This story was distributed by the U.S. Department of State to the Russian government and media for the purpose of promoting the positive aspects of Russian adoption.
15 Year Old Adopted Boy Building Playground in Siberia
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15-year old Alex Griffith, of Forest Hill, Maryland is planning to build a playground at Children’s Hospital #20 in the city of Krasnoyarsk, a city in remote Siberia region of the Russian Federation where he spent the first year of his life. Alex was adopted when he was 11 months old by his parents, Dwight and Jenny Griffith. Alex is one of 5 children the Griffiths adopted, the only they adopted internationally. The Griffiths worked with the Cradle of Hope Adoption Center to bring Alex home. They saw his picture on a flyer of waiting children with special needs. Alex was being cared for in a hospital where he was born prematurely, weighing less than 2 pounds and was malnourished, had rickets, and was diagnosed with mild cerebral palsy.
Alex, who has been diagnosed with ADD, ADHD and sensory integration is challenged in many ways in his life, but he does not let that stop him. He is an above average student in the 9th grade at North Harford High School and has earned a purple belt in Tae Kwon Do. He enjoys camping, mountain biking and doing tricks on his BMX bike, skate boarding and like most teenagers video and electronic games. Alex has earned the rank of Life scout in the Boy Scouts of America and is working on earning the rank of Eagle Scout, scouting highest honor. Earning the rank of Eagle requires the scout to do a service project helpful to his school, religious institution or community. Alex decided he wanted to perform service for his community in Russia where he was born.

At the time Alex was deciding what type of project to do, he read a journal that his father had written detailing their experience while traveling to Russia to adopt him in 1994.  The journal mentioned a playground at Hospital # 20 in a state of disrepair. The playground had one rusty swing with a rotten wooden seat, a sandbox mostly covered in dirt and mud, and a small gazebo with a picnic table. Alex decided he wanted to build a new playground so that the children of Krasnoyarsk could have a safe, fun place to play.
Alex contacted his adoption agency, the Cradle of Hope Adoption Center, an adoption support group – Families Russian and Ukrainian Adoptions (FRUA), Rotary International and a group called OrphanAct. Together these groups helped Alex plan the project and make contact with Tatiana Khegay, President of the Krasnoyarsk Rotary Club who said she “would be happy to help Alex in realization of his kind idea.”  Mrs. Khegay became Alex’s eyes and ears on the ground, forwarding pictures of the playground had not changed from the time Alex was adopted 14 years ago. She made contact with the Chief of Hospital # 20 who gave his consent for the playground to be built. She also offered to allow Alex and his friends to stay in Rotary Club members homes when Alex travels to install the playground next year.
With the help of the Playworld Systems playground company, Alex designed a new playground to be used by patients of Hospital #20, their families, and neighborhood children. The playground is designed for children ages 5-12, is Americans with Disabilities Act accessible, and has 20 components, including a double bay belt swing, a curved rock wall, crazy bone bridge, and multiple climbers and slides. The playground will be red, white and blue – the colors of both the Russian and American flags.
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Alex created 2 wooden totem poles for the entrance of the playground. All the pictures of playgrounds in Russia he has seen have wood carvings of Russian folklore or animals and Alex wanted to do the same for his playground. One will be of a bear, the unofficial symbol of Russia, and one of an eagle, the official symbol of America. Alex wants the totem poles to show unity between the 2 countries. 
With the help of the Rotary Organization, Alex is raising the $60,000 needed to purchase the playground and totem poles and ship them to Russia. Alex is earning over $12,000 for the project himself by doing fundraising activities such as selling candy, pit beef and hot chocolate.
Alex’s 16 year old sister Felicia helps administratively by helping with the writing of all the literature that is required for the project. Younger siblings Douglas, age 11, William, age 9 and Katrina, age 9, have helped to sell food at the fundraisers and hand out flyers for the car show fundraiser. The entire community has responded enthusiastically to his project and are exited to help and make a connection to a community half a world apart. Students in Jarrettsville are learning about Krasnoyarsk and 15 students will travel with Alex to install the playground in August 2009.
This project has become a worldwide effort with Alex communicating and working with people in 15 states and 45 cities in 4 countries and is expanding every day. When the project is completed, Alex projects there will be over 2,200 volunteer hours expended.

When discussing this project with others, Alex likes to refer to a quote from Cara Sadouskaza, a coordinator for adoptions in Russia that he thinks best summarizes what he is doing. She said, “Years will pass. Children, that by the will of fate were orphans in Russia and ended up adopted and the citizens of the United States, will grow up. Of course the United States will be their motherland, but maybe their parents and relatives, they themselves, and their friends will feel something that connects them with Russia. Maybe their children’s arm’s, stretched from one country to the other, through all the borders, above the heads of politicians, in spite of the tales and bad will of some people, will be able to tie our people with mutual fate, love and care better and stronger then any official international agreement.” Alex believes his commitment to the Russians will forever link Russia, the United States, and the citizens involved in each country. 

Alex said, “I made a commitment to the Russians to complete this project and I will do it.”
For more information on how you can help make this project a success, you can e-mail Alex at alex_eagle@hughes.net or you can call his father, Dwight Griffith, at 410-557-8900. 
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