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Alumni work to combat 
Haiti’s water crisis 
and save the children  
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 Saving 
Children the 

“Ou pale Kréyol?” Dark eyes widen expectantly. 

Michael Ritter ’06 shakes his head and responds without 

cracking a smile. “Non. Ou pale?” Teeth flash as the 

children dissolve into giggles, having just heard the tall 

American converse fluently in Creole. Clearly, he spoke 

their language – and of course, they did too. Ritter grins 

slightly. Soon, the children trail Ritter’s footsteps along the 

dusty road lined with tin shelters, clamoring for attention. 

Hands push aside cloth doorways and faces appear from 

inside the dwellings as residents recognize their visitor and 

call out greetings. Ritter stops and chats. 

By Rebecca Miller ’04  |�   Photogr aphy by R achel Turner

Months after a 7.0 magnitude earthquake 
rocked Haiti and killed an estimated 
230,000 people, reminders are everywhere. 
In the capital city of Port-au-Prince and the 
nearby town of Lèogàne, crumpled frames 
of buildings still sit forlornly, twisted 
steel supports sticking out from crushed 
concrete. Thousands of tents and shelters 
pack what were once open fields. And there 
is loss, stories of loved ones presumed 
dead, their bodies never found.   

It’s sobering. But those smiles and 
giggles are also reminders. They remind 
Ritter of his purpose, and they give  
him hope. 

More than two years ago, Ritter came 
to Haiti to help run Deep Springs 

International, a fledgling non-profit born 
from a Grove City College business plan. 
The mission: Combat poverty, illness and 
unemployment through a sustainable safe 
water program in rural communities. 

Its first target was Haiti, the poorest 
country in the Western Hemisphere; it also 
has the highest rates of infant, under-5 and 
maternal mortality, according to UNICEF. 
Sixty-seven percent of the rural population 
lives on less than $1 a day. 

The project launched in 2006, with an 
initial focus on education. Deep Springs 
first launched a health curriculum in Les 
Cayes; the coursework was co-written 

by Grove City education majors. Ruth 
(Dykstra ’07) Entwistle, one of the 
founding members, spent time in Haiti 
assisting with that particular phase. 

But things came together in 2008 when 
the founder of “Gadyen Dlo” – “water 
guardian” in Creole – a successful safe 
water program based in the northwestern 
town of Jolivert handed the technology 
over to Deep Springs to expand throughout 
rural Haiti. Ritter researched the project 
for his master’s in public health at  
Emory University. 

The system uses a five-gallon bucket 
with a spigot and chlorine. Families fill 
the bucket and pour a capful of chlorine 
into the water. Thirty minutes later, they 
have clean water, regardless of the source. 
Although it costs about $10 to bring a new 
family into the program, fees assessed 
to the families remain low – about $2, 
making it affordable for even the poorest 
households. 

“Our main goal is to save kids’ lives in a 
sustainable way,” Ritter said. 

Expatriates from all over the world 
are a common sight around Lèogàne 

these days, with disaster response and 
humanitarian organizations flooding into 
the small Caribbean nation.  

Expatriates like Ritter, however, are  
not so common. 

He values relationships – an important 
part of Haitian life – and it’s apparent in his 
everyday interactions with his friends, co-
workers and strangers. Even in the humid 
heat, he follows the Haitian dress code – 
jeans, short sleeved shirts and sandals. He 
has few possessions, with the exception 
of a growing library of books on Haiti’s 
history, politics and culture. 

He is fluent in Creole, is well-versed in 
the social customs and has so assimilated 
that he seems Haitian – he even has his 
favorite egg sandwich street vendor on 
speed dial. 

“I never would have thought that 
I would end up in Haiti,” Ritter said 
reflecting. But the summer in Jolivert was 
affirming. “I realized how challenging it 
was, but also how rewarding it could be … 
and I enjoyed it.”

Working in developing countries wasn’t 
always Ritter’s goal. He is from a Grove 
City family (his parents, Jeff and Karen 
(Schuliger), are both Class of 1979 and 
his sister, Amy, graduated in 2009). He 
studied molecular biology and at one time 
considered becoming a doctor.  
But several events opened his eyes to  
other possibilities. 

It started with a book. 
In the summer of 2004, he was buying 

a Medical College Admission Test study 
guide when Rob Ruck’s “The Tropic of 

The town of Lèogàne, located near the earthquake’s epicenter, saw some of the worst devastation. The homeless moved to camps like this one crammed into a 

soccer field. More than six months after the disaster, aid organizations are still debating the best methods to transition into a more long-term solution for housing.
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Baseball: Baseball in the Dominican 
Republic” caught his eye. A four-year 
shortstop for the Grove City baseball team, 
he was captivated. 

It spurred him to help organize a couple 
of baseball-focused mission trips through 
SCORE International to the Dominican 
Republic with some of his teammates. He 
also took part in a medical mission trip 
there that was led by former Grove City 
College professor Dr. Mark Weber. 

Those trips were a turning point. He 
realized a medical career wasn’t for him 
– but he did want to work in developing 
countries. “His overriding goal … was to 
help people,” dad Jeff said. “He wanted to 
make a difference in people’s lives.”

During his senior year, Michael was 
approached by Dr. Timothy Mech, 
professor of entrepreneurship and 
finance, with a proposition. Mech and 
some students, including Entwistle, 
were working on a non-profit business 
plan called Deep Springs International, 
and they needed someone with a science 
background to research water purification. 

Already interested in an international 
career, Ritter joined the team. They won 
the non-profit category of the College’s 
annual Business Plan Competition. Armed 
with the startup money, Ritter, Entwistle 
and Mech decided to pursue non-profit 
status, and after some discussion, they 
agreed to launch in Haiti. 

“People sometimes looked at us and felt 
that it was a long shot,” Mech recalled. “To 
start something like that, when none of us 
had any expertise in water and none of us 
had any expertise in Haiti, seemed like an 
outrageous idea.”

But things began to fall into place – at 
just the right time, it seemed. Emory’s 
public health program, and its connections 
to the Centers for Disease Control, helped 
to open doors in the country. Deep Springs 
acquired Gadyen Dlo, a program that could 
have conceivably taken many years  
to develop. 

“It’s been really rewarding for me to see 
how this has all opened up,” Jeff said.  
“It’s incredible.”

Moving to Haiti was a bold move, 

and Michael’s perseverance can’t be 
underestimated. “He realized that the 
stakes were high, and he wasn’t going to 
allow that to fail,” Mech said. 

Growth was steady, but slow. At the 
beginning of 2010, 8,000 families were 
in the program. But two things changed 
that: a new partnership with a U.S.-Haitian 
Catholic parish program to help run their 
water programs – and the earthquake. 

Ritter remembers Jan. 12 vividly. Since 
he moved to Haiti in 2008, he had 

essentially lived out of a hiking backpack, 
traveling in rural areas, working to expand 
Gadyen Dlo. 

That day, he was in the mountains near 
Boudin training technicians for the parish 
water program’s transition. The first tremor 
hit, rocking the rectory’s second floor 
where he was working on his laptop. He sat 
on the floor until the shaking stopped.  

The dust was too thick to make it 
down the stairs at first. He went out onto 
the balcony and heard screams from the 
hillsides – that’s when he knew it was an 

earthquake. Finally, he slipped outside. 
The Internet was down so he couldn’t 

reach anyone, but he didn’t think anything 
of it. Nothing in Haiti ever made the  
news anyway. 

That night, he slept outside with dozens 
of others who had deemed their homes 
unsafe. Aftershocks rolled through. All he 
had was a thin sheet to pad him from the 
ground, and it did little to shield him from 
the chilly night air. 

Thousands of miles away, his family 
waited to hear from him. No one was sure 
where he was. Jeff thought he might have 
been traveling through Lèogàne, which 
would have put him close to the epicenter. 

The memory of waiting, frantically 
e-mailing back and forth with Michael’s 
contacts, still affects Jeff – “It was tough,” 
he said after a pause. 

The next day, the parish had Internet 
restored, and Michael logged into his 
e-mail. Hundreds of e-mails and Facebook 
messages clogged his inbox. 

Haiti had made the news. 
Ritter was one of a relatively small 

number of foreigners already on the ground 
before the earthquake. He began assisting 
with disaster response, helping aid flights 
reach the makeshift landing strip outside 
of Lèogàne and tapping into his network of 
contacts to assist with other needs. 

Within hours of the earthquake, 
Haitians were building shelters from scraps 
they found. 

“People just continue to react and find a 
way,” Ritter said. “That’s something that’s 
very inspiring and impressive about the 
Haitians. They do find a way.”

But millions were homeless. They needed 
shelter, food – and clean water. Deep 
Springs helped Chattanooga, Tenn.-based 
Children’s Nutrition Program of Haiti and 
other organizations to scale up Gadyen 
Dlo to 17,000 households in and around 
Lèogàne. (Ritter joined with Children’s 
Nutrition Program following the disaster, 
sharing housing and resources in Lèogàne 
– he no longer lives out of his backpack.) 

As part of the response, Ritter was also 
asked to lead a small hygiene promotion 
group for the United Nations, coordinating 
with organizations like Samaritan’s Purse 
and the Tearfund.  

LANXESS, a global chemical firm Jeff 

works for, donated 4 million Aquatabs, 
offered at no cost to the new households. 
Jeff, a Deep Springs board member, 
volunteered time following the earthquake 
to help coordinate efforts. Deep Springs 
also had assistance from global non-profit 
Save the Children.

They recently transitioned from the 
Aquatabs back to chlorine. 

Marie Maude Demosthene wipes a 
gold-and-black patterned cloth 

across her brow. Even at 9:45 a.m. in the 
mountains above Lèogàne, the heat presses 
in. She began her journey three hours 
earlier on foot from her village of Miton. 
The way is too mountainous for vehicles, 
and a rented mule costs about $7.50.

She and her four assistants load up 25 
new Gadyen Dlo buckets to distribute. It is 
a long trek back home. 

A community health worker since 1983, 
trained to be a midwife and assist with 
vaccination clinics, Demosthene began 
working as a water technician after the 
earthquake.  

She is part of an extensive network of 
community health workers in the Lèogàne 
area – with her help and that of others in 
the network, Deep Springs has been able to 
mount the large-scale expansion. 

Other organizations specialize in 
water purification. But the key difference 
between those programs and Deep Springs, 
according to Ritter, is a focus on peer-to-
peer monitoring by technicians  
like Demosthene. 

That focus came from his graduate 
research. “People know that they shouldn’t 
be drinking untreated water, and they 
know there are options available,” Ritter 
said. Accountability is the key. 

The program relies on a Haitian staff that 
sells the locally produced chlorine to the 
families, follows up with household visits 
and routinely tests the water. Chlorine refills 
are necessary once a month and cost about $1. 

 “People who live in the mountains, 
in very remote areas – just the fact that 
someone comes to visit them really goes a 
long way,” Ritter said. 

In the process, it gives Haitians jobs and 
a steady income that increases depending 
on the volume of families served. Now, 
more than 32,000 families use the Gadyen 

Ruins still ring the Place Saint Rose in Lèogàne, where Michael Ritter ’06 is based with Children’s Nutrition Program. At right, Ritter and his Haitian staff traveled 

into the mountains above Lèogàne to distrbute Gadyen Dlo buckets to health workers, who carried them back to their villages on foot or by mule. 

“There’s something that’s 
very inspiring and impressive 
about the Haitians. They do 
find a way.”
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Dlo system. The goal is to reach 50,000 by 
the end of the year. 

“We had a vision of having water 
treatment generate sufficient revenues 
not just to cover the cost of whatever the 
product was but also to cover the cost of 
educating the community in the use of it,” 
Mech said. “It looks like we have achieved 
that (in Jolivert), which is one of the first 

times in the world that it’s ever been done 
in public health programming.”

To cut down costs, Deep Springs 
produces its own chlorine and uses a 
Haitian manufacturer of buckets. They 
only import the spigots. 

The system works – and outside 
organizations have noticed. The World 
Health Organization identified Jolivert as 

the world’s most successful community-
based household chlorination program 
in sustainable health promotion. In 
2008, Deep Springs was awarded a 
Templeton Freedom Award for Social 
Entrepreneurship. The Centers for 
Disease Control and Haiti’s ministry for 
water and sanitation have also recognized 
the program’s success.

“The more time we spent in the village, the more we came to have                
a heart for the women who lived there,” Koopman said. 

But the trio wanted to do something more than simply start a charity;  
they “wanted a means to help these families rise out of poverty.” Their 
personal contact with a talented village seamstress inspired them in 2009  
to launch Scarlet Threads, a venture that provides women in rural  
China the opportunity to earn a steady income for their families. Koopman 
and Carrie McKean designed the initial product, colorful retro aprons, and 
have since added girls’ dresses, handbags and hats. Local seamstresses craft  
all the products and receive compensation at prices they have set themselves.

The majority of Scarlet Threads’ sales have originated online through  
word-of-mouth social networking via avenues like its website 

(scarletthreads.org) and Facebook page. Additional publicity has 
come from offering blog giveaways and selling the products 
through other online boutiques, including buildanest.com.  
“It gives us tremendous exposure with those readers,” 
Koopman said, “and makes us part of a social network of 

people with similar values.”
Analysts say this phenomenon of using online social 

networking to generate exposure is growing in popularity 
among businesses of all kinds. A 2009 

McKinsey Global Survey found that 
69 percent of respondents who used 

social technologies in their businesses 
benefitted from more effective 
marketing, a lower cost of doing 
business and higher revenues. 

Koopman, who returned stateside 
in June, is now working to further 

expand Scarlet Threads’ reach by finding 
new places to market the products around the 

country, such as specialty boutique shops.

By Kr ist in (Morgan ’04) Chapman 

When Caroline Koopman ’01 and friends Jacob and 

Carrie McKean relocated to Beijing, China, in 2007, 

they were deeply impacted by the extent of poverty 

they encountered in the village of Qingyundian. 

Threads      
      Change of  

Haiti wasn’t what I expected. 

I wasn’t expecting the softly melodic 

“bonjou” and flash of a quick smile even as the 

greeter scrambled around a pile of treacherous 

concrete rubble. Or the burst of full-throated 

laughter from women gathered in the shade 

of a tin-roofed shelter. Or the jubilant cries 

of young boys running into a pot hole-riddled 

street in the heart of Port-au-Prince, eager to 

start a game of soccer as a torrential downpour 

soaked them to the skin. 

I saw passion and strength in Haiti – despite, 

or perhaps because of, the circumstances.

Se lavi. Se Ayiti. That’s life. That’s Haiti.

Armed with my recorder and notebook, I 

traveled there in August to see Deep Springs 

International’s work firsthand. This is what I 

found: On paper, Deep Springs is an intriguing 

project. In reality, it’s making the difference 

between life and death – and Michael Ritter 

’06 is a driving force. 

Ritter exemplifies what makes Grove City 

College a special place: the people. Whether 

it’s students, faculty, friends or alumni, there 

is no shortage of unique individuals who are 

making an impact on the world around them. 

There is aching complexity in the 

rebuilding efforts. Agencies must address 

everyday needs, without losing sight of creating 

lasting change. 

It’s a tall order in any disaster zone, let 

alone one with such a turbulent history. 

If anyone can meet the challenges and 

bring that lasting change though, it’s people 

like Ritter, his Haitian staff and those working 

with Children’s Nutrition Program. 

I know why Grove City College is unique. 

But if I hadn’t stepped off that plane one hot 

August morning, I wouldn’t know what it is that 

makes Haiti and its people unique. For that, 

I’m thankful. 

Se Ayiti  
A glimpse of  
life in Haiti Laughter peels out across a camp just outside 

of Lèogàne one muggy afternoon. Barefooted 
boys scramble after a volleyball-turned-soccer 
ball, giggling as Ritter sprints after an errant pass.

In the midst of the tragedy, he finds hope in their 
laughter, and satisfaction in helping families like 
that of Dieudonne St. Hilaire, a 36-year-old mother 
of two teenagers. Seated under the shade of the 
trees nearby, she tells her story, her voice smooth 
and matter-of-fact. 

After the earthquake destroyed her family’s 
Lèogàne home, they moved into an empty field and 
made a shelter from a bed sheet and four poles. A 
few weeks after the earthquake, they moved into 
the camp and were given a Gadyen Dlo system.

St. Hilaire has seen her family’s health improve. 
“Gadyen Dlo has made me well,” she said through 
translation. “I have confidence in it.”

That same confidence is echoed by Demosthene. 
Even after just a few months of working with 
Gadyen Dlo, she has seen families grow to trust the 
system.

It’s heartening for Ritter as he and Deep Springs 
look ahead. The goal is to provide clean water to 
rural Haiti, approximately 900,000 households. 

It is a big task. In time, the goal is to turn 
Gadyen Dlo completely over to the Haitians. The 
program is already largely Haitian run, from bucket 
distributions to household visits. 

 “We realize that’s a big vision. We’re not there 
yet. There are a lot of things that need to happen to 
get there,” Ritter said. 

Eventually, Deep Springs could take Gadyen Dlo 
to other parts of the world. But Ritter doesn’t see 
himself leaving Haiti anytime soon – the need is 
too big. 

“I really do believe that I’m doing what God 
wants me to be doing now, and it’s very rewarding.”

By Rebecca Miller ’04

A mother and infant watch a health worker test their Gadyen Dlo.
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