Marking 25 years of Good News

With a song in their 
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heart, Wausau couple 
started charity in 
the West Indies

By Betty Wall

bwall@thebusinessnewsonline.com
It all started with a song and a prayer. The 
year was 1983 and Chuck and Peggy MacCarthy 
set out for St. Lucia with their 5-person music 
group to perform in a church on the island in the 
West Indies. 
“We had two names for the group,” Peggy 
said.  “We called ourselves ‘Take 5’ or when we 
sang in a church, it was ‘Good News.’ We went 
down and did church music workshops and we met
a lot of people.” 
The seed for the Good News Project had been
 planted. 

“We came back and talked with friends who 
thought it sounded interesting but they would say, 
‘I’m not a doctor or a nurse. I’m not a musician. 
What could I do?’
So we decided to organize a group and use 
the skills of other people,” explained Chuck. “We 
went back with a group of 14 people from our church.               
  
We built a house and worked in a nursing home.   People encouraged us in this interaction. When we
  
came home, the word spread, and it just grew exponentially from there. It grew from a very small idea to something larger that we ever anticipated.”

This year, the Good News Project is celebrating 25 years of sending volunteers and humanitarian supplies to several islands in the Caribbean. The non-profit interfaith group founded by the MacCarthys has sent hundreds of volunteers to build houses, work in schools, clinics, nursing homes, child care facilities, orphanages and prisons in St. Lucia, Dominica, St. Vincent, Union Island and Grenada in the West Indies. The Good News Project also has several programs in Central Wisconsin, including the Health Equipment Lending Program, a computer and electronics recycling effort, and support of other local non-profits. 

“We have grown to over 500 members from 28 states and seven countries,” said Peggy. “We’re happy that this number includes many West Indian members who either work in their own country or travel to one of the other sites with a group.”

Good News was sponsored by St. James Catholic Church in Wausau for 15 years. In 1998, it became an independent 501(c)(3) corporation. Good News works in cooperation with the archbishops of St. Lucia, St. Vincent, Dominica and Grenada. The group has a volunteer 13-member board of directors and a 12-member advisory board. 

Chuck MacCarthy is a retired ophthalmologist who worked at the Eye Clinic of Wisconsin in Wausau. Peggy is a retired journalist and public relations director and a lifelong volunteer. The couple has five adult children, nine grandchildren and another one on the way. Their daughter-in-law, Christine Daniels, is general manager of the Good News Project, one of just two staff. 

All volunteers pay for their own trips. Fundraising is on-going and includes an annual Caribbean dinner, scheduled this year on Oct. 11 in Wausau. Good News Project also has an endowment fund through the Community Foundation of North Central Wisconsin. 

Chuck said he first went on a medical mission trip with one of his daughters while she was in high school. “We went to the Dominican Republic with the Christian Medical Society.” While there, he did some eye surgery. “I came back home and was very impressed with the work that they did. It was a great model. Then a couple of years later my brother Jack, who is a Norbertine priest and physician, was looking for a place to work. I was aware of a little hospital in St. Lucia that was run by one of my patients, a nun from Wisconsin. We traveled there in 1981 and Jack subsequently worked there three years at St. Jude’s Mission Hospital. I went down and did some eye surgery, met some people and met the bishop. That was when I asked the bishop about having our music group come down to perform.”

Chuck explains, “More and more, we have families sponsoring a house, and going there to build it. This year, material costs to build a house were about $3,000.” He pointed out that it might cost more next year due to rising material costs. 

“Building houses is one of the most rewarding things for volunteers. They get to see how people were living, and then have the satisfaction of going and building them a clean little house. 

“Nobody gets tears in their eyes when they write a check for a charity but almost everybody does when you can go and have the human contact. When you can see the mother in her new house and you can hold her child in your arms, that makes all the difference,” said Chuck. 

“We provide the structure to allow people to go. We’ve never had a shortage of volunteers. There are a lot of people who are motivated to go and do that kind of work if they find a mechanism that will allow them to go. 

“You tell us what your abilities are and we’ll put you to work. We’ve had people teaching calligraphy, drama and tap dancing. One young man started a basketball program and another did woodworking in the schools,” said Chuck.

Through funding from the Alexander Foundation, they were able to purchase a warehouse on Fifth Street in Wausau. The warehouse allows them to collect donations of school desks, hospital beds, medical and surgical equipment and supplies and many other items. They developed a new heated office and workspace in the warehouse with major assistance from Wausau Homes, St. Norbert Abbey and Wausau Fresh Start. 

“We have a lot of donated equipment such as wheelchairs, hospital beds and equipment, waiting for shipment. In the meantime we loan them out at no cost through local social service agencies,” said Chuck. “When we get donations that aren’t appropriate to ship (like winter clothing), then we share with other local agencies.”

Shipping is a huge expense. Chuck said they take advantage of the Denton Program, administrated by the U.S. Departments of State and Defense, that allows for shipment of humanitarian goods on military ships and aircraft when space is available. 

Somehow, both Chuck and Peg still find time to do other local volunteer work. They both still sing in their church choir, and Chuck served on the restoration committee of the Church of the Resurrection in downtown Wausau.
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Peggy MacCarthy, a former journalist, and her husband, Chuck, a retired ophthalmologist, recently returned from the West Indies where they have been building homes and assisting in schools and clinics since 1983. 


     The Business News photo.











