November 13, 2008
Re. Recommendation for AguaClara Project

To Whom It May Concern:

As a faculty member of the School of Civil and Environmental Engineering (CEE) at Cornell University, I am writing to express my support for funding the AguaClara Project at Cornell, which develops low-cost systems for purifying drinking water in developing countries.  I am writing this letter of support in my capacity as instructor of a service-learning course entitled “Engineers for a Sustainable World” (ESW), and also as a promoter of low-cost technologies for developing countries for over 20 years.
By way of background, the ESW activities at Cornell are part of a national network of ESW chapters at universities and colleges across the U.S.  At our campus, the ESW service-learning course mixes two lecture meetings per week and participation of the students in one of four team engineering projects that are focused on promoting sustainable development, by helping either the environment or disadvantaged communities (such as those which the AguaClara project intends to serve, in Honduras as well as other countries).  We also support an active ESW student club, which promotes awareness of sustainability issues and also performs shorter projects that are not for academic credit.
The work on low-cost, small scale water purification systems that AguaClara performs started several years ago as exactly the type of team student project that is carried out at present by teams in the ESW service-learning course.  From its beginnings as an ESW project among other projects with similar intentions, it has grown into a classroom course, a laboratory course, and a project within CEE that has earned an ongoing commitment to laboratory space and a steady following of students who participate in its activities each year.  To the best of my awareness, it has become the most successful project focused on bringing sustainability to developing countries that is currently active within the College of Engineering.

To achieve this level of success, AguaClara builds on many strengths.  The project provides an ideal combination of practical learning about water treatment in conditions found in developing countries with the broader higher education goal of giving students an opportunity to develop research skills.  Research takes place within the project at all levels of academic advancement, from undergraduates focusing on more basic questions to PhD students studying the most advanced and difficult problems.  Students can use both physical and computer modeling as inputs into answering questions.  In addition, they are given exposure to many practical aspects of project management, such organization of teams to carry out specific tasks, or the logistical challenges of working with partners in other countries to deliver a water treatment system.
AguaClara also builds on excellent resources that are available at Cornell to achieve its success.  There are experts in a wide range of subjects, both within and outside of the College of Engineering, which students in the project can call upon for feedback and ideas to complete their projects.  Cornell also prides itself on excellent computer, laboratory, and classroom facilities, and has a commitment to keeping up with the latest advancements in information technology.  Moreover, both the University as a whole and the College of Engineering in particular have made a public commitment to pursuing sustainability as a top priority, through initiatives ranging from transforming the physical campus to reduce greenhouse gas emissions to the launch of a research project known as the Cornell Center for a Sustainable Future, or CCSF.  Therefore, the goals of the AguaClara project are very much in line with the larger strategic objectives of the academic environment that surround it.
A final argument for the AguaClara project is the record of service already achieved, and the potential for even more good work in the future.  To date, the project has helped some 13,000 people in Honduras to get clean water, through the implementation of several water treatment systems.  At the same time, many communities representing millions of people around the world and especially in developing countries continue to lack access to safe water.  Given the current stress on the global environment, this number is likely to grow in the future.  Therefore, continuation and expansion of the AguaClara project is most worthy of outside support.

In conclusion, I thank you for your consideration of the proposal from AguaClara, and hope for a positive outcome.

Best regards,

[image: image1.jpg]



Francis M Vanek, PhD

Senior Lecturer and Research Associate
