 
‘The young person who plays Mozart by day does not break shop windows at night.’

—Motto of Sonidos de la Tierra

With instruments made from recycled junk such as old bottles, pipes, funnels and hoses, the H2O Orchestra uses music to educate the world about water conservation. It’s just one of many projects set up by Sonidos de la Tierra – (Sounds of the Earth), a music education programme that started in Paraguay, South America. In addition to teaching young people to make music and furthering people’s understanding of water use, the group also holds the Guinness World Record for the largest group of harp players ever to play together – 420 in all.

Founded in 2002, Sonidos has used music to transform the lives of young people in more than 180 towns, cities and rural areas by putting musical instruments into their hands. In addition to the usual classical music instruments, students can also learn the traditional instruments of Paraguay, including the Paraguayan harp. The project aims to keep kids out of trouble and also to support and strengthen a sense of national and cultural identity, which was widely seen as having been badly damaged by a 35-year dictatorship that ended in 1989. And they don’t only play instruments, they make them as well. More than 400, including recycled musical instruments made out of junk, have been produced in Sonidos’s musical instrument workshops.

The organization’s founder, Luis Szarán, understands the power of music to change lives. Born in 1953 in Paraguay, Luis was the eighth child of farmers who struggled to make a living. When he was a young man, his musical talent was noticed by a prominent Paraguayan musician, who made it possible for him to study music in Europe with some of the world’s greatest teachers. After several years of study, he dedicated himself to musical research, and began publishing his findings on Native American music and the popular music of Paraguay, among other topics. He also composes music and works as the director of the Asunción City Symphony Orchestra and has won more than twenty prestigious awards.

More than half of the Sonidos teachers were themselves Sonidos students, and about a third of the professional players in Paraguay’s orchestras are former Sonidos students who won their orchestra places by audition.

The project has been so successful in Paraguay that it’s expanded to Argentina, Bolivia, Brazil and Uruguay and as far away as Germany, where in 2006, an international orchestra Welweite Klänge (Sounds of the World) brought together young people from the Americas, Europe, China and Africa. Globally, more than 14,000 young people participate. Meanwhile, the H2O Orchestra has released an album of songs promoting water conservation, and continues to tour extensively, spreading the word one song at a time.
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