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Using Sport Fishing to Provide 
Hope for countries in Great Need

i
’ve often returned from a trip to Mexico or Costa rica with much less than 
i left with. My gear didn’t end up in the hands of a tsa agent or lost in cus-
toms. odds are i took a liking to a local washdown boy or mate and ended 

up giving him some shirts, my sunglasses or a pair of pliers. i have a soft spot 
for the people i meet and befriend in third World fishing communities, and i 
enjoy lending them a hand when i can. that desire to help led me to reel Life 
adventures, a nonprofit organization that combines humanitarian work with 
fishing, and ultimately on one of the most rewarding fishing trips of my life.

  Fish 
  a Cause
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I found myself working alongside 
13 other volunteers — men of diverse 
backgrounds ranging in age from 20 to 
60. Our group included insurance sales-
men, college students, a pharmacist and 
even television host Jose Wejebe. We 
may have been different in terms of age 
and occupation, but we all shared at 
least one common passion: We signed 
on to make a difference in the lives of 
the local people — and to fish. 

Although we weren’t builders by 
trade, our group completed two large 
projects in the course of just one week 
in one of the most impoverished areas 
of the Dominican Republic. We built a 
home for a single mother of six children 
and constructed a block of showers in a 
small community outside of Puerto Plata. 
We also distributed medical supplies at 
a local hospital and gave out water fil-
ters to those in need. After five days of 
manual labor, we rewarded ourselves, 
spending one day trolling for blue mar-
lin. The unique mix of volunteer work 
and fishing gave us a firsthand glimpse 
at the amount of poverty in the world 
and hammered home how fortunate we 
are to enjoy this sport.

It’s one thing to watch a shantytown 
pass by as you stare out the window of 

an air-conditioned van, but to actually 
smell it and touch it is a completely dif-
ferent experience. It didn’t take long for 
us to reach the deepest depths of pov-
erty — they were literally right around 
the corner from our resort in Puerto 
Plata. We drove less than two miles from 
the hotel, hung a left into the hills and 
quickly came upon Muñoz, a small vil-
lage of Haitian refugees and wayward 
Dominicans. 

When I first heard that we’d be build-
ing showers, it didn’t sound like much. 
Just about every boat I fish on these days 
features a stand-up shower — many 
boats have two or three. But in the vil-
lage of Muñoz, the 2,500 or so residents 
have no clean area to bathe. None of 
these people had ever showered in a real 
shower — they wash themselves in the 
same water they drink. Thanks to Reel 
Life Adventures, that all changed.

“It’s about giving them a hand up, 
not a handout,” says Michael O’Neal, 
the founder of Reel Life Adventures. 
“We don’t want to just hand stuff out. 
You have to be strategic about how you 
handle the aid so it’s most effective. We 
want the people to invest some sweat 
equity into their community. If they see 
there is opportunity, hopefully that will 
lead to change.”

We went right to work and quickly 
gathered a crowd of children and grown 
men who wanted to pitch in. Young boys 
handed us sheet-metal screws and carried 
wood. Everyone wanted to be a part of 
the project, which thanks to the direction 

of Austin Davis, a kitchen renovator from 
Birmingham, Alabama, came together 
rather quickly. Davis first started coming 
down to this area more than a year and a 
half earlier, working with Alliance 29:11, 
a local ministry that had helped O’Neal 
put together the Reel Life Adventure trip 
and worked as our guide. In his various 
trips, Davis helped construct a church, an 
orphanage, an English school and a drug 
rehabilitation facility. 

“I just love doing it,” Davis said as 
we left Muñoz headed for another town 
where we’d be repairing a house for a 
single mother. “You see the looks on the 
faces of the kids and families here and 
how grateful they are for you showing 
up and caring, and it makes it worth it. 
It impacts me as much as the work we’re 
doing impacts them. You’ll see.”

Digging In
When I first set my eyes on the home 
we’d be working on in Javillar, I won-
dered how anyone could live there. 
Marisel Martinez, the woman we’d 
be helping, built her house out of a 
mishmash of whatever she could find. 
Weathered fence posts held up a sunken 
wall, a makeshift kitchen resided next to 
a big barrel of brownish water and large 
gaps in the roof made the rainy season 
unbearable for her and her boys. Colo-
nies of ants marched up and down every 
exposed surface, crushing any hope of a 
good night’s sleep. But the biggest issue 
of all sat just outside the walls. Marti-
nez had tried to dig out a sewer for a  

Clockwise from top left: The inside of 

the home before construction; putting 

the roof on the showers; the laughter 

of the local kids fueled the volunteers’ 

drive; the author (left) and Jose Wejebe 

making some cuts for the finished house. 
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bathroom, and somewhere along the line 
the sewer caved in, leaving a large body 
of stagnant, putrid water — an incuba-
tor for mosquitoes. Being an American, 
my first thought was to level the entire 
dwelling. But things don’t work that 
way down here.

“As Americans, we have a way of 
doing things that makes sense to us,” 
says Brad Jenkins, Alliance 29:11’s 
head missionary on the ground in the 
Dominican Republic. “You need to quit 
thinking like an American and embrace 
the culture and work with it.” 

Getting anything done in the Domin-
ican Republic takes time and patience. 
The original plan was to fix what we 
could of the house, repair the roof, sta-
bilize the walls and give Martinez a solid 
structure in which to care for her fam-

ily and run her seamstressing business. 
Alliance 29:11 is not about handouts 
or freebies, so constructing her a new 
house was not originally on the agenda. 
But as the crew dug in, we quickly real-
ized this home needed more than a 
Band-Aid. With close to nothing hold-
ing up the structure, it literally fell apart 
around us. We ended up doing it the 
American way. We built Martinez a new 
house and filled in the waterlogged hole 
in the backyard. 

The projects came together quickly. 
The showers in Muñoz went up in just 
more than a day, giving us plenty of time 
to play soccer with the local kids and 
distribute water filters. Martinez’s house 
came with some challenges, the biggest 
of which was getting materials. I admit 
that initially I was a bit intimidated by 
the rough look of the community, but 
these folks rallied around us, grabbed 
hammers and pitched in. I’ll never for-
get one woman coming out of her house 
with several chairs for us so we could 
sit in the shade and enjoy our lunch. 
The small gifts — the sound of children 
laughing and knowing that you made 
someone’s life just a little bit easier made 
the sweat well worth it. 

How It Began
Reel Life Adventures came about when 
Michael O’Neal, an insurance agent from 
Birmingham, Alabama, decided to com-
bine his passion for fishing with a drive 
to give back. In 2008, O’Neal attended 
a seminar about a humanitarian group 
doing work in San Jose, Costa Rica. “In 
real estate, you often hear the phrase 

‘highest and best use.’ I began reflect-
ing on that and asking myself what my 
best use was. What could I do that hits 
my sweet spot?” says O’Neal. “Boating 
and sport fishing are two of my favor-
ite things, and I’ve always liked taking 
kids fishing. I listened to this talk about 
doing humanitarian work in Costa Rica 
and asked the question, ‘could I take a 
group down and do something fun at 
the end, like go fishing?’ They said sure, 
and that’s when the light bulb went off.”

With three children of his own, it’s 
easy to see that O’Neal plans to work 
with more orphanages in the future. 
That is where he sees the most need. 
The group’s first trip in February 2009 
was to Costa Rica, where they worked 
with a local orphanage. At dinner one 
night as we talked about our day, O’Neal 
put things in perspective, reading off 
some startling statistics from the United 
Nations Children’s Fund: More than 
26,000 children die every day due to 
starvation and preventable disease. He 
also drove home the importance of the 
water filters the group had purchased 
with donations: 1.2 billion people do 
not have access to clean water, and 
one child dies every 15 seconds from a 
waterborne disease. 

“If you want to make a difference for 
future generations, you must start with 
the kids,” O’Neal says. “You have to 
impact the kids and provide education, 
family planning and all that stuff to stop 
these cycles.”

When he first pitched the idea to some 
fishing tournaments around Orange 
Beach, Alabama, O’Neal was surprised 
by the overwhelmingly positive response 
to the concept. Tournaments wanted on 
board, and various companies such as 
AFTCO provided donations and cloth-
ing. His dream was becoming a reality, 
but it wasn’t without some hard work. 
“Our funding comes from individual 
donations, corporate sponsorships and 

Clockwise from top left: This home 

was beyond repair, so the crew leveled 

it and built a new one; Brad Jenkins 

unloads water filters in the town of 

Muñoz; the finished showers drew a 

crowd of kids who were so happy they 

danced under the falling water. 
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proceeds from certain sport-fishing 
tournaments. We also generate income 
from selling hats and shirts,” O’Neal 
says. “Every person who makes a dona-
tion has the opportunity to come and 
see exactly how their money is spent. 
We are able to forward 100 percent of all 
individual and earmarked donations as 
well as tournament sponsorships to the 
individuals and communities for which 
they are intended.”

This unique program is also attract-
ing a wide range of participants. Several 
of the guys on our trip had never caught 
a billfish but had done some sort of mis-
sion work in a foreign country. Then 
there were guys like me who were more 
experienced on the fishing side but had 
never done any real humanitarian work. 

“We use sport fishing and the adven-
ture of it to help recruit people to go 
with us on a trip,” O’Neal says. “There 
are lots of guys who are not in the fish-
ing industry who love the thought of 
catching a billfish. So we are exposing 
new people to the sport of fishing and 
are also exposing people to the need in 

Plan Your next adventure
reel Life Adventures is offering upcoming trips to work with an orphanage in 
Peru and fish for peacock bass in the Amazon. trips to costa rica and Guatemala 
are also on the agenda for early 2011. the group will return to the Dominican 
republic next June to check up on the projects we completed and find new ones 
to start. the work will take place right around the same time as the International 
cap cana billfish Shootout (www.intlbillfishtourns.com). 
 to reserve your spot on the next trip, contact Michael o’Neal at 205-370-
1827 or theonealgroup@yahoo.com, or visit www.reellifeadventures.org. the 
cost of the trip is tax deductible, as are any donations. the one-week trip usually 
costs between $1,800 and $2,000 and includes airfare, hotel, meals and fishing.
 to learn more about cap cana and its marina, visit www.capcana.com.

these parts of the world.” 
Twenty-year-old college student Ste-

ven Ritchie found out about the program 
on the Internet while doing research for a 
term paper. “Our assignment was to write 
a paper to persuade people to get involved 
in a charity,” he says. “I love to fish, so it 
was really a perfect fit.” Ritchie got an A on 
his paper and also became more involved 
with Reel Life, helping man the booth at 
tournaments and boat shows. 

The mix of fishing and volunteer-
ing is working. Some folks come for the 
fishing, while others come for the vol-
unteer work. In the end, it’s a mutually 
beneficial experience. “There’s a benefit 
you receive when helping others,” says 
Jenkins. “You go home with something 
greater than you left with.”

For the majority of the volunteers 
on the Dominican Republic trip, the 
most rewarding portion had nothing to 
do with fishing. “We live in a bubble in 
the United States, but we’re the minor-
ity in the world,” says Michael Whitten, 
a 33-year-old who had previously vol-
unteered in Mexico and Haiti. “I feel 
very fulfilled to go and do something 
like this. I take a shower every day, and 
for the people here this is their first. It’s 
amazing to give them something that 

means nothing to us but can make such 
a huge difference in their lives.” 

the Perfect ending
When we completed our work in Puerto 
Plata, we boarded a small plane to the 
eastern end of the country and the beau-
tiful Cap Cana resort. With five days of 
hard work in the most impoverished 
areas of Puerto Plata still fresh in our 
minds, we couldn’t help but notice the 
stark contrast between Cap Cana’s gor-
geous buildings, golf courses and marina 
and the towns we had just worked in. 
It certainly put things into perspective. 
We’re extremely fortunate, and I realize 
it more now than ever.

We enjoyed a fantastic beachside 
barbecue that evening and boarded two 
brand-new Riviera sport-fishers the next 
morning for a full day of trolling for blue 
marlin. Conditions were ideal, and we 
raised four blues on the boat I fished on. 
I watched two young anglers do battle 
with their first blue marlin. Our first 
angler, Adam Newquist, a college student 
from Birmingham, Alabama, showed 
some unrelenting energy in the chair as 
he fought his blue. Unfortunately, his war 
cries went unanswered and the fish came 
unbuttoned. But Ritchie saved the day, 
reeling in his first-ever blue a few hours 
later. It felt great to see the excitement on 
the faces of these young men as they all 
ran to the corner of the cockpit to get a 
good look at the blue and touch it before 
setting it free. It sort of reminded me of 
the kids in Muñoz dancing in the shower 
the first time they felt that water hit their 
backs. On our sister ship, Scott Mullins 
also caught his first blue. 

Ritchie and Mullins got their cus-
tomary throws in the water — reward 
for catching their first blues. My reward 
came in knowing that I made a difference 
in someone’s life. Watching an angler 
catch his first blue marlin was simply 
the icing on the cake. We accomplished 
a great deal in just one week, or what 
O’Neal calls the 2 percent challenge. 
One week equates to just 2 percent of 
one year. Take the 2 percent challenge 
and do something for someone else dur-
ing that one week. 

“That 2 percent can make the other 98 
percent that much better,” O’Neal says. 

Photo GallerY
See more photos of the projects 
completed in the Dominican republic at 
www.marlinmag.com/reellife.

Fighting a few blue marlin on the  

final day of the trip just cemented 

this uplifting experience. 
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