
ON THE JOB

Working Knowledge
MAKING LEARNING BOTH SOCIAL AND ACTIVE

THANKS TO VIDEO games, 
kids take interactive design 
for granted, but when Edwin 
Schlossberg founded ESI 
Design in 1977, show and 
tell meant look, don’t touch. 
ESI has done “experiential” 
projects ranging from Web 
sites to store displays to 
museum exhibits (they’re 
currently working on a new 
wing for the Museum of 
Science in Boston). No one 
does touchy-feely better.

What’s your educational 

background?

I got an interdisciplinary 
doctoral degree in physics 

and English. I’ve always 
been interested in both the 
physical novel we live in 
and the sciences, where you 
prove things wrong or right.

I bet it’s hard to get a job in 

either physics or literature 

with that. 

One of my advisors said, “It’s 
a fascinating but doomed 
effort.” I wasn’t worried. Two 
months after I finished I was 
asked to design the Brooklyn 
Children’s Museum.

Which was ground-

breaking, right?

Museums were about objects, 

not intellectual discovery. 
Montessori and Piaget were 
beginning to talk about 
interactive learning, but it 
was talk.

What have you learned 

about cognition? 

The world doesn’t have 
text around it. You should 
be able to experiment with 
learning from and with other 
people. Ideally, the subject 
matter of the experience 
is a collaborative reaction 
to a phenomenon. I never 
thought that was my goal 
until I saw how joyful and 
natural it was.

What’s an example of 

collaborative discovery?

We did this thing at the 
Henry Ford museum called 
the Innovation Station—a 
giant ball-sorting machine 
that took 35 people to 
operate. Each role involved 
one key invention of the 
mechanical world, like 
pulleys, levers, an Archimedes’ 
screw. You’re kind of yelling 
at people—”Send it this way, 
send it that way!”

Is finding interactive 

solutions challenging?

We were asked to design 
the educational Macomber 
Farm for the Massachusetts 
Society for the Prevention 
of Cruelty to Animals. They 
said they wanted children 
to learn about all the ways 
people are cruel to animals. 
I said: No you don’t; that 
would be off-putting. So in 
one area we made masks that 
replicate the optics of each 
of the farm animals so you 
see the world through their 
eyes. The chicken mask says, 
“I’m seeing like a chicken.” 
Humor is a really good way 
to get people to do stuff they 
might be embarrassed about 
doing. To get a dialogue 
going is good, even if it’s 
just smiles.

Could you theoretically 

make any material 

interesting to anyone?

Maybe. We did a classical 
music education center. 
Music is about teamwork, 
notation, metaphor, storyline, 
organizing sounds in space, 
ritual, and celebration. So 
we decided those would be 
the subject matter for the 
experiences. And it worked. 
- Matthew Hutson
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A pioneer of interactive museum installations, Edwin Schlossberg lets young visitors experience science first hand,  
from launching a space shuttle to seeing the world through an animal’s eyes. As his neuroscience-inspired paintings are 
shown this month in New York City, he explains how he applies cognitive science to harness children’s curiosity.

How do you engage children  
with science?  
If you put a bucket of water in front 
of a child — 2 years old, 5 years 
old, even 8 years old — they will 
play with it forever. They learn a 
lot because they can craft a range 
of experiences as they integrate 
their sensory and physical worlds. 
I try to design like that. Most 
science museums try to train future 
scientists or to say “Isn’t science 
cool?” To me, neither of those 
attitudes is appropriate. I like to 
make experiences that allow you 
to see something differently, in a 
way that encourages you to have a 
conversation with other people in 
the room. It’s more about provoking 
questions than giving answers.

What challenges do science  
museums face? 
Today’s parents are afraid of their 
kids growing smarter than them. 
When the theme park Sesame 
Place opened in Dallas, Texas, in 
the early 1980s, a survey found that the vast 
majority of parents would not come because 
they were worried their children would ask 
questions they couldn’t answer. They were 
afraid of their kids’ curiosity. We decided to 
print tens of thousands of comic books that 
answered all the questions kids might ask. 
And we got an audience.

How do you draw on cognitive science? 
I want to make exhibits that engage all the 
senses, so I look to people who have the 
best understanding of neurophysiology and 
learning. When I designed for the Brooklyn 
Children’s Museum in New York, I talked 
with child psychologist Jean Piaget. Then 
I read sociologist Erving Goffman’s The 
Presentation of Self in Everyday Life, 
which argues that we often behave like 
actors, taking on roles that influence how we 
respond to our surroundings and each other. 
I’ve consulted educational computer scientist 
Seymour Papert and artificial-intelligence 
pioneer Marvin Minsky at the Massachusetts 
Institute of Technology. Most of these 
scientists think that learning by doing is 
better than just looking or hearing.

How does the public see neuroscience? 
Amazing discoveries are happening in 
labs all over the world, but they are not 
visible to the public. I’m not aware of any 
current major exhibit on neuroscience in 
the United States or abroad. For the US 
pavilion at the 2005 World’s Fair in Japan, 
I proposed an exhibit with my company 
ESI Design on how people are imaging 
neurons. We thought it would be important, 
beautiful and interesting. But President 
George W. Bush didn’t like it.

You designed a museum for NASA at the 
Stennis Space Center in Mississippi? 
Yes, it’s right next to the highway — the 
first science museum in the country that 
is also a rest stop. It is now scheduled 
to open next year because the site was 
completely destroyed by Hurricane 
Katrina and construction was delayed. It’s 
a space museum, but the main focus will 
be on meteorology. You’ll walk into a big 
spherical theatre, put on 3D glasses and 
feel like you’re at the centre of a hurricane. 
Then the sides of the theatre will roll up to 
reveal labs where you can explore the tools 
that allow us to make the weather visible. 

You’ll be able to turn on sensors to 
monitor the wind speed and water 
temperature at buoys in the Gulf of 
Mexico, and compare that with what 
you see outside the building.

What other exhibits are you 
working on? 
Did you ever see a Tamagotchi, the 
digital toy that would ‘die’ if you 
didn’t pay attention to it? I found 
that idea creepy but brilliant. For the 
exhibit at the Children’s Museum 
of Los Angeles in California [which 
was due to open next year, but the 
funding for which is now uncertain], 
we tried to make it feel as if it was 
an ecosystem the children had to 
take care of with their own hands. 
They walk into this fantastical place 
with a giant tree and animals called 
Dogbear and Puppycub that seem to 
be sleeping. If the kids start to blow air 
and shine lights, the creatures wake up 
and they can pet and feed them.

Is there anything you’ve always 
wanted to build? 
An oversize scale model of the human body 
as a giant pinball game. It would be the size 
of an American-football field. A hundred 
people playing together would make all 
the systems work so the body wakes up. It 
might help us to think of ourselves not just 
as individuals, but as a gigantic community 
of cells.

You’re also a painter. How does your art 
relate to the brain? 
My new set of paintings shows what I 
imagine your neuron patterning would be 
if you were thinking of a phrase — such 
as ‘You being focused’, “You considering 
stillness”, “You absolutely certain”. It thrills 
me that scientists are able to see neurons. My 
art is what we might see if we could witness 
the process of thinking itself.
Interview by Jascha Hoffman, a writer based 
in New York.
e-mail: jascha@jaschahoffman.com

Edwin Schlossberg: At the Moment 
Ronald Feldman Fine Arts, New York City 
Until 30 May 2009
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When the World Expo in Shanghai opens on May 1, some of America’s leading design talent will be 
center stage. And not just in the American Pavilion.

If you want to see what state-of-the-art interactive experience design looks like, you’ll have to hike on 
over to the Dream Cube, which is the Chinese corporate pavilion. That’s where New York-based ESI 
Design, in collaboration with Chinese architectural firm Atelier FCIZ Architects, will dazzle fair goers 
with a building that changes color based on visitors’ activity, incorporates thousands of crowd-sourced 
photographs and, in an example of extreme upcycling, its 4,949 square meter exterior is made from  
used CD cases while the interior is cooled using filtered rainwater.  

Asked why he was working for the Chinese instead of his countrymen, ESI founder Edwin Schlossberg 
had a simple answer: “They called me first.”

American-Designed Shanghai Pavilion at World 
Expo Built With Old CD Cases, Rainwater  
[Video, Slideshow] 
BY LINDA TISCHER Tues Apr 13, 2010



Indeed, the problems plaguing the American pavilion are well-known: funding issues and conflicts 
over architects that have rendered the project a race to get something up -- anything! -- by opening 
day. It took extreme intervention by Secretary of State Hillary Clinton to prevent an embarrassment  
of global proportions.

By contrast, in China, Dr. Shi Derong, Chairman of Shanghai Guo Sheng Group and the head of  
the Chinese corporate committee began a global search in May 2008 to find a firm that could create  
an interactive exhibit based on the theme “Better City, Better Life.” Corporate sponsors wanted  
a pavilion that showcased sustainable and harmonious urban living.

That search led him to Schlossberg, who had made a name for himself doing projects as diverse  
as the retail design for Best Buy, the Ellis Island Immigration Museum, and the Time Warner Home  
of the Future.

Once on board, Schlossberg was given the choice of three prominent Chinese architects as 
collaborators. Among them was Yung Ho Chang, chair of the the architecture school at MIT and head 
of Atelier FCIZ. Schlossberg picked up the phone to explain his vision, and instantly knew he had his 
man. “I love to talk to people who listen,” Schlossberg says, “and he listened hard.” The result was a rare 
level of collaboration that made the interactivity between what happens inside and outside seamless.

Fast Company      Tues Apr 13, 2010



Schlossberg, who had studied Chinese literature at Columbia, caught the next plane to Shanghai,  
where he visited monuments, open air markets, and the science and technical museum. He checked  
out the 60K square foot model of the city in the City Planning Agency.

“I was struck by the idea of a collective consciousness and by the pride the corporate people had  
in Shanghai,” he says. The business people he met were fluent with history and literature, Confuscius, 
and Lao Tzu. “If I had been talking to American business people, I doubt that they’d be discussing 
Jefferson,” he says drily.

That led him to envision a dreamscape of Shanghai as a mythical place but populated with images  
that Chinese people themselves could contribute. Chinese citizens were asked to contribute photos  
of their favorite places and of themselves with friends or family. Soon, their offices were flooded  
with over 20K images.

Within the pavilion, those images float in space as part of a multi-layered path through the exhibit. 
Along the way, fiber optic tubes respond to visitors’ waving arms. The trip through this dreamscape 
ends up in a 360-degree theater, 100 feet in diameter, and surrounded by a 14-foot-high screen.  
As people gather in the theater they’re asked to clap, in a sort of Chinese Tinkerbell moment, which 

Fast Company      Tues Apr 13, 2010



triggers changes in the LED lights on the cube’s exterior. People approaching the exhibit will see the 
whole building change color, in response to visitors inside.

That fits Schlossberg’s idea of a perfect exhibit: “I like to design something where the story is 
composed by the people participating in it. It’s a sign of where we’re going, and we’re just beginning 
that odyssey now.”

Fast Company      Tues Apr 13, 2010
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Portland-based Mercy Corps 
set to open New York multimedia center

NEW YORK — Aid workers for 
Portland-based Mercy Corps have 
battled misery in the world’s most 
desperate corners for three decades. 
They have brought malaria medicine 
to sickened African kids, built schools 
amid Iraqi gunfire, loaned seed capital to 
Afghan weavers and helped Indonesian 
fishermen launch tsunami-battered 
boats.
 Now the relief workers want to put 
you in their place — at least virtually 
— to gain support for helping more 
people.
 In a prominent Manhattan location 
today, and next September in Portland, 
Mercy Corps will launch multimedia 
centers designed to raise the nonprofit’s 
U.S. profile and attract a new generation 
of supporters. Bristling with high-
definition video screens, the first-of-a-
kind centers will enable visitors to think 
and act like relief workers, taking real-
world steps to advance the humanitarian 
cause.
 The “action centers” are the most 
visible features of Mercy Corps’ move 
to redefine what aid agencies do. The 
expanding secular organization is 
forming unusual corporate alliances, 
adapting approaches from entrepreneurs, 
addressing effects of climate change and 
more forcefully stating policy views.
 Mercy Corps, which ranks eighth 
among the top U.S.-based humanitarian 
organizations by revenue, is taking 
risks.
 It’s running its first bricks-and-
mortar capital campaign, gunning for $25 
million during a global financial crisis. 
It’s acquiring an Indonesian commercial 

By RICHARD READ
THE OREGONIAN

bank to support microlending. It’s 
driving up overhead to 11 percent of its 
ballooning $308 million annual global 
budget, a share that could concern 
donors.
 Even the action centers are risky, 
given the organization’s lack of experience 
creating public attractions and drawing 
visitors.
 But Chief Executive Neal Keny-
Guyer notes that governments, 
foundations and other organizations 
committed a record $165 million to 
Mercy Corps during its most recent 
quarter. Keny-Guyer believes the agency 
can stave off bureaucracy and stay 
nimble.
 “That culture is just really baked 
into our DNA and the kind of people 
we attract,” Keny-Guyer says. “The 
driving force still has to be innovation 
and front-line flexibility and moving 
decision-making as close to the program 
action as you can.”

Aiming to inspire

 Founded in 1979 to aid Cambodian 
refugees, Mercy Corps has expanded 
from makeshift headquarters on 
Portland’s Lair Hill to employ 3,500 
in 38 nations. The organization helps 

George Devendorf, (left) Mercy Corps’ 
vice president of global engagement 
and public affairs, and Ed Schlossberg, 
ESI Design founder and principal, test 
a display screen Wednesday in New 
York at the Action Center to End World 
Hunger. Mercy Corps will open the 
Manhattan center today and another 
one next September at its new Portland 
global headquarters.

Bebeto Matthews/The Associated Press

victims of wars and natural disasters help 
themselves, moving swiftly from cash-
for-work programs to locally shaped 
recovery projects.
 Mercy Corps’ example has influenced 
other humanitarian agencies in moving 
away from conventional handout 
programs that foster dependency. The 
organization works across conflicts, 
bringing feuding sects together in Iraq, 
for instance, to advocate for rights of the 
disabled.
 The agency has rapidly responded 
to a succession of wars and natural 
disasters. Internet appeals and direct 
mail have boosted contributions in what 
Paul Dudley Hart, senior vice president, 
calls “a sad inverse relationship” between 
the health of the world and the state of 
Mercy Corps’ finances.
 Now the organization aims to inspire 
a generation of high school students, 
among others, to become activists and 
donors. The New York Action Center to 
End World Hunger, with an understated 
Mercy Corps logo, also features other 
humanitarian agencies traditionally 
considered competitors.
 The lower Manhattan center 
occupies a 4,000-square-foot corner 
storefront between a new Hudson 
River commuter-ferry terminal and the 



former World Trade Center towers. It’s 
a preview of the Portland action center, 
which will fill 4,500 square feet of 
ground-floor space in Mercy Corps’ $32 
million headquarters under construction 
at Southwest First Avenue and Ankeny 
Street.
 Provocative signs on the New York 
center invite passers-by to enter if they 
have anywhere from a minute to a 
lifetime.
 Inside, on short video clips, field 
workers show vignettes of their days 
helping build roads or install wells. 
A giant interactive Google Earth 
display enables visitors to zoom in on 
humanitarian hot spots.

 Visitors gravitate to touch-screen 
displays that brief them on themes and 
countries -- governance and Indonesia, 
for example -- the way aid workers 
size up conditions when they arrive at 
emergencies. Visitors collect facts, hear 
from a wide spectrum of people at the 
scene and consider actions.
 “The idea is to listen to people talk, 
strategize about what to do -- and then 
you can actually do something,” says Ed 
Schlossberg, founder and principal at 
ESI Design, an internationally known 
New York firm that designed Mercy 
Corps’ $5.3 million center.
 Those with merely a New York 
minute to spare can sign a petition 
asking Congress to help eliminate 
tropical diseases (Action 329). Those 
with a year can apply to mentor aspiring 
entrepreneurs in Guatemala (Action 
327).
 Columbia University graduate 
student Sarah Bever, a former high school 
teacher who will lead school groups 
through the center, once volunteered in 
a Kenyan slum.
 “A lot of American teenagers 
feel overwhelmed sometimes and get 
immobilized,” says Bever, 26. “I want to 
help empower American youth.”

“Home front” fight

 Field workers pushed Mercy Corps 
managers during a 2006 meeting in 
Nepal to open what George Devendorf, 
vice president of global engagement and 
public affairs, calls a “home front” in the 
fight against hunger and poverty.
 “They said, ‘Look, we’re just holding 
the line out here; that’s all we’re doing,’” 
Devendorf says. “’You guys have to start 
talking with the folks on the home front 
about just how enormous the challenges 
we face are.’”
 Michael Cooper, a Mercy Corps 
manager back from Iraq, urged skeptical 
managers to compete with other 
humanitarian organizations for a Battery 
Park City Authority grant providing 
the display space across from New 
York’s Irish Hunger Memorial. Cooper 
sketched the concept on a napkin and 
enlisted Schlossberg.
 Battery Park gave Mercy Corps a 
30-year lease, renewable for another 30 

ACTION CENTERS

New York
What: Action Center to End 
World Hunger 
Opens: Today 
Location: 6 River Terrace, 
Battery Park City, opposite the 
Irish Hunger Memorial 
Concept: High-tech interactive 
displays put visitors in 
the shoes of aid workers, 
suggesting real-world actions to 
fight hunger and poverty. 
Events: A week of tours, 
poetry readings, celebrity 
appearances, children’s 
programs and hunger-
appropriate comedy 
Web site: actioncenter.org

Portland
What: Action center under 
construction 
Opens: September 2009 
Location: In Mercy Corps’ new 
global headquarters, Skidmore 
Fountain Building, downtown 
Portland 
Concept: High-definition 
multimedia, like the New York 
center, but more emphasis 
on aid and development, as 
opposed to hunger 
Audience: School groups, 
individuals of all ages

years, at $1 a year. “We paid upfront,” 
Devendorf quips.
 David Holdridge, Middle East 
program director, is preparing to 
connect internally displaced Arab youths 
to the action centers for dialogue with 
American young people.
 Holdridge is pleased that Mercy 
Corps is staking public positions to 
influence U.S. policy toward developing 
countries. In June, for example, the 
organization issued a report lambasting 
U.S. military reconstruction projects in 
Iraq.
 In March, Mercy Corps crossed lines 
between nonprofits and corporations by 
announcing a partnership with Wal-
Mart Stores Inc. to help poor farmers 
in Guatemala grow produce for the 
chain. In another novel deal, the 
agency secured support from the Bill & 
Melinda Gates Foundation to buy an 
Indonesian commercial bank that will 
back organizations making microloans
 Mercy Corps managers -- driven 
by “new philanthropists” who want 
measurable, replicable returns -- pick 
projects they can sustain and adapt 
elsewhere. The Indonesian Bank of 
Banks, for example, is designed to 
expand to the Philippines.
 With high ambitions, Mercy 
Corps, like other nonprofits, faces a 
growing challenge at home, where 
Dudley Hart, the senior vice president, 
seeks donations during the financial 
crisis. The organization has raised $6.5 
million, about one-quarter of the goal, 
in its capital campaign.
 As the New York action center 
prepares for an estimated 75,000 visitors 
in its first year, regular fundraising 
continues. “We’re hoping for the best,” 
Dudley Hart says, “and preparing for 
something less than that.”

Richard Read; richread@aol.com



   New Yorkers expecting tony shops on the ground floor of Riv-
erhouse, a new high-rise condominium with views of the Statue of 
Liberty, will instead find the Action Center to End World Hunger, 
a first-of-its-kind museum designed to teach children why world 
hunger exists and what they can do about it. The center, opening 
October 16, was created by global relief organization Mercy Corps 
after Battery Park City offered to rent the space for $1 per year for 
60 years through its public amenity program and pledged $1.25 
million in additional support.
    Other city organizations supporting the center—whose con-
struction costs total some $5.4 million—include the Lower Man-
hattan Development Corporations ($1 million grant), the New 
York City Council ($250,000), and Mayor Michael Bloomberg’s 
office ($500,000). The center has also received funding from 
private sources.
    At the center’s information kiosks and displays, students, 
parents, and teachers can learn about climate change in Niger, In-

donesia’s urban slums, the conflict in Afghanistan, and land rights 
in Guatamala, among other pressing issues. They can also choose 
to “take action” for one minute, one hour, one day, one month, 
or one lifetime; they then receive a menu of actions that includes 
signing a fair-trade petition, volunteering at a local hunger organi-
zation, or mentoring an aspiring entrepreneur.
    Come next summer, children in Portland, Ore., can pitch in, 
too: Mercy Corps will open a companion center (the Mercy Corps 
Action Center) in its new global headquarters. And no, parents 
won’t have to drag their kids to the centers, assures Mercy Corps 
CEO Neal Keny-Guyer.
    “Young people today want to make a difference in the world 
and don’t take no for an answer,” Keny-Guyer says. “But they 
don’t have the tools to translate that eagerness into action. We 
want to change that by offering them compelling information and 
clear actions that will empower them.”

The Giving
Museum
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The Action Center to End World 
Hunger will teach children about 
global poverty through “Take  
Action” stations (below) and 
other activities.

Action What’s Next



fter the attacks of Sept. 
11, 2001, the Portland-
based nonprofit Mercy 
Corps responded in New 

York with a program called Comfort 
for Kids. The international humani-
tarian organization, which typically 
responds to overseas crises, found 
a niche working with refugee and 
immigrant children affected by  
the attacks.
    Comfort for Kids was later adapt-
ed for children in New Orleans af-
ter Hurricane Katrina, and is being 
implemented now in the earthquake-
struck area of China.
    Mercy Corps’ newest project also 
involves young people, but this time, 
it’s not to help them, it’s a way for 
them to help. The organization is 
planning two action centers, one in 
New York City and one in Portland.
    The centers are multimedia exhibits 
designed to illuminate world events 
and explain the work of Mercy Corps 

and other aid organizations. Overall, 
the goal is to answer the question, 
What can I do?
    “The hope,” says Neal Keny-Guy-
er, the CEO of Mercy Corps, “is that 
we’ll empower a whole generation 
of young people to see the world in a 
different light, and even more impor-
tantly, to believe that they can make 
a positive difference around these 
global issues.”
    The Action Center to End World 
Hunger opens in New York City, a 
few blocks from Ground Zero, this 
October. A similar Mercy Corps Ac-
tion Center will open in Portland 
about a year later, in the fall of 2009.
    Well-known museum designer Ed-
win Schlossberg and his firm, ESI 
Design, are creating interactive digi-
tal displays that allow participants 
to delve into, for instance, the toll of 
conflict on Afghanistan, the issue of 
land rights in Guatemala or climate 
change in Niger.

Mercy Corps’ new world headquarters will be home to an educational 
action center that CEO Neal Keny-Guyer hopes can offer ways to effect 
positive change in the world. Scheduled to open in fall 2009, the Old 
Town building is undergoing wholesale reconstruction to obtain the 
highest possible rating for sustainability.

TRIBUNE PHOTO: L.E. BASKOW
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News of international current events 
will be up-to-the-minute. There’s 
also a companion Web site, www.ac-
tioncenter.org, which is live now.
    School groups will be a large part 
of the audience, but Mercy Corps 
also expects about a third of visitors 
to the Portland center to be tourists.
    “There’s a huge appetite for in-
formation about global issues in 
Portland,” says Susan Laarman, 
senior communications officer 
for Mercy Corps. “We get calls 
every day, people want to know 
what’s happening and how they can  
get involved.”

Center to open in new digs
    The opening of the Portland action 
center coincides with Mercy Corps’ 
move from a cluster of offices in 
Southwest Portland to a world head-
quarters building next to the Skid-
more Fountain.
    The building, currently a work in 
progress, combines a restoration of a 
historic brick building with new con-
struction. The entire structure will be 
certified LEED Platinum, meaning it 
has earned the highest possible rating 
of the U.S. Green Building Council 
for sustainability.
    Mercy Corps was founded in 1979 
by Seattle resident Dan O’Neill and 
Portlander Ells Culver. The group has 
grown dramatically over the years — 
the organization’s assets have roughly 
doubled since 2000, going from $128 
million to a projected $250 million 
for 2008. Mercy Corps served 2 mil-
lion people in 1997, and 16.4 million  
in 2007.
    Thomas Bruner, regional executive 
of the American Red Cross Oregon 
Chapters, calls Mercy Corps “one of 
Portland’s homegrown treasures.” 
The organization is particularly ef-
fective, he believes, at capturing the 
imagination of the public.
    “They have done a marvelous job 
of getting the message out at a time 
when global consciousness in soci-
ety has increased,” he says.
    Mercy Corps currently is working 
in 35 countries, including Iraq, Geor-
gia and Sudan, with a staff of 3,500 
worldwide.
    Most of the worldwide staff is na-
tive to the region of a specific project, 

supplemented by a nucleus of highly 
trained humanitarian workers.
    They work with other aid groups 
such as the International Red Cross, 
CARE, Oxfam and Medical Teams 
International when disaster strikes,  
as with the Indonesia tsunami of 
2004, which triggered a huge spike  
in donations.
    “We’re known for emergency 
response because that’s what gets 
the headlines,” Laarman says, “but 
longer-term economic development, 
sustainable economic development, 
is a very important part of our work.”
    Mercy Corps has been very suc-
cessful with a strategy called micro-
financing, using very small business 
loans as seeds for economic self-suf-
ficiency. Individuals can use the loans 
to start small plots of vegetables for 
farmers markets, to buy chickens for 
breeding, or to build and repair bi-
cycles.
    Programs like these will be high-
lighted in the Portland and New York 
action centers. Laarman says, “We 
think the kids will probably walk 
away with the understanding that it’s 
sometimes very simple but creative 
ideas that can take off or can really 
make a difference.”
    “To better understand what each 
other’s world is like breeds toler-
ance,” she adds, “and hopefully we 
address some of the causes of some 
of the problems we have in the world 
today and make our job easier in the 
long run.”
    Positive avenues offered Most di-
rectly, the action centers will present 
ways for children and adults to of-
fer immediate help. They can make 
a donation or write a letter on the 
spot. Each educational display ends 
with three examples of ways to get 
involved.
    Sometimes it’s just stretching your 
mind to imagine yourself in someone 
else’s shoes. It could be checking to 
see whether a local retailer carries fair 
trade goods, or starting a food drive, 
or reducing your carbon footprint.
    As Mercy Corps has grown, it has 
made a specialty of what might be 
called humanitarian preventive medi-
cine. The origins of armed conflict 
and terrorism are complex, acknowl-
edges CEO Keny-Guyer, but root 

causes such as poverty and hunger can 
be mitigated. Education also is crucial.
    “To the degree that you offer posi-
tive pathways for young people that are 
looking for meaning in their lives, who 
might be tempted to explore more ex-
tremist ideologies or religious groups,” 
Keny-Guyer says, “that also makes it 
less likely that they’ll engage in nega-
tive or extreme behavior, or terrorist 
behavior.”
    No one’s claiming that one or two 
Mercy Corps Action Centers alone 
are enough to eliminate terrorists like 
the ones that attacked the World Trade 
Center and the Pentagon. But they help 
to answer a simple question posed by 
Keny-Guyer: “How can we all work 
together to build a better world, and 
maybe make it less likely that some-
thing like that ever happens again?”

Afton Walsh (left) and Susan Laarman discuss the progress of the 
planned action center. School groups will be a large part of the center’s 
audience, but Mercy Corps also expects about a third of its visitors to 
be tourists.

TRIBUNE PHOTO: L.E. BASKOW

Story by Anne Marie Distefano
annemariedistefano@portlandtribune.com

Thursday, September 11, 2008


