didn’t bother him at all
when he was caught smoking.
Tang’s attitude toward his father continued
into middle school. He fought and got into arguments even more frequently, seeking attention.
He became a real headache to his family.
After his compulsory stint in the military, still
in his early 20s, he went to northern Taiwan to
work. He wanted to prove his doubters wrong,
to show them that he, troublemaker or not, could
make it and go places on his own. Later, without
letting his family know, he joined the crew of a
ship and began a life at sea.
He continued that life even after he got married and had children of his own. Marriage and
children did not physically tie him down, and
mentally he remained restless as he drifted
wherever his ship took him.
One day when he was home on shore leave,
his wife, Bai Fu-mei (白富美), asked him if he
would consider getting another job. Tang was
making good money at sea, so he asked her why
he should consider giving it up. She pointed out
that their two children were no longer very
young, often had opinions of their own, and
would not listen to her. If he could not help, she
was afraid they might go bad.
With her words, he realized that he, once
the trouble-making child that his father and
mother often worried about, would now need
to worry about his own kids, who were growing up fast. He did not want to miss the opportunity to accompany them as they grew up, so
he decided to quit the sea-going job. He learned
to make steamed buns, and he opened a shop
to sell them.
Living at home with his own family was a
drastically different lifestyle from the carefree
one that he had led on the ship. Unused to home
life and not very skilled at communication, he
often blew up over trivial matters. When that
happened, all his wife and two children could
do was put up with him.
A chance encounter
One day Tang saw a TV program showing Tzu
Chi volunteers helping total strangers, victims of
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a disaster. He found that scene unbelievable, but
it sparked his curiosity about the foundation. He
wanted to find out more, so he started watching
that channel—Da Ai TV—regularly.
Some time later, he went to a grocery store to
buy cigarettes. He learned that the grocer ’s
daughter was a Tzu Chi volunteer.
“I met a Tzu Chi volunteer!” he said excitedly
to his wife when he got home. “I want to join the
foundation to see what on earth it does. By the
way, do you happen to know what a ‘donating
member’ is?”
His wife put down what she was doing to
answer, “A donating member is a person who
donates every month to Tzu Chi.”
“How much?”
“It depends on your ability and willingness.
No donations, whether 50 or 100 NT dollars
[US$2-3], are too small. The important thing is to
give out of kindness and compassion.”
Thinking about the scenes he saw on TV,
Tang said, “We can do that. Let’s sign up as
donating members.”
A smile spread over his wife’s face. “You’ve
been a donating member for more than a
Tang editing photos he has taken as a documenting volunteer for Tzu Chi.

decade,” she said. “I’ve been donating in your
name without letting you know because I was
afraid that you might object and scold me.”
Tang said in return, “Giving money is nothing.
What I care about is whether our donations have
been used properly and in the right places.”
To help her husband learn more about the
foundation, Bai asked volunteer Shi Jia-heng
(施家亨) to take him to Tzu Chi activities. That
was in 2003.
When they met, Tang told Shi bluntly, “I’m
just here to find out if you guys really operate
the way your TV programs say you do.” Taking
no offense at all, Shi first recommended books
by Master Cheng Yen for him to read. Tang was
never much of a reader, but he found himself
drawn to Master Cheng Yen’s Daily Journal. An
adage by the Master especially captured his
attention: “In this world, there is no one I do not
love, no one I do not trust, and no one I do not
forgive.” As he took part in more and more Tzu
Chi work, he found numerous instances of volunteers living out this teaching.
Gradually, he became more convinced and
satisfied that what he had seen on television was
a fair representation of actual events. His doubt
was dissipating, and his dedication to the group
began to deepen.
li li-zhong

family.

Tang and his whole
COURTESY OF TANG JIANG-HU

Visiting the homes of needy people was one
of the tasks that Tzu Chi volunteers performed.
Most of the volunteers in the Qishan area, where
Tang lived, were female and did not drive.
Besides, the area was vast and public transportation was limited. Tang volunteered to drive them
to make it easier for them to carry out home visits. He often had to take them deep into the
mountains. The experience allowed him to see
many destitute families at close range as well as
volunteers’ interactions with them.
One particular case stands out in his mind: A
woman in her 70s sold Yulan magnolias, a flagrant flower, and used the meager earnings to
support her two young grandchildren. Her oldest son had died of a disease, and her other son
was in prison on drug charges. She often said to
volunteers when they visited her that she didn’t
mind living a hard life herself, but she worried
about her grandsons.
Volunteers often sought her out in the marketplace where she sold magnolias. They chat76
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ted with her so that she might have an outlet for
her emotions; at the same time they also bought
flowers from her to help support her livelihood.
Tang witnessed all this as it happened, and he
was warmed by the consideration that the volunteers showed the old woman.
The woman’s son was later released from
prison, but he was unable to find stable employment. He was more a troublemaker than a helper
for his mother. After a while, Tang began wondering if, in light of the son’s irresponsibility,
Tzu Chi should continue helping the family.
Whenever he raised this question, other volunteers would say something to this effect:
“Everybody makes mistakes. If he were your family, would you give up on him so easily?” They
even took the son to volunteer for Tzu Chi, including serving at a recycling station, in the hope that
he might find a right path back to life.
Their responses got Tang to thinking about
his own past. He had been a troublemaker for
his family since childhood. If his family had
given up on him, or if his wife hadn’t tolerated and put up with him, he would not have
been there today helping others. Seeing volunteers continuing to care for this family,
Tang could not help but admire their enthusiastic patience.
At the same time, he also saw the volunteers
helping many underprivileged children being
brought up by their grandparents in the mountains. In addition to providing financial aid, volunteers gave the children care and emotional
support. Often the companionship would last
for years, until the children became independent. Some of the children even moved from
being helped to helping others. All this showed
Tang how love leads to love.
Conversion
His involvement with Tzu Chi volunteers
gave him a front row seat observing their work,
unobstructed and unedited. After seeing them
consistently helping the needy with unwavering resolve, case after case, Tang decided to
begin training to become a certified volunteer
in 2004. He received his certification the next
year, and he then took up documenting work
for the foundation.
He recalled the night he decided to become a
documenting volunteer. One night in the aftermath of a typhoon, a night without electricity,
volunteers lit candles and hosted a reception,
which had been planned before the storm, to
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spread the message of Great Love and recruit
new members. “In the candlelight, I saw sincerity on every face,” Tang said. Though it was an
exceedingly moving gathering, nobody was
there to record or document it. Tang thought that
was quite a pity, and that pushed him to fill the
gap. He decided right then to sign up for the
training courses for documenting volunteers.
Once doubts about a cause are expelled, a
doubter often becomes a staunch believer and
supporter of the cause. Such has been the case
for Tang.
To do a good job as a documenting volunteer,
he spent almost two thousand American dollars
on photography equipment. Mastering photographic techniques, such as how to compose a
shot, was not difficult for him, but one thing did
turn out to be quite a challenge.
The use of computers does not usually come
easy for people of Tang’s generation. They did
not grow up with them, may never have learned
to use them, and have not found much use for
them. Needless to say, they did not learn keyboarding for the Chinese language. This was
where Tang ran into a lot of trouble in the early
days of his documenting work for Tzu Chi. He
often spent three or four hours hunting and
pecking at the keyboard with one finger to finish
just a few short captions.
He sometimes got so frustrated with keyboarding that he wanted to pull out his hair.

The Look Says It All
Text and photo by Tang Jiang-hu

After Typhoon Morakot ravaged southern
Taiwan in 2009, Tzu Chi built Shanlin Great
Love Village in Kaohsiung for victims whose
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Even so, quitting never occurred to him.
Somebody suggested that he use a stylus or
some form of handwriting input, so he tried it.
But in the end he decided to stick with the keyboard. “If I used handwriting, I’d never learn
typing,” he reasoned with himself. His effort
eventually paid off and gradually his keyboarding skills improved.
Besides his regular volunteer work, he talked
about the foundation and solicited donations
from people whenever he got a chance. When he
patrolled the streets and alleys of Qishan on his
motor scooter peddling his steamed buns, he
spread the word to, among others, youngsters,
imploring them to do good, practice filial piety,
and study hard. Consequently, many of them
donated their allowances to the foundation to
help the needy.
“A child’s mind is pure and easily impressionable,” Tang says. “If you instill wholesome
thoughts in them, you make a positive difference
in their lives, and this can have a beneficial effect
on their whole family.”
Humbled
Tang used to be strong-minded and reluctant
to admit defeat. He had always believed that
man could triumph over nature. But his work
recording the foundation’s disaster relief efforts
changed his attitude.
The devastation that he witnessed in the
homes had been destroyed in the storm. The
village has public facilities including an elementary school.
Uprooted from their familiar old lives, the
children who moved into the village with their
families had to adapt to a new life. To help
them settle in, members of the Tzu Chi
Teachers Association accompanied them and
tutored them every Wednesday afternoon
after school.
Over time, the tutors and the students
bonded, and the students grew to trust them—
the most precious feelings between people.
But I wondered how I could capture these
abstract things that even words cannot
describe well?
Ah, this look could be worth a thousand
words, so, click, I took the picture.

aftermath of Typhoon Kalmaegi in July 2008
convinced him that he had been wrong to think
that human beings were more powerful than
nature. “When nature strikes back [at man’s
abuse], man is utterly at its mercy,” he said.
He saw areas familiar to him badly bruised
by the storm as he recorded the destruction from
that typhoon. The Nanzixian Creek burst its
banks and wiped out bridges, homes, and other
man-made structures in its path. Even natural
objects did not escape destruction as the rains
and the torrents left gaping holes in mountains
and hills.
Rolling up his sleeves, he pitched himself
into the foundation’s relief operations. He was
glad to do what he could to help. However, just
a year after Typhoon Kalmaegi, Typhoon
Morakot brought even more destruction.
Morakot’s 120 inches of maximum rainfall easily
catapulted it to the top of the record book.
Extremely heavy rains wreaked havoc in the

zhuang hui-zhen

Tang, front, and other volunteers moved furniture
ahead of the handover ceremony in January 2012
of a school that the foundation had built in the
aftermath of Typhoon Morakot.

disaster areas and triggered monstrous mudslides that buried Xiaolin Village.
When Tang heard the news, he retrieved the
photos that he had taken a year before when he
and others went to that village to provide relief
after Typhoon Kalmaegi. The village was there
then, but it was gone now. As he looked at the
photos, tears blurred his eyes. He vividly remembered taking those photos. “How could this happen? How could this be?” he murmured. He
channeled his sadness into a determination to
help relieve the suffering of the victims, and he
worked hard in the relief efforts.
As he volunteered more, he was away from
his shop more. “You’re closed today, again?” a
customer asked him as he was getting ready to
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head out one day. He could only apologize to
the customer as he left to attend to his volunteer work.
When he volunteered for the relief work in
the wake of Typhoon Kalmaegi, he thought
about closing down his shop altogether so he
could volunteer full-time. After Typhoon
Morakot, that desire only became stronger. His
friends were concerned about his livelihood and
asked him what he would live on. He responded
that by living frugally, his family would do just
fine. His children had grown up and become
independent, so he did not have to support them
any longer. “Besides, I’ve heard of people dying
of many reasons in Taiwan, but never of hunger,” he affirmed.
Tang records a Tzu Chi activity with his camera.
He believes that capturing the goodness and
beauty of the world and spreading wholesome
messages is a way to inspire more benevolence.

He closed his shop in 2009 and has been a
full-time volunteer ever since.
Tang has mellowed quite a bit since joining
Tzu Chi. He no longer throws fits or speaks harshly to others. His wife feels his change more than
anybody else does. “He used to flare up at the
drop of a hat, and nobody was able to stop his
rage,” Bai said. “But he’s a new man now.”
And so he is. He thanks his family for putting up with him over the years, the good
Heaven for being good to him, and his wife for
quietly and patiently accompanying him. He is
also thankful for his documenting work.
Through his camera lens, he has seen people
helping the less fortunate and witnessed the
impermanence of life. All of these experiences
have helped him see love and appreciate how
blessed he is. For all this, he is doing more
good to pay back.

Family Love
Lu Yixin in front of the Tianjin University of
Technology library, where she often studies.

In Tianjin, one of the most developed
cities in China, a college student keeps
her expenses under 500 renminbi (80
American dollars) a month. Though
strapped for cash, she feels rich at
heart because she has the love
and support of her family.

By Li Wei-huang

T

Translated by Tang Yau-yang

ianjin is a major city in China, located 120
kilometers (75 miles) southeast of Beijing,
a mere 30 minutes away via the highspeed rail. The city boasts more than 50 colleges.
Lu Yixin (呂伊芯) is a sophomore at one of those
colleges, the Tianjin University of Technology.
Yixin’s family lives in Ninghe, about a twohour drive from downtown Tianjin. Her mother
survived a severe illness in 2011, but the episode
left the family deep in debt. Given that history, it’s
no wonder that Yixin keeps her expenses between
300 and 500 renminbi (US$50-80) a month, spending only about US$2 a day for her meals.
“I never join my classmates for entertainment. A 50-renminbi (US$8) film ticket can feed
me for three to four days,” Yixin said, referring
to the admission charge at the cinema on campus. Because of the cost, she’s never seen a
movie there.
Yixin’s lifestyle probably would not be ideal
for most college students, but she seems to take
it in stride, even though some occasional emo-

Photos by Huang Xiao-zhe

tional disturbances are inevitable. She knows
how to control herself and ignore others’ opinions about her frugality. Her attitude towards
this has become even stronger since she learned
about Tzu Chi. She knows that comparing yourself to others and competing with them only
brings suffering. She believes that even though
she is materially poor, she is rich at heart.
Perhaps that is why there is always a hint of a
smile on her face when she talks.
Medicine first
Despite her young age, Yixin has already been
through much in life. In the summer of 2011,
before her senior year in high school, her mother,
Lu Yanjuan (呂豔鵑), came down with a horrendous headache. The village doctor measured her
systolic blood pressure (the higher of the two
numbers) at 220, so they rushed her to a hospital
in town for a CT scan. That was followed by a trip
to the county hospital an hour away, and finally
to a city hospital in Tianjin for emergency surgery.

huang chun-kai
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It turned out that a tumor in Yanjuan’s brain had
ruptured. The event all but killed her.
At that time, only eight days before the school
year was to start , Yixin told her mother that she
would not go back to school. “If you don’t go back
to school, I’ll jump off the eighth floor,” her mother said in tears. She had only finished elementary
school herself, and she would do anything—sell
all they owned or rush around to borrow money—
to put her girl through school. “Only education
can help you get ahead,” she told her.
Yanjuan stayed at the hospital for 21 days
before being discharged. Besides the huge hospital bills that piled up during that time, she
now faced an ongoing monthly expenditure of
more than a thousand renminbi (US$160) for
medication.
After paying these large medical expenses,
the family had no money left to send Yixin and
her younger brother, Lu Yiming (呂伊明), to
school. Their father, Lu Shaohong (呂紹洪), did
odd jobs and sometimes tended their field, but
A wall in Yixin’s home is covered with certificates
of achievement that she and her brother earned.

his income was neither high nor stable. As a
result, the two children would have to go to
school without paying tuition, or at least not
on time.
Yixin, normally lively and sunny, became taciturn and quiet. Helpless and not knowing what
to do, she turned to her homeroom teacher, Liu
Yong (劉永). She told him about her family’s situation and asked for a partial waiver on her
tuition and fees.
To Liu, Yixin was a mature girl with good
grades. He could not just let her quit school; he
wanted to help. He sought and got approval
from the principal for a partial waiver of her
school fees. At around that time, Tzu Chi volunteers from Tianjin visited the school for the first
time, seeking candidates from needy families for
tuition aid. The school submitted a list that
included Yixin.
In December 2011, just before her last high
school winter break, Yixin received 2,000 renminbi (US$320) from Tzu Chi. She used part of
that money to buy medicine for her mother, who
had been worried about the substantial debt that
the family had run up borrowing from relatives

Yixin helps her mother in the family kitchen. She
lives on campus and goes home every three weeks.

and friends to pay for her medicine. “Such timely help when we’re badly in need—we’ll never
forget the kindness!” the mother said of the aid.
After sitting for her National Higher Education
Entrance Examination, Yixin took a job at a shoe
factory near home. Earning just 45 renminbi
(US$7) a day, she made 4,000 renminbi (US$645)
in three months. She planned to apply that money
toward her college tuition, but her mother needed
another operation at the time. The surgery set the
family back more than 10,000 renminbi (US$1,600).
That really demoralized Yixin. “I worked my
heart out all summer, and for all that, I only got
this much, not enough for anything,” she muttered, the hard-earned money in hand.
The tuition, dorm room, books, and other
expenses for her freshman year amounted to
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7,000 renminbi (US$1,130). Though her mother’s
low-income status entitled Yixin to a reduction
of 2,000 renminbi, her family could not pay what
still amounted to a huge sum for them. She had
to defer paying until the end of the academic
year, when Tzu Chi provided her with additional monetary aid.
Yixin barely squeaked by that first year, but
there would be three more years of the same
heavy burden and anxiety. She felt pressure and
guilt for putting such a load on her family.
“Sometimes, I really hoped to find money on the
ground while walking,” she said.
Yixin and her brother got jobs for the summer
before she started her sophomore year.
Unfortunately, she was stricken by facial nerve
paralysis only a couple of weeks into the job. She
was forced to rest at home for a month. Her medical bills ate away every cent of the thousand renminbi or so that she had made on that job, and
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more. After that, she often told her brother, “Let’s
just pinch pennies. That’s about as good as making money for Mom and Dad.”
Good influences
Though pressed for money, Yixin participates
in Tzu Chi activities as often as her schoolwork
allows. When she earned the privilege of wearing a Tzu Chi volunteer uniform, she called her
mother to share her excitement.
At first, Yixin thought that Tzu Chi was just a
charity that gave out money. She did not expect to
receive so much care and warmth from its volunteers. “Let us know if you come across any difficulties,” they told her when they first met. They
joined hands and sang the Tzu Chi song “One
Family” together. “I felt right then that we really
were family,” Yixin remarked.
Volunteers have since given her warmth and
made a big difference in her life. She vowed to
become one who gives others help. “Tzu Chi has
transformed me,” she said. She practices what
she has learned, including “Never delay in fulfilling filial piety.” Though she goes home only
once every three weeks, she calls her parents
every two or three days to chat with them.
Yixin recalled her teenage years, when she
didn’t even talk very much with her father, let
alone tell him her secrets or worries. But after
she noticed that Tzu Chi volunteers achieved
wonderful effects by being gentle, she learned
how to get along better with her father, who is
usually quick-tempered and loud. She is all
smiles when she cajoles and soothes her dad.
She has also shown even more care to her mother and brother.
When the weather turns cold, Yixin says to her
mother, “Bundle up, it’s cold outside,” or “Don’t
go out in the snow so much. It’s quite slippery.”
In response to her daughter’s tender loving care,
Yanjuan always says, “Okay, okay,” a bit shyly
but apparently with joy in her heart.
Yixin remembered the first Chinese New Year
after her mother’s brain tumor episode. It was a
tough time for the family, but her father said
optimistically, “Forget about how much money
we have left. Hey, at least we’re all well and
together.” Yixin completely agreed with him on
that. She could not imagine what it would have
been like if the illness had taken her mother
away from them.
“I cherish very dearly the time that I have with
my mother. I take her hand in mine every time
we go out,” she said. “Having gotten her back
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from the brink has helped me
realize more deeply that we
should really cherish what we
have. Don’t wait till it’s too late
and be sorry.”
One day before going back
to school at the end of a holiday,
she mustered some courage and
said to her mother, “Mom, let
me give you a kiss.” “What for?
You’re no longer a baby,” her
mother said shyly. [Chinese
people are traditionally very
reserved in expressing their
feelings.] Cheek to cheek, Yixin
felt the roughness and inelasticity of her mother’s skin on her
own smooth face. Sadly, she
suddenly realized that her parents had gotten on in years.
Her mother has often told
Yixin to find time to join Tzu
Chi volunteers in their activities. She has noticed that her
daughter has become more
mature, considerate, and sweet
since she became involved
with the work of the foundation. “She does the household
chores every time she’s home,”
she marveled. “She won’t let
me do any work.”
Yixin confessed that she
used to dream of moving far
away from home, but now she
takes advantage of every
opportunity to get close to her
family. The National Higher
Education Entrance Examination required participants to
list their preferred schools to attend, and Yixin
listed only colleges in Tianjin for their proximity to home. Fortunately, she was accepted into
one of them. She feels at peace near her parents, and she believes they feel the same way.
Beautiful wall decorations
Yixin was the student president of her class
through junior and senior high schools, and she
earned very good grades during all those years.
A wall at home is adorned with many certificates
of achievement, some hers, others her brother’s.
“Those are the most beautiful wall decorations,”
their mother said happily and proudly.

Yixin enjoys time she can spend with her mother.

Yixin will be a junior in the fall. She cannot
wait to graduate so she can begin working and
making money. She wants to help put her brother through college and relieve him from having
to worry about expenses like her.
Her father is now a public bus driver and
brings in a more steady income than before. Her
mother is still on medication and sees the doctor
regularly, but her condition is more stable than
before. Though still in debt, the whole family is
together and their hearts are close to each other.
Reflecting on these facts, Yixin thinks that these

are the best days that her family has ever had.
She is thankful for the way things are going.
She recalled the time after her mom fell ill,
and her heart brimmed with gratitude when she
thought of the financial aid from Tzu Chi. She
was thankful for the assistance that reached her
just when she really needed help. “It was like
timely rain.”
One thing she loves to do now is embrace
Tzu Chi volunteers. “The hugs always feel so
warm. I want to be like the volunteers and be a
seed of love, too. I want to spread love to other
people.” Her love and care just might be a timely
rain that falls on someone in need.
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“A

-juan, let’s take a walk,” the father used
to say to the little girl. Those were her
favorite words to hear. His big hand
holding her little hand, the two of them sauntered in the fields or on the countryside roads. “I
could only limp along with him, but my heart
sang as I followed my dad’s steps,” A-juan says,
recalling the old days.
The young girl had noticed that she often lost
her balance and fell, scraping a knee here and
bumping her head there. She was aware that
something was wrong, but she did not yet really
understand what was ailing her.
Whenever she fell and burst into tears, her
father ’s strong hand would pat her on the
shoulder. “That’s all right, get back up,” he
would say gently. “You must be brave and
strong because you can’t count on others. It’s
best to learn to be independent and stand on
your own feet.” He trained her to face life
bravely. He was the reason she grew up to be a
strong and optimistic person.
Because A-juan suffered from cerebral palsy,
her father suggested that she attend National
Hemei Experimental School in Zhanghua, central Taiwan, which serves students with physical
disabilities.
The school was in a neighboring county,
not very far from her home in Wuri, Taichung.
Even so, it would be too inconvenient
to commute every day, considering her
physical condition. A teenager by then,
A-juan knew she would have to live on
campus. Not wanting to leave home
and her father, tears began welling
in her eyes. “The teachers there will
teach you many things that you
need to live independently
in the future,” he said
soothingly. “I’ll visit you
every week.”

His Big Hands,
Her Crooked Hands,
All Caring Hands

He kept his promise and visited her every
week until she graduated from junior high
school. He usually arrived bearing her favorite
treats: apples and cookies. As her father had
said, the teachers in the school taught A-juan
many things that allowed her to live independently, including how to do household chores
and take care of herself.
That was many years ago. Now she is 41 and
he 83. They have swapped their roles, and for
more than a decade, since he came down with
Parkinson’s disease, she has cared for him with
love and without complaint.
A good daughter
A-juan’s mother passed away when she was
still little. Her father raised her alone, so the two
of them have always been very close. She grew
up under his guidance into a person as self-reliant as one with cerebral palsy can hope to be.
More than a decade ago he was diagnosed
with Parkinson’s disease, which gradually
deprived him of the ability to do many everyday
things. He eventually became entirely dependent upon her for everything. Though she herself has difficulties controlling her physical
movements, she has made up for those deficiencies with her unfathomable determination to
give him the best care she can.
Every morning after she has freshened
herself up, she washes her dad’s face and
brushes his teeth. Then she rides her bicycle to the market to shop for groceries. It takes a lot of effort for her
to pedal, her body wobbling
with the rhythm of
the bicycle.

Dad’s big hands helped his daughter, a cerebral palsy victim, grow up. They helped her navigate
the dark valleys through which she had to walk. Most of all, they helped strengthen her heart to
face life.
Now the tables have turned, and it is she—with deformed and crooked hands—that cares for
him—old, sick, and demented.
Her wish through it all is simple, but poignant: “I hope that Dad won’t forget me.”
By Wu Yue-jun and Hong Su-yang
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“When I’m absorbed in a chore, my mind is tranquil and I forget all my pain. Doing housework
has become my specialty.”
After junior high school, she worked at a
hotel as a janitor for five years. Though she could
not work very fast, she gave it her best. That was
the only work experience she has ever had. She
cherishes those years of gainful employment,
during which she stashed away every dollar she
had earned for a rainy day. “We have to look a
little farther down the road and plan ahead,” she
remarked.
Helping others
A-juan’s home was flooded when Typhoon
Kalmaegi hit Taiwan in 2008. Tzu Chi volunteers
met her and her father when they went to the
disaster areas and helped victims clean up their
homes and communities. Volunteers have visited their home at least once a month ever since to
check on how they are doing.

She returns home with Chinese vermicelli
soup—which her dad loves. Then she pours it
into a bowl and waits on him as he eats. She
always waits until he has finished before she
herself eats.
At night, she sleeps by his side so she can
detect any signals from him and attend to his
needs. “Sometimes Dad doesn’t want to get up
to go to the bathroom. I have to drag him out,”
she says as she rolls up her sleeve to show off
her strong arm. “This is all thanks to Dad’s
training.”
His condition has rapidly worsened in recent
years. He has even developed symptoms of
dementia. He often wakes her in the middle of
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the night. “He even hit her with a walking stick,”
a woman next door said, “and threw his urine
on her.” Hearing those words, A-juan smiled
and defended her father: “He’s not feeling well,
and he’s not himself. I don’t get mad at him.”
She always washes their clothes by hand. “The
clothes are cleaner this way; besides, it saves on
water and electricity,” she explained. After taking
in the clothes she hangs out to dry, she folds them
very neatly and puts them tidily away.
Her left hand is calloused from all the housework, and the fingers are deformed and crooked.
Her right arm and hand are weak, so her left
hand has to do all the heavy work. She said that
she actually enjoys doing the household chores.

“One night Dad came down with a cold, and
he was very feeble. I called Brother Chen and
asked for his help,” A-juan recalled. After receiving her call, volunteer Chen Jin-sheng (陳金盛)
rushed over and took the old man to the clinic of
Dr. Chen Wen-de (陳文德), a member of the Tzu
Chi International Medical Association.
Chen Jin-sheng helps the father-daughter
pair in other ways too, such as clipping fingernails for A-juan’s father or painting their home,
a simple one-story dwelling. “Though physically
disabled, A-juan is extremely strong and brave,”
Chen said. “She does an excellent job of housekeeping and takes great care of her dad. She’s
our role model. She reminds me of the need to
be extra mindful, understanding, and patient
when I look after my own aging father.”
A-juan’s body leans to the right due to the
cerebral palsy, causing excessive wear on some
of her bones. She needed to undergo surgery to
correct that, so after talking with her maternal
grandmother, she temporarily put her father into
a nursing home that a relative operated.
She was very unaccustomed to her father’s
absence. When volunteers went to visit her, she
cried like a baby. She told them that she had
gone to see her father, but he hadn’t recognized
her. “I regret having sent him away,” she said
with a shaking voice. Chen tried to comfort
A-juan: “Don’t be so sad. We’ll get him back
after you’ve recovered from your surgery.”
A neighbor, Mrs. Chen (no relation), said,
“A-juan has been extremely loving in the care of
her father. All of us in the neighborhood are really moved. She’s a good girl, so I come over to
chat with her when I have a moment.”
A-juan has other friends, too: the aunt who
helped care for her until she was six years old
while A-juan’s dad was away serving in the military, a woman next door, members of a local community association, and Tzu Chi volunteers.
A-juan has made monthly donations to Tzu
Chi for several years now. She keeps a coin bank
at home to collect spare change, which she also
donates. “I want to help people even needier
than me,” she said with a smile. “I never feel
sorry for myself, because I do have arms and
legs and I can still give to others.”
Though her body is deformed and her mobility impaired, she is nonetheless optimistic and
sunny. She harbors wholesome thoughts, takes
good care of her dad, and tries whenever she can
to do good. She has made her life shine in its
own way.
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Illustrated

Tzu Chi Events Around the World

courtesy tzu chi indonesia branch

JING SI APHORISMS
The

The Buddha says:
In this world,
if even a tiny speck of dirt on a
fingernail could last forever,
then the principles that I teach
would not hold true.

However, in this
whole wide world, even
the tiniest speck of dirt
will change or vanish.

Therefore, the
dharma can completely put an end
to all suffering.

On February 16, Tzu Chi volunteers distributed relief goods to victims of a volcanic eruption in East
Java, Indonesia, bowing deeply and using both hands as a sign of respect.

Is it possible that the three lower realms of the Six Realms of Reincarnation exist in our own
world?
If a human passes through life idly without caring about anyone else, then what is the difference between that and the Realm of Animals? If a human’s mind is filled with desires and he
argues over every little thing, then it is like the Realm of the Asuras, who are always fighting. If a
human is never satisfied and always wants more, that is like the Realm of Hungry Ghosts. Therefore, even in the Realm of Humans, there are sufferings like those in the lower realms. If we can use
our lives in this world to practice the Way of the Bodhisattvas and do our best to help others, then
we will realize the value of being born as human beings.

Translated by E E Ho and W.L. Rathje; drawings by Tsai Chih-chung; coloring by May E. Gu
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Indonesia
Indonesia experienced one natural disaster
after another at the beginning of 2014: the eruption of Mount Sinabung in North Sumatra;
floods in Jakarta and in Manado, the capital city
of North Sulawesi Province; and the eruption of
Mount Kelud, located in East Java. Kelud had
erupted in 1990 and 2007, but neither was as bad
as this time.
Officials raised an alert on February 13, before
Mount Kelud erupted, and urged people living
in a ten-kilometer (6.2-mile) radius of the volcano
to evacuate. However, the volcano erupted just
90 minutes after the alert, before the evacuation
could be completed. The rumble of the eruption
could be heard several hundred kilometers away.
Ash spread as far as Bandung, 600 kilometers
(375 miles) away in West Java.
Shelters were established in the counties of
Malang, Kediri, and Blitar, all located near the
volcano. According to the East Java govern-

ment, more than 50,000 people took refuge in
the shelters.
When they learned of the eruption, Tzu Chi
volunteers in Surabaya, the capital city of East
Java, convened an emergency meeting to plan
for disaster relief.
When volunteers visited the disaster areas to
assess the situation, Soekarwo, who was in
charge of a shelter, told them that the residents
there were basically fine, but they needed more
mats, blankets, food, drink, and baby food.
Volunteers and military representatives met
the day after the eruption and decided to distribute aid to residents from Pujon and Ngantang,
both in Malang County, about 45 kilometers (28
miles) from the volcano. About 17,000 victims
from those two places were housed in shelters in
the town of Kecamatan Kasembon.
The volunteers got busy procuring relief
goods, including bottled water, sarongs, biscuits,
and toiletries. They gathered at the Tzu Chi
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Surabaya office at five o’clock on the morning of
February 16 and set out for Kecamatan
Kasembon, three hours away.
A total of 40 volunteers and 20 soldiers worked
together in the distributions. A lot of goods were
distributed to the victims: about 5,700 sets of
toothpaste and toothbrushes; 5,900 bars of soap;
5,500 sarongs; 6,000 packs of biscuits; 8,800 packs
of instant noodles; 200 kilograms (440 pounds) of
rice; 6,600 bottles of water; 15,000 masks; and 600
bottles of eye drops.
More distributions were held on the 18th,
and included goods such as diapers, milk formula, and mats—stuff which victims had told
volunteers that they needed when volunteers
held the first distributions on the 16th.
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Japan
A horrible tsunami devastated the northeastern coast of Japan on March 11, 2011. The lives of
many people were turned completely upside
down. Though three years have passed, recon-

Reading the letter from Tzu Chi, Salim, a storm victim in Alor Setar, Kedah, feels comforted and senses a spirit of love without borders.

struction in the region has not progressed as
many had hoped, and people there are still in
need of help.
To help keep the memory of the disaster alive
and to help boost the local economy, the Umi no
Sato Foundation and the Taipei Economic and
Cultural Office in Japan joined together to hold
the “Northeastern Region Well-being Bazaar” at
a temple in Kamakura on March 8 and 9.
The Umi no Sato Foundation was established
in May 2012, and this was the fourth time it had
sponsored the Northeastern Region Well-being
Bazaar. Several events were open for the public: a
photography expo featuring photos of the March
11 disaster, music performances, and sales of
goods and souvenirs from the devastated northeastern region. Of the 28 booths at the bazaar, only
two were sponsored by foreign groups: Tzu Chi
and a Taiwanese trading company.
Kazuki Moriyama, president of the Umi no
Sato Foundation, said that Taiwan led all nations
in donations to Japan after the March 11 disaster.
That was why he had gratefully invited Tzu Chi, a
foundation based in Taiwan, to participate in the

event. He also hoped that this would help more
Japanese people get to know Tzu Chi and Taiwan.
Liao Pei-yu (廖珮瑜), an erhu fiddle player from
Taiwan, was also invited to perform at the event.
Beniko Nakamura, a visitor at the photo expo at
the Northeastern Region Well-being Bazaar held
in Kamakura, Japan, was moved to tears by photos featuring Tzu Chi’s humanitarian aid after the
March 2011 catastrophe.
qiu shu-hui

Malaysia
About ten percent of Malaysians suffer from
kidney disease, resulting in a strong demand
for dialysis service in the country. Because
many destitute sufferers cannot afford the costs
of the treatment, Tzu Chi has established three
dialysis centers in the nation to serve the needy
free of charge.
Tzu Chi opened its Butterworth center in
November 2002. It had 11 dialysis machines in
service, but over time the demand exceeded the
capacity of the center. Therefore, an expansion
project was begun in October 2012. While the
renovation was underway, the 11 machines continued to serve patients. After 18 months, the
expansion work was completed. The dialysis

Malaysia
On April 7, a storm damaged the roofs of 16
apartments in Taman Setia Jaya, a community in
Alor Setar, Kedah Province. Rain leaked through
the roofs into the 20-year-old buildings and
soaked the furniture. This was the third time
that the residents had suffered such damage.
Volunteers assessed the situation the following morning. They left after visiting the victims,
but they returned in the afternoon and delivered
emergency cash.
The home of Salim, one of the victims, suffered the most damage. Before this storm, Tzu
Chi volunteers often did fundraising at the night
market where Salim worked, and he often donated money to them. When he himself had become
a disaster assistance recipient, he understood
better why the volunteers worked so hard to
solicit donations. Touched by the letter of consolation that they had handed him, he promised to
drop coins regularly into a coin bank a volunteer
had given him to help the needy.
“This is the first time I’ve received aid from a
charity,” said Salem. “I can sense your sincerity
from your letter of consolation. I promise that
from now on when I meet Tzu Chi volunteers at
the night market, I’ll be the first to drop money
into their donation box.”

xu wei-ying

mai li-ling

A coin bank placed by a blood pressure gauge
receives donations from patients and visitors at the
Tzu Chi dialysis center in Butterworth, Malaysia.

center now has 24 dialysis machines, with
enough room for up to 43 machines. Employees
and patients at the center enlisted a hundred
people to each donate 55 Malaysian ringgit
(US$17) a month to help purchase a new dialysis
machine. In ten months they had accumulated
55,000 ringgit, enough to accomplish their goal
and buy a new dialysis machine.
Some patients and visitors also put money
into coin banks at the center to help out. For
example, a dialysis patient of Indian descent
drops in three ringgit (90 US cents) each Friday
when she comes in for treatment.
Norhaida MD. Saman, a Muslim, heads the
nursing staff at the center. She has worked there
for more than eight years. In mid-March she
showed patients around the new center to familiarize them with the new place. Everyone was
very happy with this bright, new facility.
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Chilean earthquake victims help pack relief goods
for a Tzu Chi distribution held in Iquique in northern Chile on April 12.

raquel aguilar ching

Chile
Iquique, a port city in northern Chile, is the
capital of both Iquique Province and Tarapacá
Region. A magnitude 8.2 earthquake rocked
the area on April 1, killing six people and setting off a two-meter tsunami. According to
government officials, more than 900,000 people and 11 hospitals were evacuated along the
coast. Frequent aftershocks left many people
camping outdoors.
Tzu Chi volunteers from Santiago, 1,800 kilometers (1,125 miles) to the south, flew in on
April 10. They planned to hold a distribution of
daily necessities on the 12th at a local school to
help a thousand families affected by the
earthquake.
The goods arrived later than planned on the
day of the distribution, so volunteers had to
hurry to put the goods into individual bags for
distribution. Recipients helped with the task as
well. Each family received 17
items, including noodles, cooking oil, rice, and beans.
It was the first time that
many recipients had ever
received aid, so they were
understandably quite emotional. Volunteers shared with them
the Tzu Chi philosophy of giving without expecting anything
in return. A young man said,
“I’m touched—I never thought
that foreigners would come to
help us.”
After the large distribution
event, volunteers went to distribute more aid at Alto
Hospicio, a poor neighborhood
in the hills above Iquique and
the area that had suffered the
most serious damage. Sixty
percent of the buildings in the
area had been damaged in the
quake. It was the first time aid
had been distributed there
since the tremor. Victims
expressed their gratitude to the
volunteers for bringing goods
and warmth to help them
emerge from the setback.

liang yan-kang

Half of the photographs on display were provided by people in the northeastern region or
newspaper companies; the other half were furnished by the Tzu Chi Japan branch.
At the bazaar, several Japanese from the
disaster zones recognized Tzu Chi uniforms
from the time the foundation provided aid after
the disaster in their areas of residence. They happily greeted the volunteers like long-absent old
friends. The volunteers purchased goods from
their booths to show their support.
To support the event, Tzu Chi volunteers sold
food at the bazaar. They began purchasing food
ingredients a week earlier and started cooking
two days before. They were happy to do something for the disaster area.

Canada
Since the Tzu Chi office in
North Toronto was opened on
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Volunteers filled 20 garbage bags at Bayview Hill Park in Richmond Hill, Ontario, for an Earth Day
cleanup event on April 25.

September 15, 2013, local volunteers have been
actively promoting and carrying out Tzu Chi
work in the surrounding communities. In the
process, they came to know Castro Liu, a member of the Richmond Hill council.
This spring, Councillor Liu invited Tzu Chi to
take part in an Earth Day event held by the
Richmond Hill municipal government. The event
involved cleaning up Bayview Hill Park, Helmkay
Park, and Ritter Park, from 5 p.m. to 8 p.m. on
April 25.
Though it was cold and rainy on the scheduled day, over 30 Tzu Chi volunteers and students from the Tzu Chi Academy of Humanistic
Studies showed up on time at the meeting
place. Liu kicked off the event with a short
speech, and then volunteer Huang Shu-zhen
(黃淑珍) talked about a few things to pay attention to during cleanup.
Liu said that he was surprised to see the volunteers show up for the event as promised; he
had thought the cold and rain would discourage
them from attending. He looked forward to
inviting them to events that the town might host
in the future. The volunteers presented him with

Tzu Chi magazines and pamphlets with information on the local Tzu Chi office, and they
expressed their wish to have a chance some day
to visit the town hall and introduce the ideals of
the foundation.
Lin Tong (林彤), a young student from the
Tzu Chi Academy, said that she was glad she
had come with her family because it gave her a
chance to work outdoors and stay away from
her computer games. She said that she would
share this experience with her classmates. She
also promised that she would participate in similar events in the future.
Another participant that afternoon was volunteer Ren Juan-xi (任眷西). Close to 80 years
old, she was delighted to participate. It gave her
a chance to exercise and to clean up the community as well. Since the North Toronto office
opened, she has attended as many Tzu Chi
events as she could because she fully identifies
with and supports Tzu Chi ideals.
Braving the rain, the volunteers started picking up garbage at Bayview Hill Park. After filling 20 garbage bags, they proceeded to Helmkay
Park and filled 10 bags there. At the third place,
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Tzu Chi Philippines held nine training sessions on April 26 and 27 in Tacloban for victims of Typhoon
Haiyan who wanted to volunteer for Tzu Chi.

Ritter Park, although it had become even colder
by that time, they filled up eight bags of garbage.
Councillor Liu drew the day’s activity to a close
by presenting certificates of appreciation to the
volunteers. Everyone returned home happy to
have taken part in a meaningful event.
Philippines
Typhoon Haiyan devastated the central
Philippines in November 2013. Tzu Chi rendered
short-term crisis aid to survivors directly after
the storm, and the foundation is planning to
build prefabricated homes in areas heavily damaged in the storm. In the course of helping the
less fortunate, volunteers have built bonds with
many victims in Tacloban. Many aid recipients
have been exposed to and have come to identify
with Tzu Chi humanitarian ideals.
On April 26 and 27, the Tzu Chi Philippine
branch held nine training sessions for disaster victims in Tacloban who were interested in volunteering for Tzu Chi. Over 8,000 people attended.
96

Tzu Chi Quarterly

Many people took time off from work to
attend the training sessions, including Abraham
Ang, who came with his wife. Although a day
away from work meant a day without pay, he
still chose to come. He said, “I wanted to know
the impetus that propelled Tzu Chi volunteers
and Master Cheng Yen to help us, and I wanted
to do my best to pay back their kindness and to
help others in need.”
Tzu Chi volunteers had already held training
sessions in Tacloban three months earlier, in
January. Many attendees of those sessions have
since taken up recycling and begun soliciting
donations for Tzu Chi. Wearing volunteer uniforms to the sessions this time, they helped maintain order, checked people in, distributed coin
banks and snacks, and provided whatever other
sorts of assistance they could. “I invited my
coworkers to attend the training sessions,” one of
them shared. “I told them that though we had
been aid recipients, we should all rise from the
disaster and become help givers.”
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Only if you are content will your life be rich with happiness
and peace.
—Master Cheng Yen
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