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The story… 
 
Ryan Hreljac is a compelling and passionate voice for those impacted by the water and sanitation crisis in the 
developing world. He continues to act as a role model with a clear message – that every person on the planet 
deserves clean water, and that everyone can help make a difference. 
 
In 1998, when Ryan was in Grade 1, he learned from his teacher, Mrs. Prest that people were dying because they didn't 
have clean water to drink. He decided that raising money for those without access to this basic need was the right thing 
to do. He worked for four months doing extra chores around his house to earn his first $70. Ryan was just seven years 
old when his first well was built in 1999 at a school in a Ugandan village. The well continues to serve the community. 
 
Ryan’s determination grew from the $70 collected by doing simple household chores to a Foundation that today has 

raised millions of dollars and remains committed to bringing clean water and sanitation 
services to those impacted by the global water and sanitation crisis. 
 
Ryan remains dedicated to the Foundation and its work. He continues to speak 
passionately about the need for clean water around the world and has visited over two 
dozen countries in spreading his message. He has made presentations to hundreds of 
schools, churches and civic clubs, and more than two dozen international conferences 
and global events including Rotary International and the World Water Forums. He is 
recognized by UNICEF as a Global Youth Leader. 
 
Ryan has received many awards for his work including the World of Children Founders’ 
Award, the Order of Ontario (youngest ever recipient), Ontario Medal for Young 
Volunteers, the Canadian Meritorious Service Medal, ONE X ONE Difference Award, and 
the Top 20 Under 20 Youth Award. His message has been featured twice on the Oprah 
Winfrey Show, and also on CNN, and CBC.  Numerous books, magazines and 
newspapers have profiled Ryan including Christian Science Monitor, People, Reader’s 
Digest, Time, Times of London and Watervoices.  He was one of two youth delegation 
members during Governor General Michaëlle Jean’s first state visit to Africa. Ryan has 

met some of the most important people in the world, but he isn’t bragging.  
"The most impressive people I've met are the other kids who want to help, too," 
he says.  
 
“I'm just your regular, average kid," Ryan says when anyone asks about his 
achievements. This is very true as he plays basketball and ice hockey, and 
loves playing video games. Ryan's family has been very supportive of his 
efforts to get clean water to water-poor people around the world. His African 
pen pal Jimmy Akana, who Ryan met on his first trip to Uganda, is now part of 
the Hreljac family. He also makes presentations on behalf of the Foundation 
around the world.  
 
Ryan attends the University of King’s College in Halifax, Nova Scotia. Ryan and Jimmy, Class 

Afloat, 2008 
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A closer look… 
 

The Ryan’s Well Foundation is a family of people committed to delivering access to safe water as an essential way to 
improve the lives of people in the developing world. We empower citizens of all ages to take action and effect change in 
the world.  

The Ryan’s Well Foundation grew from the 
commitment of one boy, Ryan Hreljac, who learned of 
the great need for clean and safe water in developing 
countries in his 1st grade class. With the support of 
friends, family and the community, Ryan raised 
enough money to build a well in Africa. In 1999, at 
age seven, Ryan's first well was built at Angolo 
Primary School in northern Uganda. To this day, the 
well continues to serve the community.  
 

Although Ryan started raising money for water 
projects in 1998, the Foundation was not formed until 
2001. Ryan’s Well is a registered Canadian charity 
(No. 88858 7110 RR0001). Since then, Ryan’s Well 
has helped build over 550 water and sanitation projects in 16 countries bringing safe water and improved sanitation 
services to over 670,000 people.  
 

Build - Raising funds for water and sanitation projects 
Our BUILD program supports safe water, sanitation and hygiene education programs in partnership with local non-
governmental and community organizations.   In our continuing efforts to improve the lives of people impacted the global 
water and sanitation crisis with sustainable access to safe water and sanitation, we have identified the following vital 
priorities for success: 

 Community driven - Members of each community and school are engaged in project planning, implementation 
and ongoing management of new water sources, sanitation and hygiene education activities.  From training of 
hygiene trainers, carrying materials, digging latrine pits to managing their new water source, mobilized 
communities are the sustaining factor for long term success.  Establishing a school or village water committee is 
most often the first step to encourage local participation throughout the project.    

 Local partnerships - Non-governmental organizations (NGO's) 
and community based groups bring their local insight and on the 
ground expertise to our work.   This supports community 
involvement in schools and villages to ensure that local traditions, 
ideas and beliefs are incorporated into project plans. It is a 
mutually beneficial partnership for sustainable projects as a result 
of local expertise with communities and partners empowered for 
the future through skill building and decision making capacity. 

 Empowerment of children, youth and women - Projects and 
programs will focus on providing children and youth with access to 
clean water, sanitation and hygiene education and for women who 
hold key roles of responsibility for household water supply, 
childcare and community mobilization.  Increased emphasis will be 
placed on programming reaching children under age of five years 
who don't yet attend school and are among the most vulnerable to 
water related illness and death along with school programs which 

support increased access to education through provision of a healthy school environment for girls and boys. 
 Inclusive access to water, sanitation and hygiene - In order to maximize potential benefits for people and 

communities, programming must take the three element approach of safe water, improved sanitation and 
hygiene education.  Resulting positive impacts are compounded over time by ensuring that these three key 
elements are implemented and communities are fully engaged with the importance of the “safe water chain” of 
clean water source, safe transport and clean storage of water supplies in households and schools.  This all 
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encompassing approach will maximize benefits to health, well-being and community empowerment with time 
previously used for collecting water now available for education and income generating activities. 

 Scalable programs for future growth - Establishment of water and sanitation projects and programs with the 
capacity to increase in reach and scope, and therefore impact, will provide access for more people as 
programming is replicated in broader regions and across borders.  Proactive program development, technology 
and capacity building will lead to scaled results.  As local benefits are realized, awareness will be raised in 
neighbouring communities, creating greater demand in new communities to support scaled results. 

 Sustainable results for years to come - By focusing on each of the areas listed Ryan’s Well aims to support 
the growth of water and sanitation programs that will provide access for communities for years to come.   
Through proper planning, implementation, operation and maintenance and increased expertise for evaluation 
and monitoring, we are strengthening our positive impact for people impacted by this global crisis and improving 
lives for the future. 

Empower – Get Involved and Make 
a Difference 
Ryan’s story has been compelling not just for his actions against 
the global water and sanitation crisis, but for all grassroots 
action. It continues to motivate people of all ages –youth in 
particular – to take action and effect positive change in the 
world. Our EMPOWER program consists of: 
 

 Youth in Action – This program educates students 
about the need to conserve water and to understand 
the importance of safe water and sanitation. This 
elementary and secondary curriculum helps to inspire 
students to find where their ‘puzzle’ piece fits in our 
world and take action. 

 Getting Involved – School groups, community groups, individuals and other dedicated Ambassadors of the 
Foundation are encouraged to organize their own fundraising activities, help raise awareness and share our 
story, thereby making a difference in their own way. 

 Social Media - We have increased our social networking presence through Facebook, 
 
Through education, speaking engagements, exhibits and the website, the Foundation continues to: 
 

 Share the vision of building a network of water points in African countries and other developing nations; 
 Relate facts and details on water consumption, health issues, and sustainable development; and, 
 Suggest concrete fundraising projects and other ways youth can contribute. 

 
 

Our Board of Directors 
 
Our hard-working board of directors is made up of members who volunteer their time and expertise to provide guidance 
on Ryan’s Well projects and activities.  
 
 Velma McColl (Chair), Principal, Earnscliffe Strategy Group 

 Steve Morden (Treasurer), Financial Advisor, IPC Ottawa 

 Kathy Adams, Environmental Advisor 

 Ryan Hreljac, Student 

 Susan Hreljac, Regional Advisor, Province of Ontario 

 Ron Little, President & CEO, Orezone Gold Corporation 

 Scott McDougall, President, Terrachoice Environmental Marketing 

 Michelle McGahey, Teacher, Catholic District School Board of Eastern Ontario 

 Bruce O'Callaghan, The Vocational Service District Director & The District Director and Board Member of Canadian 
Rotary Committee for International Development 

 Chris Radziminski, Co-ordinator of the Office of Service and Justice, Roman Catholic Archdiocese of Vancouver 

 Moyra Van Nus, Director, Project Development, University of British Columbia 

 Ray Zahab, Founder, Impossible2Possible 
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Our Impact… 
 

Since 2001, we’ve impacted the lives of hundreds of thousands of people by inspiring others, especially youth, to take 
action and effect positive change in the world and through the initiation of community-led water and sanitation projects. 

 
Build: Water, Sanitation and Hygiene projects 

 Completed over 600 water and sanitation projects   

 Provided access to clean water, improved sanitation and hygiene 
education for over 685,000 people  

 With access to safe water and sanitation, communities realize 
improved  health and well-being for a more prosperous future 

 Women, children are empowered by access to safe water when less time is 
needed to collect water each day - time that can be dedicated instead to 
education, income generating activities and living healthy lives 

Empower:  Get involved and Make a Difference 

 Involving over 630 schools from 30 countries in our fundraising activities 

 Presented our message of safe water for all by reaching more than 120,000 
people, mainly youth, each year through volunteer, Ambassador, staff and 
Ryan’s speaking engagements 

 Encouraged others to get involved and raise funds or awareness on behalf of 
the Foundation by highlighting the work of others, providing helpful tools for 
action and personalized guidance. 

 Formed partnerships with school boards and educational institutions to 
promote our Youth in Action program, a curriculum educating students about 
the importance of clean water and encouraging them to become active and 
responsible citizens 

 Distributed hundreds of Youth in Action kits to teachers, schools and school 
boards around the world 

 

Fiscally Responsible 

Each year, we focus on keeping our administrative costs as low as possible. In the past 
four years, an average 87 cents of every dollar donated directly supports our charitable 
programs. 

 
Internationally Recognized 

We are an internationally recognized non-profit organization. Ryan’s message and the work of the Foundation have been 
featured twice on the Oprah Winfrey Show as well as on CNN and the CBC. We have been profiled in the print media 
including Christian Science Monitor, Globe and Mail, People, Reader’s Digest, and Time Magazine. Ryan and the 
foundation have been recognized with several prestigious awards including World of Children Founders’ Award, the 
Order of Ontario (youngest ever recipient), the Canadian Meritorious Service Medal, ONE X ONE Difference Award, and 
the Top 20 Under 20 Youth Award. 
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At a glance…  
A quick look at the Foundation… 
 The Ryan’s Well Foundation is a Canadian registered charity (charitable registration # 88858 7110 RR0001) 

 The Foundation has helped build 600 water projects in 16 countries, bringing safe water and sanitation services to 
670,000 people. 

 In 2008 and 2009, the Foundation made approximately 100 appearances throughout Canada, the Middle East and 
Asia. 

 The Foundation joined the world of : 

o Facebook (http://www.facebook.com/group.php?gid=2568306344) 

o Twitter (http://twitter.com/TheRyansWell) 

o Youtube (http://www.youtube.com/user/RyansWellFoundation) 

o Flikr (http://www.flickr.com/photos/ryanswell) 
 

A quick look at water and sanitation… 
 864 million people lack access to an improved water supply - approximately one in six people on earth.1   

 2.5 billion people in the world do not have access to adequate sanitation; this is roughly two fifths of the world's 
population.2.   

 Millions of women and children spend several hours a day collecting water from distant, often polluted sources.  

 Almost two in three people lacking access to clean water live on less than $2 a day. More than 660 million people 
without adequate sanitation live on less than $2 a day.3 

 Unsafe drinking water and a lack of improved sanitation and hygiene contribute to about 88 per cent of diarrhoeal 
deaths. More than 5,000 children under five are dying every day as a result of diarrhoeal diseases.4 

 Globally, more than 125 million children under five years of age live in households without access to an improved 
drinking-water source, and more than 280 million children under five live in households without access to improved 
sanitation facilities.5  

 Freshwater is but a small fraction – about 2.5% - of the total water on Earth. Precipitation is the ultimate source of 
freshwater. If the world's water fitted into a bucket, only one teaspoonful would be drinkable. 

 

 

 

                                                 
1 WHO/UNICEF Joint Monitoring Programme for Water Supply and Sanitation (2008), Progress in drinking-water and 
sanitation: special focus on sanitation. (MDG Assessment Report 2008). 
2 WHO/UNICEF Joint Monitoring Programme for Water Supply and Sanitation (2008). 
3 The United Nations World Water Development Report 3, Water in a Changing World (2009) pg 8. 
4 UNICEF, Water and Sanitation Facts (http://www.unicef.org/media/media_45481.html). 
 
5 UNICEF, Water and Sanitation Facts.  
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What others are saying… 
Nothing demonstrates the importance of reaching the goals set by the Foundation more than the stories of inspiration, 
gratitude, and dedication we receive every day. Along with the motivational words of the boy who started it all, these stories 
and quotes reaffirm the Foundation’s vision of clean water for all. 

Words from Ryan… 
“We learned that we have to raise money for a well but also for 
many other things to do the whole project.  We need money to 
train the people who are helping to build and fix the wells, for 
transportation, for latrines and for places for people to wash 
their hands too. I have learned that by washing your hands after 
you go to the toilet or before you are cooking food, you can cut 
down on illnesses by one-third. Now we are raising money for 
the whole project, and that means water and sanitation.”  

“I heard that someday more of us might run out of fresh clean 
water.  If we are not careful, one day when you want a drink, 
maybe it will be gone so we have to take care of the water we 
drink and we have to learn to share our water with everybody, 
or we’re all going to be in big trouble.” 

“I found out where my puzzle piece fits in the world, and that is 
with water. I just hope everyone else finds out where their 

puzzle piece fits, too. Who knows? If all the kids and adults work together and they never give up, then maybe someday there 
will be peace and clean water for everyone on earth.” 

Words from Jimmy… 
"I had to walk eight kilometres there and back carrying a small container, maybe 10 litres. I had to go back and back 
again to fill the pot at home. Then I went to school. The water was not clean. It looked like chocolate."   

Of the water he used to drink in his village in Uganda, “You drank it because you were thirsty. You closed your eyes and 
held your nose. You did it because there was nothing else.” 

Words from our friends… 
"Ryan's Well Foundation has become a model organization in the campaign 
for clean water, and in the youth philanthropy movement in general. We're 
excited about the work and impact of Ryan's Well Foundation, and are pleased 
to have them as our lead partner in our campaign to engage students like 
Ryan all around the world," Matt Damon, H20 Africa Founder and Spokesman 
(Media Release, December 11, 2007, Ryan’s Well Foundation Announces 
Expanded Partnership with H20 Africa) 

“You are really living proof that one person, and it really doesn’t matter how old 
you are, can really make a difference,” Oprah Winfrey on Ryan (Oprah Winfrey 
Show, 2001) 

“In our lives and in your work, you remind us that what is important is not what 
you have, but what you give,” Ontario Premier Dalton McGuinty to recipients of 
2004 Order of Ontario 

“Maybe Ryan does not know it, but in each well, on the bottom, where the 
outside light mixes with the shadows of the earth, his image is seen. Each new 
well carries in its water the face of a kid who stretched out his hands to his 
brother in need,” Alvaro Correa (Roots and Shoots (Issue 5, Winter 2004)) Ryan and Matt Damon

Ryan and Jimmy 
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