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The purpose of this paper is to describe the READ Global approach to 
sustainable development and outline some of the key factors that make 
READ such a successful program and the recipient of both grants and 
awards from the Bill and Melinda Gates Foundation. 
 

A.  INTRODUCTION 
 

It was the end of a trek in Nepal in 1988, we were sitting on a hillside, 
and the people in my group started to hand me a tip.  I turned to the 
sirdar, Ang Domi Lama, and asked, “If you could do anything in your 
village, Domi, what would you do?”   
 
Without hesitation, he answered, “I would build a library”.   
 
At that time, I was President of Myths and Mountains, an adventure 
travel company for discerning, inquisitive globe-trotters, who seed hand-
crafted, life-changing experiences.  Since we were always asking local 
people to help us create very personal experiences, we wanted to give 
something back to the people in the lands in which we traveled.  My 
background was in education, so we wanted to contribute educationally 
to these areas. 
 
In the early days, more than a quarter of a century ago, we gave 
scholarships to Nepali and other students to study in the States 
(actually, the first Nepali woman to graduate from an American medical 
school was someone Myths and Mountains funded), helped put roofs on 
schools and provide benches and desks.  But these were band-aids on a 
bleeding artery. 
 
At the same time, we saw vivid examples of the problems of misguided 
development work and foreign aid.   You would see a place where “pretty 
little Sunita” had told a good-hearted soul “my parents are dead and I 
want to go to school.  Can you help me?” 
 



This person would find a way to get a scholarship for Sunita.  Then, the 
others in the village wondered, “How did she get a scholarship?  Her 
parents aren’t dead!” 
 
The next thing you knew, all of the village children were telling foreigners  
how their parents were dead and they wanted to go to school.  Instead of 
helping, the good-hearted person who gave “pretty little Sunita” money 
had created a village of beggars! 
 
Or, we all know of the church or rotary that collects money to build a 
school or hospital in Nepal or another country.  It opens with a doctor 
and great fanfare and runs for a year.  But, if that church or rotary does 
not continue to support this school or hospital for the rest of its life, it 
will be empty in a year! 
 
Then, of course, there are the vagaries of foreign aid.  One of my vivid 
memories is of $75 million dollars going to consultants for feasibility and 
pre-feasibility studies for the creation of the Arun 3 Dam in Nepal that, 
to this day, has yet to be started 
 
In addition to learning about aid and charity through travel, we at Myths 
and Mountains also vividly realized that we are all in this together: 

• that what happens in the most remote villages around the world 
directly shapes the possibilities and prosperity of our largest 
cities,  

• that lack of rural economic opportunity leads to urban 
overpopulation, poverty and disease, as well as wars internally 
and among nations,  

• that lack of rural safe food or clean water can lead to an urban 
global food crisis, threatening our health and the strength of our 
economy. 

 
Thus the rural/urban challenge is to make villages viable places for 
people to live, learn and prosper, so we can all succeed and survive 
together. 
 
Ang Domi’s idea of using a “library” as the catalyst for rural prosperity 
seemed brilliant.  Although Myths and Mountains had created a non-
profit back in 1988, the name was changed and in 1991 Rural Education 
and Developemtn (READ) Nepal came into being as a non-profit 501c3. 
 

B.  READ NEPAL  
 
We chose to meet this rural/urban challenge by taking Domi’s 
suggestion, and creating a sustainable holistic approach to rural 
development that combined education, enterprise and community 



development.  Back in 1991, the program was called Rural Education 
and Development (READ) Nepal.   
 
Education 
  
In 1991, Nepal did have a network of rural public schools, although not 
in sufficient numbers and certainly not of high quality.  Most were totally 
lacking in books and materials for rural students and certainly could not 
prepare students to pass the School Leaving Certificate needed for entry 
to college or university.  READ elected to provide those materials, but not 
only for students, but everyone, from pre-school to adult.   
 
READ accomplished this by constructing a network of rural Community 
Library Resource Centers (CLRCs) in villages with a hub of elementary 
and secondary schools.  The CLRCs would provide villagers with free 
access to information and technology.  READ then supplied these centers 
with 3000-5000 books in the local language from pre-school through 
adult, including books required by the school curriculum.  Every library 
had the following components: 

• Reading room 
• Children’s room 
• Women’s center 
• Computer center 
• A-V center 

The town selected a rural librarian and READ trained that person or 
persons and the library committee to run the rural library. 
 
Enterprise 
 
In 1991, when 6 porters and I trekked the first 900 books over a 10,000 
and a 12,000-foot pass down into the tiny village of Junbesi for the very 
first library, the schoolmaster made a thought-jarring statement. 
 
“You foreigners,” he said, “build us schools, build us clinics and 
hospitals.  Then you leave and expect us to care for them.  But we are 
poor farmers and we don’t have any money.” 
 
For me, that was an epiphany!   We wanted every single CLRC to thrive, 
and this would require income.   On the other hand, we did not want to 
care for them forever.  We saw ourselves as doctors delivering babies, but 
we did not want to raise the child.  That was up to the community. 
 
The solution, in addition to constructing the CLRC, was to seed a 
business in each community that would generate sufficient income to:  

• Pay the salary of the librarian and staff 
• Purchase new books regularly  



• Pay the utilities needed on the building 
• Maintain the building 
• Have some funds left over to help with community activities. 

 
Villages decided on the kind of business they wanted, as long as the 
income was sufficient.  Businesses included: 

• A furniture factory, 
• Storefront rentals, 
• Ambulance service, 
• School busses, 
• Catering Service, 
• Cable TV, 
• Fish Pond, 
• Sewing factories, 
• A tractor, 
• Gooseberry production, 

and many other ventures. 
 
As READ grew, it was clear that the success of the business was the 
heart and soul of the project.  For the first time, these libraries became  
economic assets to villages, not a liability. 
 
Additionally, many of the businesses generated more income than 
needed to simply support the library, and villages started pre-schools, 
built community centers, boarding schools, dormitories, mobile libraries 
and many other activities. 
 
Community Development 
 
Unlike many other organizations, READ chose to be collaborative.  The 
libraries were built with large meeting rooms and the communities were 
encouraged to link with organizations providing literacy training, 
microcredit, women’s empowerment, health/HIV and business and 
farming classes.  In essence, the library became the hub of community 
activity and education for people of all castes, income levels, sexes, ages 
and ethnicity.  This was a way of leveraging scarce resources and 
bringing outside expertise into each community. 
 
In addition, as the network of CLRCs grew, READ helped to organize the 
Nepal Community Library Association (NCLA), bringing together board 
members and librarians throughout the Nepal.  Where READ was an 
international non-governmental organization, the NCLA was an NGO and 
had access to country funds that were unavailable to INGOs.  
Additionally, the meetings of the NCLA helped to generate an exchange of 
learning and ideas across the different library communities in Nepal and 
became a voice for libraries and communities throughout the country. 



 
 

 
 
 
 

C.  READ NEPAL BECOMES READ GLOBAL 
 

In 2006 READ Nepal won the $1,000,000  Bill & Melinda Gates 
Foundation’s Access to Learning Award.  Within Nepal, READ had an 
Executive Director, staff and advisory board that ran the operation in the 
country, recommended selection of sites, did the training and 
monitoring, and worked closely with villages. 
 
In the States, however, until 2006, Myths and Mountains provided the 
staffing for READ, housed the non-profit rent-free in the office, oversaw 
operations in Nepal, and did the fundraising for the organization.  Now, 
with this award, for the first time, READ had sufficient funds to hire its 
own Executive Director.  
 
Then, in 2007, READ Global was given a major grant to expand READ 
into other countries.  READ chose to branch out into India and Bhutan.   
 
Since 2007, READ has moved out of the Myths office into its own office in 
the Presidio in San Francisco, become an independent 501c3 with its 
own staff and policies, and opened up offices in both India and Nepal.  
Myths and Mountains still helps raise funds for READ, conducts a 
special READ event every year and takes travelers to visit READ sites, 
but READ is very much its own business now. 
 
To date, READ has constructed 50 CLRCs in Nepal, 6 in India, and 1 in 
Bhutan, with several more in progress.  In Bhutan, READ is actually 
building a sustainable rural library system, where none has previously 
existed.   
 
The organization is well monitored, and has been evaluated by the 
International Reading Association, the Nepal Social Welfare Organization 
and the independent Organization Development Center  READ is listed 
on Guidestar as well as Better Business Bureau sites. 
 

D.  FACTORS UNIQUE TO READ’S SUCCESS 
 

 
READ Global uniquely combines a variety of factors that have made it so 
very successful. 
 



1. READ is non-governmental, a-political and non-religious.  During 
READ’s major growth period in Nepal, the country was in the midst 
of a 13-year civil war between the Maoist and government factions.  
READ did not side with any group, and constructed centers in 
Maoist areas as well as government areas.  READ contracted 
directly with the community.  Thus, where rebels might bomb a 
school in a village, because it belonged to the government, no one 
touched a library, because it belonged to the village! 

 
2. READ is a holistic approach to development, combining education, 

enterprise and community development and re-energize 
communities. 

 
3. READ is invited in by communities.  Rather than saying to villagers, 

“Have we got something for you . . !”, villagers approach READ.  
Villagers have to put together a committee, come up with a 
sustaining project, and write a proposal to be considered for a 
READ center.  Villagers also have to donate a minimum of 15% of 
the costs of construction for the READ Center, so they have a 
financial stake. 

 
4. READ Centers are open to all in a community, regardless of caste, 

ethnic group, sex, financial status or age.   This has to be clearly 
understood by the community before they can be considered for a 
CLRC. 

 
5. Every CLRC must have a business that fully sustains and supports 

it.  This is the heart and soul of READ’s success and critical to the 
program. 

 
6. Every CLRC must provide free access to information and technology.  

This is not a “member’s only operation”.  In some cases, this has 
been hard, as electricity is expensive in countries such as Nepal, 
Bhutan and India, but READ has been working to make free 
access a reality slowly but surely. 

 
7. All of the community stakeholders must sign an agreement before 

READ will begin construction.  This is critical, particularly in areas 
where there is civil unrest.  Everyone must indicate that they 
support this program.  In Nepal, for example, all of the political 
parties – Maoist, Congress, UML and others had to be party to the 
agreement in a village.  If not, one or the other might try and 
sabotage the Center. 

 
8. READ Centers give management control to the community.  Each 

community has its own library committee, bank account, 



responsibility for staffing, etc.  These CLRCs belong to the 
community, not to READ Global. 

 
9. All libraries are monitored periodically, and must be totally 

financially transparent and accountable.  READ Global and READ 
Country offices make an effort to make sure that the CLRCs are 
operating properly and to help them when there are problems.  The 
goal is to have them all succeed. 

 
10. Libraries are a Zone of Peace in the countries in which they 

operate. 
 

 
E.  10 LESSONS FOR A SUCCESSFUL AND SUSTAINABLE 

PROGRAM 
 

Working with READ over the years, we have all learned much.  Let us 
share ten key lessons both our successes and our failures have taught 
us. 
 

1. Lead with your head, not your heart.  Just because the plight of 
the poor little Sunita tears your heart, you really need to 
realistically assess whether your assistance will really help or 
cause more problems.  You cannot help everyone and you need to 
be sure that when you do give assistance, that it will be well-used.  
Also, there are so many needs in the world, you cannot do them 
all.  Focus is critical 

 
2. Understand the social issues.  Because we do not always grasp 

what is happening in a country that is vastly different from our 
own, we often do things that are inappropriate.  For example, if 
READ had chosen to side with one or another of the parties in 
Nepal, the libraries would have been destroyed by the other.  By 
helping Sunita, one created a village of beggars. 

 
3. Villages need to approach you, not you approach them.  So 

often we as westerners think we know what is best for people.  Yet 
this is not always what they want for themselves.  If a project is 
going to succeed, it must be the wishes of the locals, not your ideas 
of what they want.  This must be their project. 

 
4. Villages need to write a proposal.  Going through the exercise of 

writing a proposal is a very important activity.  It forces the people 
to think things through and plan.  Villagers can always find 
someone who can help them write proposals, even if they 
themselves are  not literate.  Most important, if they do not want to 



make the effort to write a proposal, they will not take care of the 
project!!!! 

 
5. Villagers need a committee that is representative of the 

population of the village and good leadership.  Leadership is 
always key to the success of a program.  You have to spend time in 
a village, get to know the people, and understand if there is 
someone capable of overseeing the project and keeping the villagers 
motivated.  Also, all of the different groups in a village need to be 
represented on committees.  None should be left out. 

 
6. All villagers must contribute, including money.  If villagers 

contribute, they will take care to oversee their investment far more 
carefully.  Also, almost all can contribute somehow.  In one village, 
for example, each week, each household brings a kilo of rice and 
pours it into a pile.  This rice is then taken to market and sold, the 
money going to the CLRC. 

 
7. Villagers should do the construction, not foreigners.  Again, we 

want this project to belong to the village.  If foreigners do the 
construction, they get “warm fuzzies”, but the project will belong 
more to them than to the village.  If villagers put in the effort, it is 
theirs. 

 
8. Again, everything you do must be sustainable.  It is easy to 

build a library, a hospital or a school.  It is far harder to sustain it.  
There must be some income generating project that provides 
sufficient funds to keep what is built in operation and create a 
major village asset.  We see that problem today in the States, 
where libraries, supported by the government rather than by 
communities, are closing or cutting back hours to cut costs. 

 
9. Monitor and evaluate, but with appropriate benchmarks and 

parameters.  It is critical that one evaluate projects in developing 
countries with appropriate parameters that take local conditions 
into consideration.  If a building is supposed to be done in a year, 
and there is a political problem in a village, things may take longer.  
This does not mean one has failed, it just means one has to wait 
until things calm down to finish the project.  Too often, we just 
walk away or rush things to meet a deadline, and fail. 

 
10. No Ego!  You have to give it away.  We always hear people 

talk about “my project’, or ‘I did this”.  If you want a project or 
program to be a success, you have to give it away to the people – 
not easy!!  READ has succeeded, not because of me, but because of 
excellent country directors, dynamic village leadership, local, 



country and US board members who struggle to support the 
program, and executive directors and staff who care and are 
excited about what they are building.  If a program is about you, it 
will end when you end.  Giving it away is not easy, but ultimately, 
it has to happen for a program to last beyond the creator. 

 
Thank you. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 


