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rthur Lopez is an accomplished
man.

An attorney for the United States
Department of Transportation, in
Washington, D.C., Lopez has worn many
hats and sits on a number of boards and
committees. But of all the endeavors he
has set out upon, one is particularly dear
to his heart.

Two and a half years ago, Lopez
founded Nadar Por Vida, “Swimming for
Life," the outreach program of the Curl
Burke Swim Club in Damascus, Md.

The 25 to 45 mostly Hispanic swim-
mers are, by and large, labeled at-risk
children by government standards and
very poor. They come from all over the
world— mostly El Salvador, Venezuela
and Brazil, but also Sudan, Ethiopia and
other countries,

But MNadar is not just about swim
ming, Lopez says.

“Swimming is the wvehicle by which
we're trying to achieve much, much
more,” he said. “The mission is to get the
kids on USA Swimming, but it's also
about assimilation.”

Lopez knows where these kids are
coming from. A first-generation
Mexican-American, he got where he is
the hard way.

“My father was illegal, an alcoholic,”
said Lopez. ° failed seventh grade and
was supposed to have been sent to a
reformatory. [ gradoated at the bottom
of my class.”

Lopez turned his life around, earned a
bachelor’s degree in elementary educa-
tion (“Basically, so I could learn every-
thing I missed in school™) and at 29, was
accepted to the Indiana University
School of Law.

With a long history of civil rights
experience, Lopez, as Nadar's main
coach, uses his own background as a
springboard, peppering swim lessons
between sets with talks about staying in
school, overcoming prejudice, racism,
language barriers and more.

“We teach them to learn how to have
goals,” he said. “While they're getting
their breath in between swimming, I'll
teach them about why education is
important to their lives, and that the
Civil Rights movement was not just
about blacks, it's about browns and
evervbody else.”

The idea for Nadar Por Vida came
about while Lopez was serving on a
committee with Holmes Middle School
guidance counselor Yolma Torres.

Lopez arranged for the water at a local
YMCA, and Torres recruited swimmers.
In fact, 80 percent of Nadar Por Vida's
members attend Holmes, in the Fairfax
County school system.

Torres, says Lopez, “is like Mother
Teresa.”

“These kids don't have food, and she
makes sure they get some,” he said. “She
runs clothing drives. She drives them to
and from the pool. She’s always there for
them and their families. She goes to their
homes to establish a connection.”

Torres brings a carload of kids to prac-
tice with her every Friday night, as do
other Holmes faculty and staff.

Nadar meets on Friday nights because
that’s the time when kids are most likely
to get in trouble in Fairfax County,
Torres says.

“My students tell me gang members
and high school kids ask them to smoke
cigarettes, drink beer and do many
things that are wrong,” Torres said. “But
they want to be out on a Friday night.
They don't want to have to stay home.”

Parents are also invited to swim prac-
tice, although many work two and three
jobs. For those who are able to attend, it's
a chance to watch their children learn
swimming skills and a place to gather
socially. It's alse an opportunity for
Torres to speak to parents who might not
be inclined to come to school meetings
O events.

“l talk to parents about absenteeism,
good grades and goals,” she said. She also
gives them referrals to different social
service agencies and talks about social
issues like child abuse.

“The program is important not only
for the kids but for the community,”
Torres said.

Torres recruited counselors, teachers
and other staff from Holmes to help out.






