
Yeabsra’s 
Journey

Her craniofacial cleft was obvious –  
to everyone but her. We set off with her 
bags in tow, thrilled to know her, as 
she skipped happily with her hands in 
ours. As we walked, we began to notice 
reactions that we would see often from 
strangers over her stay. Long, curious 
stares. Pointed fingers. Elbow nudges 
from one to another, “Look.” 

Yeabsra, accompanied by her mother 
Aynalem, had flown to Toronto from 
Addis Ababa for reconstructive cranio-
facial surgery at Toronto’s Hospital for 
Sick Children (SickKids). Transforming 

Faces funded transportation, accom-
modation and translation costs, and 
SickKids’ Herbie Fund paid all medical 
costs. Dr. Christopher Forrest, Chief, 
Division of Plastic Surgery, and his team, 
donated their time. After a 12-hour 
surgery in April to repair the facial cleft, 
Yeabsra returned home in June to her 
father and little brother. She requires a 
final surgery to repair her nose and fore-
head, so returns to Canada in January,  
a trip we are raising funds for now.

Yeabsra is one of many children 
whose lives are transformed through 

Yeabsra (left) and her new  
friend Isabelle relax on the lawns 
of Hospital for Sick Children
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our work. Because of your support, we 
bring comprehensive care to children 
and families facing the social and physi-
cal challenges of cleft lip and palate, and 
other cranio-facial conditions. This care 
is life-changing. Some children with 
unrepaired clefts stay away from school 
– daily – to avoid bullying and teasing. 
They have trouble speaking and hear-
ing. Their parents worry for their future, 
knowing marriage and a normal life is 
often out of reach. This all goes away 
when free, local cleft care is provided. 
We work in some of the most isolated 
communities around the world because 
we believe surgery and rehabilitation 
should be in reach for every child born 
with a cleft.

When local care was not available to 
treat Yeabsra’s complex case, we could not 
turn our backs. For the first time in our 
history, we brought a child to the care she 
needed, rather than bringing the care to 
her. Toronto-area volunteers, including 
those from the Ethiopian community, 
came out in full force to make Yeabsra 
and her mother comfortable throughout 
their emotional time in Toronto. Her 
story was told in The Toronto Star, which 
brought Transforming Faces to the 
attention of more Canadians, generating 
important funds for our work.

 In contrast to the shocked stares her 
condition elicited in some, Yeabsra put 
a big smile on the faces of those lucky 
enough to meet her. In helping to trans-
form her face, people involved in her care 
were transformed as well. We thank you 
for helping to bring quality cleft care to 
Yeabsra and all the children we support. 

How our supporters transform the lives of children – Fall 2011

transformation

 Transforming Faces Transformation Fall 2011 1

It was a cold, sunny day – the last of March – when Yeabsra 
arrived in Toronto. The five-year-old had never been outside  
of Ethiopia, but she bounded down the ramp at the airport. 
Even after a 20-hour journey, she had energy to spare. She ran 
into our arms, though she’d never before met us. 



 Getting closer in Peru
A young family outside of Lima, Peru, welcomes a new child into 
their family. The joy of the occasion is tinged with confusion and 
fear when they see their baby’s cleft lip and palate. The condition 
is treatable but the family worries when they realize the ongoing 
specialized services they need are three hours away. 

This scenario will be a thing of the past as we move toward 
community rehabilitation centres in impoverished areas sur-
rounding Lima. Housed in a clinic or health post, each centre 
will have a dentist, speech therapist and nurse co-ordinator, and 
will offer families the medical, feeding and counselling support 
they need, close to home. Stay tuned for program updates.

Message from Esteban

Transformation  
in Ethiopia

Esteban and Dr. Vendittelli (second and third from left) together in 
Argentina with orthodontists-in-training Marcella (right) and Antonio

Tsion, this past July 
attending speech therapy

Baby Tsion before surgery Tsion, after surgery with 
proud mom
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I have just returned from South America and am more 
grateful than ever for the caring people who actively support 
our work. I can tell you unequivocally that the treatment 
and support we bring to children in impoverished areas 
around the world truly transforms lives. Our comprehensive 
approach ensures that parents and children have the full 
range of services they need. A woman who has just given 
birth to a child with a cleft lip/palate needs kind and knowl-
edgeable medical professionals to guide her through difficult 
emotions and set her confidently on the path to cleft treat-
ment. High quality reconstructive surgery and follow-up is 
an important step for children, as are audiology examinations 
and treatment, speech therapy, dental care and psycho-social 
counselling. It is a challenge in certain communities to bring 

all of these services together for those who need them, but 
that is our aim, and we are steadfast in our determination to 
succeed. Funding training opportunities for local medical 
professionals is a big part of that success. In early September, 
I travelled with Dr. Bruno Vendettelli to Argentina, where 
he consulted with our local partners on some very complex 
orthodontic cases. (See full story on page 3.) In seeing this 
wonderful exchange of knowledge and shared dedication to 
improving the health and well-being of children, I felt great 
pride that Transforming Faces is a strong catalyst in helping 
so many youngsters thrive. We get to know children and stay 
in close touch throughout their treatment, never letting them 
get lost in the process. We are determined to close the gap in 
cleft care for children around the world and, to that end, are 
developing Guiding Principles for Cleft Treatment that we 
hope will unite the cleft community in delivering the highest 
possible standards in care for every child, no matter where in 
the world they live. Thank you for helping us reach this goal.

With gratitude for your help in transforming lives,

 
Esteban Lasso 
Executive Director



It wasn’t the first time Dr. Bruno 
Vendittelli left his practice in Canada 
to fly to a remote city in South America 
and – for the sake of children he sup-
ports – it probably won’t be the last. 
Dr. Vendittelli is committed to helping 
his patients achieve the highest level of 
orthodontic health – whether they are 
high school graduates in his Toronto 
office or school-agers facing the hurdles 
of poverty in Tucumán, Argentina. Dr. 
Vendittelli first visited our Argentinean 
partner, Gavina, in 2004 to help with 
complex orthodontic cases and share 
his expertise to improve local services. 
“We take great pride that the children 
we support are not just numbers,” says 
Esteban. “They get personal attention 
– from their dedicated local teams, and 
from caring volunteer professionals like 

Dr. Vendittelli.” This past September, 
Esteban and Dr. Vendittelli returned to 
the city to provide guidance and training 
for Gavina’s dental/orthodontic profes-
sionals, and to assess patients in need of 
bone grafts and treat complicated teeth 
placement issues. These problems can 
have a significant impact not just on a 
child’s appearance, but on their overall 
health. Thanks to this valuable spirit 
of sharing, young orthodontists have 
become more competent and confident, 
and the children of Tucumán are smiling. 
(Read more about Dr. Vendittelli’s trip at 
www.transformingfaces.org)

Thanks to Dr. Vendittelli’s office and 
patients for making Transforming Faces 
their charity of choice for the Forest Hill 
Orthodontics fundraising campaign!

Out of Argentina

Your support closes the gap in cleft care. 
Your donation to Transforming Faces brings quality 
surgery and comprehensive rehabilitation to children 
with cleft lip and palate who would otherwise struggle 
without care. A full 100% of your donation goes directly 
to cleft services, as a charitable foundation funds our 
administration costs. 

Why not consider a convenient monthly donation by 
credit card, and help more children get the help they 
need all year round? “I was so pleased to learn we 
have a cleft organization right here in Canada,” says a 
valued monthly donor from Victoria, BC. “As soon as I 
found out there was a Canadian charity helping children 
around the world, I called to start my monthly support.”

Donate online at www.transformingfaces.org, by mail or call us at 416-222-6581. Thank you!
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Dr. Vendittelli in Argentina with two new friends

Ghana

India

Gathering in Kumasi, Ghana, for the Pan African 
Association of Cleft Lip and Palate (PAACLIP) Scientific 
Conference are Transforming Faces staff and internation-
al partners from Ethiopia, Ghana and India. The confer-
ence was sponsored by Transforming Faces and brought 
together cleft care practitioners to share knowledge  
and techniques in cleft care and to explore strategies  
for collaboration in research, human resources develop-
ment and improved facilities for cleft care throughout 
Africa. Our group represents important disciplines of  
any successful cleft team: plastic surgeons, nurses,  
ENT specialists, audiologists and speech pathologists.

Cleft team members from Ethiopia, Ghana and India 
visit a young boy receiving speech therapy in his rural 
community through our partnership with the Hearing 
and Speech Language Centre at Sri Ramachandra 
University in Chennai, India. Our international partners 
gathered for IndoCleftCon 2011, an event we were 
proud to sponsor and which provided another vital 
opportunity to learn and update skills so children are 
ensured quality cleft care. 



Roy Rodriguez, Manager of International 
Philanthropy at Scotiabank (left) and 
Melanie Barahona, Project Co-ordinator, 
Scotia Applause, present a cheque for 
$5000 to Esteban Lasso. The funds were 
provided through the Scotiabank Bright 
Future Program as a corporate match 
for donations raised and volunteer hours 
provided to Transforming Faces by 
Scotiabank employees at our recent Face 
to Face event. Thank you, Scotiabank!

We melted a cold night in February 
with hot dancing at Salsa for Smiles II at 
Toronto’s Lula Lounge, and raised more 
than $5000 in the process. Thanks to all 
who braved the weather and inspired your 
friends and family to come out for a fun 
night in support of Transforming Faces. 

Transforming Faces board member Jill 
Martin (far right), along with colleagues 
(l-r) Jer, Elsa and Christine, enjoyed 
the evening at our Face to Face event at 
Toronto’s Bata Shoe Museum in May. 
Thanks to the contribution of our event 
committee, generous guests, supportive 
sponsors and suppliers, the event raised 
close to $31,000 for our cleft programs. 
“Transforming Faces has some incred-
ible friends,” said Jill. Our warm thanks 
to Dr. Christopher Forrest of SickKids 
who joined us as speaker for the evening, 
addressing the transformative nature 
of strong partnerships – such as those 
between Transforming Faces, SickKids, 
supporters and cleft teams in the countries 
we support. We are grateful to all who 
helped make this fundraiser a success. 

Assisting children with cleft
Understanding the great need for caring  
dental professionals on a cleft team,  
the 2011 Certified Dental Assistants 
graduating class at University of Fraser 
Valley (UFV) held a recent fundraiser  
for Transforming Faces. One class rep 
said they wanted “to find a Canadian 
organization that was really helping out 
and where most of the money collected 
and raised actually went to help people.” 
They are hoping to start an annual 
tradition at UFV to support cleft work 
through Transforming Faces. Thank you, 
UFV dental assistants!

Pieter Bruinsma rode his recumbent bike 
all the way from Wellingborough in the 
UK to Bucharest to raise funds for our 
work. We thank Pieter for his outstand-
ing efforts and his friends at Sofgen for 
supporting Transforming Faces.

Your support transforms lives

Transforming Faces Worldwide
10 St. Mary Street, #415
Toronto, Ontario  M4Y 1P9
Tel: 416-222-6581  Fax: 416-913-9339
info@transformingfaces.org
www.transformingfaces.org

Charitable Registration Number: 86720 4034 RR0001

Closing the gap in cleft care.  
Thanks to you.
Thank you for your kind support 
in transforming lives in Argentina, 
Bulgaria, China, Ethiopia, Ghana, 
India, Peru, Romania and Thailand.

 Transforming Faces Transformation Fall 2011 4


