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Looking back.. 
 
This issue of the Compas Magazine deals with experiences of endogenous 
development. The cases presented are those gained by Compas partner 
organisations, but also other inspiring examples are included, such as engaged 
activism from Thailand and building on traditional veterinary knowledge of 
Tzotziles in Mexico. The third Compas International workshop (September 2001) 
was a motivating event for the staff of participating organisations to share their 
experiences, consolidate their commitment and make plans for the future. 
     Endogenous development is based mainly, though not exclusively, on locally 
available natural resources as well as the traditional knowledge, culture, values 
and cooperation with traditional leaders in local institutions. Examples of field 
practices are: experiments with ecological agriculture, enhancing biodiversity or 
revitalization of local health traditions. Numerous NGOs and other networks 
have a focus on improving livelihoods through sustainable development. The 
special feature of the Compas network is that the socio-cultural and spiritual 
meanings in which these practices are embedded are not neglected or (un) 
intentionally ridiculed, but are seen as the starting point for development. In 
this process, it may appear that certain traditional practices and socio-cultural-
spiritual meanings have potentials as well as limitations. They may offer 
culturally acceptable, sustainable and site-specific solutions, but sometimes 
may also deplete natural resources, inhibit equal participation or benefit only 
the elite. Compas partner organisations are dealing with these contradictions by 
trying to create room for dialogue, thereby enhancing the decision-making 
dynamics of the rural communities. The rural communities identify the 
contemporary relevance of their traditional practices and may agree on 
introducing innovations from outside. 
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…Looking forward 
 
Many issues in today’s globalised world have become international: international causes and remedies have been identified for poverty, 
climate change, biodiversity, water problems, desertification, environmental pollution, armed conflicts and refugees. Also 
commercialisation and communication increasingly are considered to be global phenomena. At the same time there are tendencies that 
consider the local components of development. New interests in regional cultural identities are emerging. This ‘localisation’ takes 
different shapes. We can see constructive dialogues and initiatives, as well as global, regional or national protests and activism against 
domination, exploitation and control, ethnic conflicts and religious fundamentalism. 
      In this context, the Compas programme can possibly make an important contribution. Compas’ experiences in enhancing 
endogenous development and intercultural dialogues on culture and development may be used to support efforts to bring together 
different positions and views. The results of Compas partner organisations indicate that endogenous development has the potential to 
address local needs and contradictions, use local potentials and to allow for the co-existence of different cultural identities. The 
Compas partner organisations agreed that the core of the future programme (2002-2006) would remain to be: field activities to 
enhance endogenous development. This core programme has three support programmes: regional support, scientific support and 
international support.  
      The scientific programme is a new element in the Compas network. It aims at supporting the fieldwork of Compas members by 
strengthening the scientific paradigm of the knowledge systems involved. A planning meeting is scheduled for February 2002 in the 
Netherlands. If you have interesting (documented) experiences to share on endogenous development and/or on the theory and 
validation process of indigenous knowledge systems, we invite you to contribute to the programme by sending relevant information.  
 
Katrien van ‘t Hooft, Bertus Haverkort, Wim Hiemstra 
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Subscribers of the Compas Magazine are invited 
to continue to share their views on and experi-
ences with endogenous development.  
 
We are particularly interested to gather reflec-
tions on the following issues:  
 
• The Compas approach and the experiences of 

the Compas partners as expressed in this and 
earlier Compas Magazines  

 
• Examples of endogenous development  
 
• Theories and validation processes of indigenous 

knowledge systems 
 
• How to address negative aspects of traditions 
 
• The political implications of working with in-

digenous knowledge and traditional leaders.   
 
• What is the meaning, significance and limita-

tion of endogenous development after the 11th 
of September 2001? How should we understand 
terrorism? What are the root causes and reme-
dies for fundamentalism and confrontation be-
tween cultures? 

 
We are especially interested in reactions on the 
articles in this issue: ‘Compas experiences and 
perspectives’ (page 4-6) and ‘Development from 
within’ (page 38-42). These articles highlight the 
experiences of Compas partner organisations. We 
appreciate ideas and suggestions about the way 
ahead of the Compas programme. Subscribers can 
participate in the intercultural dialogue by con-
tributing to the Compas Magazine and visiting the 
Compas website. 
 
Please send your outline for contributions for 
Compas Magazine 6 before 1 March 2002. 
 
We hope to hear from you soon!        The editors 

Call for contributions  
Compas Magazine Number 6 

Now on-line: www.compas-network.org 
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The Compas experiences and perspectives  
 

Report of International Compas workshop 

The third international Compas workshop was 
held in Chennai India, and hosted by the 
Centre for Indian Knowledge Systems 
(CIKS). The objectives of the workshop 
were to exchange experiences, to plan 
future activities and share insights with 
other agencies in rural development. Next to 
extensive field visits, many issues were 
discussed, such as the implications of 
endogenous development, the mission 
statement of the Compas network, and the 
possibility of involving selected universities. 
The main output is agreement on a workplan 
for 2002—2006. 

This issue of the Compas Magazine deals 
with experiences with 'endogenous devel-
opment' and the need for dialogue be-
tween cultures. The present global situa-
tion of violent confrontation between cul-
tures draws the attention to the impor-
tance of 'intercultural dialogue'. Funda-
mentalism and radicalism can be the fruit 
of frustration, which may result from pov-
erty, domination and exploitation, per-
ceived lack of respect for own values, and 
threats to social and cultural identity. 
Poor discussion possibilities within the cul-
tures may further aggravate the tendency 
towards radicalism. 
     Therefore, efforts to understand the 
cultural dimensions of 'the other', and a 
dialogue based on respect, curiosity and 
the desire to establish relationships based 
on equity of all partners are of utmost 
importance. Mutual understanding and 
equitable distribution of wealth are pre-
requisites for lasting peace. 
     The Compas programme attaches great 
value to the dialogue between different 
cultures; understanding the practices, val-
ues, concepts and knowledge systems of 
the different cultures lies at the heart of 
the Compas concept. The dynamics of tra-
ditional knowledge about agriculture, 
health and nature, is enhanced by under-
standing the practices, sharing and com-
paring them, trying to appreciate the posi-
tive and the negative aspects, and by im-
proving on them through experiments and 
trials. This can be considered as in-situ 
conservation and development of indige-
nous knowledge and practices.  
 
Compas network 
Since 1997 Compas has functioned as a 
consortium of some 20 collaborating or-
ganisations in Africa, Latin America, Asia 
and Europe that carries out fieldwork to 
support endogenous development, or 

'development from within'. The Compas 
programme started in 1995 with a pre-
paratory and explorative phase. Through a 
series of international meetings, the Com-
pas Magazine, and the website, the pro-
gramme brings together the experiences 
and insights gained. This way, Compas 
wants make a contribution to the sustain-
able development of rural communities, 
and to dialogue and international under-
standing.  
     For the Compas partner organisations, 
dialogue includes the exchange and appre-
ciation of an array of ideas and experi-
ences during which differences of posi-
tion, values and attitudes can be ex-
plored. It is also an opportunity to learn 
and look for ways to improve things. Val-
ues or concepts from other cultures are 
not rejected on the basis of a dominant 
value or knowledge system, nor are they 
romanticised or considered beyond criti-
cism. The partners take their own culture 
and values serious, but at the same time 
are prepared to exchange them with oth-
ers, to give them a critical look, and to 
search for improvement and synergy. As 
one can imagine, this process is not with-
out difficulties. Both in the communities 
and in the society at large the approach of 
endogenous development has to overcome 
some of the conventional views and mo-
dalities. 
 
Similar concepts 
The different cultures of the Southern 
countries involved in the Compas network 
are expressed in different ways, although 
they are based on similar concepts. For 
the Maya, Mapuche, Quechua and Aymara 
indigenous groups in Latin America, Pacha 
Mama, or 'Mother Earth' plays a dominant 
role. This concept is similar to Mae Thon-
ranee for farmers in Thailand, for example 
(see article Van Willenswaard, this issue, 

p.10).  For the ethnic groups in Ghana, 
Zimbabwe, Uganda and Tanzania, the con-
cept of 'Ancestral Spirits' is especially im-
portant. For the Asian cultures, like the 
tribal people in Southern India, Hindu 
groups in India and Nepal, the Buddhist 
and the Sjamanist people in Sri Lanka, and 
the population with a strong belief in the 
traditional 'Adat' in Timor, a common de-
terminator has been labelled 'Universal 
Awareness'.  
     For these three regions, each specific 
culture gives shape to their own worldview 
through a set of concepts, knowledge and 
practices. It has been found that in each 
of the situations the natural, the social 
and the spiritual worlds play an important 
role and are addressed in an integrated 
way. The approach of local communities 
to taking decisions about agriculture, 
health practices, and the management of 
their natural resources, are based on their 
worldviews. 
 
Mission statement 
The Third International Compas Workshop 
was held in Chennai, India, from 17 to 30 
September 2001. Participants were 46 per-
sons, representing  19 partner organisa-
tions based in 14 different countries in 
Latin America, Africa, Asia and Europe. 
Since 1998, most of these organisations 
have been working in their field projects, 
sharing their experiences in the context of 
the Compas programme.  
     The workshop started a few days after 
the events of 11 September in the USA. 
International tensions were high when the 
workshop was being held and this gave 
extra motivation to the participants to 
work towards intercultural dialogue at 
different levels. It was widely felt that we 
did not want to become involved in an 
armed conflict between people. We rather 
want to look for ways to address the 
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causes that lie at the basis of these inter-
national tensions and conflict.  
      The outcomes of the workshop include 
a mission statement, an agreement on ba-
sic concepts and approach on endogenous 
development, and decisions on future ac-
tivities at local, national, regional and 
international level. The partners are de-
termined to continue their joint activities, 
and have committed themselves to an-
other five years of cooperation. It was 
agreed that the central element of the 
Compas network is the fieldwork of the 
Compas partner organisations: working 
with rural communities. Together we for-
mulated the following mission statement:
Enhancing Endogenous Development has 

been accepted as the core of the institu-
tional and personal commitment of the 
Compas partners. Endogenous develop-
ment is understood as: 'A development 
that builds on local resources, local knowl-
edge, local culture and values, as well as 
local institutions and leadership'. External 
knowledge and resources are considered 
important to complement the local re-
sources. (for more details on endogenous 
development, p.38 of this issue).  
 
Challenges for Compas   
With the exception of one university, 
Compas partners are NGO's or farmers' 
organisations active in agriculture, for-
estry, animal production, natural re-
sources, and/or health. In most cases sev-
eral of these activities are combined, as 
the needs of the people require an inte-
grated or holistic approach. The fieldwork 

of the partners takes place in different 
economic and cultural contexts and dif-
ferent ecosystems, ranging from the 
mountains (Andes, Nepal, India) to 
semi-arid areas (Africa and Asia), and 
tropical lowlands (India).  
      As expressed in the mission state-
ment, the first challenge for each of the 
member organisations of the Compas 
Network is to continue the fieldwork 
needed to support endogenous develop-
ment at local level. Each of the partners 
have already established working rela-
tionships with a number of rural com-
munities and have agreed to support the 
local development needs from their own 
perspective and culture. The major 
challenges of this work are listed below.  
 
Methodology development  
It was agreed that the members of the 
Compas network will continue to give 
special attention to the design, applica-
tion and assessment of their methodol-
ogy towards endogenous development. 
This methodology includes establishing 
and maintaining supportive relationships 
within rural communities. This implies tak-
ing into account the different traditional 
leaders and social categories; learning 
about indigenous practices, values and 
cosmovision and strengthening cultural 
identity. It also means identifying strong 
and weak points of indigenous practices 
and trying to improve them by experi-
ments based on indigenous criteria and 
organisation; training field staff in endoge-
nous development methods, and partici-
pating in inter-cultural dialogues.  
 
Theory building  
The Compas partner organisations have 
developed their capacity to build and 
maintain relationships with the rural com-
munities, based on respect for local cul-
ture and complementarity in knowledge 
and skills. They have been accepted by 
the rural communities as partners in the 
process of enhancing the dynamics of the 
local knowledge systems and decision-
making capacities.  
Compas partner organisations acknowl-

edge the scientific 
character of indige-
nous knowledge sys-
tems, based on their 
own culture-specific 
paradigms. The term 
'scientific' refers to 
both non-western 
and western scien-
tific paradigms. Com-
pas challenges the 
idea that there is 
only one universal 
scientific paradigm 
and knowledge sys-
tem. Rather, the 
Compas network rec-
ognises a diversity of 
knowledge systems, 
and the first objec-

tive is to overcome the limitations and 
enhance their potential. On that basis new 
'systems of knowing' can be built, and in-
tercultural scientific dialogues can be set 
up, in order to look for synergy and com-
plementarity between different knowledge 
systems. This can then be included both in 
the fieldwork and in the university curricu-
lums. 
     An additional capacity needs to be 
built in the future Compas programme, to 
support experiments on field level and to 
stimulate theory building of the IK con-
cepts on which they are based. Contacts 
with UNESCO have lead to plans to form a 
consortium of 8 universities from the re-
gions where Compas partners are working. 
This university consortium will  have the 
goal of supporting the empowerment of 
the communities in their use of indigenous 
knowledge, and to develop appropriate 
models for research and education to en-
hance endogenous development.  
     Compas acknowledges the fact that 
cooperation with universities includes the 
risk of domination by the reductionist 
views, or that it may loose the community 
support focus. In order to minimize this 
risk it will collaborate with those universi-
ties that have experience and expertise 
with endogenous development and have 
established relations with Compas.  
 
Overcoming interdisciplinary limitations 
Enhancing endogenous development pre-
sents a different challenge for each of the 
partners involved in the network. In the 
experience of the Compas partners the 
interests of the rural communities is gen-
erally not limited to one particular disci-
pline. Therefore Compas partners take up 
development activities that emerge as 
relevant on the basis of the interaction 
between outsiders and rural people, irre-
spective of the professional specialisation 

 
 

Testing traditional rice varieties, field visit to CIKS 

 

Ethnoveterinary practitioner, field visit to IDEA 

"The Compas Network aims at 
sustainable livelihood systems 
through endogenous development. 
Traditional livelihood systems are 
based on the social, spiritual and 
natural realities as expressed in the 
worldviews of the communities. To 
this end, the network will facilitate 
an enabling environment to enhance 
the dynamics of local knowledge and 
the decision making capacities of 
the local populations." 
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of the field staff involved.  
     Specific themes addressed by Compas 
partners organisations include markets 
and trade, poverty, gender, youth, securi-
ties, climate change, worldviews and cul-
tural identities, indigenous methods, eco-
tourism, soil conservation, epistemologies, 
land rights, validation of IK, seeds, pest 
control, and indigenous communication.  
 
Intercultural dialogue  
Enhancing the intercultural dialogue, both 
within the Compas network and with out-
side agencies, is another major challenge 
of the Compas programme. Learning ex-
periences can be exchanged, corrected 
and consolidated, which can be the basis 
of the formulation of new ways to pro-
mote endogenous development at local, 
national and international levels. Through 
intercultural dialogue it is possible to 
identify the critical issues related to the 
conventional development approach. Com-
pas provides a platform for critical reflec-
tion on the experiences with endogenous 
development and to formulate recommen-
dations for research, development and 
policy. Moreover, Compas aims to foster 
changes in the Northern society with in-
spiring examples from the South, and to 
enter actively into the policy discussions 
in the context of development organisa-
tions.  
     The Compas Magazine will continue to 
be produced and will be more widely dis-
tributed, and the web site will be in op-
eration. By documenting innovative devel-
opment experiences, which highlight the 
role of culture, spirituality and traditional 
institutions, the quality of the develop-
ment programmes of other organisations 
may be enhanced. The objectives for the 
Compas Magazine for 2002-2006 are to 
continue to feed the intercultural dialogue 
between actors in rural development on 
basis of the presentation of experiences, 
critical reflections and discussions of both 
partner organisations and organisations 
with similar interests.  
     Regional and local issues of the Com-
pas Magazine will be produced in local 
languages by the different regional co-
ordinators and individual partner organisa-
tions. Presently the numbers of copies 
distributed in English are 6000, and 4000 
in Spanish. The Asian Compas Magazine, 
called 'Clarion' is produced by CIKS in In-
dia. The University consortium will meet 
regularly and publish the results of their 
work in different media. 
 
Regional Compas networks 
The present Compas programme was initi-
ated with a fairly centralised set up. In 
the course of the four years of the present 
programme, regional coordinators have 
emerged in Latin America, Southern and 
West Africa, and Asia. Further sub-regions 
in Central America and possibly other 
parts of Asia are under consideration. 
Therefore, in the coming years the pro-

gramme management will gradually be 
taken over by a new international man-
agement team, in which the regional co-
ordinators play an important role. 
     The regional coordinators will subcon-
tract Compas partners in the regions and 
provide them with the necessary support. 
The support activities will consist of re-
gional exchange through workshops, meet-
ings, regional newsletters, visits between 
rural leaders and field staff, and training 
of field staff in methods of endogenous 
development. The differences in regional 
conditions will result in a differentiation 
of the regional initiatives.  
 
The way forward 
It is evident that these plans can only be 
implemented if the necessary funding is 
obtained. We are optimistic about the 
possibilities, but of course we can only get 
started once we have formal agreements. 
However, the Compas idea cannot be 
stopped now. It will develop some way or 

other. As one of our Compas partners put 
it: "If I can go by plane, I will reach my 
destination very quickly. If I have a car I 
will get there quickly. Without a motor 
vehicle I can still use my bicycle, my horse 
or even my legs. The most important 
thing is not the means, but the motiva-
tion and the right direction." 
 
Your engagement 
Subscribers of the Compas Magazine are 
invited to continue to share their views on 
and experiences with endogenous devel-
opment. We are particularly interested to 
gather your reflections on the following 
issues: the Compas approach and the ex-
periences of the Compas partners; exam-
ples of endogenous development; theories 
and validation processes of indigenous 
knowledge systems; and the political im-
plications of working with indigenous 
knowledge and traditional leaders. We 
hope to hear from you soon! 

The editors 
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Local markets 
and  

indigenous logic 
 
 
 

Freddy Delgado and  
Dora Ponce 

On the 7th Friday after Easter a fair takes place in a small town near Cochabamba, Bolivia, during which farmers 
from different agricultural ecosystems exchange their recently harvested produce. Farmers from the highlands 
bring various varieties of potatoes and of other local tubers, like oca and papalisa. Farmers from the valleys bring 
local varieties of corn. The abundant biodiversity is clearly reflected at this colourful fair. But, there is much 
more to it. The indigenous forms of solidarity, which form the basis of the fair, may well be an alternative for 
the crisis that the Bolivian rural population is currently facing. 

The Seventh Friday Fair is carried out on 
the 7th Friday after Easter, in the town of 
Sipe Sipe, barely 28 kilometres away from 
the city of Cochabamba. Sipe Sipe is a 
small town of approximately 2000 inhabi-
tants, located at an altitude of 2.500 me-
ters. It is a typical Latin American town 
with a Catholic Church and a roofed mar-
ket, clustered around a central ‘plaza’. At 
half past five in the morning, several hun-
dred farmers from 35 villages located in 
the highlands and the valleys near Cocha-
bamba - who have travelled considerable 
distances to take part in this colourful 
fair- start to gather together. 
 
Three forms of exchange 
Throughout the day, and into the night, 
exchanges take place guided by the tradi-
tional concepts of cambiacuy, trueque, 
and purchase sale: each system comple-
ments the other in terms of objective, 
time and importance. The cambiacuy is 
the most important form of exchange, and 
begins early in the morning. This type of 
exchange is based on affinity rather than 
on interest in gain; the produce is handed 
over as a gift to satisfy and please the re-
ceiving family, and in the confidence that 
a gift will be given in return. It has a 
strong spiritual and emotional dimension, 
strengthens the ties between families and 
signals new friendships. During this ex-
change, community and family news is 
shared, which strengthens feelings of soli-
darity. 
      Trueque, or barter, is another form of 
exchange. It is less spiritual than cambia-
cuy, though it does not lack emotional 
elements altogether. The individuals con-

cerned in this type of transaction do not 
necessarily know each other. Farmers can 
obtain ceramics, woven baskets, and agri-
cultural products that they did not get 
through cambiacuy. The third type of ex-
change is the purchase-sale, in which ele-
ments of the market logic, especially 
money, are included, though some indige-
nous Andean features such as ‘liking each 
other’ and ‘bargaining’ are present. 
Money from the purchase sales enables the 
farmers to buy food items like rice, sugar, 
cooking oil and things like radio batteries; 
it also helps to pay for transport and for 
chicha, the local corn-beer. 
  
Unknown origin 
The fair is very important for farmers in 
the region because it contributes to food 
security through non-monetary and mone-
tary exchange, and strengthens social re-
lationships between relatives, friends and 
compadres, or godfathers, from different 
communities in the valleys and highlands. 
Moreover, it is an occasion when religious 
feelings are expressed. As the timing of 
the fair coincides with the harvest of the 
last tubers in the highlands and corn in the 
valleys, it also includes a thanksgiving 
celebration for nature, especially to 
Pachamama, or Mother Earth.  
     The official ‘Hosts of the Festivity’ are 
families, who reside near or in Sipe Sipe, 
and take care of all the expenses required 
for the occasion. This redistribution of 
goods gives the families prestige and re-
spect, while they also hope to receive fa-
vours from Cristo Moreno, the ‘dark 
skinned Christ’ on the great altar of the 
main Catholic church in Sipe Sipe. 

     It is not known how the Seventh Friday 
Fair originated. According to elderly farm-
ers in villages near Sipe Sipe, it may date 
back to the times before the Incas: “From 
time immemorial, our ancestors already 
traded according to the ‘cambiacuy’. In 
the beginning, they used to travel from 
the highlands to the houses of their 
friends, compadres and other people they 
knew in the valleys, carrying their prod-
ucts - such as potatoes, oca and papalisa - 
on their animals. Or, in some cases, the 
people from the valley travelled to the 
highlands with their corn and carried out 
the exchange there. Then the Seventh 
Friday Fair was born, so that friends, 
compadres and people who knew each 
other would gather on a fixed date, and 
this is carried on until now.” 
     In the words of Prudencio Mejia, a 
farmer from the community of Chorojo: 
“Where we live, we cannot grow corn. For 
that reason we plant some land with pota-
toes and oca especially for the Seventh 
Friday Fair. To us, it is as if we are plant-
ing corn ourselves, and when we harvest 
the potato it is also as if we are harvest-
ing our corn. In the fair, what we do is 
‘harvest‘ our crop, and that is why we 
perform a ’ch’alla’ (ritual thanksgiving), 
so the corn will meet the needs of our 
family until next year’s fair.”  
 
The fair begins 
The families from distant communities in 
the highlands travel down to Sipe Sipe one 
or two days before the fair, and stay with 
friends or relatives in the town. Some ru-
ral families have bought a house in the 
town, because their children study or work 
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there. Every family has a place to stay 
where they are received with trust and 
affection, and they arrive with gifts, usu-
ally in the form of potatoes, oca or pa-
palisa. 
     During the night before the fair, the 
families share the food that has been 
brought and exchange news about their 
daily lives, the upcoming fair and the 
weather. On the day of the fair, things 
begin very early. Before they go out to the 
central plaza, everyone shares a meal, 
chews coca leaves and carries out a ritual 
ch’alla. In the Bolivian Andes, ch’alla is a 
ritual in which the participants share an 
alcoholic drink with Pachamama, or 
Mother Earth, as a token of thanks and to 
ask for a fruitful day. During this occasion, 
the participants usually express the fol-
lowing wish: “Let there be no scarcity of 
corn or potato in this fair, because all the 
families need their food this year.” 
  
The cambiacuy 
At around six in the morning, the families 
from the highlands begin to exhibit their 
produce to the people from the valleys, 
who arrive from neighbouring communi-
ties. Then the cambiacuy begins according 
to verbal agreements between acquaint-
ances, relatives and friends, with special 
priority to compadres. In this way they 
exchange a large basket of papalisa for a 
measure of corn, or a chimpu of potatoes 
for the same amount of good quality 
maize. 
     Generally, the volume is measured 
with a chimpu, which is a special bag with 
a mark indicating a certain level or 
amount. It is not a fixed or rigid indicator, 
and varies according to the agreement 
between those who ‘reciprocate’, or ex-
change. This means that that the quanti-
ties of produce to be exchanged can be 
bargained on, depending on factors such 
as individual needs, the outcome of the 
harvest and a subjective element: ‘liking 
each other’.  
 
Two sets of economic logic 
Though initially the exchange is with 

mainly tubers and corn, at a certain hour 
the diversity of exchanged products is ex-
tended to fruits, vegetables, baskets and 
clay pots. Around noon the fair takes a 
different character, as transactions with 
money are included. Merchants arrive 
from nearby towns like Quillacollo and 
Cochabamba. The farming families from 
the highlands and the valleys also begin to 
exhibit their products for sale and carry 
out some necessary purchases. 
     By mid-afternoon, the families begin 
the ch’alla, or blessing, of the products 
that have been exchanged, to ask that the 
next year may have enough food for all 
participating families. Afterwards, the fair 
is evaluated in terms of benefits. This is 
done not only in terms of the products 
obtained, but also in terms of friendship, 
possible new spiritual familial ties, future 
marriages or new compadres. In this fair 
two sets of economic logic complement 
each other: the indigenous logic of 
‘reciprocity’ and the modern logic of the 
market economy. At the time of the 
ch’alla all products are blessed, including 
the money. 
 
Barter and reciprocity 
The Andean system of reciprocity and bar-
ter has been a part of the indigenous com-
munity organisation even prior to the arri-
val of the Spanish conquerors. This organ-
isational structure is based on the princi-
ples of solidarity and equal redistribution, 
and is well adjusted to the heterogeneity 
of the climate, topography and biodiver-
sity of the Andean ecosystems. The variety 
of climatic conditions poses significant 
risks to agriculture, the livelihood of over 
50 % of the Bolivian population. 
     Throughout the centuries the indige-
nous system based on barter and reciproc-
ity has been strengthened to cope with 
different crises like climate changes, pests 
and wars, which decimated the popula-
tion. These mechanisms are an institution-
alised form of cooperation, which implies 
the obligation to redistribute equally all 
goods received from the Pachamama and 
the sacred mountains, the Apus. In spite 

of centuries of Spanish colonisation, and 
the total hegemony of the monetary mar-
ket system today, this system has survived 
amongst indigenous groups in many parts 
of the Bolivian Andes. These socio-
economic relations of production have 
allowed them to maintain their principles 
of community and solidarity, within a sys-
tem of exploitation.  
 
Climate and cosmos  
The Seventh Friday Fair is celebrated 7 
weeks after Easter, at the end of May or 
the beginning of June. In the Andes, this is 
one of the 4 fundamental moments for 
observing the cosmos and weather as indi-
cators to predict the conditions for the 
next production year. For this reason, 
families take a special interest in observ-
ing the weather during this day. According 
to Prudencio Mejia, from the community 
of Chorojo: “If the weather deteriorates 
on the day of Spirit, if there is a drizzle, 
cold winds or clouds, it will be a dry year. 
But if this change takes place just before 
or after this day, then it is a good signal.”  
Ignacio Vargas, from the same community, 
indicates that “If it gets cloudy or it driz-
zles before the day of Spirit, the weather 
cycle will be faster than usual.”     
     When the fair begins on this specific 
day, the sun rises and covers a cluster of 
stars in the sky, which are known as the 
Pleiads of the Taurus Constellation. During 
these precise moments, the hosting fami-
lies of the festivity rotate the Dark 
Skinned Christ in the Catholic church on 
its own axis, so he faces a window to ob-
serve the first rays of the sun and his peo-
ple. Pilgrims approach to greet him, to 
give thanks or to ask for a blessing for the 
coming year. 
 
University education 
For several years, Agruco, the Centre for 
Agro-ecology of the agricultural faculty of 
the University of Cochabamba (UMSS), has 
been carrying out a training programme in 
sustainable rural development, both at 
graduate and postgraduate level. The 
training starts with the life of the farming 
communities, and goes on to cooperating 
with the families in their search for alter-
natives to strengthen endogenous develop-
ment. This cooperation is carried out both 
in the field and in workshops, with themes 
varying from agro-ecology to policy and 
organisational issues. The basis of this 
work is the process of permanent reflec-
tion and dialogue between local knowl-
edge and scientific knowledge. In this 
way, the research projects of the students 
start, when possible, with the problems 
expressed by the farming communities; 
they then engage in looking for solutions 
and alternative ways of solving these 
questions. 
     We have observed that university edu-
cation has many effects on young Bolivian 
people. In many cases, instead of 
strengthening the endogenous develop-
ment of their people, the higher education 

AGRUCO field staff and farmers evaluating the harvest of papalisa, a local tuber, that will be taken 
to the yearly Fair 
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has led them away from their cultural 
background. The fact that the students 
originate from the Andean culture, and are 
often direct descendants of indigenous 
peoples, such as the Quechua or Aymara, 
does not guarantee that they identify with 
the local culture. On the contrary, the 
acceptance of the materialistic vision of 
life in the higher education, without un-
derstanding that we are all part of a 
whole, is especially predominant among 
the professionals who, in theory, could 
contribute to endogenous rural develop-
ment.  
     It is because of this that the University 
of Cochabamba (UMSS) provides an educa-
tion with special opportunities for profes-
sionals to contribute towards sustainable 
endogenous development. Case studies, 
theories and experiences from other parts 
of the world also contribute to this educa-
tional process. The works of Mauss (1979), 
Shalins (1983), PRATEC (1993), Van Kessel 
(1996), and the exchange of experiences 
through magazines such as Compas Maga-
zine, have stimulated this process. These 
authors analyse life and its socio-economic 
connotations in other cultural contexts, 
where the concept of ‘reciprocity’ prevails 
in a similar way. The examples have 
helped us to understand and affirm the 
importance of this concept in the Andes.\ 
 
What we have learned 
Within its educational activities, Agruco 
has carried out participatory investiga-
tions, revaluing and promoting cultural 
practices in many rural communities in the 
province of Cochabamba. Since 1989, it 
has been working in four farming commu-
nities near Sipe Sipe and in the Jatun Mayu 
microbasin. 
     A fundamental element in this educa-
tional process has been the fairs and fes-
tivities of the farming communities. These 
festivities are of strategic importance for 
urban and rural societies, especially in 
times of crisis, when cash flows are re-
stricted. For this reason, the documenta-
tion and analysis of these events have a 
didactic character for the farmers, techni-
cians, students as well as development 
scientists. In this context we get the 
chance to learn more about the depth of 
the ethical principle of reciprocity in the 
Andean cultures.  
     As Mr. Cupertino Mayrana from Chorojo 
says: “There are two Qayanas (galaxies, 
which farmers observe to predict the 
weather) in the sky: one for the valleys 
and the other for the highlands. In some 
years, the Valley Qayana presents itself 
larger and brighter than normal; then we 
say that it will be a year of good harvests 
in the valleys. In other years it’s the other 
way round, the Qayana of the highlands is 
larger and brighter, this is a sign that we 
will have a good year with good crops in 
the highlands. But, ultimately, it makes 
no difference. If the people from the val-
ley have a good year, they will bring us 

good products to the Seventh Friday Fair 
to exchange, and that is to our benefit. 
And the same is true if the weather has 
favoured us and we have good crops.”  
     For many years, Agruco has accompa-
nied and shared during this fair with the 
farmers of the communities it works with. 
We have tried to understand the impor-
tance of these socio-economic occasions 
for the farmers and documented their cal-
endars, which inter-relate agrarian pro-
duction with the celebration of rituals and 
fairs. We have also learned how in these 
communities food security and other needs 
are secured without the exclusive pres-
ence of money. Conventional weight meas-
urements are not necessary either.  
     Finally, we have learned about the joy 
of sharing life by following the principle of 
reciprocity. The desire to complement 
their nutrition with products that their 
family plot does not generate, is not sim-
ply a search for the material need to cover 
their protein, carbohydrate, vitamin and 
mineral requirements. Moreover, it in-
cludes the vital energy, which the farmers 
call ‘ispalla’:  the ‘food for the spirit, the 
mind and the body’.  
 
Strengthening fairs  
The Seventh Friday Fair, like other indige-
nous fairs and festivities in Bolivia, has 
been losing ground over the last decades 
due to the influence of religious sects and 
increased consumption of agroindustrial 
foods, such as sugar, rice and noodles. 
These factors have also led to a reduced 
production of Andean crops. The project 
to strengthen the Seventh Friday Fair is a 
result of joining the farming families in 
several rural communities in the highlands 
of Sipe Sipe.  
     Over a period of 10 years Agruco has 
supported the production of Andean crops, 
through actions of participatory investiga-
tion. Then, small agroecological projects 
have been carried out to increase biodi-
versity and improve food security. Another 
action has been to organise farmer work-
shops to reflect on the objectives of the 

fair and their importance in times of crisis. 
Afterwards, we have published about this 
subject through different channels of com-
munication.  
      The results of these actions have been 
positive. We have had a good response not 
just from the communities where this ex-
perience was born, but also other commu-
nities from the highlands and the valleys, 
as well as people from the city of Cocha-
bamba. This year, the process of strength-
ening the fairs has been broadened with 
the active participation of the municipal-
ity of Sipe-Sipe. This project aims to 
stimulate fairs and festivities like the Sev-
enth Friday Fair, to increase the access to 
Andean foods, strengthen indigenous cul-
tural identity, and to educate the urban 
and rural population about Andean cultural 
practices. 
 
Alternative to the crisis 
The support to the festivities and fairs al-
lows for the reflection between Agruco 
and new generations of farmers, who are 
looking for their own endogenous develop-
ment. The participation of students in the 
rural fairs and festivities contributes to-
wards their university education with con-
tents based on local contexts. But, most 
importantly, the support given to these 
socio-cultural indigenous activities shows 
new ways to reactivate the production of 
Andean crops and to support indigenous 
forms of solidarity. These may well be vi-
able alternatives to the crisis that the Bo-
livian rural population is facing today. 
 
AGRUCO 
Agroecologia Universidad Cochabamba 
Av. Petrolera km 41/2 
Casillla 3392, COCHABAMBA 
Bolivia   
tel/fax +591 4 4252601 / 4252602 
e-mail: agruco@pino.cbb.entelnet.bo 
www.agruco.org 

Offering corn beer to the Pacha Mama during the Fair 
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Mother Earth in Thailand 
 

Wallapa Kuntiranont and Hans van Willenswaard 
 

The construction of the Pak Moon Dam inThailand, has aroused unrest and protest 
amongst the local population, who saw their traditional lifestyles shattered. The 
protests of the local fishermen and farmers went through many stages, eventually 
resulting in the establishment of the ‘Assembly of the Poor’, a growing nation-wide 
movement with international linkages. Groups of Engaged Buddhists and the  
democracy movement of Thailand have played an important role. Farmers are now 
taking up organic agriculture, and protecting their local Jasmine Rice variety from 
bio-piracy.  

Poh Boonmah hastily had to sell one of his 
chickens in order to have money for trans-
port. He wanted to be in time for the two-
day seminar organised by Suan Company 
with GreenNet at the famous Khong Jium 
Health Center on the shore of the Mae 
Moon River, near the frontier between 
Thailand and Laos. Farmers could stay 
overnight and participate in the cultural 
evening with Moo Lam songs, the Isan-
style epic songs full of life stories. Poh 
explains: “I felt unwell and I did not have 
a single Baht in my pocket, but it would 
have been immoral not to come. So here I 
am. And I confirm that I intend to donate 
10 rai of my land for communal farming”. 
 
Farmers’ core groups 
GreenNet is a pioneering organisation in 
Thailand for organic farming and trade; 
Suan Company supports community build-
ing and income generating activities of the 
farmers in the Mae Moon region. They or-
ganise meetings with farmers’ core 
groups. The training includes calculating 

the costs and benefits of rice growing. As 
the cots are calculated, step by step, 
through the agricultural season, a process 
of reflection is triggered amongst the 
farmers, and a diversity of ideas and ini-
tiatives arises.  
     In the Isan region, near the Laotian 
border in the extreme north-east of Thai-
land, rice-growing has been practiced 
from ancient times. There is one harvest 
after the rainy season; during the rest of 
the year water is scarce. Archaeologists 
have found famous pre-historic rock paint-
ings depicting rice seeds from the Bud-
dha’s period, more than 2500 years ago. 
The ancient landscape was characterised 
by small paddy fields, shaded by trees. 
This landscape can be found in some 
places even now. The livelihood of these 
rice-growing farmers was complemented, 
directly or by exchange-based ‘barter’ 
trade, with fish from the Mae Moon River 
and with handicrafts. There was abun-
dance, moderation and happiness. For 
these farmers, Mae Thonranee, Mother 

Earth, was a living entity who took care of 
them well. 
     However, calculations made by farm-
ers’ core groups organised by GreenNet 
and Suan Company provided the hard and 
distressing evidence that, today, small-
scale farmers in this region loose money 
on rice growing. Many of the farmers are 
indebted. The major items of expenditure 
are fertilisers, other chemicals and hired 
labour. The rice variety grown is the fa-
mous Thai Jasmine rice, but the price 
farmers get is low. The farmers conclude: 
“If we want to change this situation we 
should consider converting to organic 
farming, as practiced by some of us al-
ready. And to re-introduce communal la-
bour. Let us start by reflecting on this in 
the seminar”. 
 
Pak Moon Dam 
Over a decade, the rural people in this 
same area have been engaged in a strug-
gle related to the Pak Moon Dam. Since 
1991 the situation around the Mae Moon 
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River, with its origins in Tibet, has 
changed drastically. The preparations for 
the Pak Moon dam in the 1980s, and its 
construction which finally started in 1991, 
deeply affected the self-reliant, freedom-
minded and balanced society of Isan. The 
project also included the construction of 
several dams in other parts of Thailand. 
      Fishery in the river was fundamentally 
disturbed, in spite of the promise by West-
ern engineers that ‘fish-ladders’ would 
allow the abundance of fish (nearly 100 
species) to swim upstream for spawning. 
Farmers had to vacate their lowlands and 
move uphill to marginal land. Moreover, 
the natural water-ecosystem was replaced 
by irrigation, benefiting only a limited 
number of farmers. Both the irrigation and 
energy generation capacities of the dam 
did not meet the targets that had been 
promised by construction firms and politi-
cians. 
  
Consumer based economy 
Pressure from urbanisation and industriali-
sation had been felt already in Isan. But 
the orientation towards Laos and Cambo-
dia had immunised the region more or less 
from US propaganda, which had been ea-
gerly adopted by the Thai elite to estab-
lish a consumer-based economy. Isan, 
thanks to its strong local culture and sense 
of self-reliance, became an important ref-
uge for intellectuals and activists, who 
had to escape oppression, several military 
coups and the subsequent uprisings in the 
1970s.  

     “Contentment, an important element 
of the Buddhist lifestyle, had to be bro-
ken up in order to create a modern indus-
try-driven market, and to protect Thai-
land from the influences of communism” 
explains Sulak Sivaraksa, an outspoken 
social critic at his home in Bangkok. “This 
USA-led strategy of ‘social engineering’ 
was applied through successive military 
regimes in order to block the growing de-
mocracy movement in Thailand.”  
     The democracy movement was started 
in Thailand by the statesman and ‘Father 
of Democracy’ Pridi Banomyong. Pridi con-
ceived the ground-breaking constitution of 
1932, but had to spend most of his life in 
exile after World War II. Sivaraksa is one 
of the present leaders of the democracy 
movement in Thailand, who received the 

Right Livelihood Award in 
1995, and the Gandhi Millen-
nium Award in 2001. 
 
Non-violent protests 
From the beginning there 
were protests against the 
construction of the Pak Moon 
dam. The protests by the 
farmers and the fisher folk 
went through many stages, 
eventually resulting in the 
establishment of the 
‘Assembly of the Poor’, a 
growing nation-wide move-
ment with international link-
ages. A permanent protest 
village was built near the 
Pak Moon dam and protest-
ers settled in front of 
"Government House" in Bang-
kok.  
      During the ‘Pridi Bano-
myong Commemoration’ in 
the year 2000, organised by 
Sulak Sivaraksa, the farmers 
of the Assembly of the Poor 
were also invited. They per-
formed their Moo Lam music 
on the stage of the big audi-
torium of Thammasat Uni-
versity, in central Bangkok. 
The songs honoured Pridi 
Banomyong as the father of 
the democracy movement 

and told the story of the on-going farmers’ 
protests against the Pak Moon dam. 
     Compensation for confiscated land 
should not imply that one looses the right 
to protest in a non-violent way. In the 
decade of protests by the Assembly of the 
Poor, confrontations with the fierce state-
driven violence was met with enormous 
self-restraint and determination by the 
farmers and fisher folk. Their activities 
also include so called ‘non-cooperation 
with compassion’ and cautious negotia-
tions with the government. Finally, the 
protest-movement, following the Gan-
dhian tradition, seeks to engage in con-
structive action to create sustainable al-
ternatives. Facing this challenge of finding 
‘alternatives to consumerism’, Sulak Siva-
raksa has founded the Spirit in Education 
Movement (SEM). 
 
Culture of peace 
One year after the ground-breaking stage 
performance, Moo Lam music is performed 
during the two-day seminar in Khong Jium 
Health Center, where Poh Boonma and his 
friends re-evoke the spirit of protest and 
determination towards democracy and 
justice. But the situation had changed! 
Finally, in May 2001 the government over-
heard the protests and ordered the open-
ing of the gates of the Pak Moon dam… 
Once again the Mae Moon River flowed 
freely, albeit temporarily for a period of 
research by the government. In fact a re-
port of the World Commission on Dams 
already gave evidence that the targets of 
the Pak Moon dam were never met, and 
that the amount of energy generated was 
not essential for Thai energy distribution.  
     There was plenty of fish again in the 
river and finally the farmers could find 
time and energy for other dimensions of 
life than to merely protest and to survive. 
Constructive action, one of the three pil-
lars of Gandhi’s non-violent approach to 
protest, was given more attention. Will 
the Assembly of the Poor contribute sub-
stantially to the organic agriculture move-
ment in the coming decade? Will Mae 
Thonranee, or Mother Earth, be liberated 
like Mae Moon - the mother-spirit of the 
river? Can Buddhism, the common world-
view in the Isan region and Thailand, con-

Moo Lam song by Poh Thangcharoen, a wise man aged 59,  
about the long history of Isan  

 
 

For 3,000 - 4,000 years we are used to bringing fish  
In exchange for rice  

That is how we built our culture  
We escaped from dry plains and since then we stay with our fish  
Our way of living has been tied with the river as with our blood  

And chained us together  
The diversity of the fish makes that the river never runs dry  

Mae (=Mother) Moon is always lively  
Now it is so sad that the dam destroys our lives  

There is no sign of life in Mae Moon River anymore  

 
 

Fishing provides important source of food and income 
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tribute to a culture based on organic agri-
culture - a Culture of Peace?  
 
Engaged Buddhism 
Buddhism is a very diversified philosophy 
or ‘world religion’. The prominent stream 
in Thailand is Therevada Buddhism, or 
‘Buddhism of the small vehicle’. One of 
the sub-streams within Therevada Bud-
dhism is the tradition of the ‘forest 
monks’, and one of its famous teachers 
was Ajarn Chah, who lived not far from 
Ubon Ratchathani near Pak Moon. His stu-
dents founded several monasteries in Eng-
land, and the international meditation 
centre near Ubon attracts many foreign-
ers. It is an oasis of silence and harmony 
with nature. 
     The problems of Buddhism in Thailand 
can be understood from the fact that 
there are hardly any forests left. It is no 
longer possible to dwell in the forests 
without interference. How can a forest-
tradition be conserved without forests? 
Buddhism is confronted with an omnipo-
tent urban-industrial and consumerist 
‘MacWorld’. There are still some resorts 
and monasteries left. The majority of Bud-
dhist monks, however, though they follow 
the monastic disciplines of collecting food 
through alms in the earliest morning and 
not partaking of food after midday, have 
compromised with consumerism and a ma-
terialistic life-style. Their broad educa-
tional task in society, generally speaking, 
has shrunk into mere ceremonial perform-
ance. According to Phra Paisan Visalo, a 
well-respected engaged Buddhist monk, 
mainstream Buddhism, by and large, has 
lost its social cause and its sacredness. 
     However, a new ‘Middle Way’ - the 
central direction of the Buddhist Path - 
between forest-seclusion on one side and 
worldly ‘monk-ism’ on the other, is 
emerging. One of the pioneers of this in-
ter-denominational stream is Thich Naht 
Hanh, a Vietnamese monk who, in the ear-

liest stages, non-violently protested 
against the war devastating his country. In 
Thailand, Sulak Sivaraksa is the leading 
person of this new movement. Although a 
lay person, Sulak co-founded the Interna-
tional Network of Engaged Buddhists 
(INEB), a loose network of individuals and 
organisations concerned with the social 
and cultural challenges of our time. Pa-
trons of INEB are H.H. the Dalai Lama of 
Tibet and Maha Ghosananda, the elder 
patriarch of Cambodia. 
 
Re-create cultural integrity 
At the local level many abbots and monks 
support villagers and environmental activ-
ists in their struggle for survival and cul-
tural integrity. This includes seed- and 
buffalo-banks, traditional medicine, sav-
ings and micro-credit groups, and the or-
daining of trees to protect them from be-
ing logged. The trees are covered with the 

saffron robes of the monks so that nobody 
will dare to touch them.  
     A particular group is the Santi Ashoke 
movement. In their centres they explore 
and promote Kyusei, or natural farming, a 
practice with its roots in Japan. The ac-
tivities also include the application of a 
diversity of ‘Effective Micro-
organisms’ (EM) for fertilisation, water 
treatment, cleaning-agents, detergents 
and for self-medication.  
     Poh Boonmah had visited this Santi 
Ashoke centre. During the meeting in the 
regional Khong Jium Health Centre, he 
explained what he had experienced there: 
not only had he learnt about the produc-
tion and application of EM, but also how to 
meditate. A group of farmers from the 
Assembly of the Poor now produce com-
post enriched with EM: a mix of earth, 
cow dung, rice husk and EM sold by the 
bag. The results are encouraging but more 
action-research is required to induce con-
version to organic farming at a larger scale 
in the context of long-term socio-
economic feasibility. 
     That is the purpose of Poh Boonmah’s 
strong intention, based on his activist en-
gagement with the Assembly of the Poor 
and his encounter with Buddhist medita-
tion, to donate part of his land for com-
munal farming. Each member of the group 
can bring in his or her special endogenous 
expertise: growing rice or cotton, making 
compost, growing fruits, vegetables and 
herbs, and processing products like cotton 
for weaving and herbs for natural dyes. 
These activities supplemented with the 
rich fishery tradition, though from a small 
beginning, can re-create the cultural in-
tegrity of the region. 
 
Birth pains of a culture 
Yet, re-creating cultural integrity is a 
painful process. The counter forces of the 
urban-industrial complex are extremely 
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Farmers started a ‘March to Bangkok’ in October 2001 when the gates of the Pak Moon dam were 
closed again 
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strong and powerful. In September 2001, 
the gates of the Pak Moon dam were 
closed again by the Electricity Generating 
Authority of Thailand. This large state-
owned company is like a state within a 
state. Driven by anger, despair and sad-
ness, the farmers started a ‘March to 
Bangkok’ in October: 650 km from Ubon 
Ratchathani to Government House. The 
march will take about three months given 
the many elderly participants who can 
only walk a short distance each day. 
      At the same time another threat to the 
cultural integrity of the Thai farmers 
manifested itself. Newspapers spread the 
alarming news that an American rice-
grower is breeding a new strain of Jasmine 
rice and is planning to patent it. The rice 
reportedly has been acquired from the 
International Rice Research Institute (IRRI) 
in the Philippines against the regulations. 
What are these regulations? Suddenly, 
farmers and the government are directly 
confronted with the rules and regulations 
negotiated in the World Trade Organisa-
tion (WTO).  
      Farmers in the future may have to pay 
to foreign companies for the right to grow 
rice they have been cultivating from an-
cient times. And they will be confronted 
by competition from foreign countries 
with rice originating from their own re-
gion. The Bangkok Post writes under the 
heading ‘Agricultural war’: “The folks in 
this picture are no terrorists – they’re 
humble Thai farmers. Yet, with fears that 
the US may be planning to patent Jasmine 
rice – the farmers’ source of pride and 
income – you couldn’t blame them if they 
share the kind of feelings that Osama bin 
Laden and his fans have about the super-
power nation.” This sounds too extreme, 
but it breathes the tension in the agricul-
ture sector. The farmers are determined 
to continue their non-violent protest. 
 

Spirituality and activism 
Sulak Sivaraksa, during his inaugu-
ral speech at the new Bija Vid-
yapeeth College in Dehra Dun 
(India), invited Vandana Shiva, au-
thor of the book ‘Stolen Harvest’ to 
come to Thailand to educate the 
farmers, authorities and the public 
about the situation. The Bija Vid-
yapeeth College is founded by Van-
dana Shiva and Satish Kumar, as a 
sister organisation of Schumacher 
College in U.K. This new college is 
practicing a holistic approach to 
science. On the organic farm, 
where the Bija Vidyapeeth College 
is situated, a great diversity of tra-
ditional seeds are conserved and 
cultivated. An example for commu-
nal farms all over the world. And 
Poh Boonmah’s dream. 
      What we need is a strengthened 
interaction between spirituality and 
activism, with organic agriculture as 
the foundation of a ‘Culture of 
Peace’. The protest movements 
against the WTO and other summit 
meetings are not enough for global 
transformation. We need a new, 
strong, inter-religious engagement 
for organic agriculture and endoge-
nous development. We need massive 
support for organic farmers who start 
their morning, early, by paying respect to 
Mother Earth; who devote their lives to Mae 
Thonranee. 
 

Contacts: 
Spirit  in Education Movement, Ashram Wong-
sanit, www.sulak-sivaraksa.org 
International Network of Engaged Buddhist, 
David Reid, ineb@loxinfo.co.th  
Bija Vidijapeeth College, www.vshiva.net 
 
References:  
Sulak Sivaraksa 
      Socially Engaged Buddhism for the New 
      Millennium. Articles: Bhikkhu Visalo 
      'Buddhism for the Next Century: Toward 
      Renewing a Moral Thai Society' and Hans 
      van Willenswaard 'Buddhism and Agricul
      ture'. 
Sulak Sivaraksa 
      Seeds of Peace. A Buddhist Vision for 
      Renewing Society; Parallax Press.  
Vandana Shiva, 2000 
      Stolen Harvest – the hijacking of the 
      global food supply, South End Press 
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In September 2001 the gates of Pak Moon Dam were 
closed again. Recreating cultural integrity is a painful 
process 

 

The Thai government allowed the gates of Pak Moon Dam to be opened in May 2001 and there 
was plenty of fish again 
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Wallapa Kuntiranont and Hans van  
Willenswaard 
Suan Nguen Mee Ma Co., Ltd.  
GARDEN OF FRUITION 
117 Fuang Nakorn Road (Opposite Wat 
Rajabopit) 
Bangkok 10200, SIAM (Thailand)  
E-mail: suanco@ksc.th.com  
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Her name is ‘Apangabasia’, which literally means ‘my strength has finished’. She is a widow close to 
sixty years old. Tall, slim, black and dry. Bears some cultural tattoos on her cheek, smiles often - 
showing her mouth still full of teeth - and this adds colour to her beauty. She is responsible for 
the upkeep of her family and still finds space to act as the most effective women’s leader I have 
ever met. She farms legumes, vegetables as well as so-called ‘men’s crops’ – cereals – and keeps 
livestock: a couple of chickens, one goat, and several pigs. She says: “We are better farmers than 
the men!” Why would she say such a thing? 

Who are better farmers:  
women or men? 

 
David Millar in discussion with Mrs. Apangabasia   
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Apangabasia is the leader of the Gowrie-
Kunkwa women’s group. She is quick to 
provide resources for women's activities, if 
this means her own field for a develop-
ment activity. She spearheaded the instal-
lation of a grinding mill, by making sure 
that a site was acquired for it, labour was 
provided for the construction, and some-
one was found to grind the mill. She keeps 
the accounts and provides the required 
logistics. She is a great weaver of straw, 
making hats and baskets; sings well, 
dances well, and finds time to attend the 
three-day markets dotted around Bongo.  
 
For a woman who has worked the past 
fifty years and still has energy to do all 
this, the name Apangabasia or ‘her 
strength has finished’ appears to me a 

misnomer. The explanation to this can be 
found in the culture of the Gowrie peo-
ple - a name given to a person may either 
express itself in its direct interpretation, 
or do so in exactly the opposite manner. 
For me Apangabasia is a clear example of 
the latter!  
 
The Gowrie-Kunkua women 
This article is, however, not about names, 
but about women in endogenous develop-
ment. Apangabasia is an extremely clever 
woman who draws my attention to a major 
issue among rural people of northern 
Ghana who are in competition for the use 
of scarce resources. The gender disadvan-
tages in the use of these resources are 
real and must be reckoned with. 
The Compas-CECIK (Centre for Cosmovi-

sion and Indigenous Knowledge) pro-
gramme is in its third year among the 
Gowrie-Kunkua people of the Bongo dis-
trict of northern Ghana. Various endoge-
nous development activities based on the 
cosmovision perspective are being carried 
out, involving elderly men, women, and 
youth. Of these three categories, the 
women are least resource-endowed, but 
at the same time the most ‘progressive’ 
group in finding ways to generate income. 
The circumstances in this area are particu-
larly difficult for these women. For exam-
ple, there is no firewood to sell, although 
the sale of firewood is a year-round in-
come earner for most rural women in 
northern Ghana. So what do they do? 
     During the dry season the Gowrie-
Kunkua women are involved in weaving 
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 baskets and hats, brewing pito – the local 
beer - and selling small amounts of vege-
tables and legumes grown by them. In the 
rainy season they get a piece of land as-
signed to them from their husbands, to 
grow their own vegetables and legumes. 
Later on they also assist the men in the 
cereal production. Most women keep live-
stock in the form of poultry and a few pigs 
and goats.  
 
An interesting discussion 
When I went to the community for a pre-
season discussion to usher in the activities 
for the 2001 farming season, I had this 
dialogue with Apangabasia and two other 
women. 
 
David: “…Do the women have their plots 
ready for this season?”. 
Three women, almost at the same time: 
“No!!!” 
David: “Then I do not need to leave their 
share of the fertilizer here. I might as 
well take it back and leave only that for 
the men”. 
Woman A:  “We said NO because we really 
do not have land. But we shall get a 
piece. We do not own land but we do have 
access to land when the need arises. We 
only need to ensure that our plots are 
situated within the men’s cropped lands 
so that animals cannot enter and damage 
our crops”. 
David: “What makes you so sure about 
getting access to land?” 
Woman B: “Since the onset of your activi-
ties with us, the men are more willing to 
give us land than ever before”. 
David: “Why is this so?” 
Apangabasia:“Because we are the better 
farmers. The men know this but will not 
accept it”. 
David: “How come you say that you are 
the better farmers?” 
Apangabasia: “Take what happened last 
year. They gave us the poorest parcels for 
our groundnut production, land that they 
considered dead. What did we do? We pre-
pared it, applied the ‘petiliza’ – (local 
name for fertilizer) that you gave us. We 
then planted our own groundnuts and ba-
nabara beans mixture, and vegetables as 
border plants. We also planted a strip of 
the fodder grass you gave us (Cajanus ca-
jan – pigeon pea) around the plots. The 
animals owned by the men liked the grass 
very much. All the village animals, al-
lowed to graze free after the crops were 
harvested, concentrated in our fields”. 
      David: “How does all this make you 
better farmers than the men?” 
Apangabasia: “Don’t you see? We did not 
have organic matter to mix with the 
‘petiliza’, but the planting of our ground-
nuts and bamabara beans with the 
‘petiliza’ enriched the soil so much that 
the men saw that the performance and 
yields of our crops were better than 
theirs (4 bags from an acre). We do not 
have cattle but the men noticed that we 

provided fodder to their animals with the 
grasses we planted. We even sold some of 
this grass to you (I bought 30,000 cedis-$5 
worth). The vegetables we cooked for the 
family. The men also observed that we 
had less “willim” (striga - most prevailing 
weed) in our fields than theirs hence, this 
year, they quickly took back this parcel of 
land for their cereal production. Are we 
not better farmers? Within one year we 
brought a dead piece of land back to life. 
They will surely want us do it again this 
year. Am I lying? So who are the better 
farmers: we the women or the men?” 
 
Women’s access to land 
Generally, there are two categories of land-
less farmers or occupants: settler farmers 
and women in rural communities interested 
in the use of land. The rural woman, by vir-
tue of marriage or family ties, supports her 
husband or male counterparts in agricultural 
production. She has very limited access to or 
control over family land. 
     In crop production, rural women help 
in the cultivation, harvesting, processing, 
storage, and marketing of crops. In keep-
ing livestock, especially in northern 
Ghana, it is mostly the women or the 
youth who care of, feed, and water the 
animals; except in the case of cattle rear-
ing. Women have more indigenous knowl-
edge related to sheep, goats, and poultry. 
However, decisions related to the sale of 
animals and use of the proceeds rest with 
the men. It is the man who determines 
when to sell, how many to sell, and even 
where to sell and whom to sell to. This 
also applies to the sale of crops. 
      Women's access to farmland is found to 
be very low and limited. In most cases, 
women are allowed to plant vegetables on 
the land on which their husbands or male 
partners cultivate their staple crops. Other-
wise, women are given the poorest parcel to 
improve upon by planting leguminous crops 
which is then taken away by the men in re-
placement for another poor parcel. This ar-
rangement, which has been the norm for 
many centuries, keeps repeating itself. In 
recent times, however, an attitudinal shift 
among men is occurring gradually, which 
allows women some limited access and even 
control over land for crop production. 
 
Changing roles of rural women 
Around the 1950s, as the demand of the 
population for more food and fuel started to 
bear heavily on the farm family, the women 
in northern Ghana started helping in the har-
vesting of crops at the farm level, which 
hitherto was solely done by men. Gleaning of 
harvested farms, hitherto unheard of, be-
came the practice of the day. Women, after 
doing their morning chores, would leave 
their children in the care of young girls and 
go to the fields to glean whatever they could 
find: maize, sorghum, millet or pigeon pea. 
Whatever they gathered would be stored in 
pots, and kept in their custody. This be-
longed to them and they could decide what 

to do with it. Thus women started to have 
access to and control over a small part of 
the resources in their families. 
      In keeping pace with growing demands, 
communal work groups among rural commu-
nities in the area of crop harvesting gave 
way to labour-for-reward work by individu-
als. A woman could spare a day during the 
harvesting season to help her neighbours and 
be rewarded for her labour with a basket of 
grain. Later, paid-labour groups for crop 
harvesting sprang up in rural communities. 
Specific crops harvested by these organised 
labour groups were groundnuts and rice. The 
grain earned by these women, as individuals 
or in groups, belonged to them and was fully 
under their control. Apart from selling the 
grain to buy cooking ingredients or clothes 
for their children and themselves, the rural 
women used it to supplement family food 
requirements.   
      With this gradual control over their own 
resources, coupled with an increase in fe-
male-headed households, rural women in 
northern Ghana began to see the importance 
of having access to land for crop production. 
However, limited access to land by women 
for crop production, gradually slowed down 
and even grounded this emerging drive in 
rural women. And as a result, more women 
than men are migrating to the cities in 
search of employment, as revealed by the 
population census of 2000 in Ghana. 
 
Constraints of women  
Two broad groups of constraints have been 
identified as limiting and retarding the 
progressive involvement of women in agri-
cultural production: socio-economic and 
socio-cultural. On the socio-economic 
front, the outright refusal or reluctance of 
men to release land to women is a great 
setback to women in gaining control of 
their lives, through improved access to 
economic resources. Moreover, due to 
their poor economic status, women cannot 
procure the required inputs such as farm 
tools, improved seeds, chemical fertiliz-
ers, and hired labour. 
      Socio-cultural constraints facing 
women in agriculture are equally restric-
tive. These are related to the social atti-
tudes of men, and, quite surprisingly, also 
of their female colleagues. Crops such as 
maize, sorghum, millet, yam, cassava, and 
pigeon pea are grown by men and are 
branded ‘male’ crops. Though women ven-
ture into the production of these crops, 
the practice is an exception rather than a 
rule. Women can cultivate other ‘cash’ 
crops, mainly legumes and rice; there are 
no specific ‘female’ crops, however. This 
restriction with so-called male crops de-
nies the women the advantages of mixed 
cropping (Millar, 1992)  
 
Women in traditional cosmovision 
In northern Ghana the position of women 
and men in relation to the spiritual world 
shows significant differences. The ances-
tral spirits of the men are related to the 
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land of the household, which makes their 
spirit linked to the location. Women have 
more claims to land belonging to their fa-
thers than to their husbands, except in 
cases of special re-allocation. In their 
homes, the husbands take care of the gods 
on behalf of the wives. The women ex-
plain it in this way: “My son or my hus-
band sacrifices for me. I provide the ani-
mal for the sacrifice, I speak to the ances-
tral spirit and tell them the purpose of 
my sacrifice, but the man does the actual 
sacrifice. I get the answers for my sacri-
fices, which satisfies my purpose.” 
      The woman only assumes the role of 
household head, including the spiritual 
responsibilities, if she has no adult sons to 
do so. This ‘alien role of the woman’ 
translates itself into a male-dominated 
spirituality of the home and traditional 
leadership. The woman, therefore, has a 
weak link to the spiritual relations both in 
her husband’s home as well as in her fa-
ther’s home. It is only on very rare occa-
sions that women are found as heads of 
these key institutions. The only strong 
spiritual relationships that women have 
are when they establish spirit mediums of 
their own.  
      In this patrilineal inheritance system 
traditional authority is handed over from 
father to son. Most traditional leaders are 
male. Occasionally there are women 
chiefs, women tindana and women sooth-
sayers, as in the case of female-headed 
households, or in families with only girl 
children. When this happens the spiritual 
obligations are performed by the women, 
both for male and female spirits. Although 
women may employ men to do the actual 
sacrificing on their behalf, the spirits 
would see the sacrifice as coming from the 
woman. 

CECIK strategy 
In its agricultural and rural development 
activities, agricultural extension services 
based on the indigenous knowledge of the 
people has been the main tool used by CECIK 
to reach out to men, women, and youth 
groups within the Gowrie-Kunkwa commu-
nity. The emerging and increasing roles of 
the women in relation to the socio-economic 
development of their community opened 
doors for them to participate actively and 
deliberately in issues pertaining to their live-
lihoods. In dealing with issues of gender in 
agriculture, and the need for rural women to 
support their families economically, CECIK 
arrived at crossroads. New strategies and 
approaches had to be designed and adopted 
to improve rural women's access to farming 
land. The challenge was to design and de-
velop strategies and approaches that took 
into consideration the specific socio-
economic and socio-cultural constraints of 
the women to surmount the basic problem of 
agricultural land for women. 
      At present there is a lot of NGO atten-
tion given to women's groups. In the area 
of formal education women still lag be-
hind, but this is not the case in extension, 
where several income generating activities 
for women are being promoted. Yet, CE-
CIK is the only one that includes the spiri-
tual dimension in its work with the rural 
communities on agriculture and other in-
come generating activities. Most NGOs in 
the region deal exclusively with aspects of 
a materialistic, technical-economic na-
ture, whilst others deal only with the 
spiritual aspects.  
      Gender issues are discussed constantly 
in CECIK's work. The spiritual aspects are 
queried but not challenged; we do not 
insist on specific changes. During a recent 
training in gender awareness with all the 
social groupings it was clear, again, that 
we could only discuss these issues but not 
prescribe any changes in gender-related 
cosmovision. This was based on the various 
positions that emerged. For example, the 
women said they did not see men sharing 
in the household chores but felt that their 
load could be lighter if the men would 
only instruct the youth (particularly the 
boys) to help their mothers. 
 
Work with the women 
To build and sustain team spirit, a total of 
124 rural women were organised and mobi-
lised into three formidable groups. Four 
training sessions per group were con-
ducted on the improvement of nutritional 
status of indigenous foods. The training 
programme culminated in a community 
food bazaar. 
      An activity, which the women them-
selves organised, was the mixed cropping of 
legumes and vegetables. CECIK encour-
aged the groups to take up the challenge 
of improving the fertility of the land 
granted to them by the men, by incorpo-
rating phosphorous fertilizer and also by 
planting mucuna as a source of ‘green ma-

nure’. The three groups were given fertil-
iser for their one-acre groundnut plots, 
while the groundnut seed came from the 
seed support programme that CECIK con-
ducted with the same groups in the previ-
ous year. The women who had seen the 
cultivation of soya beans in a neighbouring 
community asked for assistance to obtain 
the seed. We provided the seed, which 
was also incorporated on their piece of 
land. All this - the chemical fertilizer, the 
leguminous crops (groundnuts, beans, and 
soya beans), the vegetables and the use of 
mucuna as green manure - supported the 
women in being better farmers, as men-
tioned by Apangabasia.  
 
Improved access to land 
To operate effectively we had to ulti-
mately consider men, women and youth as 
key actors in the development process – 
‘the farm family concept’. Thus whole 
families were involved in specially de-
signed programme activities at the com-
munity level, which helped to enrich the 
indigenous knowledge. With both men and 
women involved, problems related to the 
transfer of ideas, experiences, skills and 
information were reduced to a minimum. 
Information was available to all - power 
wielded by one party through the monop-
oly over information was diffused. This 
reduced misunderstandings and conflicts 
between women and their husbands. In 
almost all cases, the men were willing to 
cooperate and help their wives in their 
efforts to supplement the family income. 
      This trust and confidence was critical in 
sparking willingness among the men to make 
land available to women for their activities. 
The process that started with access to land, 
developed into control over the land that 
was apportioned to the women, and in a few 
cases, gave ownership particularly for fe-
male-headed households. Communal land 
was given to women's groups for woodland 
development, an activity with a long gesta-
tion period. 
      The women say that CECIK's approach 
yielded significant results: land is now more 
available to women's groups in the project to 
cultivate the crops they desire, and the 
mentality and attitude towards women in 
crop production has changed drastically. Not 
only do women have access to land, they can 
also buy their own hoe and cutlass without 
being reprimanded. Going beyond poultry 
keeping, the women now own goats from the 
project. An increasing number of women 
have gone into crop production, even culti-
vating the supposedly ‘male’ crops. Many of 
the women can now go independently to 
their farms, and sometimes, join their hus-
bands in weeding on the farms. In most 
cases, the husbands prepare the women's 
land for them, and in return expect the 
women to help out on the men's farms when 
weeding is due. 
      Working as groups has also helped in 
breaking the lack of confidence and trust 
among the women. Creating and raising 

“You see! Women are the backbone of the  
family. Whatever gains we make is shared 
with the family” 
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awareness on the ability to address gender 
concerns as a group has led to the re-
establishment of indigenous solidarity ar-
rangements, which had been largely forgot-
ten. 
 
Some lessons learned 
The significant achievements made in im-
proving women's access to land do not mean 
there were no problems. There was reluc-
tance in some men to release land to 
women's groups to cultivate their crops. This 
was especially evident in families where the 
community approach to development had 
not been successful. When the land was re-
leased with reluctance, which was often the 
case, then only marginal and poor land was 
available to the women The range of crops 
that could be grown on marginal land is lim-
ited and this was a constraining factor for 
the women. 
      When, after one cropping season the 
male owners of the land realised that the 
women had harvested a better crop than 
they themselves had done, and that the 
soil had been restored, some men took 
back their lands from the women com-
pletely. In other cases, the men retrieved 
the restored and improved land, and gave 
out another marginal piece to the women, 
hoping they would improve that too. In 
the third scenario, the women were al-
lowed to keep the land. Despite the ex-
ploitative nature of these arrangements, 

the women are still grateful for the oppor-
tunity to have access to their own land. 
For them, the choice is between some-
thing and nothing. 
     CECIK realises that its strategy should 
be to provide even more assistance to 
women's groups, besides the assistance 
given to men. After all the benefits of this 
for the men as well as for the entire fam-
ily is obvious. It is even more important to 
pursue this strategy if it guarantees 
women land, to irk out a living independ-
ent of the control of men. As Apangabasia 
explains: “You see! Women are the back-
bone of the family. Whatever gains we 
make is shared with all members of the 
family. That is why we should be the fo-
cus of attention for your efforts at sup-
porting us.” 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

CECIK   
P.O. Box 607 
BOLGATANGA U.E.R. 
Ghana   
Tel: +233 72 23500 
Fax: +233 72 23501  
e-mail: cecik@africaonline.com.gh 
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Pounding millet and decorating the walls are traditionally considered women’s tasks 
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Over the past few years ECO in Sri Lanka has  
developed a methodology for in-situ conservation of 
traditional practices in paddy production. Traditionally, 
farmers discuss their experiments during the different 
ceremonial activities in the agricultural cycle.  
Acknowledging this indigenous communication system 
has made it remarkably easy for ECO to promote  
experimentation and innovations within the communities 
involved.   

In the Sri Lankan traditional value system 
the most important objective of develop-
ment is not material gain; rather, it aims 
at prosperity, leisure, and a well-
functioning infrastructure. Prosperity is 
defined in terms of food security (“the 
granary is full and the farm is produc-
tive”), food availability (“we have our 
daily rice meal and betel leaves”), and 
quality of food (“milk and honey is what 
we like”). Leisure is associated with the 
time available for religious ceremonies, to 
make pilgrimages, to interact with rela-
tives and neighbours, and to develop arts 
and crafts. Infrastructure refers to irriga-
tion systems, roads, temples, and also 
electricity and schools. 
 
ECO and paddy 
ECO is a development NGO that started 
working in 1980 with organic farming. Our 
main objective is the promotion of eco-
friendly and sustainable forms of agricul-
ture. Over time great energy has been 
dedicated to organic farming, with crop-

livestock-energy integration, in which 
vegetables, trees, fruits, animals and bio-
gas are the major elements.  
     We realised from the beginning that 
traditional knowledge is an important as-
set for our work, as many, though not all, 
traditional practices are eco-friendly. 
Many practices that have been able to sur-
vive the test of time, and by nature have 
the tendency to be sustainable. ECO’s 
working method is to document, test, im-
prove and popularise indigenous knowl-
edge and practices. The results are now 
showing as many organizations and farm-
ers are enthusiastically involved in these 
activities and appreciate the outcomes.  
     In spite of the fact that paddy is the 
most common crop in Sri Lanka, ECO did 
not pursue more organic forms of paddy 
production expecting many difficulties to 
arise. Only after 20 years did we realise 
that it is possible to start working on or-
ganic paddy production. In fact, we found 
that it was the easiest crop to work on 
because of the wealth of indigenous 

knowledge and practices related to this 
crop. For example, we have been able to 
find 22 traditional ways of controlling the 
‘paddy bug’, and possibly many more exist 
in our country alone!  
 
Old and new insights 
Conventional agriculture, with monocrops 
and chemical control of pests and weeds, 
is detrimental in the tropical regions, be-
cause of the rainfall patterns and the high 
temperatures. We are convinced of devel-
oping systems that better suit these cli-
matic conditions based on the principles 
of nature that try to conserve or bring 
back biodiversity.  
     The long tradition of irrigation - large-
scale irrigation systems existed in this 
country more than 2000 years ago - has 
led to monocultures in paddy cultivation. 
Insects, birds, rodents, as well as large 
animals and micro-organisms, invade the 
one-sided system and cause damage to the 
crop. In such systems, pests and diseases 
can be considered a natural reaction of 
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New methodology for farmers’ experiments  
 
G.K Upawansa 
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nature, which tends to restore the biodi-
versity. 
      Traditional Sri Lankan agriculture has 
developed solutions to these attacks, 
while still respecting the universal law of 
compassion and inner connection. Espe-
cially the rule ‘thou shalt not kill’ has 
been an important incentive in developing 
eco-friendly methods of pest control that 
combine insights in the natural processes 
with astrology and spiritual practices. The 
traditional method for controlling the 
paddy swarming caterpillar (see box) is a 
good example. 
      A mix of indigenous knowledge and 
new insights gives way to new practices. A 
good example is the Nava-kekulama, an 
adaptation of the traditional paddy culti-
vation system, which includes minimum 
tillage and direct seeding. The adaptation 
is based on the use of rice straw as a 
mulch, and no weeding of the bunds. The 
mulch reduces the evaporation of water, 

protects the roots and reduces weed 
growth. Because of the high temperatures, 
the mulch is easily decomposed. When it 
rains, the nutrients of the mulch reach the 
ground water. The natural plants that 
grow on the bunds harbour a variety of 
insects and birds, which act as the natural 
enemies of paddy pests. (ILEIA Newsletter, 
December 1999) 
 
‘Evil eye’  
In promoting this nava-kekulama system in 
rural communities, the processes used in 
conventional extension are not suitable. 
The common framework in conventional 
extension is: creating awareness of a prob-
lem; rousing interest for a new method; 
providing information and giving a demon-
stration; carrying out small-scale tests 
with interested farmers; and finally the 
adoption of the innovation.  
     Experience has taught that in Sri 
Lanka, efforts to introduce innovations 

that build on indigenous knowledge cannot 
use demonstrations as an essential part of 
the extension methodology. This is due to 
the common notion of ‘evil eye’ and ‘evil 
mouth’ in folk stories. People who own 
demonstration plots do not want others to 
come and see, because they feel that the 
comments of the observers could have a 
negative effect on their crops and fami-
lies.  
     Therefore, ECO had to address the is-
sue of which communication system to use 
in spreading innovative practices in these 
rural societies. Analysis of the situation in 
the past as well as in the present provided 
an answer: communication about and test-
ing of innovations takes place during vil-
lage meetings and during ceremonies asso-
ciated to the agricultural cycle. This in-
digenous form of communication is now an 
important methodological basis for ECO to 
enhance in-situ IK conservation. 
 
Indigenous communication 
With modern agriculture taking over, the 
practice of ceremonies in the cropping 
season has diminished over the past dec-
ades in Sri Lanka. ECO has found, how-
ever, that it was relatively easy to bring 
back these practices in the rural communi-
ties. During discussions with the communi-
ties, ECO staff suggested to re-implement 
these traditional ceremonies, as part of 
the extension work on organic cropping 
practices. The community members re-
acted positively, and immediately started 
to select dates for the events. 
     In the traditional societies at least 
three stages during the cropping season 
are used to carry out special ceremonies. 
The first is undertaken before commenc-
ing work in the field, the second when the 
paddy is in full growth and vulnerable to 
pests, and the third ceremony takes place 
after the harvest. The village astrologers 
determine the auspicious times of these 
ceremonies. It was found that the discus-
sions between farmers about specific agri-
cultural practices during these ceremonial 
gatherings led to decisions at an individual 
level to engage in field experiments.  
     Based on these insights we consider 
the village-based ceremonies as the most 
appropriate way to draw attention to pos-
sible innovations based on IK practices and 
to stimulate the villagers to experiment 
with them. Field staff of ECO works to-
gether with the spiritual leaders and par-
ticipates in the rituals. ECO also supplies 
some financial support for the ceremonial 
activities. 
 
Three ceremonies 
During the one-day ceremony at the start 
of the cropping season, the community 
makes an offering to the Buddhist temple, 
and to the local and regional gods. During 
this occasion the people share their plans 
about the work to be undertaken in agri-
culture. A case in point was the use of rice 
straw as a mulch in the paddy field: some 

A number of elements form the basis of the 
traditional practice to control caterpillars in 
paddy: 
• The notion of "connectedness" be-

tween living organisms has led to the 
rule not to kill, which prevents the use 
of pesticides that destroy some living 
organism. 

• The belief that asking for help from the 
spiritual world, by means of offerings, 
mantras and yantras, will provide an-
swers to the request and lead to fa-
vourable conditions. 

• Observation of bird life in natural envi-
ronments, which show that some birds 
live on insects and that these insects 
are attracted by light in the evening. 

 
Combining these insights has led to the 
following practice: in places where a cater-

pillar attack is observed, a stick is placed in 
the field, with a disk of a banana stem stuck 
on top of it. In the evening, 30 minutes be-
fore sunset, the following items are placed 
on this disk: 5 varieties of roasted grains 
and pulses and 5 varieties of fruits, while 
incense and a wick drenched in coconut oil 
lamp are burned. Then prayers are said to 
the Gods.  
By the following morning, substantial 
amounts of the caterpillars have been 
eaten by the birds. Having been attracted 
by the light and incense the climb to the top 
of the stick. When the disk of the banana 
stem is laden with caterpillars it topples and 
the seeds and fruits fall on the ground, at-
tracting birds that then find the caterpillars. 
In the excitement created, more birds are 
attracted and in this way a natural control 
mechanism is established. 

Village based rituals can be an opportunity to discuss farming experiments 
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people used thick layers, others thin ones; 
some covered the whole field while others 
left the channels open; some used an aus-
picious day and others used any day avail-
able. These individual variations led to a 
comparison of experiences. In subsequent 
village rituals these different experiences 
were compared and assessed. 
     The second village ritual takes place 
when the rice is full grown and vulnerable 
to pest attacks. A pooja, or offering, is 
carried out in the field. For example, in 
the south of Sri Lanka a bowl of rice, of 
which the participants of the ritual have 
eaten some, is thrown over the field. This 
attracts predatory animals of paddy in-
sects such as birds. This meeting also al-
lows an exchange of observations about 
the differences in crop performance, as 
well as the incidence of pests and dis-
eases, and to discuss the need for and 
effects of specific spiritual practices to 
counteract them. 
     The third ceremony takes place after 
the harvest. In some villages there are 
certain taboos associated with harvest and 
it is common that no grain from the new 
crop is eaten unless this ‘thanksgiving’ 
ritual has taken place. All villagers are 
expected to take part in the ritual and 
everybody makes a contribution either in 
kind or cash. Even those who for good rea-
sons cannot be present are taken into ac-
count during the ceremony, and are pre-
sented with some of the food that was 
ceremonially eaten by the community. 
This ceremony lasts between 6 - 12 hours, 
and it is obvious that during this time the 
process of reciprocal learning takes place. 
 
Traditional spiritual practices  
Different forms of spiritual practices can 
be distinguished in traditional agriculture 
in Sri Lanka. A very common spiritual prac-
tice is the mantra, the repetitive procla-
mation of specific texts. The tone used in 
the proclamation is quite important, as it 
is supposed to create certain vibrations 

that bring about a desired effect. Another 
common practice is the yantra, a symbolic 
drawing or symbol, which has been given 
special powers by a sacred person. Man-
tras and yantras are often used together. 
     Pirith is a spiritual ceremony during 
which Buddhist stanzas, used by the Lord 
Buddha, are chanted. Kem is a specific 
technique, such as the use of a concoction 
of herbs combined with a meditative ac-
tion in the field, to create a certain effect 
on a crop. These kems are often carried 
out at auspicious times and combined with 
the use of mantras, yantras, or piriths. 
     These rituals are often combined with 
astrological practices that are performed 
by traditional spiritual leaders, such as 
Buddhists monks. These astrological prac-
tices are based on age-old knowledge 
about the qualities of certain auspicious 
times, and their recommended use for 
specific actions. For example, an astrolo-
ger will determine the start of sowing, as 
certain times are considered better for 
sowing root crops, others for grain crops. 
Auspicious times can also determine the 
incidence of pests. 
 
Moral principles 
Further probing into village-based experi-
mentation indicates that the purpose is 
not limited to the rational interpretation 
of cause-effects in the biological and 
physical world. The aims of the experi-
ments are not in the first place to maxi-
mise material gain through domination or 
manipulation of natural processes. The use 
of offerings, astrology and meditation 
techniques, in combination with an inter-
pretation of the natural phenomena, indi-
cates that these experiments are tied up 
with a comprehensive set of moral princi-
ples and inner knowledge. 
     The mantras and pirith used can only 

be effective if they are proclaimed by 
somebody who lives a pious live, and does 
not violate the basic rules of Buddhism: no 
lying, no stealing, no killing of living crea-
tures, no sexual abuse nor use of intoxi-
cants. The lifestyle of these spiritual lead-
ers can be characterised by the term 
‘universal kindness’. Universal kindness 
implies compassion and an inner connec-
tion with all living organisms. Therefore, 
the village based agricultural experiments 
includes various social, ecological and 
spiritual aspects.  
 
Testing traditional practices 
How does ECO avoid romanticising tradi-
tional practices, and how does it distin-
guish between effective knowledge and 
superstition? We believe that genuine 
practices should stand up to testing and 
their effectiveness should be explained by 
a theory. In the traditional way of testing, 
the community, based on people’s own 
criteria, interprets the results of specific 
technique or experiment. The outcome of 
this process leads to decisions on a per-
sonal level to reject, adopt or further 
modify the technique. By encouraging the 
community to experiment with traditional 
and improved practices, ECO stimulates 
the verification and learning process in the 
communities. 
      At the same time, however, outsiders 
such as the staff of ECO and university 
researchers, are developing more qualita-
tive and quantitative methods for measur-
ing, monitoring and comparing traditional 
practices. With the support of ETC-Lanka, 
a method has been designed to compare 
the results of farmers’ practices and re-
late them to their ‘degree of indigenous-
ness’ of these farmers. (see Handawela, 
Compas Magazine No 4. P.44).  
      Also in cooperation with universities in 
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Sri Lanka, field tests have been carried 
out, in which conventional research meth-
ods are combined with the traditional 
ones. For example, the University of 
Peradeniya has studied the impact of eco-
logical farming on the population of preda-
tors of paddy pests. Yet, a theory to ex-
plain the possible effects of the astrologi-
cal and spiritual practices in traditional Sri 
Lankan agriculture is hard to find in the 
dominant scientific institutions. Therefore 
a dialogue with traditional spiritual lead-
ers has been initiated to learn from their 
interpretation of the life processes. Bud-
dhist as well as shamanistic leaders are 
consulted and their knowledge is taken as 
complementary to that of the scientists. It 
is hoped that on the basis of this experi-
ence publications can be made for Compas 
and the scientific media. Eventually the 
curriculum of the Peradeniya University 
will incorporate the lessons learned from 
these experiences. 
 
All aspects included 
ECO has experienced that the selection of 
IK practices to be experimented with on 
community level is not easy. The IK prac-
tice needs to have several important prop-
erties: it must be advantageous in relation 
to conventional practices, in terms of in-
come, environment, or taste, for example. 
Moreover, the practice must be simple, 
the changes it brings about must be visi-
ble, and the practice must be socially ac-
ceptable. 
     Over the years we have experienced 
that, once the mechanisms have been es-
tablished, it is much easier to work on the 
basis of indigenous communication sys-
tems, than to adhere to conventional 
methodologies. Working with IK practices, 

in this sense, requires more than only pro-
moting effective traditional practices such 
as mulching, minimal tillage and no weed-
ing on bunds to improve paddy production. 
It implies a combination of these practices 
with traditional communication systems, 
such as the various ceremonies related to 
agriculture. Other important aspects of 
the traditional belief systems, such as aus-
picious timing of the agricultural prac-
tices, and spiritual practices like mantra, 
yantra, pirith and kem, all need to find 
their place in this methodology.  
     The results are encouraging. Many or-
ganisations and farmers are now enthusi-

astically involved in the experiments with 
organic paddy production. The results of a 
comparative study between conventional 
farming and this kind of organic farming 
has greatly surprised the researchers in-
volved. Yield-wise the results are compa-
rable. Other aspects show the greater ad-
vantage of the latter, especially the eco-
nomic and ecological sustainability and 
the improved soil fertility. But the most 
striking accomplishment of introducing IK 
innovation in paddy production has been 
the production of sufficient quantities of 
tasty food, that is of good quality and free 
of poisonous pesticide residues. 
 
 
 
ECO       
Hyneford 
Dekinda, NAWALAPITIYA 
Sri Lanka     
tel +94 8 223012 / 226082 
fax +94 8 232517 
e-mail: pasasa@sltnet.lk 

Elders and youth take part in village rituals 

      Local food items are the ingredients for meals during festivals 
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The Eastern Ghats of India is home to 
about 60 tribal groups of around 7 million 
people. Each tribal group has a distinct 
style of life based on its eco-cultural prac-
tices and beliefs, which are intimately 
connected with nature. The tribal world-
view is based on their animistic religion, 
which includes the belief that life is con-
trolled and guided by natural and super-
natural beings, which live in the surround-
ing natural environment. 
     Tribal societies have a rich heritage, 
which includes various forms of expression 
and a diverse system of technologies that 
helped them to survive against all odds for 
several centuries. They maintain their cul-
tural identity and values through their so-
cial organisation, as well as language, fes-
tivals, dress, music and dance. Traditional 
tribal leaders, such as the poojari 
(priests), the dhisari (herbal religious 
medical specialists), the gurumayi 
(magical religious medical women special-
ists), sutrani (traditional birth attendants) 
and the gowd (animal specialists) are the 
custodians of their knowledge systems. 
They transfer their experiences from gen-
eration to generation and to the commu-
nity through traditional forms of communi-
cation and education. 
  
Modernisation 
The modernisation process and the influx 
of alien cultures, customs and knowledge 
have influenced the tribal life in this part 
of India to a great extent. This started 
around 1960 and has accelerated in the 
recent decades. Modernisation has entered 
into this remote area in many different 

ways, like for example, the introduction of 
the formal education based on Western 
knowledge systems. When attending the 
local primary schools, or the secondary 
schools in the larger towns, the tribal chil-
dren have to adapt their dress and lan-
guage as well as their ways of seeking an-
swers to questions. Traditional ways of 
learning are largely, or totally, ignored in 
this process.  
     In a similar way the state and the com-
munities, in the formal efforts to improve 
tribal livelihoods and to join in the main-
stream of development, have ignored the 
relevance of indigenous knowledge sys-
tems and the role of traditional leaders. 
The government-supported community 
health workers did not take into account 
the local health systems, nor the experi-
ence of the traditional herbal medicine 
men, snakebite specialists and midwives. 
Similarly, in agriculture, the policy based 
on subsidies and modern development in-
puts have ignored the existing agro-

ecological practices, which are the life-
lines of these tribal communities. 
 
Ecological destruction 
The effects of modernisation are manifold 
and can be seen, for example, in the eco-
logical destruction of the area. This proc-
ess started around 1700, when fuel wood 
was needed for the mining industry. Later 
on, a large part of the area was defor-
ested to fuel trains and for construction 
purposes. Bamboo harvesting for the paper 
factories is another reason for the ecologi-
cal destruction. The tribal population it-
self, growing in numbers, has also de-
stroyed considerable part of the natural 
resources, due to their traditional shifting 
cultivation practices. In more recent years 
this process has been accelerated further 
due to loss of their plains to non-tribals 
and new forest-based industries. 
      Following this ecological destruction, 
rainfall in the area as well as soil fertility 
has decreased considerably. This has re-

A tribal organisation shows its strengths 
 

Gowtham Shankar K.J.N. and K.S.Prashanth Varma 

In September 2001, a group of tribal leaders from Andhra Pradesh and 
Orissa in the Eastern Ghats, India, organised an Indigenous Knowledge 
Mela. During this 4-day fair hundreds of tribal people exchanged their  
experiences related to agriculture, health, food preparation and socio-
cultural practices. The fair highlighted the level of organisation of the Naik 
Gotna, a network of tribal leaders, and outlined ideas to improve the lives 
of the tribal communities on the basis of local knowledge and  
technology. This event took place in the research and development centre 
of IDEA, one of the Compas partner organizations. It was also an  
opportunity for visiting Compas partners to learn about IDEA’s experiences. 

Ceremony to open the Indigenous Knowledge Fair, presided by traditional leaders 
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sulted in further exploitation of the natu-
ral resources, loss of traditional knowl-
edge on agro-ecological practices, and a 
rapid transformation of the tribal organi-
sation. The modern political administra-
tion and development structures have also 
influenced the position of the tribal lead-
ers. These elements have lead to a loss of 
cultural identity as well as their agro-
ecological and health-related practices.  
 
Intervention of IDEA  
Since 1985 IDEA (Integrated Development 
through Environmental Awakening) is try-
ing to facilitate a process to halt degrada-
tion of cultural identity of the tribal peo-
ple and their natural resources in the 
North Eastern Ghats. Currently, IDEA is 
working in 300 villages covering about one 
hundred thousand tribal people in the 
states of Andhra Pradesh and Orissa. IDEA 
has started ecological and watershed de-
velopment projects by organising the 
tribal communities into different environ-
mental protection and developmental 
groups.  
     In this process, for example, the tradi-
tional Chaitra Parob festival was trans-
formed from a hunting ceremony into a 
community process to make an inventory 
of the natural resources in the area (see 
Compas Magazine no.2). In the ‘90s the 
traditional leaders continued to discuss 
their experiences with natural resource 
practices during a series of eco-cultural 
meetings. They concluded that the defor-
estation and rapid depletion of floral and 
faunal species was due to human interfer-
ence, especially to the violation of tradi-
tional regulations in the communities. This 
was attributed to the weakened relation-
ships between the traditional leaders and 
the community. Therefore resolutions 
were passed to conserve natural resources 
by reviving their traditional conservation 
practices.  
 
The Naik-Gotna network 
In 1998 the co-ordination between the 
tribal leaders and IDEA resulted in the es-

tablishment of the Naik Gotna network, 
the ‘Network of Tribal Leaders’. The ma-
jor objective of the network is to form a 
strong group of tribal leaders to support 
the endogenous development process of 
their communities. Though the starting 
point of the IDEA activities in the Eastern 
Ghats has been natural resources manage-
ment, the traditional leaders in the Naik 
Gotna have addressed many other themes, 
like agricultural innovations, herbal medi-
cal practices for humans, animals and 
crops, and the production and preparation 
of wild leafy vegetables with high nutri-
tional value. These practices are being 
experimented with in the communities; 
the results are documented by the IDEA 
staff and exchanged during meetings.  
     In order to support endogenous devel-
opment of the tribal communities and pre-
vent further destruction of the local natu-
ral resources, the tribal leaders aim for 
the integration of their local knowledge, 
practices and structures with modern 
tribal development institutions and knowl-

edge systems. With the help of IDEA, the 
Naik Gotna has initiated several activities, 
ranging from exchange meetings to train-
ing sessions, bio-cultural expeditions, and 
workshops. This has resulted in increased 
communication between the different 
tribes and communities in the area.  
     IDEA is providing technical support for 
certain themes, as well the documenta-
tion and information skills, which includes 
the use of Western knowledge. Numerous 
documents have been published, espe-
cially in the local tribal languages. The 
IDEA website has special emphasis on the 
different tribal groups, natural resources, 
medicinal plants, indigenous chicken spe-
cies, as well as eco-tourism possibilities in 
the Eastern Ghats. The information is also 
displayed in the IK resource conservation 
centre run by IDEA in co-ordination with 
the Naik Gotna. This process of documen-
tation, education and experimentation 
forms the basis of a unique system of in-
situ conservation of tribal knowledge and 
practices. 
   
Indigenous Knowledge Mela 
The Naik Gotna has organized its first in-
digenous knowledge fair from 23rd to 26th 
September 2001.  During 4 days hundreds 
of representatives, a bright mix of tribal 
women and men of all ages and from dif-
ferent tribal communities, gathered in the 
IK resource conservation centre of IDEA. A 
wide range of traditional practices, me-
dicinal plants, rituals, and food prepara-
tion with local ingredients were exhibited. 
Several workshops were organised, at 
which knowledge on different aspects was 
exchanged between the participants.  
     The major objective of this event was 
to provide a platform for the tribal com-
munities to exchange and demonstrate 
their knowledge, practices and experi-
ments. This included practices related to 
agriculture and soil conservation, natural 
resources, traditional medicine for hu-

Tribal women during the opening ceremony 

The leaders of the Naik Gotna Network from the different tribal communities 
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mans and animals, as well as folklore, bio-
cultural practices and development-
related rituals. The event created a plat-
form for inter-cultural dialogue and 
strengthened the networking between dif-
ferent tribal communities. Moreover, it 
provided an opportunity to show the rele-
vance of tribal indigenous knowledge to 
local policy makers and administrators.   
     The increasing strength of the Naik 
Gotna has not gone unnoticed. The tradi-

tional leaders themselves experience great 
satisfaction. Gollori Sadu, one of the lead-
ers of the Naik Gotna network explains: 
“We started 3 or 4 years ago; it was our 
own idea based on our own experiences. 
Now we are very big, some 5000 tradi-
tional leaders from 400 villages! Now we 
are here from many communities 
from Andhra Pradesh and Orissa, 
see how far it has spread! In our 
fathers’ days we used to have a 
good system in our villages – but 
now this is vanishing. Now we 
are protecting and reviving what 
is ours. We are remembering the 
past and training the next gen-
eration. We want to strengthen 
the Naik Gotna network and ex-
pand it to different areas, and 
interact with more people. We 
want to show everybody who we 
are and what we know, because 
we need the cooperation of vari-
ous organisations.”  
 
In-situ conservation 
Far from giving the feel of a mu-
seum, this activity showed the 
importance of maintaining the 
practices in the hand of the peo-
ple themselves. By sharing the 
results of their experiments with 
representatives of other tribal 
communities during the numer-
ous workshops, the experiences 
were analysed and deepened. In 
this way the IK Mela provided 
another opportunity for in-situ 
conservation of indigenous prac-
tices. During the IK mela stu-

dents from a nearby university supported 
the IDEA staff in documenting the experi-
ences and practices shared by the partici-
pants.  
     The Naik Gotna members were proud 
of their mela. Gollori Saddu explained: 
“The IK Mela is the best thing we have 
done so far. Look how many of us have 
come! Here we can show what we know 
and who we are in regards to our agricul-
ture, our medical practices, food prac-
tices, and our rituals and beliefs. See how 
the representatives of the government 
came, and how they were impressed with 
what they saw and heard. The government 
has never been able to fully stop the 
problems with the environment. Now they 
are impressed with what they hear from 
us and how we are integrating our indige-
nous knowledge, worldviews and institu-
tions with modern knowledge systems, 
institutions and world views for meaning-
ful tribal development”  
     Though the Mela was very successful, it 
was not easy to organise this major event. 
Gollori Saddu:“The IK Mela has been very 
good, but it has been difficult to mobilise 
and handle so many people. Especially to 
arrange for them to go back to their 
homes; we have to take care of every-
one!”  
 
Major challenges  
The Naik Gotna, as a new organisation of 
tribal traditional leaders, cannot lean on 
similar former experiences. The organisa-
tion will have to face major challenges in 
a fast changing world, as its pride and suc-

Oh! Brother come and join our environmental protection campaign 
IDEA is calling us 

 
WE – the dear children of nature 

We were born and brought up in Mahindragiri hills and valleys 
Our abode is the treasure of natural resources. 

IDEA is calling us to protect our abode 

 

Symbol of Synthesis, the logo of the Naik 
Gotna Network. The symbol has been designed 
by the tribal leaders and includes the sacred 
stick and it’s chain to communicate with the 
spiritual world, traditional instruments,
agricultural fields, the villages, and IDEA pro-
viding support to this tribal organisation 

Village based museum about tribal culture and 
cosmovision at IDEA’s centre 

  

IDEA staff singing ‘Call for environmental protection’ during the IK fair 
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cesses grow. Efforts are being made to 
support the forum to work in the direction 
of strengthening the tribal cultural iden-
tity, while co-ordinating with modern 
knowledge systems and institutions. 
      The dream of the tribal leaders inte-
grated in the Naik Gotna is to develop 
their tribal communities in an integrated, 
sustainable way, based on their own 
worldview, knowledge and experiences. 
This explains their emphasis on the analy-
sis of their worldviews, the significance of 
their festivals and rituals, the documenta-
tion of their knowledge and the experi-
ments with their practices. This IK Mela  
has been a major activity of the Naik 
Gotna, which has helped them to show 

their activities and strength, both to the 
tribal communities themselves and to rep-
resentatives of the outside world. The 
positive response and interest of all in-
volved indicate that this tribal organisa-
tion is on the right track to face the chal-
lenges that inevitably lie ahead. 
 

 
 

IDEA      
Flat no. 6A, Maharaja Towers 
R.K. Mission Road 
VISAKHAPATNAM 530 003 
India     
tel +91 891 535685 
fax +91 891 535685 
e-mail: gowtham@satyasaionline.net.in 

Girls dancing the traditional way 

The effect of tribal determination 
  
The resolutions of the traditional tribal leaders and active mem-
bers of hundreds of villages, during the Adivasi Dharbar, or 
eco-cultural meeting in 1998, have not been without effect. Dur-
ing that occasion it was decided to actively revive the harmoni-
ous relationship between the tribals and the forests by integrat-
ing the traditional natural resource conservation practices and 
rituals. Families have changed their shifting cultivation prac-
tices, which has prevented approximately 200.000 acres – 
some 90.000 hectares – of forestland from being reduced to 
barren patches. The existing cultivated patches are being used 
for combined reforestation and sustainable agricultural produc-
tion. Reforestation with local species, agro-forestry, medicinal 
plants and horticulture using local varieties are part of this.  Or-
ganic agriculture is promoted by widespread experiments and 
exchange on organic practices as well as distributing several 
plant-based organic insecticides throughout the area. 
DINARCS (Development Interaction and Natural Resource 
Conservation Services), a division of IDEA, is now co-ordinating 
these efforts. 

Several development significant festivals have been revived 
such as Chaitra Parob festival (nature conservation, customs 

and seed testing), Nuakia (first eating ceremony), Ashada Jatra 
(festival to prevent pests in crops and animal diseases) and Bali 
Parob (soil testing ritual) are some of the examples. Several 
(about 76) species of birds, wild animals, tree species, reptiles 
have been protected through totemic clan concepts. A groups 
of traditional leaders have also initiated a tribal traditional seed 
conservation programme called Bion - ‘seed’ in tribal language - 
with a range of traditional crop seeds and edible tubers (273 
varieties) and conserving and propagating them. They have 
published a newsletter on the traditional seeds. The seeds are 
shown in the IDEA resource centre, where they are actively 
exchanged with seed varieties from other regions. 

About 365 species of medicinal plants have been collected and 
documented, and are now conserved and propagated in the 
IDEA resource centre. This is being managed by the local 
herbal medical man, farmers research units and dormitory stu-
dents. The dhisari-network has trained about 120 tribal youth 
on herbal medical practices. Women traditional leaders, such 
as the gurumayi - magico religious herbal medical women - 
have also initiated the conservation of wild leafy vegetables 
with a collection of 78 species so far and are promoting their 
use in the villages to improve health and nutritional status. 
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Education for Transformation  
 

Sophie Style 

“….we need a nobler economics that is not afraid to discuss  
spirit and conscience, moral purpose and the meaning of life,  

an economics that aims to educate and elevate people…”  
E.F.Schumacher 

Schumacher College was founded in 1991 upon the conviction that the worldview, which 
is dominating Western civilisation, has serious limitations, and that a new vision is 
needed for human society and its relationship to the earth. Through interdisciplinary 
studies, the College explores the foundations of this new worldview. In October 2000, 
Sophie Style was one of the students. In this article she describes the impact of the 
courses at the College and the subsequent workshops she was involved in with midwives 
and healers in Chiapas, Mexico.  

What would a learning environment that 
does not privilege the Western knowledge 
system look like? How can education help 
us better understand the roots to current 
ecological and social crises and find mean-
ingful, long-term solutions?  Through two 
experiences of courses on globalisation 
and alternative visions, I would like to ex-
plore the links between my learning ex-
perience at Schumacher College and my 
work with indigenous midwives and heal-
ers in Chiapas, Mexico. 
 
Schumacher College 
E.F.Schumacher is best known for his book 
‘Small is Beautiful’, the title of which has 
become a charm against everything that is 
dehumanising in industrial societies. He 

sought to develop positive alternatives on 
a human scale, combining the spiritual and 
the practical. Named after him and in-
spired by his values, the college is one of 
the few learning institutions in the world 
which interweaves intellectual inquiry, 
shared work, meditation, field trips and 
community life – all in the context of eco-
logical thinking and living. This is re-
flected in the focus of the short courses 
which range from ecological economics 
and development issues to exploring the 
links between philosophy, psychology and 
ecology, and the world-view emerging 
from new insights in science. Since 1998, 
the College has offered a one-year MSc in 
Holistic Science.  
     The richness of courses at Schumacher 

College comes largely from the diverse 
range of nationalities and backgrounds of 
students and teachers. On a typical 
course, which has between 15 and 25 par-
ticipants, ten different countries may be 
represented, ages may range from 20 to 
70, and occupations could include artists, 
health workers, activists, university stu-
dents, consultants and business men and 
women. While over half come from Britain 
and the U.S., courses are made more ac-
cessible to applicants from the South who 
can receive full scholarships. People often 
seem to come to Schumacher when they 
are at a turning point in their lives, look-
ing for a time of reflection or inspiration 
from teachers who are key thinkers, writ-
ers and activists in the green movement.  
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Devon and Chiapas 
I first came across Schumacher College in 
the magazine ‘Resurgence’, while on a 
Masters programme in Development Stud-
ies at Manchester University. I was becom-
ing more and more disillusioned through-
out the course with conventional develop-
ment thinking, which is still so deeply 
rooted in colonial ideas and practices. My 
particular interest then grew around in-
digenous movements in Mexico, where I 
grew up as a child, especially the Zapatis-
tas in Chiapas and their struggle for auton-
omy. Coming to know of alternative think-
ers on these issues, I found out that many 
of them taught from time to time at 
Schumacher. In particular, three writers 
who had very much inspired me all coin-
cided on the course in October 2000. They 
were Wendell Berry, Vandana Shiva and 
Helena Norberg-Hodge, looking at 
‘Community, Sustainability and Globalisa-
tion’.  
      Like many students,  I left Schumacher 
enthused with new ideas and fresh ap-
proaches to apply to my work. I travelled 
back to Mexico three weeks after the 
course, for four months, where I spent 
part of the time working with a group of 
traditional healers and midwives in Chia-
pas. A series of workshops were being held 
with the group on the impacts of globalisa-
tion on their communities. The aim was to 
give them a clearer understanding of the 
global institutions and corporations behind 
the appropriation of natural resources in 
their territories, and as a result, the un-
dermining of their cultural traditions. 
These workshops, like the courses at 
Schumacher, had a strong focus on how 
participants could make a difference in 
their local communities – in this case, to 
help safeguard biodiversity and traditional 
knowledge in Chiapas. 
 

Connecting to the Earth 
During the first week of the Schumacher 
course, Wendell Berry - poet, farmer and 
philosopher from Kentucky in the U.S. – 
brought to life the importance of a deeper 
connection to our local landscape, know-
ing its contours, history and bounty as a 
result of ‘summering and wintering with 

the land’.  This sense of belonging and 
being rooted was for many of us urbanised 
and itinerant participants still more of a 
longing than a reality. But with a better 
understanding of the processes that have 
triggered the erosion of community life, 
like colonialism, centralisation and mecha-
nisation, we felt more able and inspired to 
find ways of revitalising our local econo-
mies, knowledge and cultures. On a per-
sonal level, I found that my sense of con-
nection to Earth was expanded through 
walking with Wendell and the group 
through the Devon countryside – and be-
ginning to look in another way at the land.  
     During the workshops in Chiapas, part 
of the time was dedicated to listening to 
oral histories of the indigenous midwives 
and healers who had travelled up to eight 
hours to San Cristóbal de las Casas from 
their various communities. Doña Alicia 
shared her knowledge of local plants and 
animals and their medicinal properties for 
childbirth and newborn babies, which had 
been passed down to her from her grand-
mother and mother, both midwives too. 
Don Juan told of rituals celebrated 
throughout the year related to harvesting, 
water, birth and death, and Don Arturo 
explained the conservation practices in-
trinsic to their cultures. Once again, it was 
clear that these people were firmly rooted 
in their communities and were truly en-
riched by its heritage.  
 
Understanding biopiracy  
In the second week at Schumacher Col-
lege, Vandana Shiva, Indian activist and 
ecologist, stated powerfully how colonial-
ism has continued first as ‘development’ 
and now as globalisation. She outlined the 
ways in which humanity, the environment 
and democracy are currently being rede-
fined in an increasingly globalised econ-
omy. Humans are seen as ‘consumers’ mo-
tivated by greed, biodiversity is further 
commodified and colonised through pat-
ents on life forms, and the right of corpo-
rations to produce what they want where 
they want is paramount.  However, 
counter-movements are growing every-
where. Vandana emphasised the growing 
international resistance to the patenting 
of life, and shared some hopeful stories of 
small victories. One of them was the with-
drawal by the European Patent Office of a 
six-year old patent by transnational W.R.
Grace as a result of a case brought against 
it by Green Party campaigners with Van-
dana. The company had claimed invention 
of the fungicidal properties of the Indian 
Neem tree used for centuries by Indians!  
     A key issue for the indigenous mid-
wives and healers, with their wealth of 
knowledge about the medicinal properties 
of local flora and fauna, is the patenting 
of this knowledge and these life forms by 
Western pharmaceuticals. Given that Chia-
pas in one of the most biodiverse regions 
in the world, the threat of biopiracy is 
growing as gene giants Monsanto, Syn-
genta, Glaxo and others scour the globe in 

search of ‘green gold’. Many indigenous 
communities in the highlands of Chiapas 
have already been forced to engage with 
the issue of patents on life as a result of a 
$2.5 million project ‘Drug discovery and 
biodiversity among the Maya of Mexico’. 
Researchers working in the region have 
forged deals with nearly fifty communi-
ties, but in many cases with reports of 
bribery and misleading or false information 
about the conditions of the agreement. In 
this context, an important focus of our 
workshops was to clarify and explain con-
cepts such as ‘genes’, ‘biotechnology’, 
‘patents’ and other words used by outsid-
ers who take advantage of the lack of 
knowledge in these issues by local indige-
nous populations. Such knowledge would 
give them a stronger position to collec-
tively oppose similar projects in the fu-
ture, if they so decide.  
 
Intercultural exchange 
The third and final week of the course in 
Devon was led by Helena Norberg-Hodge, 
Swedish born activist and linguist who has 
the unique experience of witnessing the 
impacts of over 25 years of development 
and tourism on the previously self-
sufficient culture of Ladakh in northern 
India. The focus in this week was on the 
deeper psychological effects of globalisa-
tion, which she describes as the 
‘monoculture of the mind’. The strongest 
antidote to this internal colonialism, she 
argues, is holistic, interdisciplinary educa-
tion, as is undertaken at the College. 
Throughout the three weeks at 
Schumacher, we touched on economics, 
science, philosophy, ecology and psychol-
ogy, poetry and art. We spent time in na-
ture exploring different ecosystems. In 
small groups, we meditated, cooked meals 
and cleaned together. All of us, teachers 
and students from 11 different countries, 
deepened our understanding of ourselves, 
of current issues common to all of us, and 
of the diversity of approaches we were 
representing.  
      This rich inter-cultural exchange was 
also present during our meetings in Chia-
pas. These included indigenous chiapane-

Wendell Berry 

Vandana Shiva 
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cos, mestizo Mexicans, and US and Euro-
pean activists. As each of us shared stories 
of resistance, whether against dams, ge-
netically modified crops, the World Trade 
Organisation or big landowners, I had a 
strong sense that we were redefining the 
idea of  ‘development’. It’s no longer a 
one-way process between those who have 
and don’t have, or those who know and 
don’t know. Instead it is a common jour-
ney of people in both the North and the 
South in which we can be liberated from 
the legacy of colonialism, each of us. He-
lena describes this process as one of 
‘counter-development’, where people 
have the means to make fully informed 
choices about their own future. Part of 
this entails correcting the incomplete and 
utopian images of the industrial system 
that is propelling the world towards social 
and ecological breakdown. Counter-
development is also about sharing the 
myriad of local practices and cosmovisions 
that strengthen and revitalise cultural and 
biological diversity.   
 
Answers and new questions  
The two experiences in Devon and Chia-
pas, although very different from each 
other, have encouraged me to start think-
ing more about the kind of learning envi-
ronments we create and in particular, 
whether these move beyond relying solely 
on Western knowledge systems. The work-
shops in Chiapas, for example, raised a 
specific question for me: how can we ex-
plore concepts unique to the Western sci-
entific worldview, such as genes, DNA, 
and genetic engineering, with friends from 
non-Western cultures - without in the 
process validating this dominant world-
view as ‘the truth’ and thereby devaluing 
other systems of knowledge? As Jordi 
Pigem, who teaches philosophy at 
Schumacher College, puts it: “Genes have 
never been discovered; they’ve been in-

vented by an extremely reductionist and 
decontextualised view of life. Once you 
buy that view, organisms are ready to be 
commodified and engineered and gone is 
all reverence for life. In a future, more 
sane society, people will find it laughable 
that so many of our contemporaries really 
took life to be nothing more than 
‘genes’”. 
     Schumacher College is an unique ex-
ample of an educational centre which is 
trying to move towards a more holistic 
approach to learning – one that is plural-
istic and contextual, more open to the 
intuitive, the spiritual and the local. It is 
equally a place, which attempts to engage 
students in understanding the roots to cur-
rent ecological and social crises. Every 
course at the College involves at least one 

session on the philosophical ideas that 
emerged during the Scientific Revolution 
that have led to our highly mechanistic 
and reductionist worldview. This perspec-
tive seems to me to be fundamental if we 
are to find meaningful, long-term solu-
tions to current crises. Part of this process 
surely entails a deeper shift of values, 
away from purely materialistic ap-
proaches, towards a sense of the sacred 
and of wholeness, towards realising the 
interconnectedness and interdependence 
of all life. If an ecological worldview is at 
the centre of education, not simply a last-
minute add-on, then we may move to-
wards a more transformative and cultur-
ally diverse learning environment. 
 
 
 
Sophie Style: semillas@lineone.net 
 
Schumacher College 
The Old Postern 
Dartington, Devon TQ9 6EA, UK 
Email: schumcoll@gn.apc.org   
www.gn.apc.org/schumachercollege 
compitch@hotmail.com 
 
Council of Traditional Indigenous Midwives 
and Healers in Chiapas (COMPITCH) 
www.laneta.apc.org/biodiversidad 

 

Don Antonio Perez Mendez, traditional healer at OMIECH - Organisation of Indigenous Doctors 
in the State of Chiapas (LEFT), preparing plants for drying and giving advice on medicinal 
remedies to a couple from a highland village near San Cristobal de las Casas in Chiapas 
 

Traditional midwife from San Juan Chamula during a break from workshops on biopiracy 
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The real sheep of the Tzotzil  
  

Tona Gomez1, Hilda Castro2 and Raul Perezgrovas2 

The Tzotzil ethnic groups of 
Mayan origin live in the central 
highland region of Chiapas, in 
southern Mexico. Over the 
centuries Tzotzil shepherdesses 
have gathered a rich empirical 
knowledge about their sheep. 
This knowledge has formed the 
basis of a combined effort be-
tween Tzotzil women and the 
Institute of Indigenous Studies 
of the University of Chiapas. 
They work on the genetic im-
provement of the local breed 
of sheep, the ‘real sheep’, on 
basis of the shepherdesses’ 
own criteria and needs.  

More than 200,000 Tzotzil Indians live in 
scattered communities all over the Chia-
pas highlands, an isolated mountainous 
area approximately 2,200 m above sea 
level. The Tzotzils are very different from 
the rest of the Mexicans: they speak their 
own language, live in isolated pockets and 
dress in traditional garments made from 
sheep’s wool. Small-scale agriculture plays 
a central role in the Tzotzil society. The 
women are responsible for the family for a 
large part of the year, when male mem-
bers of the family travel to the temperate 
areas to grow maize on rented land.  
      Tzotzil tradition has established that 
the women take care of domestic animals. 
The Tzotzil women don’t keep goats or 
cattle but most have sheep and fowl. The 
flocks are small, scarcely 10 sheep, but 
this is sufficient to make up almost 36% of 
the family income, which is earned by 
selling the animals themselves, the wool, 
woollen garments and handicrafts, and 
manure for fertiliser. Exclusively women 
do shepherding and they develop a special 
relationship with every single one of their 
sheep. 
 
When the underworld wins 
The Tzotzil religion is a mixture of Ca-
tholicism and indigenous Mayan beliefs. 

There are several Mayan gods that are 
linked to natural phenomena, and Mother 
Earth is respected because she allows hu-
man beings to exist. Though Catholicism 
was introduced with the arrival of the 
Europeans in the 16th century, many Mayan 
traditions still remain vibrant amongst the 
Tzotzils. Their cosmovision includes the 
concept that all things and living beings 
have a soul. 
     In this cosmovision, health and disease 
are considered the outcome of the con-
stant battle of the forces of the 
‘underworld’ that never cease their at-
tempts to grasp the souls of the people, 
animals, plants and objects. Disease and 
eventual death occur when the under-
world wins. Some people have the gift to 
diagnose and heal these illnesses. The 
healing ceremonies they perform are rit-
ual treatments, which incite the bad spir-
its to leave the body of the diseased. 
     For the most common illnesses of the 
sheep, like diarrhoea and coughing, the 
shepherdesses use a series of herbs to 
treat them. Often a series of prayers and 
rituals are included in the healing, espe-
cially if supernatural causes are sus-
pected, like for example ‘evil eye’ or ‘bad 
air’. The Tzotzil system of healing also 
includes the concept of fighting diseases 
that are considered ‘warm’ with remedies 
that are considered ‘cold’. Commercial 
veterinary medicines are hardly used be-

cause of the costs involved and not know-
ing whether these remedies are ‘warm’ or 
‘cold’.  
 
Sacred sheep 
Another characteristic of the Tzotzil cos-
movision is the prohibition to kill sheep, 
because they are considered the sacred 
animals that accompany the Patron of the 
people, Saint John the Baptist. Inside the 
local church, there is a statue of this Saint 
with a lamb at his feet. Women visit the 
shrine regularly with requests to the Saint 
related to their sheep. An example is a 
request expressed by Paxcu Lopez-Panela, 
an old weaver: “Please, Saint John, Pa-
tron, grant me this wish, let my sheep be 
healthy, because I want to take care of 
your children, with the ones that I already 
have, which are also your children. I am 
going to make a yard for them, and I’m 
going to take good care of them, like the 
one you have in your hand, because I also 
love my coffee lamb, my dappled lamb, 
grant me this wish …” The Saint complies, 
the lambs obey and breed and produce 
wool. 
     In their homes, the women spend a lot 
of time washing, combing, spinning and 
weaving the wool on their back-strap 
looms. They make the garments that pro-
tect their families from the cold mountain 
air, and that distinguish the Tzotzil from 
the other indigenous groups of the region. 

1 Tzotzil shepherdess and interpreter 
2 Institute of Indigenous Studies, Universidad Autónoma 
of Chiapas 
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When a baby girl is born, an old woman 
puts a little weaving instrument into her 
tiny hands. The young girls help their 
mothers tend the sheep and learn the art 
of transforming the long and coarse tufts 
of wool into traditional garments. 
  
Mexican sheep 
In the highlands of Chiapas there are many 
sheep, and of course there came exten-
sion workers who thought that it would be 
easy to increase the production of wool in 
this area. The only thing to be done was to 
introduce animals of an exotic breed that 
produce several kilos of fine wool every 
year, and slowly substitute the native 
sheep that scarcely produce one kilo in 
the same time span. But, of course, the 
exotic sheep of the Rambouillet breed 
that were introduced, did not adapt to the 
mountainous climate, couldn’t thrive on 
the poor forage and fight off parasitic ill-
nesses without a supplement of commer-
cial foods.  
     Even worse was that the women could-
n’t process the ‘bad quality’ wool of these 
animals, because it was too short, too thin 
and broke easily during the hand weaving 
processes. Who could have guessed that 
the short, thin, white wool, which is con-
sidered good quality wool by industrial 
standards, is exactly the opposite of what 
the Tzotzil women require? Coarse, long 
locks of wool of different colours make 
the best material you can have when it is 
processed by hand instead of by machines. 
     The animals were also very different 
from the indigenous breed, physically and 
in their character traits: they were bigger 

and they didn’t know how to 
obey. These were named 
‘Mexican sheep’ as they were 
considered foreign, unlike their 
own breed, the ‘real sheep’. The 
Tzotzil shepherdesses soon forgot 
about these Mexican sheep, but 
the technicians insisted and at-
tempted again and again with 
different exotic breeds, but al-
ways ended up with the same re-
sult.  
 
Working with men 
In these attempts to bring in for-
eign breeds the field workers 
communicated mainly with the 
men in the Tzotzil communities. 
The men speak Spanish and work 
collectively. What the outsiders 
did not take into account was 
that, among the Tzotzil people, 
only the women are responsible 
for the sheep and that taking care 
of them is not done collectively. 
An added difficulty is that the 
women speak only Tzotzil, their 
native language. 
      Moreover, the technicians had 
very little interest in the local 
traditions and in the characteris-
tics of the local breed of sheep, 

the ones that the Tzotzil women call ‘real 
sheep’. And they weren’t aware that 
these sheep are part of the family, like 
‘ritual children’, each with their own 
name. Neither did they understand why 
the sheep were reprimanded if they didn’t 
take good care of their offspring, nor why 
the rams for breeding were selected not 
only on their wool quality, but also on 
their character, especially in being obedi-
ent to the shepherdess and gentle with 
the lambs. 
 

Institute of Indigenous Studies 
The Institute of Indigenous Studies is a 
department of the University of Chiapas 
(UNACH), which was founded in 1985 to 
carry out holistic and multidisciplinary 
research in the indigenous regions of Chia-
pas. Today 6 anthropologists and 3 veteri-
narians work in the Institute as a team of 
researchers. At any given time, several 
students work on their graduate and post-
graduate degrees. Sometimes external 
researchers join the team for extended 
periods of time.  
     The institute follows three broad lines 
of academic investigation: history and eth-
nohistory; contemporary social phenom-
ena (migrations, religions, indigenous 
woman, traditional medicine and cosmovi-
sion); and indigenous production systems 
and survival strategies (ethnoveterinary 
medicine and ethnozootechnics, genetic 
improvement of the Chiapas sheep and the 
socio-economy of the family unit). 
Nearly 10 years ago the Institute for In-
digenous Studies started an investigation 
into the traditional sheep keeping strate-
gies of the Tzotzil communities. The first 
studies confirmed that traditional animal 
husbandry was based on very useful em-
pirical knowledge. The shepherdesses 
were not only able to keep the animals 
alive in the adverse environment, but 
could also make them breed and produce 
reasonable quantities of wool. Later, the 
discipline of ethnoveterinary medicine was 
used to study the traditional sheep breed-
ing systems in more detail. The methodol-
ogy of this study was radically new: it took 
the knowledge of the Tzotzil women as 
the point of departure, thus accepting 
their expertise in the husbandry of sheep.  
Another programme taken up was the ge-
netic improvement of the Chiapas sheep, 
in which the selection of the sheep was 
based on the criteria of the women. The 
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Tzotzil shepherdesses selecting sheep of the local Chiapas breed on the University farm 

 

 

Saint John the Baptist, a patron of the Tzotzil people, who 
is visited regularly by shepherdesses to request the health 
for their sheep 

Ph
ot

o:
 E

lle
n 

G
ee

rl
in

gs
 



Magazine – December 2001 
31 

sheep selected by the women in the com-
munities were taken to the farm of the 
University of Chiapas to be evaluated for 
their characteristics related to wool pro-
duction. Through the selection and breed-
ing of these animals, it was possible to 
return rams of the ‘improved Chiapas 
sheep’, to indigenous communities. 
 
Wool and character 
In the last 10 years, Tzotzil women have 
collaborated in several stages of this Chia-
pas sheep improvement program. Based on 
their knowledge and experience as shep-
herdesses and weavers, they have indi-
cated criteria for good wool-producing 
animals. Not only the colour and the 
cleanliness of the fleece, but also the size 
of the animal, the length of the locks, the 
volume of the clipped wool and its suit-
ability for textile processing is taken into 
account. The women also brought in the 
importance of respecting the feelings and 
soul of the sheep, which they consider 
crucial for conserving health and produc-
tion. This proved to be the key to the pro-
gramme of genetic improvement: under-
standing that elements related to tradi-
tions and culture are as important as as-
pects related to the animals and their 
wool. 
 
Different project phases 
Almost since the beginning of the genetic 
improvement programme, the Tzotzil 
women have returned to the university 
farm every 6 months, usually the week 
before shearing their sheep. The partici-
patory work with the Tzotzil women in the 
context of a university has resulted in a 
process of mutual learning. The research-
ers have learned to look for more specific 
details related to wool quality. The 
women, on the other hand have come to 
realise that even though the people in 
charge of the improvement programme 
speak Spanish, are men (some of them) 
and are not shepherds, they still feel af-
fection for the animals. They write the 
names of the sheep, in numbered form 

and hang it as at a pendant 
around the necks of the ani-
mals, treat the animals with 
respect and care, even if there 
are many in the flock. 
      A part of the combined 
efforts concentrates on 
‘translating’ the empirical sys-
tem of classifying wool quality 
into a more quantitative sys-
tem, which has resulted in a 
more precise selection process 
of the Chiapas sheep. The 
quality of the wool is measured 
by: the length in centimetres, 
the ‘volume’ of the wool in 
kilograms and the ‘textile apti-
tude’ as the relation between 
coarse fibres and fine fibres of 
locks from different parts of 
the body. 
      The genetic improvement 
programme still produces an 
increasing quantity of im-
proved animals. The rams for 
breeding are taken to the in-
digenous communities through 
strategies planned with the 
Tzotzil women. The animals 
that leave the university farm 
have adapted fast to the life of the 
family flocks, learning just as fast 
to recognise and obey their shepherd-
esses. The women are happy in their 
hearts, because they consider these ani-
mals to be ‘real sheep’, that produce long 
and thick good quality wool, and have 
lambs that are just as lovely.  
      The work of the Institute for Indige-
nous Studies hasn’t been easy, because 
initially the anthropologists considered 
animals of little importance in the culture 
and livelihoods of the families. In the 
years that followed, however, they be-
came convinced that traditional sheep 
keeping is an important part of the culture 
of the ethnic groups of Chiapas. For the 
veterinarians the discussions with the an-
thropologists have been very useful as 
they have learned to incorporate a histori-

cal and ethnographical framework into the 
work, and to place the indigenous woman 
in the centre of the family and agricul-
tural production unit. Hence, in short, the 
contact between vets and anthropologists 
has been mutually beneficial. 
      Over the years, the national govern-
ment and other universities have also 
been involved in this programme of ge-
netic improvement of the Chiapas sheep. 
Yet, this genetic improvement programme 
of Chiapas sheep remains an ‘exception’. 
In most agricultural and veterinary col-
leges the students are only taught the 
conventional ways of genetic improve-
ment, by introducing exotic breeds and 
other elements of modern animal hus-
bandry. The experience with the ‘real 
sheep’ of the Tzotzil shepherdesses 
teaches us that reality is far more com-
plex. We can no longer ignore the experi-
ences and the cosmovision of the people 
who live in the communities, and it is time 
to adapt what is being taught at all insti-
tutes of higher education. 
 
The Institute for Indigenous Studies 
(Universidad Autónoma of Chiapas),  
San Cristobal de Las Casas, Chiapas 
E-mail: rgrovas@montebello.unach.mx 

Respecting feelings to prevent disease  
On the university farm, the women were in charge of selecting the best animals in 
terms of wool and character. In an attempt to speed up the selection of the animals, 
several groups of women were asked to help identify the sheep that produced bad 
quality wool, so as to eliminate them from the flock. The women entered the yards, 
checked the animals and said: “the sheep are all fine, they all produce good wool.” 
This was very confusing, because there were sheep in the yards that were clearly be-
low the standards of quality that the women themselves had established.  
 
During the break, the university staff asked the Tzotzil interpreter what was going on 
and she finally explained. “The women cannot do what you ask because if they did the 
animals would become ill. Animals have a soul and feelings, and if they were to hear 
that the shepherdesses are criticising them or the wool they produce, or the young that 
they give birth to, their hearts would fill with sadness and they would fall ill and die.” 
 
After some deliberation, the following solution was found: the women were asked to 
choose the 3 best animals in the yard, their registration numbers were taken down and 
the animals were moved to a different yard. Then the next best 3 were chosen and so 
on until all the sheep had been evaluated. In this way the quality of the sheep was 
evaluated without hurting the feelings of the animals. 

 

While working with sheep improvement programmes, 
many projects did not take into account that only the 
women are responsible for the sheep and that herding is 
not done collectively 
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Specialists in African indigenous knowledge 
 

Cosmas Gonese 

Within each rural community, small centres of excellence exist in the form of natural experts, such as 
farmer innovators, medical practitioners, hunters, architects, foretellers, conflict managers, rain makers, 
warriors and musicians. These custodians of traditional skills can, given the proper chances and recognition, 
accelerate the process of endogenous development. In the eco-cultural villages established by the Association 
of Zimbabwe Traditional Environmental Conservationists (AZTREC), these specialists are in a position to  
develop their practices and teach them to other community members.  

According to African cosmovision, these 
different local specialists are linked to 
supernatural powers. For example, every 
traditional healer receives knowledge of 
how to use various trees and herbs from 
the spirit of his/her ancestors or other 
spirits. If you ask natural farming experts 
where their calculations come from, they 
all confirm that they dream or interpret 
natural signs, such as the movements of 
insects, birds or stars.  
     In most cases this valuable traditional 
knowledge is held in the minds of elderly 
people, and may be lost on their death if 
not imparted to new generations. It is this 
realisation that has been the basis for a 
strategy to bring together all types of ex-
perts so that they can pass on their knowl-
edge to other community members.  
 
Spiritual consent 
An interesting feature of African cosmovi-
sion is that the spiritual world is system-
atically structured. The responsibilities of 
specific clusters of spirits are well de-
fined: agricultural spirits take the lead in 
agricultural matters, hunters are advised 
by hunting spirits.  
     AZTREC carried out a survey within the 
Zimuto area to identify the natural ex-
perts in various sectors. The idea of con-
structing a demonstration-learning centre, 
or eco-cultural centre, was formulated in 

close consultation with these experts. 
Having agreed on the idea with local lead-
ers, it was further discussed at the various 
levels of spiritual authority, the spirit me-
diums. Contrary to the traditional cos-
movision, the eco-cultural villages would 
enable the cross fertilisation of knowledge 
between different areas of expertise and 
their related spirits. The spirit mediums 
agreed to the idea.  
     Now these centres also serve as com-
mercial centres for forest produce, and 
include activities to enhance endogenous 
development through organic farming, 
human and animal healthcare, rehabilita-
tion of woodlands, as well as music, dance 
and theatre.  
 
Three levels 
Having agreed upon the idea, the next 
step was to design the eco-cultural vil-
lages. In Zimuto it is situated on a 10 ha. 
piece of land, along the semi-perennial 
Munyambe River. The physical layout in-
cludes designated areas for technology 
development, crop production, medical 
practices, wetland ecosystems, mountain 
and forestry ecosystems, culture and en-
tertainment. This layout demonstrates the 
inter-connectedness between mortal be-
ings, the spiritual and natural worlds ac-
cording to the holistic nature of African 
cosmovision on one project site. 

     The organisational structure of the 
cultural village has three levels. At the top 
there is a Council of Elders, which includes 
chiefs, government rural district council-
lors, AZTREC council members, clan spirit 
mediums, and renowned elderly innova-
tors. The second level comprises of se-
lected committee members responsible 
for day to day running of the centre, who 
work hand in hand with the AZTREC exten-
sion staff, family spirit mediums, and in-
novative farmers. The third level consists 
of various specialised sub-committees: on 
natural medicine, culture, agriculture, 
technology development, entertainment 
and food processing. These subcommittees 
are responsible for documenting their own 
knowledge systems, exchanging their 
knowledge, testing their capacities, and 
imparting the same to local communities, 
visitors and tourists. 
 
Cultural committee 
This subcommittee is composed of three 
chiefs, senior spirit mediums, elders, and 
knowledgeable men and women.  It is 
chaired by the female senior spirit me-
dium, Chipinduramombe, and its responsi-
bilities include conflict resolution, identi-
fying the ritual performances of the cen-
tre, and maintaining contact with provin-
cial and national spirit mediums.  
     This committee also has the responsi-
bility of co-ordinating the different sub-
committees in liaison with the overall 
Council of Elders. Together with the agri-
culture subcommittee, the calendar of 
agricultural ritual ceremonies is deter-
mined. The plant species to be planted 
within the eco-cultural village are se-
lected with the natural medicine subcom-
mittee. Visitors are invited to discuss with 
this committee on the origins of mankind 
from an African perspective, the inter-
connectedness of the human, natural and 
spiritual worlds, and the importance of 
conserving natural resources on the basis 
of traditional rules and regulations.  
 
Natural medicine committee 
The natural medicine subcommittee is 
composed of experts in medicinal plants 
and other practices for human and animal 
survival. These experts exchange their 
knowledge and practices, to draw up and 
maintain a register of medicinal plants 
and their uses. This register now includes 

The agriculture committee of the Zimuto Ecocultural village experiment with specific topics like soil 
fertility, animal husbandry and intercropping techniques 
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some 100 plants for common diseases and 
180 plants for a variety of more compli-
cated ailments.   
      A clinic of traditional healthcare prac-
tices for humans and animals has been 
established in the Zimuto eco-cultural vil-
lage. To systematically integrate tradi-
tional medical practices into the main-
stream health delivery system, networking 
with likeminded institutions is encour-
aged. For example, three members of this 
committee have received a two-year 
course on how to process natural medicine 
into tablets, capsules, oils and perfumes, 
at the department of medicine at the Uni-
versity of Zimbabwe.  
      Over the past three years collaboration 
with like-minded traditional medical prac-
titioners within Zimbabwe and other South 
African countries has been established. 
Traditional medical practitioners from 
South Africa, Swaziland, Mozambique, Bot-
swana, Malawi and Zambia have visited 
the cultural village during its inception in 
1999. Striking similarities were observed 
between the practices related to tradi-
tional medical expertise. Moreover, in 
each of these countries, an eco-cultural 
demonstration centre similar to the Zi-
muto one in Zimbabwe is being estab-
lished.    
 
The agriculture committee 
This important subcommittee has a mem-
bership of 30 men and women experts in 
different agricultural domains, such as soil 
and water conservation, seed varieties and 
selection, pest management in crops, and 
grain storage. The subcommittee is further 
divided into smaller groups with specific 
topics like soil fertility, animal husbandry 
and inter-cropping techniques. Like the 
natural medicine subcommittee, a register 
of the different traditional techniques has 
been made and experiments are being 
done to validate them. For example, the 
group has selected various varieties of 
indigenous crops that are drought resistant 
and are testing these varieties to monitor 
their performance.  
      The documentation of this process has 
been difficult, which is why Aztec has 
sought the collaboration of Pelum College. 
This is a union of twenty like-minded NGOs 
together with government research and 
specialist services, Agricultural Extension 
Service, and the University of Zimbabwe. 
  
Technology committee 
From time immemorial people in Zim-
babwe have gathered a wealth of knowl-
edge related to extracting mineral depos-
its of chrome, gold and copper, and proc-
essing them into finished products such as 
spears, hoes and plates. This reinforces 
the African belief that the discovery of a 
new technology does not require a college 
degree, but rather the influence of super-
natural forces: an innovative technological 
genius gets his expertise through dreams.  
      AZTREC, in consultation with tradi-
tional authorities, has concluded that 

technology development is an 
important sector that needs to 
be researched and developed 
further at the eco-cultural cen-
tre. At least 10 experts have 
been identified, who are manu-
facturing farming tools and turn-
ing out handicrafts, which are 
sold to local communities, visi-
tors and tourists. Schools like 
the Masvingo Technical College 
and the Bulawayo Polytechnic 
have shown great interest in 
working with these natural tech-
nology experts, in view of find-
ing ways to enhance their ca-
pacity by the use of specific 
modern technologies.  
 
Entertainment committee 
In African culture, entertain-
ment is regarded as a very old 
area of specialisation. African communi-
ties cannot do without song and dance 
during happy events, funerals, marriages, 
and worship. It is an integral part of the 
African way of life. There are different 
categories of songs, such as hunting songs, 
war songs, revolutionary songs, funeral 
songs, rainmaking songs, and worship 
songs. Each song category has its own 
dancing style and different musical instru-
ments.  
     The 10 traditional music experts who 
form the entertainment subcommittee 
have the responsibility of training people 
in traditional music and dance, explaining 
to them the meaning of each type of ex-
pression. Five entertainment groups have 
been formed and are taking turns to en-
tertain visitors. The natural music experts 
also train foreigners who want to learn 
about and practice African music.  
     In fact, entertainment has turned out 
to be an extraordinarily sustainable activ-
ity. The entertainment groups perform for 
a fee at the eco-cultural centre and are 
often hired by interested parties. A drama 
group formed by several school leavers 
and trained by the music experts is now in 
high demand in urban centres of Masvingo, 
Harare and Bulawayo. Of late, two natural 
music experts have been contracted by 
the teachers colleges of Morgenster and 
Masvingo to train the teacher-trainees.  
 
Food processing committee 
In the past decade AZTREC has put a lot of 
effort in establishing woodlands and or-
chards around homes and villages in the 
Zimuto area. Processing and marketing the 
fruits of these orchards now proves to be 
one of the most successful activities co-
ordinated at the eco-cultural centre. Peo-
ple benefit economically from the con-
served and rehabilitated natural resources 
by processing and marketing its products. 
The subcommittee is also responsible for 
food processing. Having carried out a fea-
sibility study, a food processing plant to 
produce tinned and dried fruits was set 
up. This plant is processing fruits for the 

local and international market. This activ-
ity is supported by the food processing 
division of the Bulawayo Polytechnic. 
 
Language: a necessary bridge 
AZTREC and the experts of the Zimuto 
eco-cultural centre believe that the cur-
rent socio-economic problems that man-
kind is facing cannot be solved by adhering 
to a single worldview. The Zimuto commu-
nities are determined to continue docu-
menting and testing their knowledge sys-
tems, to validate their natural wisdom 
without romanticising it. But, in order to 
communicate about traditional practices 
and cosmovisions, the issue of language 
needs to be seriously looked at.  
     AZTREC has experienced that effective 
communication between outsiders and the 
communities is hampered because of two 
levels of language difference. One level is 
the difference in languages between vari-
ous ethnic groups or countries. The second 
level is the difference in language be-
tween farmers and academics within the 
same ethnic group. Traditional experts 
with a wealth of experience are often 
looked down upon because they cannot 
express themselves in the language of aca-
demia.  
     This language problem really needs to 
be addressed if others around the globe 
are to benefit from the knowledge avail-
able within the communities. The Zimuto 
eco-cultural village, with its numerous 
subcommittees of local experts, provides 
the opportunity for in-depth research in 
the important domains of indigenous 
knowledge. It is a methodology to face 
this language barrier, and to support the 
livelihoods of the local communities by 
experimenting with all spheres of their 
indigenous knowledge.  
 
AZTREC 
Private Bag 9286 
Masvingo 
Zimbabwe 
Tel: 263 66006 
E-mail:aztrec@mweb.co.zw 

Wood-saving stove, promoted by Aztrec 
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More than 80% of the rural families in 
India own cattle, including half of the 
families who fall below the poverty line. 
Most of these cattle are of indigenous 
non-descriptive breeds, considered  
unproductive by most educated livestock 
specialists.  In spite of various incentives, 
the cross breeding programmes by the 
government and various NGO’s have only 
resulted in a limited number of crossbred 
animals. Why is this? And what do rural 
people want themselves? KPP, a Compas 
partner organization in Karnataka, India, 
has started a support programme for  
indigenous cattle breeds. 

Some 10 years ago, Mr. Purushothama 
Rao, a farmer expert, inspired a group of 
farmers in and around the village of Tu-
mari in Karnataka, India to work towards 
organic farming. Mr. Rao’s farm was a liv-
ing example of the potential of this op-
tion, and as a group they exchanged ex-
periences about the transition from con-
ventional to organic farming. In 1996 this 
group of farmers formed the organisation 
Krishi Prayoga Pariwara (KPP), the Frater-
nity of Experimenting Organic Farmers. At 
present, the organisation counts some 
5,000 members in 60 villages. The mem-
bers operate in groups and meet regularly 
to discuss their findings related to Grama 
Vikasa: holistic development based on or-
ganic farming, with a spiritual and cultural 
orientation.  
 
Enhancing income opportunities 
The farmers are supported by two post-
graduates in agriculture, who guide them 
in their experimentation, support market-
ing of the produce, and maintain links 
with scientific institutions. Moreover, KPP 
members revise ancient texts to find prac-
tical ideas for testing and improving or-
ganic farming techniques, such as seed 
treatment, pest management, processing, 
and storage. Several projects have been 
undertaken over the past years. Apart 
from promoting organic agriculture and 
establishing direct producer-consumer 
linkages, KPP has worked in several fields 
to create additional income generating 
opportunities for the rural families.  
     During the past two years they have 
worked, for example, on a process for pre-
paring organic Kumkuma, which is the 

bright red powder traditionally applied on 
the forehead of people. Its production has 
created an additional income for some 
5000 rural women. Other activities include 
experiments to control the common dis-
ease called ‘yellow leaf complex’ in are-
canut, one of the most common cash crops 
in the area, and supporting youth in vege-
table growing as an alternative cash crop. 
To support the farmers’ post-harvest tech-
nologies, small machines and equipment 
have been developed, such as the amla 
seed remover, amla flake maker, a juicer 
and a ginger slicer. The farmers have also 
decided to work on identifying and revital-
ising indigenous cattle breeds with the 
help of a spiritual leader. 
 
The sacred cow  
In India, cows have been treated as sa-
cred - as Laxmi, the Goddess of wealth, 
and as the cosmos in which all gods and 
goddesses reside – for centuries. The cow 
is worshipped every day and has a sacred 
place in family rituals, as the cow’s bless-
ings are needed to ensure a happy family 
life. The cow is called Kamadhenu, which 
means ‘the one that gives the desire (or 
higher fulfilment) in life’. The cattle of 
India are of Satwik character, which indi-
cates a state of self-contentment with 
little material wealth. It is believed that 
the soil and the environment is made Sat-
wik by cattle, and that living with cattle 
will lead to an increased Satwik character 
of the person, and result in a more holistic 
society. 
     Indian rural life depends on cattle for 
both happiness and economy. Cows are 
not worshipped in vain; within the sacred-

ness of the cow lies an ecological rationale 
and conservation imperative. Cattle make 
use of crop waste and uncultivated land, 
thus providing organic fertilizer and en-
hancing crop productivity. The cow is also 
a source of food and leather. All its prod-
ucts, like urine, dung, milk, curd and 
clarified butter (ghee) are used in agricul-
ture and health, as well as in different 
rituals. Cattle power is also used in trans-
port. And its contribution is strongly linked 
to the work of women, in feeding and 
milking the cows, collecting cow dung, 
and nursing sick cows to health. Women 
are the food processors in the traditional 
dairy industry, making curds, ghee and 
buttermilk. Ghandi once remarked: “The 
cow was, in India, the best companion. 
She was the giver of plenty, the mother 
of life. Not only did she give milk, but she 
made agriculture possible.” 
 
Crossbreeding with Indian cattle  
In India there are 26 descriptive indige-
nous breeds of cattle as well as numerous 
non-descriptive breeds. They are Zebu 
cattle of the Bos indicus type, which are 
characterised by a hump on their backs; 
most breeds also have long horns and ex-
tra skin under their neck (dewlap) and 
between the forelegs (navelflap). This ex-
tra skin surface, together with other spe-
cial characteristics of the skin and hair, 
indicates their capacity to resist heat and 
external parasites. Well-known local milk 
breeds in India are Sahiwal, Gir, Red 
Sindhi and Rathi. Other known local 
breeds have different capacities, like ex-
tra resistance against heat and external 

Cows give fulfilment in life 
 

Upendra Shenoy, Aruna Kumara, V. K. and Anand, A.S. 
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parasites, resistance to diseases, and the 
ability to thrive and produce under stress-
ful conditions. 
      But, over generations there has been a 
change in the position of cattle. Increased 
beef exports have led to a decline not only 
in livestock numbers, but also in the rich 
diversity of cattle breeds known for their 
hardiness, milk production and draught 
power. This decline of animal wealth is 
seriously affecting the local economy and 
rural livelihoods. Because of the increased 
exports, the price of cattle has gone up, 
and there is less dung available for ma-
nure and cooking fuel. 
      Moreover, the indigenous cattle breeds 
have been considered unproductive by 
western standards, whilst many Indians 
have been educated to look at cattle from 
a merely economic point of view. This 
marked the start of various projects to 
bring in exotic cattle breeds, and to 
stimulate cross breeding. Unfortunately, 
the indigenous milk cattle breeds were not 
considered for these cross breeding pro-
grammes. Instead the Jersey and Holstein 
Friesian breeds were introduced. These 
are of the Bos taurus type of cattle, hump 
less and without the skin characteristics 
which provide resistance to heat and ex-
ternal parasites. This is one of the main 
reasons why the crossbreeding with these 
cattle was not successful in India.  
 
Results of crossbreeding 
The farmers in KPP were disturbed by the 
fact that the crossbred cattle were not 
performing well in their area. These ani-
mals require more concentrates and 
roughage than the indigenous breeds, and 
often suffer from diseases and disorders, 
for which qualified veterinarians have to 
be called in. Poor farmers are unable to 
cope with the increased costs of mainte-
nance and the dependency on external 
inputs, such as antibiotics and other 
chemicals. Moreover, the farmers attach 
importance to fat percentages in the milk, 

persistency of production, looks and tem-
perament of the animals, and are not im-
pressed only by high yields. 
     The farmers of KPP concluded that 
except for a few incidences of success, 
crossbreeding at large has been not eco-
nomically viable. This made them decide 
to look at local cattle breeds afresh. A 
survey conducted by a KPP team found 
that, for example, one local breed known 
as Malnad Gidda can yield between 3 and 
5 litres of milk per day, which is compara-
ble to 4 to 6 litres of milk yielded by cross 
breeds in the KPP project area. Through 
selection and careful breeding the yields 
of this breed can be improved. This indi-
cates the potential of improving indige-
nous breeds in a natural way. The National 
Dairy Research Institute in Bangalore has 
expressed its interest to support this pro-
gramme. 
     KPP also listed statements of the farm-
ers regarding indigenous cattle: they are 
more suited to the varying local agro-
climatic conditions, feed on local plants, 
and increase soil fertility. Their milk is 
rich in vitality and nutrients, and local 
veterinary practitioners can help the farm-
ers to maintain the health of the cattle. 
This ensures employment for the local 
people and preserves bio-diversity.  
 
Working with local breeds 
The KPP local cattle breed conservation 
and improvement project has the follow-
ing objectives: to study the present-day 
situation of local cattle breeds, to docu-
ment traditional veterinary practices and 
to experiment with them, to revitalise 
cattle fairs, to upgrade and improve se-
lected local breeds, and to distribute the 
cattle of the improved local breeds to in-
terested farmers. Moreover, KPP is col-
lecting relevant literature on ethno-
veterinary medicine, documenting the role 
of indigenous cattle in family life, revital-
ising the local health traditions based on 
cow products, and disseminating all infor-

mation to interested farmers.  
     The findings of this KPP study is docu-
mented in a booklet ‘Kamadhenu’, which 
describes the characteristics of the four 
main local cattle breeds of Karnataka 
State: Amrithmahal, Hallikar, Krishnaval-
ley and Deoni. It also supplies information 
and includes good pictures of many other 
Indian cattle breeds. The booklet gives 
several preparations from Ayurvedic medi-
cine based on cow products, and their ef-
fect on human health. Examples are: 
Panchagavya, a combination of five prod-
ucts - urine, dung, milk, curd and ghee - 
used in cancer treatment, and the cow 
dung based soap to cure certain skin prob-
lems.  
 
Breeding centre 
In the project area of KPP a local spiritual 
leader, Sri Raghaveshwara Bharathi 
Swamy, guides a cattle conservation and 
breeding centre situated on the 120 acres 
of land belonging to the monastery. He is 
also implementing various other social 
development programmes for around 
15,000 families. KPP has brought animals 
of various indigenous breeds, selected by 
a veterinarian and a local cattle middle-
man, to the monastery. The centre is 
playing a key role in the selection, breed-
ing and distribution of local breeds, while 
also producing a variety of cow-based 
products for human health. They are sup-
ported by experienced Ayurvedic doctors 
and by a research institute in Nagpur, Ma-
harastra State.  
     In July 2001, the new cattle shed of 
the monastery was inaugurated with a rit-
ual to bless the newly arrived cows and to 
get blessings from the cows in return. KPP 
will be able to reach more families with 
the guidance of this spiritual leader, as he 
is visited by hundreds of disciples every 
day. With his support the booklet 
‘Kamadhenu’ will reach a large section of 
the population, and thus enhance the 
process of reflection on the value of local 
breeds and cow-based products. 
     Sri Swamy says: “We want to conserve 
the local breeds, because the cross breed-
ing programmes have harmed this society 
a lot. The local breeds are disappearing 
along with the indigenous knowledge at-
tached to them. The cattle grazing land is 
also disappearing and farmers now depend 
on others for many things. Here, we have 
animals of several Indian breeds that are 
threatened by extinction, like the Pun-
ganoor from Andhra Pradesh, the Vechur 
from Kerala, the Kangayam from Tamil 
Nadu, and the Krishnavalley from Karna-
taka. Nature and people want evolution 
and not revolution. Evolution is a holistic 
way. For us this is real development.” 
 
KPP 
Krishinivasa, Kuruvalli 
Thirthahalli 577 432, KARNATAKA, India 
tel: +91 81 81 28340, fax: +91 81 81 28294 
e-mail: aruna_kpp@yahoo.com/
prasadas@hotmail.com 

Sri Swamy (right) exchanges views about endogenous development with farmers, 
KPP staff and visiting guests 
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Discussing the Compas experiences  
The third international Compas meeting in India, with 46 representatives from 14 countries,  
provided the stage for the members organizations to dialogue about their learning experiences. 
This article first highlights some major elements of these discussions. It then goes on to present 
the comments and challenging positions of the representatives of 14 international and Indian  
organisations involved in rural development, who joined the discussions.  

The four participating member organiza-
tions from Latin America were a mixture 
of old and new participants in the Compas 
programme. A central objective in the 
work of all these organisations is ‘building 
local capacity for empowerment’ to sup-
port sustainable livelihoods, based on cul-
ture and spirituality. Community organisa-
tion is strengthened to enable them to 
decide on development alternatives that 
are based on their members’ own world-
view, and to enable them to establish and 

maintain good relationships with local gov-
ernments. During the regional meeting 
(February 2001) in the community of 
Chorojo, Bolivia, it was agreed that Com-
pas Latin America would include 4 major 
ethnic groups: Quechuas (Peru/Bolivia), 
Aymaras (Peru), Mayas (Central America) 
and Mapuches (Chile).  
     The eleven Compas member organisa-
tions from Asia emphasised that reviving 
indigenous knowledge cannot be general-
ised. Change is a constant factor and con-
texts also change and evolve. Other les-
sons learned from the Asian Compas mem-
bers show that the Compas programme has 
enabled a deepened understanding of IK 
practices. Research on documentation has 
been strengthened but the validation 
strategy needs further elaboration. The 
question was “Validation for what pur-
pose?” Translating practices from classical 
texts and Vrksayurvedic experiments are 
time-consuming. These experiments re-

quire controlled conditions that are often 
difficult under field conditions. Collabora-
tion with the universities has been estab-
lished. Traditional rules for biodiversity 
protection have been revived. An impor-
tant outcome is the National Biodiversity 
Register on local health practices.  
      The five member organisations from 
Africa expressed their experiences in a 
different way. Compas partner Cecik in 
Ghana had asked community members to 
explain their views and understanding of 

Compas. The elders of the village saw 
this in the image of a fowl, a bird with a 
significant role in their lives. It is symbolic 
of the multiple empowering possibilities of 
the project. Fowls can be sold for money, 
used in treatment, to divine luck and can 
be used in rituals and sacrifice to the 
gods, or to help friends that are poor. The 
women saw the project as helping them to 
carry a pot: to develop their labour skills 
and to fetch water for life, cooking and 
food storage. For them the project is sym-
bolic in terms of building their capacities 
to assist each other.  
      The youth chose the symbol of a hoe, a 
farming tool: it forms part of dowry, im-
proves the orphan’s standard of living and 
is a tool for building a house. They see the 
project in terms of addressing their hopes 
and aspirations. In Zimbabwe constructing 
eco-cultural villages for sharing and pre-
senting experiences with indigenous 
knowledge has been a tangible result of 

the Compas project, as have been the 
field experiments and networking with 
universities. Over the past year there have 
been Compas national workshops in 
Uganda and Tanzania.  
 
Discussion between partners 
Much discussion took place on general is-
sues, such as the Compas vision, the 
meaning of endogenous development, and 
the politics of action. The discussion em-
phasised the effect of the work on several 
levels: the impacts at grassroots and the 
methods used, as well as socio-political 
and philosophical levels. The concept of 
endogenous development was discussed 
and there was agreement on its major 
components.  
      In order to get more recognition, more 
support and to open spaces for main-
streaming the experiences of Compas part-
ner organisations, it was suggested that 
Compas should evolve from a project with 
member organizations that depends on 
external funds, to an institution with spe-
cial education opportunities.  
 
Cooperation with universities 
At various opportunities the idea to estab-
lish a university network to support the 
fieldwork and to assist in the understand-
ing of the different knowledge systems 
was discussed. On the one hand in various 
locations a need has been expressed by 
local leaders to connect with the formal 
educational structures, in order to support 
indigenous knowledge and practices, and 
disseminate the same. The need for sys-
tematic validation of people’s knowledge 
based on the own indigenous criteria and 
mechanisms was emphasised. Relations 
with universities are already established 
by a considerable number of Compas mem-
bers in an effort to mainstream IK. Linking 
with universities may provide an opportu-
nity to get a decentralised support system, 
build theory on the basis of practical ex-
periences in IK and endogenous develop-
ment, and to train new staff in the meth-
ods and concepts of endogenous develop-
ment.  
      On the other hand, concern was ex-
pressed that a university system might 
support super-specialisations, and disre-
gard the attitudinal and skill aspect of de-
velopment. The conventional reductionist 
approach in research and education of 
most universities is not consistent with the 
holistic approach of Compas. Several 
members emphasised the need to em-

Exchange of experiences on the basis of posters 
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power communities rather than starting a 
process of empowering NGO’s or universi-
ties with people’s knowledge. It was 
agreed that cooperation will be sought 
with two universities per continent that 
have expertise in this domain and already 
co-operate with Compas members. 
 
Dialogue with guests 
On many occasions Compas members ex-
changed their views with visitors from In-
ternational and Indian agencies. The 
guests generally appreciated the work of 
Compas members. The experiences were 
considered innovative and Compas was 
commended for its pioneering role. How-
ever, also comments and concerns were 
expressed, of which a selection is pre-
sented below.  
 
“The presentations of Compas members in 
this meeting focus especially on the meth-
odological aspects, and therefore the 
compassion with the realities at field 
level is not shown openly. Moreover, there 
is concern that change appears to be ex-
pected more from interaction with formal 
institutions than from the field level. 
What are the achievements in terms of 
empowerment of rural people? What ap-
proach does Compas employ to learn from 
farmers?” The warning was given to take 
care not to be taken hostage by universi-
ties. 
      “There are so many aspects related 
to culture, both positive and negative. 
Culture can be a culprit that keeps crea-
tive energies trapped, for example by 
mediocrity, conformity and compliance. 
This can be traumatic. For example, 
small children are told: “Keep quiet – 
don’t ask questions, you will find out 
later!” And later on they do not find 
out. This desire to ask questions is the 
basis of a creative spirit. How do we 
face these elements of culture that con-
straint our creativity? We should not be 
limited by the constraints of culture.”  
      “Our societies do not provide suffi-
cient education for people to break out 
of the system, and people who act 
‘differently’, the creative geniuses 
amongst us, are made fun of. Therefore, 
there is no context for sharing what 
these people have learned and experi-
enced.” 
      “Compas members should not roman-
ticise traditional and cultural aspects. 
There are disparities based on class and 
caste system, unjust land rights, non-
sustainable traditional practices, and 
superstition. There is something more 
than just to celebrate to good things of 
any culture.”  
      “In Muslim, Buddhist and Christian 
religions, but also in many traditional 
societies we can see that their leaders 
have an established a power-base that 
they are not eager to share. How should 
these religious leaders be approached in 
a way that makes them ready to share 

and also to reflect on their own behav-
iour?” 
     “The knowledge of traditional healers 
is gradually eroding, and this is of great 
concern. Why is there insufficient commu-
nication on these matters between young 
and old in the communities? Why are 
young people not really interested, if tra-
ditional knowledge is so good? Many tradi-
tional healers remain poor. And young 
people do not want to remain poor. They 
are exposed to modern life and aspire a 
better life than their forefathers. It is 
necessary, therefore, to increase the in-
centives for traditional knowledge sys-
tems, to add value to it. This aspect is 
very important. There is no need to be 
afraid of markets, we can use them to our 
advantage.”  
     “Traditional learning about indigenous 
practices often involves the working of old 
and young people together. Here is a con-
flict with the concept of ‘child labour’, 
which is seen as negative in international 
conventions. In low literacy areas there is 
highest bio-diversity, highest indigenous 
practices, weakest relation with the mar-
ket and highest incidence of child labour. 
This child involvement in indigenous prac-
tices is something natural, but we have to 
look into the effects of it.”  
     “The evolution of knowledge is a 
continuous process. Therefore, it is im-
portant to get the best knowledge and 
to understand the values, limitations 
and wisdom related to them. Empirical 
understanding is as important as theo-
retical understanding. The hierarchy  
‘information - knowledge - wisdom’ 
needs to be taken into account and uni-
versities need to teach not only knowl-
edge, but also wisdom.” 
     “Spirituality is not always consid-
ered as an evident and relevant dimen-
sion of endogenous development. Com-
pas members should continue to draw 
attention to this important issue, but 
should be aware of the sensitivities that 

exist in most of conventional scientific 
communities and government agencies.” 
      “Language and culture are very 
closely related. Every language in the 
world should have a database. Language 
is the first step in cultural cultivation.”  
      “Though Compas work is community-
centred, there is not sufficient clarity 
given about how to work with people’s 
institutions such as traditional leaders 
networks.”  
      “Compas members should address the 
increased influence of commercial corpo-
rations and the decreasing presence of 
government agencies in the rural areas. 
This is particularly the case with respect 
to ownership – increasing privatisation – of 
natural resources and medicinal plants, as 
well as during the commercialisation of 
farm products. Compas members should 
take a clear stand on Intellectual Property 
Rights and other political issues related to 
privatisation of resources, which in the 
tradition belong to the public domain.” 
      “What is a good strategy to influence 
policy makers and work within existing 
governmental agencies? What are proce-
dures to get valid IK-technologies ac-
cepted by the governmental system so 
that it is also considered as one of the 
development options?” 
      “What about experiences of endoge-
nous development in Europe and North 
America?” 
       
These discussions have enriched the par-
ticipating Compas members as well as the 
visitors. The article ‘Development from 
within’ on the next pages is a further 
elaboration of the Compas approach based 
on the achievements of Compas members 
from 1998-2001, and the dialogue during 
the meeting in India. 
 
The editors. 

 

Compas partners and Indian experts discussing the Compas approach and experiences 
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Development from Within 
 

Lessons and perspectives of endogenous development 
 

Bertus Haverkort, Wim Hiemstra, Katrien van ‘t Hooft 

Endogenous development is central to the institutional and personal commitment of the Compas partner  
organisations. But what does endogenous development mean? What does it look like in practical field  
situations? And how do rural families see their lives improved? This article identifies possible activities 
to combat the current processes of declining resources and poverty.   

Endogenous development refers to devel-
opment that is mainly, though not exclu-
sively, based on locally available re-
sources, such as natural resources, local 
knowledge, culture, and the way people 
have organised themselves. External in-
puts are considered important comple-
ments to local resources. Endogenous de-
velopment strives to optimise the dynam-
ics of these resources in order to enhance 
cultural diversity, human welfare and eco-
logical stability. It addresses local needs, 
uses local potentials, stimulates local 
economies, and encourages the co-
existence of different cultural identities. 
Intercultural research and dialogue are 
promising approaches to support the proc-
ess of 'development from within' in a 
global context. 
     This does not imply that indigenous 
knowledge and practices have all the an-
swers to present day challenges. Tradi-
tional practices cannot always effectively 
prevent over-exploitation of resources, 
nor have they always led to social stability 
and equity. Indigenous knowledge is not 
equally distributed within communities, 
and like all knowledge it can be monopo-
lised and abused. But it is within the 
framework of their own knowledge and 
experiences that farmers take decisions 
and define their relationship with outside 
knowledge and agencies. Therefore, for 
development organisations to be effective 
in supporting endogenous development, 
they need to understand and accept the 
characteristics of indigenous knowledge 
systems, and the worldviews that inform 
them. This should be the starting point of 

development.  
 
Challenges 
One of the main challenges of endogenous 
development is to enhance the dynamics 
of local knowledge systems and to identify 
new development niches based on the pos-
sibilities and characteristics of each spe-
cific eco-cultural situation. 
     Endogenous development encompasses 
a diversity of general development goals. 
These will depend on the values held by 
local communities and the opportunities 
for development that can be identified. In 
this way the goals of endogenous develop-
ment can range from economic growth to 
increasing social cohesion, strengthening 
cultural identity, alleviating poverty and 
protecting bio-cultural diversity. All en-
dogenous development activities work to-
wards maintaining local control of the de-
velopment options, and retaining most of 
the benefits at local level.  
     It is important to stress that endoge-
nous development does not imply isola-
tion, nor does it limit its attention to local 
processes. It aims for enhancing local po-
tentialities and stimulating local and re-
gional trade, as a complementary ap-
proach to the present globalisation proc-
ess. In this respect it is essential to ana-
lyse the risks and opportunities in relation 
to the process of globalisation. 
 
Globalisation  
Globalisation refers to the growing influ-
ence of international markets and culture 
on communities, and the corresponding 
intensification of international communi-

cation. This process involves the world 
wide application of global knowledge sys-
tem and its technologies. Globalisation 
links people across the globe and encour-
ages the exchange of information and 
goods. It is an exchange that can be bene-
ficial, but which has also shown to have 
detrimental effects. 
     Positive aspects related to globalisa-
tion include the opportunity to link pro-
duction systems in a complementary way; 
production taking place in those areas that 
offer the most comparative advantages. In 
the same way the global information sys-
tem positively affects peoples' lives by 
making it easier for them to learn from 
each other, assist each other in decision-
making and join forces in lobbying. Global-
isation has also increased the access to 
knowledge about different societies, cul-
tures and ecosystems in the world. It has 
made us more aware of the fragility of the 
earth's ecosystem and has lead to more 
widespread recognition that traditional 
cultures may contain a key to meeting the 
global challenge of regaining bio-cultural 
sustainability.  
 
Distribution and sustainability 
Globalisation has contributed to overall 
economic growth, but this growth is not 
equally distributed. Almost half of the 
world's 6 billion people live on less than 
US$1 per day. Poverty has many faces. It 
is reflected in a lack of purchasing power 
and political influence, ill health, eco-
nomic dislocation and the resort to politi-
cal violence. Many rural people are forced 
to migrate to the urban areas, and tradi-
tional life forms collapse under the pres-
sure of such radical social change.  
     Intensive and market-orientated eco-
nomic growth has lead to the unsustain-
able use of natural resources, such as wa-
ter, trees, and biodiversity. The erosion of 
natural and biological resources goes hand 
in hand with diminishing cultural diversity. 
Many traditional human societies break up 
as the environments that maintained their 
customs, cultural expressions and lan-
guage disappear. More than half of the 
6,000 languages currently spoken are 
unlikely to survive the twenty-first cen-
tury. Global awareness of these problems 
and its recognition by governments is in-
creasing, which has resulted in a large 

Basic components of endogenous development 
• Building on local resources (human, material, natural and spiritual)  

• Enhancing the in-situ development of local knowledge systems 

• Maximising local control of development process 

• Aiming at objectives based on locally felt needs and values, acknowledging the inter-
ests of different groups 

• Identifying development niches based on the characteristics of each local situation 

• Optimise local resources through selective use of external resources  

• Keeping benefits in the local area 

• Exchange experiences between different localities and cultures 

• Further understanding of systems of knowing 

• Networking and strategic partnerships  
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number of international conventions and 
initiatives on biodiversity, desertification, 
water and climate change.  
      In spite of global efforts to come to 
worldwide trade liberalisation, the inter-
national trade relations are still far from 
equal. On the contrary, artificial opportu-
nities have been created by the major 
economic blocs (EU, Japan, USA) through a 
combination of support and protection 
mechanisms, such as subsidised agricul-
tural products and import restrictions. 
Therefore, one cannot speak of equal 
chances in the global economy.  
      Integration of local agriculture into the 
global market often implies specialisation 
in 'bulk production': large-scale production 
of one product of homogeneous quality. 
This product is then exported to another 
part of the globe where processing and 
commercialisation takes place, and where 
most of the benefits in terms of employ-
ment and added value are generated and 
retained. Apart from inequalities this re-
sults in massive international transport, 
with the attendant energy costs and 
health risks and climate change. 
  
Globalisation at local level 
In general, the dominant education and 
research systems are based on western 
knowledge and values. As a result develop-
ment activities have tended to enhance 
technologies with international standards 
rather than to support the needs of spe-
cific regions or populations. Privatisation 
and liberalisation have put health services 
and external agricultural inputs beyond 
the reach of many rural people. Young 
people leave the rural areas in search for 
greener pastures. These processes strain 
local economies and the social and cul-
tural inheritance of the local communities.  
      At present, many rural communities 
are experiencing a change in market op-
portunities. In their quest to access a 
share of the market, they are not only 
confronted with cheap subsidised products 

from elsewhere, but also with changing 
patterns of local consumption. Under the 
influence of mass media and education a 
general 'westernisation' of taste and con-
sumption is taking place. Urban consumers 
increasingly prefer western (fast) food and 
drinks to traditional food items. As west-
ern practices continue to be adopted, the 
confidence in traditional human and ani-
mal health practices has also declined per-
ceptibly. Moreover, as the strength of lo-
cal cultures and traditional authority 
structures is weakening, social cohesion 
and local conflict resolution mechanisms 
loose their meaning. 
 
Diversity at the grassroots 
The global agricultural modernisation 
model is characterised by intensification, 
large-scale, specialisation and integration 
into the commercial market system. Em-
pirical evidence from Europe shows, how-
ever, that although the effect of moderni-
sation has been one of globalisation, its 
real impact depends on the responses de-
veloped at the grassroots. The modernisa-
tion model was well internalised by some 
regions and some groups of farmers, while 
it was deconstructed and reshaped by oth-
ers. Some groups of farmers in Europe 
have actively taken distance from what 
appears to be a dominant blueprint and 
have contributed to the existing and im-
pressive heterogeneity of European agri-
culture.(v.d. Ploeg, see reference *1 on 
page 42) 
     The same phenomenon can be ob-
served in tropical areas. Despite the ap-
parent acceptance of dominant technolo-
gies, a number of indigenous institutions 
have survived and a wealth of indigenous 
knowledge still exists. It has been consis-
tently observed by the organisations work-
ing within the Compas network, that al-
though it is under threat, there is still 
much indigenous knowledge, cosmovision 
and traditional leadership. Often not per-
ceived by outsiders, these still form the 
basis for the decisions made by the major-
ity of rural people.  
 
Implications for field work 
In order to serve the needs of rural com-
munities and build on the potential of lo-
cal resources, a number of agencies pro-
mote endogenous development. Important 
characteristics of endogenous develop-
ment, its implications for the fieldwork 
and results for the rural population, are 
presented below. 
 
Building on local resources 
All Compas field activities for endogenous 
development are based on a variety of 
local resources. Besides the biophysical 
(soil, water, climate) and biological 
(plants, animals and biodiversity) re-
sources, these include local knowledge 
(concepts, ways of learning, teaching and 
experimenting), values and norms, cul-
ture, social organisations and local leader-
ship. Initially, the fields of action of the 

Compas partner organisations were mainly 
related to agriculture, natural resources 
and health.  
      Examples within the Compas Network 
are local herbs for human and animal 
medicines (FRLHT in India *2, IDEA in India 
*3), the use of well-selected local varieties 
of indigenous seeds (Green Foundation in 
India *4) and animal breeds (KPP in India 
*5), indigenous pest control methodologies 
(ECO in Sri Lanka *6), and re-establishing 
local control over natural resources (Cecik 
in Ghana *7, Aztrec in Zimbabwe *8, IDEA 
in India *9).   
      As a result of dialogue with local com-
munities, Compas partner organisations 
have come to realise the need to expand 
their range of activities to include the 
wider expressions of local culture. Experi-
ences of Compas partners in this respect 
include supporting music, dance and thea-
tre (IDEA in India *3,  Aztrec in Zimbabwe 
*10), on marketing and trade (Agruco in 
Bolivia *11), on eco-tourism (Aztrec in 
Zimbabwe *12), on local leadership (Adici 
in Guatemala *13), on festivals and rituals 
(Green Foundation in India *14) and on 
local chicken breeds (IDEA in India, and 
Cecik in Ghana). 

In-situ development of local knowledge 
Local resources are not static; they are 
dynamically transformed on a day-to-day 
basis by the people that depend on them. 
This implies, for example, experiments 
with combining local and external re-
sources, and continuous adaptations to 
changing circumstances and opportunities. 
The outcome of these experiments varies 
to a great extent, according to the values, 
perceptions and circumstances of each 
person, family or community. But they are 
invariably based on the peoples' own ways 
of explaining reality, of sharing and trans-
ferring information, and of learning from 
former experiences.  Endogenous develop-
ment aims at enhancing this process of in-
situ development of indigenous knowledge 

Breeding indigenous chicken breeds sup-
ported by IDEA, India 

Local marketing of regional products in the 
Netherlands 
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and practices. 
     A first activity of the Compas field 
workers is to experience and understand 
local processes and values. In this way 
they gain insights into local methods of 
experimentation and the system of learn-
ing and communication on which they are 
based. This implies that field-staff partici-
pate in local activities with an open mind, 
in order to try to understand the concepts 
used and the values behind them. A clear 
example of this methodology is given by 
Cecik in Ghana (*15). Once a relationship 
of confidence and trust has been built up 
between the community and the field 
worker, it becomes possible to identify the 
main development needs of the group. 
Together they can work on experimental 
designs, to improve the experimental skill 
using local criteria, and evaluate the out-
comes. (See example Cecik in Ghana, *16). 
Various Compas partners have also estab-
lished a special strategy to work with rural 
women. (Cecik in Ghana *17, Green Foun-
dation *20). 

     By working together the community 
and the fieldworker can identify the posi-
tive and the limiting aspects of local val-
ues and practices. This implies, for exam-
ple, that the field staff may encourage the 
transfer of information and skills from eld-
ers to youth, stimulate female participa-
tion in education and skill development, or 
enhance discussion about moral dilemmas 
related to local values. Examples of the 
latter are the transformation of hunting 
into environmental protection ceremonies 
in the tribal communities in the Eastern 
Ghats of India (IDEA, *18), and the influ-
ence exerted by Green Foundation in India 
to secure the abolishment of buffalo sacri-
fice in their working area. 
 
Maximising local control  
Conventional development models have 
the tendency to bring externally developed 
innovations to local communities. Endoge-

nous development aims for local control 
and decision making about the way ahead. 
This includes that the members of the 
communities use their own mechanisms to 
take decisions within their local context. 
Traditional authorities play an important 
role and the community itself manages 
internal power conflicts. Based on this 
logic, they will decide whether to accept 
or reject external support and practices.  
      The process of local control and deci-
sion making, of course, cannot avoid the 
problems raised by differences in interests 
and values amongst the various groups 
within a community or region. In some 
cases rural people themselves see the use 
of local knowledge and resources as a step 
backwards. They fear that the opportuni-
ties that external resources represent will 
be denied to them. Decades of develop-
ment rhetoric and commercial influences 
have created a firm association in many 
minds that 'development' implies the use 
of western style development alternatives. 
      Moreover, subcultures abound and dif-
ferences in gender, class, caste, ethnic 
subgroups, age, geographic origin, reli-
gious affiliation, language, education, 
wealth and power inevitably lead to differ-
ent needs and objectives. Addressing these 
subcultures is a delicate process. The role 
of the Compas field workers can be to fa-
cilitate the community's role in decision-
making, monitoring and evaluation of the 
activities.  
      Empowering local communities and 
local leadership often goes against the im-
plicit politics of national governments. 
Governments and formal religions have 
often considered traditional leadership a 
hindrance to the development of local 
communities, and in many cases have con-
sciously tried to marginalise their influ-
ence. Re-valuing the role and experience 
of the traditional leaders is therefore an 
activity that requires careful negotiation 
and strategic choices. In an earlier edition 
of the Compas Magazine Gonese describes 
how Aztrec in Zimbabwe has experienced 

and overcome this challenge (*12).   
      Another major issue related to local 
control is the protection of indigenous 
property rights. Compas partner organisa-
tions have developed different ways of 
safeguarding these rights, which are of 
critical importance in working with indige-
nous knowledge and practices. For exam-
ple, Green Foundation in India works with 
'Village Biodiversity Registers' in its efforts 
to protect local crop varieties (*20), while 
FRLHT in the same country has promoted 
People's Biodiversity Registers' to protect 
knowledge related to medicinal plants 
(*19).  
 
Basing on locally felt needs 
Generally, economic growth, or increased 
income, is the primary objective in con-
ventional development. For rural people in 
many cultures of the world, however, in-
come is not the major parameter in defin-
ing well-being. Other aspects, such as so-
cial cohesion, health, healthy children, 
natural resources, and good relations with 
the spiritual world can be of major impor-
tance in the development decisions. 
Therefore, the general goals for endoge-
nous development may vary, to include a 
combination of objectives, such as poverty 
reduction, diminished ecological exploita-
tion, increased equity and justice, or cul-
tural and spiritual goals.  
      The more specific development goals 
vary greatly amongst Compas partner or-
ganisations. They include, for example, 
enhancing the seed varieties of traditional 
crops (Green Foundation in India *20, 
Agruco in Bolivia *21), promoting local 
health traditions (FRLHT in India, *2), ex-
perimenting with organic agriculture (ECO 
in Sri Lanka, *22), involving school children 
and university students in community de-
velopment processes (Fundecam, Chile - 
not yet published), experimenting with 
practices from ancient texts (CIKS in India 
*23), or stimulating local fairs based on 
indigenous forms of solidarity (Agruco in 
Bolivia *11).  

Community member and fieldworker identify 
strong and weak points of IK and decide to 
experiment with improvements, Cecik, Ghana 

Endogenous development builds on local re-
sources and links local economies to the  
larger markets: Village market in Bolivia. 

Public function to release the People’s Biodiver-
sity Register, supported by FRLHT in India 
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Developing methodologies towards en-
dogenous development is another task of 
the Compas partner organisations. Exam-
ples of this work are ways of establishing 
contacts with farmer communities and 
new methods of experimentation devel-
oped by Cecik in Ghana (*15 and *16), new 
ways to test indigenous knowledge 
(Compas network in Sri Lanka *25), linking 
ancient texts with farmers' practices (CIKS 
in India *26) and the link between ritual 
community meetings and promoting eco-
logical practices in paddy production (ECO 
in Sri Lanka, *22). 
 
Identifying development niches  
In the conventional development approach 
rural families are often considered as po-
tential consumers or producers of a variety 
of products. Local producers are required 
to supply products that can be processed 
and commercialised in a uniform way for 
the international consumers market. In the 
case of endogenous development, the ini-
tiatives are based on the specific ecologi-
cal and cultural characteristics of each 
locality that can generate additional in-
come.  
      Stimulating the production and mar-
keting of region-specific products opens a 
reservoir of untapped local opportunities. 
Developments based on local food items, 
traditional crops, and domestic animal 
breeds are examples of this. Practically all 
Compas partner organisations have activi-
ties in this direction: local mango varieties 
(KPP in India, *27), seed varieties from 
traditional crops (Green Foundation in In-
dia *14, Agruco in Bolivia *11 and *21), and 
local cattle breeds (KPP in India *5). 

      Culturally-rich areas also have a com-
parative advantage in relation to interna-
tional tourism, as one of the fastest grow-
ing income generating activities in poor 
countries. A major challenge will be to 

develop eco-cultural tourism into an activ-
ity that strengthens rather than weakens 
cultural identity. Some Compas partner 
organisations have already developed some 
expertise in this direction (Aztrec in Zim-
babwe *12 and *10).  
 
Selective use of external resources  
It is obvious that in many cases the local 
knowledge and resources have their limita-
tions. Local practices, leadership, climate 
or biological resources usually have a bet-
ter potential if combined with specific ex-
ternal inputs.  

The local system can be optimised, for 
example, by the use of cement, a bicycle, 
a pump, transport systems, electricity, 
fertilisers, seeds, (organic) pesticides or 
drugs. Loan facilities may provide financial 
means for the external inputs. External 
advisors or teachers can be called upon 
when local community does not have the 
required expertise. Most rural families ex-
periment with the combination of local 
and external inputs, to increase the pro-
ductivity of their land to achieve a more 
efficient utilisation of their local re-
sources.  
     But selective use of external resources 
is important. A great number of farmers 
have lost their property as a result of their 
incapacity to repay the loans provided for 
fertilisers. Chemical pesticides may show 
positive short-term effects, but pollute the 
environment and food system over time. A 
tractor without the necessary spare parts 
may bring more disillusion than benefits.  
     Therefore, in the endogenous develop-
ment process, the first questions to be 
asked are: Is it possible and feasible to 
solve the identified problem with our own 
resources; what are the possible solutions 
from outside and how sustainable are 
they? What possibilities are there for 
building up the capacity to reproduce and 
maintain external technology? And what 
experiences can we find in other communi-

ties, regions, or cultures, related to this 
problem? In all Compas projects, local 
practices are combined with external 
knowledge one way or the other. Examples 
are the use of modern transport and com-
munication systems, and the comparison 
between various health traditions, includ-
ing modern pharmacology (FRLHT in India 
*28), to strengthen the health alternatives 
for the rural population.  
 
Retention of benefits  
Development initiatives may stimulate fair 
prices for local producers throughout the 
year. In many subsistence economies food 
prices fluctuate considerably over the sea-
son; producers may have to sell their pro-
duce at low prices just after the harvest, 
while in case of food deficits they may 
have to buy the same food back later at 
much higher prices. Storage facilities and 
the provision of credit to buy food items 
during the cheap post-harvest period often 
results in direct benefits for the families 
involved. Several Compas partner organisa-
tions are experimenting with local storage 
facilities.  

      Also processing of primary products in 
the household, community or region, and 
enhancing the marketing of the same en-
sures that added value is kept in the local 
area. Examples amongst the Compas part-
ners are: preparation and marketing of 
mango chutney and organic vegetables 
(KPP in India *27); processing and market-
ing of honey, fruits, vegetables and sun-
flower in the eco-cultural centres (Aztrec 
in Zimbabwe *12 and *10 ). 
 
Exchange between cultures  
The exchange of experiences and world-
views between different cultures is central 
in the current Compas programme. Com-
paring the concepts behind the local 
health traditions in various cultures, for 
example, has resulted in striking similari-
ties. This ongoing process has enhanced 
the self-esteem and dynamics of the often 
marginalised local health practitioners, 

Combination of traditional health practices 
with outside innovation: a traditional healer 
interprets X-ray. FRLHT, India    

Local mango varieties are used to process 
and market chutneys. KPP, India 

Farmers and fieldworkers review the results 
of experiments with traditional Andean 
crops. Agruco, Bolivia 
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and shown ways forward according to the 
insights gained by more privileged tradi-
tional health practices.  
      An example is the comparison between 
Chinese and Mayan local health systems 
(EDUCE in Mexico *29), and the work on 
local health practices by FRLHT (India), 
IDEA (India) and Aztrec (Zimbabwe). This is 
presently stimulating further research in 
different countries in Latin America. Simi-
lar experiences in agriculture and natural 
resource management have shown the im-
portance of comparing and exchanging in-
formation on the cultural dimensions (see 
for example *30). 
  
Understanding systems of knowing 
Understanding the basic concepts of the 
various indigenous knowledge systems is of 
importance for the future. The western 
knowledge system has gone a long way to 
develop powerful technologies, but it also 
has its limitations. Other knowledge sys-
tems may provide essential elements to 
solve the problems the world is facing to-
day.  
      In many cases traditional knowledge 
systems offer explanations in the form of 
local concepts. For example, the Ay-
urvedic, Andean, Mayan, Chinese and Afri-
can health practices each have their own 
theories and concepts about the cause and 
effect of health and disease (Editorial, 
*31). The same applies to agriculture, na-
ture and to socio-spiritual practices. During 
the past years this has not been worked on 
in an explicit way in the Compas pro-
gramme. Therefore, in the years to come, 
the different systems of knowing (or epis-
temologies) of the various knowledge sys-
tems will be explored and documented by 
establishing a 'University Consortium'. A 
group of Compas partners and a few se-
lected universities will develop ways to 
compare the concepts and theories behind 
indigenous knowledge systems. This will 

include the spiritual, social and material 
dimensions. 
 
Link up with (inter)national structures 
Endogenous development acknowledges 
the importance of the links with regional, 
national and international processes, and 
the necessity of looking for synergy rather 
than dependency, exploitation, homogeni-
sation and external control. All Compas 
partner organisations have established 
their local and national networks; some 
have newsletters in the local language, 
many have national or regional publica-
tions. The linkages with like-minded or-
ganisations are growing, due to increased 
awareness related to the importance of in-
situ conservation of indigenous knowledge. 
(for more details on international network-
ing see page 6). 

Clear results 
Endogenous development is presented here 
as a complementary approach to the pre-
sent processes of globalisation and western 
technology development. The Compas net-
work believes that endogenous develop-
ment has the potential to address local 
needs, by enhancing local potentialities 
and stimulating local trade. This way the 
co-existence of different cultural identities 
can be encouraged and further develop-
ment of a combination of a diversity of 
knowledge systems can be brought within 
reach.  
     As the examples described in earlier 
editions of the Compas Magazine show, 
new methodologies can work to improve 
local livelihoods in a sustainable way as 
chosen by the people themselves. Endoge-
nous development is not a theory nor a 
dream: it is tangible in the practical out-
comes in the communities in which the 
different Compas partner organisations are 
working.  
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CIKS (India) builds their work on  
Vrksayurveda texts which are documented 
on palm scripts 

Compas member IDEA (Gowtham Shankar, left) 
shares the tribal cosmovision in the form of a 
poster with participants of the Yunnan confer-
ence on biocultural diversity in China 
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