
 

Musical Empowerment on Impoverished Central South American Youth  

I am extremely grateful that because of my past musical education I am able to practice 

my musicianship every day. Because I believe that it is morally right of me to pass my 

knowledge of music onto young students who have not been as fortunate, I started giving 

children free voice during the summer of 2020. Most of my students are between eight and ten 

years of age, and each learns a song of their choice. They all tell me how much their weekly 

lessons mean to them and how much value music has in their lives. From my own personal 

experiences, as well as the impact I’ve seen on my students, I have internalized how impactful 

the ability to make music can be. This led me to research the impact the creation of music has 

had on the lives of South American children in Paraguay.  

In Paraguay, there are many families living in extreme poverty and unhealthy conditions. 

In some parts of the country, the illiteracy rate runs high and many people earn a living by 

collecting and selling garbage. For example, in the slums of Cateura, approximately twenty-five 

hundred families live off of the approximately fifteen hundred tons of waste that arrive each day( 

Al Jazeera). In other areas, the water supply is extremely polluted, and when it rains towns are 

sometimes completely flooded with contaminated water.  

 “Here in Paraguay, social conditions often limit the ability to dream,” said Favio Chavez, 

who came to Caterua as an environmental engineer. “If you're born in the wrong place, you don't 

have the right to dream.” When Chavez witnessed the poverty of Caterua and saw the 

devastating effects mass poverty had on its children, he began giving free music lessons to the 

children of the gancheros or “rubbish pickers.” 



         Favio Chavez  

The day Chavez met rubbish picker Nicola Gomez, the idea for the Recycled Orchestra 

was born. Gomez, who had some experience as a carpenter, decided to help Chavez build 

instruments for the children of the gancheros out of scraps they found in the landfills. Gomez 

created violins and cellos from oil cans, saxophones out of water pipes, and drums out of X-rays. 

Children from Caterua who were interested in learning instrumental music now had the 

opportunity to do just that. The Recycled Orchestra eventually attracted global attention, and 

Gomez’s students have had the chance to perform in sold-out concerts internationally.  

         Nicola Gomez  

Chavez recalls that the initial reason he wanted to provide free music lessons to Caterua’s 

children was because he wanted to expose them to art and culture in an effort to inspire them and 

give them a sense of purpose. “Music can change lives,” he said. Chavez’s selfless work became 

the subject of the 2012 movie Landfill Harmonic. In the film and in various articles, a multitude 

of children express the extremely positive impact that the Recycled Orchestra has had on their 

lives. “My life would be worthless without music,” said a young girl in pigtails (Tsioulcas). 



Stories like the development and success of the Recycled Orchestra always bring me joy. 

I truly believe that music can have a positive impact on someone’s life. I also believe that those 

who are privileged enough to receive music education should do their best to spread their 

knowledge to others who aren't as fortunate. As I give my free weekly music lessons to children, 

I think of Chavez and am continuously motivated to continue my work. 
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