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What matters most for 
local wellbeing in Peru?
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Endogenous development is based on local people's
criteria for development and takes into account their
material, social and spiritual well-being.

The importance of participatory approaches and of
integrating local knowledge into development
interventions has become broadly recognised. However,
many of these approaches experience difficulties in
overcoming an implicit materialistic bias. Endogenous
development seeks to overcome this bias by making
peoples' worldviews and livelihood strategies the
starting point for development. Many of these
worldviews and livelihood strategies reflect sustainable
development as a balance between material, social and
spiritual well-being. This balance is illustrated in each
article with a box containing the three interacting
worlds (see also p.3). The main difference between
endogenous development and other participatory
approaches is its emphasis on including spiritual aspects
in the development process, in addition to the
ecological, social and economic aspects.

Endogenous development is mainly based on local
strategies, values, institutions and resources. Therefore
priorities, needs and criteria for development may differ
in each community and may not always be the same as
those of the development worker. Key
concepts within endogenous development
are: local control of the development
process; taking cultural values seriously;
appreciating worldviews; and finding a
balance between local and external
resources.

The aim of endogenous development is to
empower local communities to take control
of their own development process. While
revitalising ancestral and local knowledge,
endogenous development helps local people
select those external resources that best fit
the local conditions. Endogenous
development leads to increased biodiversity
and cultural diversity, reduced environmental
degradation, and a self-sustaining local and
regional exchange.

The concept of 'wellbeing' is receiving increased
attention in development policies. Examples that come
to mind are the Millennium Ecosystem Assessment and
the economics of happiness approach, which has come
up with the idea of Gross National Happiness. There is
also the Wellbeing in Developing Countries (WeD), a
research group based at the University of Bath, UK, and
of course the COMPAS network. Even the Dutch Central
Bureau of Statistics has declared that it wants to
'measure happiness' in the coming years. 

According to the WeD programme, 'international
development needs a practical concept of wellbeing if it
is to reach and go beyond the Millennium Development
Goals to confront the major and interlinked challenges
of poverty, conflict and sustainability.' But how can
development organisations support the wellbeing
aspirations of communities they work with? This is a
constant challenge, also in the COMPAS network. The
niche of COMPAS partner organisations is to show how
worldviews interact with wellbeing in real field
programmes, and, going one step further, how these
can reinforce each other. 

A number of the articles in this edition of the
Endogenous Development Magazine address aspects of

wellbeing, such as the contribution from
James Copestake of the WeD group, which
describes a method for measuring wellbeing
in terms of local perceptions. Supporting
endogenous development is not without
controversies, however, as the INPractice
article by Agnes Apusigah shows (p. 20). 
We are very interested to hear your views on
whether 'working on wellbeing from within'
is a prerequisite for addressing the challenges
of poverty, conflict and sustainability. What
kind of leadership is required from insiders
and from outsiders to deal with controversies?
We invite our readers to join in the debate by
commenting on the controversy (p. 21) and
on the motion (p. 32). 

Wim Hiemstra
Compas Programme leader 

Endogenous development Editorial
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Economic development often results in environmental problems. But how can we protect the environment while
fostering local economic development? DaKrong District in central Vietnam is home to the DaKrong Nature Reserve,
one of the most important areas of biodiversity in the country. The ethnic groups living in the buffer zone of the

nature reserve have rich local knowledge and forest land management skills. However, the environment is becoming
degraded through soil erosion, forest area reduction and natural disasters such as floods and droughts. The Centre for
Natural Resources and Environmental Studies (CRES) - a new partner in the COMPAS Asian Network, based in Hanoi -
aims to empower local indigenous communities by using participatory approaches to increase their wellbeing.

Merging livelihoods and ecology
in the forests of Vietnam



natural resource management

As a first step, CRES conducted a baseline
study in 2007, using participatory methods
to identify key socio-economic
development and cultural conditions in two
of the eleven communities in the DaKrong
District. On the basis of this study, a list of
six wellbeing indicators was drawn up
together with the local people, and targets
to be reached by 2010 were agreed on (see
table). Up to 80% of the population in both
communities are considered poor,
measured in terms of not having enough
land and labour for cultivation,
experiencing food shortage for more than
six months of the year, shortage of capital
and difficulties in getting a bank loan. Most
non-poor households (around 20%) have
access to electricity, watch TV and use
CD recorders. In terms of gender, equity
between men and women is low. Women
have to work more than men and they
hardly participate in community meetings
and training courses.

Developing the forest
The DaKrong Nature Reserve was
established by the Vietnamese government
in 2001 to protect the largest remaining
area of evergreen forest in Vietnam's
lowlands, an area of abundant biodiversity.
The local Bru-Van Kieu and Pa Co people
have animistic beliefs in which mountains,

rivers, lands and trees are home to the
spirits and deities they worship. High in the
mountains, a small altar is built in the
forest where the dead are buried: this is
called the 'spirit forest'. At other sacred

locations in the forest, festivals and
ceremonies are held, often related to
sowing and harvesting. However, these
sacred forests are shrinking in size and
biodiversity, due to slash and burn
practices and other resource extraction. 

The local communities have their own
regulations concerning spirit and sacred
forests, designed to prevent people from
taking anything from these areas. By
strengthening these regulations and

enlarging these special areas, the larger
natural forests could be protected better so
that the resources they contain are more
wisely exploited. In its activities in
DaKrong District, CRES has tried to keep
traditional knowledge in these communities
and revive it in other villages; to encourage
local people to use natural resources in
more sustainable ways; and to help them
to develop some products which would
improve their livelihoods and reduce
pressure on forests.

The communities base their livelihood on
slash and burn practices in the forest and
on cultivating small agricultural plots for

Wellbeing indicator Output target 2010 Baseline end 2007 Targets  realised after first

year

Target households have

skills for sustainable

management of forest land 

10 target households show

improved skills for

managing forest land 

Target households lacked

skills for sustainable

management of forest land

5 target households

managed forest land better

Percentage of women

participating in community

meetings and training

courses 

50% of women participate

in community meetings

and training courses

Very few women

participated in community

meetings and training

courses

40-50% of women

participated in the training

courses

Crop yield of target

households 

60 target households have

increased their crop yield

by 25%

All households had low

crop yield

30 target households

harvested 20% more crops 

Income of all target

households 

60 target households have

increased their income by

15%

73-84% of households

were poor in 2006

30 target households

increased their income by

10%

Rate of self- sufficiency in

seedling production for

forest plantation

4 nursery gardens are able

to provide 30% of

seedlings needed for forest

plantation

There were no nursery

gardens in the two

communes

4 nursery gardens provided

20% of seedlings needed

Number of communal

clinics with medicinal plant

gardens

2 communal clinics with

medicinal plant gardens

0 communal clinics with

medicinal plant gardens

0 communal clinics with

medicinal plant gardens

The two communities each consist of about 430 households, with an average of 5-6 members per household.  

Wellbeing indicators in DaKrong District and progress one year after start of programme 
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Local people should use natural resources in 
more sustainable ways



maize and rice. Medicinal plants are used,
but the communal clinics do not have
medicinal gardens, nor have they developed
knowledge on treatments using medicinal
plants. When not working their plots,
people collect forest products, such as
rattan, leaves for making hats, wood and
firewood, which they then sell for income
generation. However, due to the over-
exploitation, people now have to go
further (about 10 km from where they live)
to gather forest products. Income from
non-timber forest products, such as rattan
products, amounts to only 6% of the total
annual household income. 

Focus on rattan
So far, the Management Board of the
DaKrong Nature Reserve has not imposed
strict measures for use and protection of
the forest. The ethnic groups are still
allowed to exploit forest products as and
when they need. However, if the
Management Board decides to implement

strict environmental management
measures, the ethnic groups will be
negatively affected unless their own
management skills are improved. CRES is
therefore working to improve the
livelihood opportunities for the two
communities. One way is to assist the
communities to focus on forest garden
land, for example by planting rattan on
unused lands, which can be marketed.
CRES has acquired knowledge from its
experiences elsewhere in Vietnam on the
usefulness of exploiting rattan in ways that
conserve natural resources and stimulate
economic development for local people. A
number of local factors gave weight to the
decision to focus on rattan. The ecological
conditions in DaKrong are suitable for
growing rattan. The local people are
familiar with harvesting rattan from the
forest, but planting this tree and cultivating
it on forest garden lands are new practices
for them.

Vo Thanh Giang is coordinator of the
COMPAS programme at CRES. For more
information: vt_giang_1957@yahoo.com

Material
Offering alternative
forms of forest crop
production contributes
to economic welfare
and environmental
protection.

Social 
One aim is to
increase the
participation of
women in
community meetings
and training courses;
microcredit
programmes have
also been set up for
women.

Interacting worldviews in sustainable
forest management

Spiritual
In formulating forest
conservation measures,
the beliefs and
practices of the local
population were taken
into account.

6

A CRES fieldworker (right) talks with women from one of the communities.

A new partner in the COMPAS network,
CRES participated in a training meeting on
endogenous development in Sri Lanka
(August 2008) and an exchange visit to
India on medicinal plants (December 2008).
CRES learned about organic farming, use of
manure and fertilisers for increasing
productivity, and how to encourage local
participation in activities for developing
traditional knowledge. In India, CRES and
two medical officers from DaKrong District
learned interesting skills from COMPAS
partner FRLHT on conservation and
development of knowledge of medicinal
herbs. Although some aspects of these are
not directly applicable to Vietnam, CRES
will develop medicinal plant gardens in the
two community clinics using the knowledge
it has gathered from other areas of
Vietnam and also from India.



Juan Carlos Donoso works for Jatun Yachay Wasi,
an Ecuadorian NGO that focuses on supporting
women's groups to develop organic vegetable
and herb gardens. Jatun Yachay Wasi is a new
member in the Latin American COMPAS network.

Who is Juan Carlos Donoso?
'I come from Chinchasuyo, north of
Tahuantinsuyo in Ecuador, the land where the sun
is always overhead. I work for Jatun Yachay Wasi,
an institute dedicated to preserving traditional
knowledge, where I have been a teacher of
Andean livestock keeping for the last ten years. 
I am an agricultural engineer by training, with an
understanding of local traditional medicine. I also
teach in the Master's course on Agroecology and
Endogenous Development at AGRUCO-UMSS in
Cochabamba, Bolivia.'

Is traditional knowledge valued in Ecuador?
'The indigenous population has fought for many
years to gain more recognition, led by the
confederation of indigenous nationalities of
Ecuador. There has been progress: Ecuador now
has a new political constitution, the foundation
of which is a plurinational and pluricultural state.
The seventh chapter of the constitution refers to
allin causay, wellbeing; it states that the recovery
and preservation of traditional knowledge of the
original inhabitants is fundamental to wellbeing.'

Why is it important to recover traditional
knowledge?
'Providing education that is a blend of modern
and traditional knowledge helps to equip

community leaders so that they can gain access
to more important jobs.' 

To what extent is traditional knowledge
accepted by mmeessttiizzooss - people of mixed
Spanish and indigenous origin?
'I'll give an example. People living in the cities
continue to use medicinal plants to cure illnesses,
as they become aware of the damage caused by
synthetic chemicals. At the same time, families
face economic problems because they lack
money. Traditional forms of medicine are now
being integrated into some of the hospitals in
urban areas; patients can therefore choose the
kind of medicine they wish to use (conventional
or traditional) according to their culture and their
purse.'

What role does Jatun Yachay Wasi play in
higher education?
'We are one of the leading institutions providing
this kind of alternative education. Most of our
students are adults, some elderly; many of the
indigenous students are yacha (wise or learned
people), for example in the field of traditional
medicine. Conventional homeopathic doctors also
come to study with us to validate their own
knowledge. Agronomy students come to learn
about traditional technologies. The institute is
likely to be granted university status soon, which
will entitle us to state support.'

What is the relation between Jatun Yachay
Wasi and other organisations?
'We work jointly with universities and educational
centres, contributing our knowledge and

experience to other traditional universities in
Ecuador, in the form of study programme
support. We work with non-governmental
organisations too, especially those in the field of
education. We are trying to set up school
gardens, so that children not only get a good
meal at school, but learn about farming too. 
A school farm can also be used in teaching
mathematics, history, traditional medicine and
language. Jatun Yachay Wasi cooperates with
organisations working in the east of Ecuador,
helping the indigenous communities to revive
their integrated farming methods from a well-
being perspective, so they can attain a varied diet
and medicinal plants to prevent illness.'

interview
Juan Carlos Donoso, coordinator of COMPAS Ecuador

'Recovery and preservation of indigenous people's traditional 
knowledge is fundamental to wellbeing'

For more information:
www.jatunyachaywasi.edu.ec 7
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What matters most for local
wellbeing? 
Finding out in Central Peru

How far can respect for local priorities be reconciled with a belief in universal human needs? And to what extent do
local priorities genuinely reflect agreement among individuals in a specific 'locality' anyway? Knowingly or not, all
development activity entails selecting one vision of wellbeing over others. This article describes a few of the

answers that the Wellbeing in Developing countries (WeD) group, based at the University of Bath in the UK, came up with
after five years of research into these and related questions. Research also took place in Ethiopia, Thailand and Bangladesh,
but here we focus on work in Peru. 
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natural resource management

Although the name of the town is
fictitious, the box provides an example of
multiple and interlocking dilemmas over
local development priorities. It is a
reminder of the struggle that building
democratic and accountable local
institutions entails. While there is no
substitute for this, we argue here that
directly and systematically asking
individuals what they think and feel is
also important. Here we report on part
of a tool developed by the WeD team to
measure overall life satisfaction. 

How to measure individual satisfaction
The tool is designed to measure individual
satisfaction with achievement of a locally

determined list of wellbeing goals. For
every item on the list, individual
respondents are asked to assess both its
necessity to them and their personal
satisfaction with achievement of this goal.
Statistical methods are then used to
consolidate item-specific necessity and
satisfaction scores into a smaller number
of wellbeing indicators. These can then be
used to make comparisons between
different groups of people and across
localities. We start by looking at some real
data, and then briefly raise a couple of
methodological issues.

The Peru necessity and satisfaction scales
were based on answers to questions on 34
items. The table shows the mean scores
for each of the most important 12
obtained by interviewing 550 people in 7
relatively poor rural and urban localities

across central Peru, including Descanso. It
is perhaps no surprise that health and daily
food ranked as the most important. Nor is
it surprising that respondents were
generally more satisfied with those items
that they also regarded as more necessary:
people generally devote more time and
effort to meeting more important goals.
They may also adapt by downplaying the
importance of goals that are difficult to
achieve. In contrast, the difference in
ranking column (RD) reveals three items
where satisfaction was ranked relatively
low compared to the necessity ranking:
education for children, working for a salary
and being a professional. 

Methodological issues
Data for item selection came from semi-
structured interviews conducted by locally
employed anthropology graduates. These

9

TThhee  ccoommmmuunniittyy  ooff  DDeessccaannssoo
Nearly all the inhabitants of Descanso in the
Peruvian highlands rely mainly on farming
for a living, and its communal association
has 170 members. The association distributes
plots annually for cultivation; members also
have grazing rights and share in revenue
generated from eucalyptus plantations. It
also has long-running land disputes with a
large private landowner and two quarrying
companies.  In 2003, the president of the
communal association entered into a
partnership agreement with a European
NGO to construct a school for 'Andean
leadership' but this was delayed by internal
disagreement over allocation of land to the
project, as well as over sales of timber to
help fund it. The mayor was in dispute with
the head-teacher of the local secondary
school, compounding rivalries between
longstanding residents and returned
migrants. In 2004, the municipality organised
a series of participatory budget planning
meetings - in line with national guidelines
for decentralisation. Representatives of the
school, the communal association and many
other local bodies attended. But older
residents observed that the town was less
united than it used to be, pointing to the
conflict between schools and municipality,
and within the communal association in
particular. 

WeD Quality of Life survey Peru: necessity of and satisfaction with wellbeing 

Note: RD (ranking difference) refers to the necessity ranking (column 2) less the satisfaction
ranking (column 4). Item necessity was rated by respondents on a three point scale (very
necessary = 2, necessary = 1, not necessary = 0). Goal satisfaction was rated on a four
point response scale (satisfied = 3, so-so = 2, not satisfied = 1, don't have = 0).

Item Necessity Satisfaction

Mean Rank Mean Rank RD

Health 1.88 1 2.53 3 -2

Daily food 1.85 2 2.53 2 0

Education for children 1.77 3 1.91 22 -19

Room or house 1.68 4 2.33 10 -6

Electricity, water, sanitation 1.63 5 2.32 11 -6

Work for a salary 1.59 6 1.28 28 -22

Good family relations 1.57 7 2.65 1 6

Getting ahead / resolving problems 1.56 8 2.35 8 0

Tranquillity: without violence or delinquency 1.54 9 2.21 16 -7

To be good with God and/or the church 1.53 10 2.28 13 -3

To be of good character 1.52 11 2.5 4 7

To be a professional 1.51 12 0.18 34 -22



mimicked a casual conversation, starting
out with the question 'what would I need
to be happy if I came to live in this place?'
These interviews generated a much larger

set of possible items for inclusion in the
subsequent closed questionnaire. Careful
checks were conducted to make sure that
all items finally selected were widely
recognised and understood by respondents
in the area. This first phase of the research
was itself qualitatively extremely insightful.

For some purposes the number of items
listed in the table is still too large and this
raises the issue of item consolidation.
One way of doing this would be to

calculate mean aggregate goal necessity
and achievement scores for all items, or for
determined sub-groups of them, such as
those relating to health, work or family. 
There are many other ways to construct
and use wellbeing indicators of this kind. In
all cases, the approach certainly provides

more useful feedback on how people think
and feel than a focus on predetermined
indicators or a single question about how
happy they feel. And while important local
differences emerge, the approach also
reveals just how wellbeing goals are indeed
common to us all. 

10

James Copestake, WeD group, 
University of Bath, UK
hssjgc@bath.ac.uk
A longer version of this article is available on
the WeD website:
www.welldev.org.uk/research/bp/bp2-08.pdf

What would I need to be happy if I came to live
in this place?

The community in Peru where WeD research was done.

The Pyramid of Wellbeing:

From: Sarah C. White, WeD Working Paper 09/44



introducing

What characterises Academy of
Development Science? What priority areas will ADS focus

on in the coming four years? What does ADS consider the main
opportunities and threats/challenges

in achieving its goals in the near future?

Academy of Development Science

We are deeply concerned about the increasing
alienation and marginalisation of tribal lands and
livelihoods. More and more tribal families are
giving up their claims on land and turning to
wage labour for their livelihood. ADS collaborates
with other NGOs in the Konkan region to address
land rights and land-based livelihoods of tribal
families. We are also investing efforts in building
people's institutions and facilitating a people-led
process for community mobilisation and
leadership.

ADS is presently focusing on the following issues:

Securing tribal families’ access and rights to 
land, water and forests 
Housing
Food and nutritional security
Agriculture
Water conservation

Academy of Development Science (ADS) was
established as a people-oriented science and
technology organisation concerned primarily with
problems faced by village communities;
particularly tribals. We have been working on
rural development issues in four tribal villages in
Maharashtra State since 1981. 

Up to 2004 we worked intensively on issues such
as traditional medicine and primary health care,
conservation of plant genetic resources, grain
banks for food security, employment generation
through enterprises, education, and watershed
development. Around 2000, however, land
alienation emerged as a major threat for the
tribal communities. ADS took up work on land
rights and has since moved closer to a rights-
based perspective. 

We regard the emerging tribal leadership and
peoples' institutions, efforts by tribal
communities to assert their rights, and pro-tribal
forest land rights legislation as some of the main
opportunities.

The main threats to the livelihoods of tribal
communities in the region are the massive influx
of urban people (which is leading to land
alienation, over exploitation of water and forest
resources, forced migrations, etc.), deforestation,
setting up of hazardous industries; lack of efforts
by the government to implement land reforms
and other development programmes; and the
low levels of employment skills. 

ADS

11

Academy of Development Science
A - 108, Ameera Status, 
At & Taluka Karjat
District Raigad, Maharashtra, 
Pin 410 20, India
E-mail: ads@pn3.vsnl.net.in 
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There is growing interest throughout Europe in spirituality derived from contact with nature. In the Netherlands,
books, workshops and courses abound on our personal relationship with nature. The search for a deeper and more
meaningful relationship is at present largely confined to individuals. However, it is starting to spill over into the work

environment. This article presents a few examples of how mystical experiences of nature, just one aspect of spiritual
wellbeing, are starting to be listened to at the institutional level.
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Spirituality in Dutch nature
conservation and management



health

A few years ago the InnovationNetwork,
an independent body set up by the Dutch
Ministry of Agriculture to develop
sustainable radical new concepts in
agriculture, agribusiness, food and rural
areas, posed the question 'Is there any
profit to be gained from mystical
experiences of nature for nature
management?'

Gerwine Wuring, author, ecologist and
druid* says: 'We are experiencing a time 
of transformation in the West. We are in 
a 'luxury' position as we have the money
and time to search for alternative ways of
living. There is also a widely felt urge to
return to a deeper belief system, perhaps
because formal religions are not fulfilling
this need. This can be seen in the growing
number of schools, retreat centres, study
groups and communities of practice where
people exchange their visions, theories and
experiences. Much of this 'new' thinking is
based on a mix of ancient wisdom, new
psychology and social development, and
has re-awakened our deeply rooted inner
wisdom as well as many social-
psychological, educational and spiritual
renewal movements.'

Sense of oneness
In an effort to come up with answers to
the question posed by the
InnovationNetwork, Gerwine gathered
some insights from people she encountered
through her own Network of Nature,
Environment & Spirituality. Gerwine:
'One important step that is needed before
mystical experiences of nature can be

taken on board is to debunk the widely
held belief in the western world that we
are separate from nature. Mystical
experiences are always derived from a
sense of oneness, and this is seldom
acknowledged in management and policy
making. Luckily, in the Netherlands at
least, there is a growing willingness, for
example among professional nature
conservation managers, to discuss the one-
sidedness of our over-rational thinking.
People are starting to experiment with
different ways of 're-searching' our deeper
relationship with nature.'

Ecotherapy
One example is Ecotherapy, a practice
which is attracting growing interest in the
Netherlands and other European
countries.  Ecotherapy is about balancing

energy; it is a method for improving the
vitality and self-organisation of ecosystems
and organisation-systems, in co-operation
with the responsible manager (referred to
as the energy guard or guardian). Gerwine:
'Ecotherapy can be applied both on a small
and large scale. The targets of the guardian
are usually met within a year. Work has
been done to restore energetic health to
areas of woodland and other natural
landscapes, for example by working with
the energy (or ley) lines. The Centre for
Ecotherapy offers a four-year vocational
training course in its methods.'
Ecotherapy practitioners Jan Lamers and
Ruud Pleune applied energy balancing

techniques to a small pond, the Plas van
Beek, in a residential neighbourhood in the
town of Ermelo. The pond was a
neglected natural feature in the area -
there was no management and little
interest in it from local inhabitants. The
pond contained an excessive amount of
algae and thus a shortage of oxygen. 

After diagnosing the balance of negative
and positive energy, Lamers and Pleune set
about readjusting the balance between the
cosmic and earth energy, and neutralised
the blocking energy of nearby mobile
transmitters and other wireless stations.
These measures were aimed at promoting
the pond's sustainability, and after their
implementation the amount of algae in the
pond decreased, which paved the way for
increased biodiversity. Interest in the pond

has since grown, both from local residents
who now find it an attractive place to visit,
and from the local council which has now
included upkeep of the area in the
municipal budget.

Spiritual forestry management 
More recently, a spiritual group
approached the State Forestry
Commission (SBB) to take into account
their experiences of energies at an ancient
sacred site in a forest area, Het Strubben-
Kniphorstbos in the province of Drenthe in
the east of the Netherlands. Gerwine:
'This nature reserve is the first in the
country where the management plans take

13

*An ancient pre-Christian Celtic order of priests,
teachers, diviners, and magicians. 

There is still resistance to admitting the importance of
the spiritual dimension of our relationship with nature



into account not only the forestry
management, but also the area's cultural-
historical heritage. In drawing up the
management plan, SBB also consulted the
local residents about their wishes, which
included maintaining a secluded area
where people can go to experience
mystical or spiritual engagement with
nature. When SBB made an inventory of
the ecological, historical and archaeological
values of the nature reserve they also
invited the spiritual workgroup to
contribute information on their spiritual
experiences in the area.' This new
approach was reported in one of the Dutch
national newspapers.

Signs of change
Progress is slow, however. Gerwine:
'There is still much resistance, caution and
even shame attached to openly admitting
the importance of the spiritual dimension
of our relationship with nature if we are to
safeguard the future of our nature and our
own wellbeing. Whether this comes from
centuries of 'enlightenment', fear of our
own sensitivity, or of being accused of not
being scientific or exact enough, there is
still a lot to do. Most people working in
nature management or farming are
sensitive to the energies in their
environment, but they have never learned
to deal with them, and may not even be

aware of their own sensitivity, let alone
how to use these to enhance their other
management and technological tools.'

Initiatives like the ones described in this
article indicate that change is on the way.
Returning to the question posed by the
InnovationNetwork, the profit that nature
management can gain from mystical
experiences of nature lies in the field of
spiritual wellbeing of mankind and nature.
Recognition is slowly growing in the
Netherlands that profit should be
measured in more than financial terms
only.

14

Gerwine Wuring is the initiator of the
Travelling Earth School
(www.reizendeaardeschool.nl) and of

Aerda, Bureau of Vision Development
(www.aerda.nl). She can be contacted at
aerda@wxs.nl. 
www.innovatienetwerk.org/en
www.ecotherapie.org

Material
Developing and planning
nature management
according to the self-
healing capacity and inner
knowledge of humans
and nature. 

Spiritual
Reconnecting with
energy fields and ancient
wisdom in contemporary
nature management. Social 

Sharing intuitions
in research on the
deep connection
between man and
nature and ways
of working with
these.

Interacting worldviews in Dutch
nature management

April 2009. Princess Irene, sister of the Queen of the Netherlands, walks behind a woman dressed as a
wood nymph, on the day that a number of forest areas in the province of Drenthe were declared sacred
and returned to nature.
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inparticular
'Sacred and natural places leave a legacy of care and respect for our planet'

NATURAL BURIAL GROUNDS

In a natural burial ground, nature comes first,
unlike in a conventional cemetery. Funeral rites
disturb the natural surroundings as little as
possible. The deceased are buried in an
ecological way - either in a simple, bio-
degradable shroud, or in a coffin made from
locally grown wood or even recycled cardboard.
A tree is often planted by the grave and if there
is a marker, it is usually a natural object, such as
a bush or a sculpture made of natural materials
rather than a polished granite gravestone. There
is no boundary fence around the graveyard and
visitors are encouraged to come at any time to
be with the deceased. 

In England nearly 200 green cemeteries have
been created since 1993, in varied natural
settings. In the Netherlands there are now two
natural burial grounds, both of which are in
woodland areas. The manager of one of these,
Bergerbos, says, 'The rhythm of the seasons, the
animals and plants, the peace and quiet: the
experience is more intense in the forest. The
relatives who come here say that somehow their
bereavement is more bearable.' 

Although there is interest in creating more
natural graveyards in the Netherlands, plans to
set up a third natural burial ground have met
with opposition from the local authorities, who
first want more investigation into the

environmental effects of human burial on areas
of nature. Local residents have also expressed
apprehension: some do not like the idea of
'corpses lying in the woods' and others are
afraid that a burial ground would attract too
many visitors and create a traffic problem.
According to a study carried out by the
graveyard advisory bureau Genius Loci, the

reservations mentioned are more due to lack of
knowledge than unwillingness to embrace this
new idea.

In Europe, burial in a graveyard and cremation are the most common funeral practices. The concept of 'natural burial' arose in
England in 1993, and comes from the inspiration 'that in choosing how and where we are buried, each one of us can conserve,
sustain and protect the earth'. There is also a growing interest in other forms of spirituality, and with this a demand for burial
practices that are not associated with the Christian church or the bureaucracy and commercialism of traditional secular funerals. 

www.naturalburial.coop
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At the age of 30, Don Ignacio was struck
by lightning and fell unconscious. He spent
all his money trying to find a conventional
doctor who could cure him, but to no
avail. Many traditional healers in the area
studied his case, and one particular healer
was able to heal him with two stones, one
black and one white, containing two
spirits. 

The power to heal diseases
As part of the healing Don Ignacio had to
fast for a day and afterwards eat food in
two portions, one with salt and the other
without salt. He was given red and white
carnations, and the healer told him: 'You
will be healed after you have bathed in the
water of these flowers, and I give you the
power to heal diseases in the community.'
The first person Don Ignacio healed was
his son, whose problem was that he had
become very fat. This was believed to
have happened because the boy had
entered a sacred site with negative
energies, where people are not supposed

to go. Everyone feared the boy would die.
Before he was able to heal his son, Don
Ignacio had to ask for permission from the
supreme powers. He did this by offering
white wine and the water of flowers,
asking the Supreme Being to help him to
heal his son. He asked the sun, the moon
and different deities to help him. Then he
performed a ritual, in which flowers, food
and coca leaves were burned and offered
to the spirits. His son was cured. 

Knowledge about healing properties of
medicinal plants in the rural areas of
Bolivia is transmitted from generation to
generation by oral explanation and people
learn how to use these plants in their daily
lives. However, this knowledge is
disappearing due to migration, modern
lifestyles and biodiversity loss. People
generally know how to make medicinal
plant preparations, for example for smoke
baths, steam baths, poultices, infusions or
gargles. Commonly used medicinal plants
include alfalfa (Medicago sativa l.) from

17

Healing traditions in Bolivia

A folk healer tells his story:
everything is related

Don Ignacio Vargas is a folk healer in his eighties who lives in the Bolivian highlands in a community called Chorojo,
near Cochabamba, 4,000 metres above sea level. Don Ignacio lives from farming and in addition treats people and
animals. His family has a flock of sheep, and grows potatoes and other tubers at different altitudes. 

Above: Don Ignacio Vargas has the power to heal
diseases.
Left: healing ritual at sunrise in the Andes. 

health



18

which a tea is made to treat heart diseases
and cholera, altamisa (Ambrosia
arborescens mill.), used to treat
rheumatism and headaches, and anis
(Tapetes pusilla) which is used to treat
swelling of the belly, pain in the bladder
and cold. 

However, when the family is not able to
cure its members satisfactorily, help is
sought from a healer, like Don Ignacio.

Pharmacy of the gods
Don Ignacio: 'Since my son was cured,
many people from the communities have
come to me for treatment. I start by
diagnosing the person's complaint and then
apply the appropriate medicine. I don't
charge for my services. Sometimes, people
have to stay with me for up to a year so I
can treat them continuously. To treat
diseases caused by bad spirits, I address the
good spirits and healing takes place as a

result of the communication. I use
medicinal plants to cure some diseases.
The plants are the pharmacy of the gods.
For other diseases, I use chickens. For
men, I heal with a hen. For women, I use a
rooster. I sacrifice the hen or rooster, and
give the heart to the patient to eat. The
meat is cooked and also given to eat. The
remaining bones are taken to a sacred
place that is specifically related to that
disease. There, the bones together with
other food items and coca leaves are
burned in an offering to support the
healing process. This all has to take place
before 4 o'clock in the morning, but the
patient remains in the house.'

Don Ignacio has learned his healing skills
through many years of experience and
experimentation, and he exchanges healing
experiences with other healers. Healers
are capable of curing diseases that are
caused by energy imbalances or diseases
with a spiritual cause. There are many
spirits in Don Ignacio's world: a supreme
god and other spirits symbolised by
Catholic saints, such as San Jose or San
Cristobal. The sun and moon are also good
spirits. The highest mountain in the area
has a goddess called Santa Barbara who is
associated with rain. Don Ignacio talks
with the mountains and the spirits respond
to him. The gods in the nearby mountain
communicate with the gods of the Illimani
Mountains near La Paz. As Don Ignacio
puts it: 'Everything is related'.

Increased recognition
Another healing tradition in Bolivia is
represented by the Kallawayas, a group of
nomadic medicine men. Kallawayas
originate from an area north of the capital

Don Avelino Paucar, a Kallawaya healer shows his cards that affirm the government’s recognition of his
healing knowledge. 
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La Paz. One of the main differences
between healers such as Don Ignacio and
the Kallawayas is that the latter are

organised in a healer's association and have
received formal government recognition. 

Additional evidence of the growing
awareness and importance of traditional
medicine and healers in Bolivia is the fact
that there now is a Vice Ministry for
Traditional Medicine and Interculturality,
which resides under the Ministry of
Health. Furthermore, the new Bolivian
constitution (2009) recognises traditional
medicine and stimulates research on it as a
means to supporting the wellbeing of the
population. So although there is a real
threat of traditional knowledge
disappearing due to migration, modern
lifestyles and biodiversity loss, at the same
time new forms of official recognition are
emerging. This paradox, which is not
limited to Bolivia, illustrates the difficult,
but interesting position in which traditional
medicine and sustainable healthcare finds
itself. 

WHO: traditional medicine has 
much to offer
During a recent World Health
Organization Congress on Traditional
Medicine in China, the Director-General of
WHO Dr Margaret Chan concluded her
keynote address by saying: 'There is a
universal rise of chronic non-communicable
diseases, such as heart disease, cancer,

diabetes and mental disorders. For these
diseases and many other conditions,
traditional medicine has much to offer in

terms of prevention, comfort, compassion,
and care'. 

In line with WHO's recent call on member
countries to integrate traditional medicine
into their national health systems, and to
share experience and information related
to national policy, regulation, research,
education and practice, COMPAS and its
Indian partner FRLHT are organising an
international Healers' Exchange and
Conference (see box).

IInntteerrnnaattiioonnaall  HHeeaalleerrss  EExxcchhaannggee  aanndd
CCoonnffeerreennccee  oonn  ttrraaddiittiioonnaall  mmeeddiicciinnee  aanndd
ssuussttaaiinnaabbllee  hheeaalltthhccaarree,,  22000099

Folk healers are men and women who
serve the health needs of community
members and livestock by applying
traditional medicine. As the main
knowledge holders of traditional
medicine, folk healers need support.
Therefore, COMPAS and FRLHT are
organising an International Healers
Exchange and Conference on traditional
medicine and sustainable healthcare.

The aim of the conference, which will
be held in Bangalore, India in November
2009, is to facilitate learning between
folk healers from different continents
and to discuss government recognition
of folk healers in different countries.
Around 30 healers from Africa, Asia,
Australia, Europe and the Americas are
expected to participate. Other
interested parties such as academics,
researchers, NGO representatives and
policy makers will also attend. 

Material
Healers are easily
accessible and help
patients to save on
medical expenses.

Spiritual
Healers in Bolivia treat
diseases that have a
spiritual cause, and
include sacred rituals in
their practices.

Social 
Healers are
members of the
community who
are respected for
their knowledge
and skills.

Interacting worldviews in traditional
healing

For more information see 
www.compasnet.org 

Traditional medicine has much to offer in terms of
prevention, comfort, compassion, and care
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HHooww  ccaann  wwee  ttrryy  ttoo  uunnddeerrssttaanndd  ccoossmmoovviissiioonn,,  oorr
wwoorrllddvviieewwss,,  iinn  rreellaattiioonn  ttoo  ggeennddeerr  aanndd  ppootteennttiiaallllyy
ccoonnttrroovveerrssiiaall  pprraaccttiicceess??  TThhiiss  ttooppiicc  wwaass  aaddddrreesssseedd
aatt  tthhee  EEnnddooggeennoouuss  DDeevveellooppmmeenntt  aanndd  GGeennddeerr
EEqquuiittyy  wwoorrkksshhoopp  hheelldd  bbyy  tthhee  AAffrriiccaann  CCOOMMPPAASS
ppaarrttnneerrss  iinn  UUggaannddaa  iinn  NNoovveemmbbeerr  22000088..  CCOOMMPPAASS
hhaass  aaddaapptteedd  tteecchhnniiqquueess  ssuucchh  aass  ccrriittiiccaall  ddiiaalloogguuee
aanndd  eemmppaatthhiicc  eennggaaggeemmeenntt  ffoorr  uussee  iinn  iittss
ccoommmmuunniittyy--bbaasseedd  iinntteerraaccttiioonnss..  TThheessee  ccaann  bbee  uusseedd
ttoo  hheeiigghhtteenn  aawwaarreenneessss  aanndd  rreefflleeccttiioonn  ssoo  tthhaatt  aa
ccoommmmuunniittyy  ccaann  mmaakkee  iinnffoorrmmeedd  cchhooiicceess
ccoonncceerrnniinngg  ccuullttuurraall  pprraaccttiicceess..  GGeennddeerr  ddiimmeennssiioonnss
ccaann  bbee  aaddddrreesssseedd  iinn  aa  ssiimmiillaarr  wwaayy..  DDuurriinngg  tthhee
wwoorrkksshhoopp,,  tthhee  ppaarrttiicciippaannttss  wweerree  cchhaalllleennggeedd  ttoo
aaddoopptt,,  iinntteeggrraattee  aanndd  aappppllyy  tthheessee  tteecchhnniiqquueess  ffrroomm
aa  ggeennddeerr  ppeerrssppeeccttiivvee..

Traditional values and beliefs are a unifying factor
in local communities regardless of people's
religious affiliations. Yet some of these may
favour some members of a community and
disfavour others. They may promote some
interests while undermining others. 
One of COMPAS' tasks is to examine cultural
values (such as solidarity, hospitality, integrity) in
order to understand how they have evolved over
time. The role of the ED intervener should
therefore be to bring awareness around the
issues of who benefits and who loses in
maintaining or abandoning a particular cultural
resource. 

The key word is self-awareness: the ED intervener
uses the empathic engagement and critical
dialogue tools to increase people's awareness
about their own resources, and the potentials
and dangers of these with regard to the
possibility of bringing peace, harmony and
prosperity to the community as a whole.

Gender lenses
A next step is 'to wear gender lenses to engage
with values': why is a particular practice
promoted? Who gains from it? What are the
gender implications? And does this practice limit
or enhance the liberties of either sex? Trokosi,

popularly referred to as female bondage, a
cultural practice in parts of southern Ghana,
served as an example during the workshop. It is
practised as a form of atonement for the sins of
an offending family. When a family offends the
gods, they are required to commit a young
maiden to their service. This entails her removal
from her family to a shrine, where she receives
her education, training and health care outside
the formal system. The maiden renders various
services including cleaning, cooking and farming
as well as attending to priests, devotees and
visitors. She may also become the sexual partner
of the priest. 

20

A priest (centre) sits under a tree next to the village chief (right) in Ghana. 

Gender analysis in the African context 

Addressing the controversial practice of female
bondage (trokosi) in Ghana
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For some time now, anti-forced labour activists,
anti-slavery campaigners and human rights
activists as well as child and women's rights
activists have targeted the practice for its human
rights breeches. The forced removal of children
from their families, denial of formal education
and health care, use of labour and sexual
exploitation of young women have been
highlighted as controversial. These forms of
activism come from external sources including
UN agencies, NGOs and women's rights
organisations. Priests and devotees have also
initiated counter-activism, defending their
cultural rights. 

Cosmovision and gender
In the Uganda workshop, COMPAS partners
were challenged to critically examine their
principles and practices by imagining how to
deal with this controversial custom in their own
field localities using gender lenses. The
participants were encouraged to 'infuse' gender
analysis in their operational tools and techniques.
They reflected on and analysed cultural practices
to bring out the cosmovision aspects. The
exercise was carried out by considering the three
dimensions of the 'interacting worldviews'.

MMaatteerriiaall The young woman provides labour and
sexual gratification to the chief priest, and
produces children. Her material needs are met.
Other aspects of the exchange, such as the
position of children born within the contract are
controversial issues that should be addressed. 

SSoocciiaall The social significance is seen in the
atonement, as a result of which the family
(re)gains acceptance within the community and
freedom to associate with dignity. But what
happens to the girl when she is removed from
her family? What types of association can she
maintain and on what terms? There are losses
and gains to the family and the girl in the form
of socialisation, security and status. How might
critical dialogue informed by gender analysis
address these questions? 

SSppiirriittuuaall A sense of security and gratification is
born from meeting spiritual obligations, as the
family and even the community achieves
psychological peace of mind through cleansing
and appeasing the ancestors. The committed
woman represents the family in the shrine,
interceding on their behalf while growing in her
spirituality. Yet, the loss of a family member to
the shrine is a disconnection that upsets the
balance of the family. How might the operational
tools help to enrich spirituality by effectively
addressing the tensions?

The other side of the coin is the priests' and
devotees' appreciation of the practice; what are
their motivations, modifications and
compromises? Although this was not explored
during the workshop, it was agreed that a similar
analysis could lead to a better understanding of
why a cultural practice persists; who benefits and
how; the extent to which it is understood as
positive or negative by the people who maintain
the practice and those who condemn it; and the
appropriate interventions to make. 

BBeerrnn  GGuurrii  ooff  CCOOMMPPAASS  ppaarrttnneerr  CCIIKKOODD  ffrroomm
GGhhaannaa  ccoommmmeennttss::
One criticism of the endogenous development
approach is that it tends to lead to a position
of cultural relativism. However, it is not a
question of condoning all practices simply
because they are part of a culture. Facilitating
a process of reflection, in which the negative
aspects are acknowledged and the positive
aspects are supported, can enable a
community to make informed choices. 

In the case of trokosi, human rights activists in
Ghana have adopted the sympathetic
approach where they have clearly taken the
side of rushing to the 'rescue of the enslaved
girls' without engaging the community in
meaningful dialogue. The result is that trokosi
has been officially outlawed in Ghana but it
still persists. On the other hand, if the gender
analysis presented in this article were carried
out with the whole community, with the aim
of heightening the community's awareness of
the negative and positive aspects, and
offering alternatives, the community would
probably be motivated to initiate their own
process to modify or change or even adopt
other practices that would be more
acceptable to the community and the wider
society. 

Can an ED approach offer constructive
help on such controversial matters? Write
your views as a contribution to the Africa
Regional Conference on ED. This will
include a dialogue on ‘ED and Gender
equality: An unusual match?’ (see p. 25).

Wearing 'gender lenses'
to engage with cultural
values

Agnes A. Apusigah,
Dep. of African and General Studies,
University for Development Studies,
Wa, Ghana
awingura2008@yahoo.com
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There is a growing public outcry about moral degeneration in society, especially within the younger generations. This is
often attributed to weak social support systems and a lack of cultural orientation.  The Buganda Kingdom in Uganda
has restored a traditional system to promote cultural values amongst young people living in a 'modern' context. The

Ekisaakaate, a two-week holiday programme run by the Buganda Queen's Foundation, aims at nurturing young girls and
boys into 'complete' persons who appreciate both traditional and modern values.

PROUD TO BE AN AFRICAN
Reconciling traditional and modern values in Uganda



education

In the past, young Baganda men attended
a 'school of grooming' managed by the
chiefs of the Kabaka (King of Buganda)
where they acquired leadership and other
political skills, knowledge on cultural
practices and values, as well as
occupational skills such as blacksmithing.
The school took its name from the
enclosure fenced with papyrus reeds, the
Ekisaakaate. During the abolition of the
kingdoms (1966-1995), any display of
cultural unity was downplayed to avoid
adverse political attention. With weakened
cultural support systems and formal
education that focuses on academic
performance, knowledge on human, family
and traditional values was no longer
systematically developed or transmitted. 

The Ekisaakaate in its present form was
set up by members of the generation raised
in the 1960s and 70s who found
themselves handicapped in providing

guidance to their own children as they had
received so little themselves. The
Ekisaakaate currently targets children aged
6 to 18 years. They are trained
simultaneously in four age groups (6-8, 
9-12, 13-15, and 16-18 years). The
programme promotes inclusiveness and
hospitality, and diverse ethnic groups and
other nationalities (from Rwanda, Burundi,
Tanzania and South Africa) are
represented. Participants pay a subsidised
fee of US$ 75 for accommodation, meals
and learning events, a relatively high sum
for ordinary Ugandans. Schools provide
space for the Ekisaakaate, while individuals
and companies (such as supermarkets and
food processing companies) provide
material support.

Talents, skills and values 
The Ekisaakaate covers 13 thematic areas,
which include Ethics and integrity,
Leadership, and Sex and sexuality. During
interactive learning sessions, traditional
gender roles are discussed in the light of
changing contexts. Participants talk about
general conduct and how they relate with
different members of society. For instance,
early sexual relationships before marriage
may be permissible in the western world
but, in the traditional local context, while
young people may marry early, girls were
traditionally expected to remain chaste
before marriage. 
The young people are taught to respect
themselves and others, to understand the
meaning of being a young woman or man
from a traditional perspective, how to
relate in a healthy manner with the
opposite sex and how to manage changes
in their bodies. 

Building on the traditional principle of
complementarity of roles, boys and girls
are given equal opportunity to learn new
skills, as well as household chores. They
are encouraged to develop their potential
based on talents and merit rather than
gender: both girls and boys are taught
leadership skills and have access to
leadership positions within the Ekisaakaate.
The traditional governance structure of
the 18 counties of Buganda is used as a
model: elections are held for the position of
'county chief', and girls and boys compete,
although a chief was traditionally a man.  

The number of participants in the
Ekisaakaate has increased from 263 in
2006 to 530 in 2009. Parents reported a

Participant: ‘My family
came to Uganda in
1993, so I speak
Luganda. Learning in
the Ekisaakaate will
help me to fit into

Ugandan society better. I think the
programme should be expanded to
East Africa because my non-Ugandan
friends have said they would like to
learn more about culture. It would
also make people appreciate African
culture, respect ourselves and gain
respect from people of other cultures.
(Leilah Igitego, 17, from Rwanda) Queen Sylvia Nagginda of Buganda is the

Ekisaakaate patron.
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change in participants' self-esteem, and in
their attitude towards them and their
friends. There is also increasing demand for
the programme to broaden its target group
to include parents and guardians. 

Challenges
The programme faces a number of
challenges. It runs for a short period, and
currently has no systematic follow-up for
the participants. This can pose a problem,
especially where a child has gained self-
understanding but where the home
environment may not be supportive of this
transformation. In the initial stages, some
government officials were opposed to a
traditional institution grooming children,
suspecting indoctrination and fostering
rebellion through the children. With time,
however, fears have been dispelled. 
Funding remains an obstacle. The
programme does not have long-term
financial sponsors and this limits the intake.
Some consider the fee restrictive, in spite

of the subsidy, and with its opening up to
non-Bugandans who can afford the costs,
this has led to a perception that the
programme is elitist. 

Gender concepts and conflicts
The interactive approach used in the
Ekisaakaate allows for objective reflection
on differences and similarities between
traditional and modern values. With regard
to gender, in a clear departure from
traditional cultural orientation, girls and
boys are oriented in a common space,
taught leadership and other skills and
provided equal opportunities to exercise
their skills. 

This implies an unspoken expectation that
women may take on leadership roles and
authority. However, this would have to
remain outside a typical traditional setting,
since even today the traditional
governance structure of the Buganda
Kingdom does not yet accommodate
women as leaders to a large extent.
Conflicts between modern and traditional
concepts of gender are hard to overcome;
etiquette still places more emphasis on
dress and conduct for girls than for boys.

Return to cultural roots
The concept of an Ekisaakaate can be
replicated elsewhere, but any initiative will
need to originate from or be associated
with a local body that has the necessary
cultural authenticity and authority. This is
particularly important when it comes to
determining how and where traditional
norms and practices might be applied
flexibly in response to changing trends,
especially when long-standing traditions
are at stake. While changes are inevitable,

the involvement of a traditional authority
can increase acceptance of change and
reduce conflict, both within an individual,
and in relationships with others. 

The Ekisaakaate seeks to establish a point
of convergence between different
worldviews: Ugandan, African and
Western. The younger generations have
mixed perceptions of themselves and their
world, and this explains the need to return
to cultural roots and to appreciate one's
culture and identity as vital elements of
personal development.

This article is based on a CCFU case
study, Ekisaakaate: Reconciling tradi-
tional and modern gender values,

available on: www.compasnet.org and on
www.crossculturalfoundation.or.ug
ccfu@crossculturalfoundation.or.ug

Material
Wealth creation promoted
through development of
traditional skills to produce
crafts, prepare traditional
food, and conserve the
environment (e.g.
harvesting tree bark for
medicinal purposes in a
sustainable manner).

IInntteerraaccttiinngg  wwoorrllddvviieewwss  iinn  tthhee  EEkkiissaaaakkaaaattee

Spiritual
Value and respect for God -
taking into account that all
faiths are important to the
respective believers and
therefore promoting a
pluralistic appreciation of
faith. Social

Cultural values
concerning
etiquette and dress
code from a
traditional
perspective;
managing
relationships with
the opposite sex;
promotion of
values of collective
social responsibility.

Parent: ‘I witnessed my son come out
of his shell and become a star
performer in a very short time!’

Participant: ‘I had always wanted to
become a leader but I used to be shy.
What I learnt in the Ekisaakaate made
me confident and I stood for elections
and was voted Ssaza (county chief). 
I now appreciate my identity and
understand the Kiganda culture much
better and it is neither boring nor very
traditional.’ (Lwamulungi Mulagwe, an
ex-Ekisaakaate trainee from Buganda)



Our Seeds

DVD celebrating traditional food plants and the
people that grow them

An hour-long film made by the Seed Savers
directors Michel and Jude Fanton, Our Seeds is a
David and Goliath story where resilience and
persuasive logic triumph over seemingly invincible
forces that control much of our food. The film
features Pacific islanders as they face great
challenges to their way of life, their culture and
their traditional cultivation methods. They have
replaced many varieties of root staples with
modern hybrids that require pesticides and
chemical fertilisers; they import low-quality starch
such as white rice, biscuits and noodles, and now
risk losing their own resilient food crops. This film
seeks to reverse this trend. The film includes
footage shot in eleven countries in Europe, Asia
and the Pacific. Instructive motion graphics are
combined with a rich sound track, featuring
indigenous music. English and Pacific Pigin
soundtrack, English and French subtitles.

www.seedsavers.net

Wellbeing and Development in Peru
Local and Universal Views Confronted

Development is something we all aspire to, but
also readily criticise for failing to live up to our
hopes of sustained improvement in human
wellbeing. This book presents findings of
systematic research into the contested meanings
of development and wellbeing from a country,
Peru, which has recently experienced both rapid
economic growth and deep social conflict. A mix
of ethnographic and questionnaire data from
seven poor urban and rural communities
straddling the Andes is used to describe and
analyze local and global interpretations of their
inhabitants' pursuit of wellbeing.

'This is a very welcome addition to the
development literature on Peru both because of
the richness of its data and its innovative and
methodologically rigorous use of the idea of
wellbeing to extract generally applicable insights.'
Professor Bryan Roberts, University of Texas at
Austin.

Editor James Copestake, Lecturer in Economics
and International Development at the University
of Bath, UK. The book can be ordered from:
www.palgrave.com

Endogenous
Development as an
alternative for Africa's
development? 

The members of the
Captured Project at the
University for Development
Studies, Ghana are organising
the 2009 Africa Regional
Conference. The theme is

Endogenous Development as
an alternative for Africa's
development? Myths, realities
and options for poverty
reduction and socio-economic

wellbeing. The conference provides an
opportunity to bring together African
development researchers, managers, practitioners
and policy makers so they can share and learn
from experiences in promoting endogenous
development. The conference will also challenge
them to look within the continent and among
communities for solutions while learning from
elsewhere. Participants are invited to reflect on
their policies, practices and processes, as well as
to search for and offer innovative alternatives for
moving Africa and its development forward.
Papers that will be presented include Working
toward aid effectiveness in Africa: is Endogenous
Development a plausible tool? And Endogenous
Development and Gender Equality: An unusual
match?

The Africa Regional Conference will take place at
the University for Development Studies, Tamale,
Ghana, 27-30 October 2009
For more information contact Dr A. Apusigah:
awingura2008@yahoo.com

interesting
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Guru-gola: revival of an 
informal education tradition 

Training Buddhist pirith chanting teams in Sri Lanka
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BRIT (Biodiversity Research Information
and Training Centre) is a community
development organisation working for
environmental restoration in Sri Lanka, and
became a COMPAS partner in 2003.
Since then BRIT has adopted an
endogenous development approach in its
work on recovering and revitalising aspects
of traditional knowledge. This not only
involves use of indicators based on
economic poverty and material wellbeing,
but also indicators related to happiness, an
important Buddhist concept. 

BRIT works with nearly 70 families in
about 15 village communities in Uva
Province promoting vaasthu principles.
Vaasthu is a traditional science covering a
broad range of aspects related to building
construction. Auspicious timing of key
events is important - horoscopes are
consulted and ceremonies are carried out
to obtain religious and spiritual blessings.
These practices and beliefs bring mental
satisfaction, confidence and hope to the
household. 

In BRIT's view, the more physical aspects
of vaasthu alone are not sufficient for
happiness and prosperity. BRIT therefore
promotes spiritual development, moderate
living, aesthetic lifestyle and personality
development among the families it works
with. One practice is chanting.

Chanting sutras
Chanting sutras is a Buddhist practice done
to banish evil spirits and invoke blessings.
The practice is known as chanting pirith
and is used for a variety of purposes. One
is to obtain protection for crops and
livestock. For example, water that has
been 'chanted' is sprinkled in the paddy
fields to repel pests and protect from pest
attacks. Chanting is also performed when
moving into a new house, to bless a
marriage or before departing to work
abroad. And it is used for healing and

providing relief from physical sickness and
other forms of distress. An important
requirement is that the chanting is
performed by a devout person who leads a
pious and righteous life. 

In traditional Sri Lankan society, chanting
was taught through a guru-gola
relationship. The student was an
apprentice under the teacher and learned
by watching, listening and doing. Due to
the lack of interest of the younger
generation, this practice has dwindled,
leading to a loss of knowledge whenever a
teacher dies without grooming a pupil.

Through BRIT's involvement in the
villages, a number of young people who
were interested in becoming pupils were
identified. Members of the BRIT Uva
Experts' Forum willing to be teachers
were also identified, and one or two
students were assigned to each teacher. 

Mr Abeynayake is a guru who has his own
team of chanters in the village of
Sirimalgoda. 'One result of the complexity
of present day society is that people are
spiritually confused. We live in a time

where people need more guidance from
religious leaders. But unfortunately this is
seriously lacking. We organised a pirith
chanting group to meet the demand
expressed by the community.'

How to find golas
As the team leader, the guru has the task
of identifying golas with suitable spiritual
qualities. Mr Abeynayake explains how he
does this. 'It's a complex matter. The
selection criteria are determined by the
qualities required for the particular task to
be performed. So the gola has to be hand
picked. It may look like you are making a

In traditional Sri Lankan society knowledge was transferred through guru-gola relationships. Students (golas) learned from
teachers (gurus) by observing (watching, listening) and by doing. This practice started to disappear in recent decades due
to lack of interest from the younger generation. Thanks to the activities of the local NGO BRIT, interest has been revived

in practising traditional forms of knowledge, such as chanting. The cultural significance of this system goes deeper than the
relationship: ‘Recruiting a gola is a process governed by its own rules and traditions’, says guru Mr Abeynayake.

27

Chanting pirith is a blessing for the person, as
well as a social event
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subjective choice, but this is not so. It is
the community and their value system that
decides on the selection criteria for
performing a particular task, and both the
guru and the gola have to follow them.'

Chanting pirith requires certain qualities.
Traditionally performed by Buddhist
monks, the laymen who now chant should
follow the five precepts of Buddhism. The
Buddha set out a code of good conduct,
which consists of refraining from killing,
stealing, sexual misconduct, lying and
consuming liquor. Adhering to this code
requires discipline, and social control plays
a role. Abeynayake: 'As community
members we know the moral

characteristics of each and every person in
the village.'

Learning and training
The learning process involves much
practice as the discourses are in Pali, a
language that is no longer spoken. It is very
important that pronunciation is correct and
the chanters must have a well-developed
feeling for rhythm. Training takes about six
months to a year. The chanters' services
are called on regularly and students learn

'on the job'. During his apprenticeship the
gola starts to understand whether he has
the qualities needed for being in the group.
If he does not have these qualities, the gola
finds he is out of place, and without any
hard feelings he will drop out. It is a
process of self-evaluation and selection. 

Namal Madhusanka is in grade 12 at the
Sirimalgoda school, and hopes to go to
University if he gets good marks. When
asked how his classmates and community
members react to his being a gola for pirith
chanting, Namal responds: 'I like chanting
because it gives me spiritual happiness. It
helps me to be pure in mind and I like the
self-discipline needed to become a chanter.
Most classmates appreciate what I'm
doing; some friends just have no reaction.
Chanting is sacred and appreciated by the
village people and nobody is against doing
so. I get a lot of respect from elderly
people now I accompany our guru
Abeynayake and train as chanting goes on.'

Merit
A team of chanters consists of between
eight and twelve people. Once trained and
recruited the chanters usually remain in
the team for a long time. The trainees
replace the ones who leave or drop out.
The villagers' interest in chanting is
increasing and every village now has at
least one team of trained chanters, making
a total of around 15-20 teams of trained
chanters. In the village where Mr
Abeynayake works his team is called upon

Namal Madhusanka (19, right) and Chandimal Lakshitha (15, left) are pupils (gola) of Abeynayake being
trained for chanting. 

We live in a time where people need more guidance
from religious leaders
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five to six times each month to chant.
Chanting is usually an all-night event,
starting around 8 o'clock in the evening
and ending at 6 the next morning.
Sometimes shorter sessions are requested,
for example as a blessing for exams or a
wedding. Then three sessions of an hour
will be held.

Spiritual and social aspects figure
prominently in BRIT's work. Chanting
pirith is not only a blessing for the person
requesting the chanting; it is also a social
event involving participation of all
neighbours. The person for whom the

chanting is being done is often distressed
and obtains relief by the end of the
chanting. The neighbours are generally
appreciative and there is widespread
support for these events because they are
considered a good way of earning merit
(an important Buddhist concept). Thus not
only has a traditional ritual been revived,
but social and spiritual wellbeing has
increased in this area of Sri Lanka.

Spiritual 
Chanting pirith is a way
of earning merit and
brings spiritual relief to
those being chanted for.

Interacting worldviews embodied by
chanting ppiirriitthh

Social 
Chanting pirith is a
social event involving
neighbours'
participation.

Material
Chanting pirith is done to
obtain protection for crops
and livestock and when
moving into a new house.

K.A.J. Kahandawa
Future in Our Hands
Badulla, Sri Lanka
For more information:
kahandawa@gmail.com
attanayake_brit@yahoo.com

29



interacting

Western notions of democracy work best when
the population is adequately educated. The
recognition of personal rights, privileges and
duties is the basis for proper decision-making.
This, however, has generally been stifled in
traditional societies where development has been
promoted with a view to preserving the power of
a few over the majority, with all the nepotism
and corruption recognised by modern society.
The Panchayat system of governance that
prevailed in rural India for generations did little
to empower the people. Only legislation could
improve the situation. Tribal governance in Africa
and elsewhere did not lead to change either.
People were made to accept their fate and serve
the others as though this was ordained by their
destiny. In rural tribal Africa, nobody had the
right to question the Chief's decision, however
partial this could be. And those who were servile
could move up by gaining some privilege. 

Hence to claim that western notions of
democracy stand in the way of endogenous
development is questionable. Endogenous
development implies the participation of all
without fear of persecution by the powerful.
Development in harmony with nature, where
respect and fellow feelings towards all living
creatures are observed as a matter of personal
and social commitment, is the way ahead.
Professor Soodursun Jugessur, Mauritius

I agree with the motion. The first thing to remind
ourselves is the fact that democracy is not a
western concept. Before the arrival of the west in
Africa, and Ghana, people were governed by
chiefs/queens, 'ebusuampanyimfo' and the
traditional priests. This compelled the colonialists
to govern through the chiefs, a practice known
as 'indirect rule' in Ghana. The wholesale import
of western democracy does not therefore fit into

our indigenous democratic structure where the
chief is very loyal, responsible and accountable to
his people, and the people are committed and
loyal to their leaders, with whom they reason
together to achieve endogenous development. 

In its current form I would describe western
democracy as being where external but major
actors neglect the belief systems and practice
patterns of the people for whom development is
intended. This defeats the concept of good
governance, especially where these major actors
are loyal and accountable to another external
master, either the IMF, World Bank or the
executive.  
Kobina Esia-Donkoh, Ghana
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The jury is still out on the motion we presented in EDM3. Interestingly, readers
in Africa were prompted to respond. We received responses in favour and
against the motion, two of which are printed here.

Reactions from Africa:

Western notions of democracy
stand in the way of endogenous
development

Consensus is also important in Africa and involves a long process of discussion.
Minorities are heard and national unity is not based on trade-offs. Bern Guri, CIKOD, Ghana
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Explanation of the motion
The main difference between endogenous devel-
opment and other participatory approaches is its
inclusion of spiritual aspects in the development
process. ED is based on local strategies, values,
institutions and resources. Key concepts are: local
control of the development process; taking 
cultural values seriously; appreciating worldviews;
and finding a balance between local and external
resources. The next issue of the Endogenous
Development Magazine will be devoted to 
methods used in ED. In anticipation of this we
asked Wolfgang Bayer, an independent advisor
on livestock systems development, for his view
on whether there is any difference between ED
and other participatory development approaches. 

'Thirty or so years ago, development paradigms
were almost exclusively top-down. Governments,
donors and investors determined what 'develop-
ment' was. Many projects were not in line with
local peoples' aspirations, demanded investments
beyond their means, or failed for other reasons.
When some 'developers' started looking into
what local people were already doing despite
'development', participatory approaches
emerged. Local people were initially only allowed
to participate in outsiders' initiatives but, over
time, gained a bigger say in many small-scale
projects. A range of concepts and terminologies
for 'participatory development' were coined,
endogenous development being a relatively late
addition. In my view, the main difference

between ED and other forms of 'participatory
development', such as Participatory Technology
Development (PTD), is that ED stresses the inter-
nal motivation in development, whereas PTD
stresses the processes of interaction of multiple
stakeholders with differing interests. ED is based
on a notion of a homogeneous community,
whereas PTD recognises and tries to involve 
different interest groups from within and outside
a community. According to many development
practitioners, however, the differences between
ED and PTD are very small when compared with
the still dominant paradigm of top-down, large-
scale development approaches. And we must
admit that neither ED nor PTD has thus far had
major impact on mega-projects such as industrial
schemes, dams, large-scale irrigation and other
major infrastructure development. So we still
need to promote participatory and endogenous
development as much as possible, without trying
to differentiate too much between them.'

Join the debate
We invite readers to respond to the motion
Endogenous development is no different from
other participatory development approaches.
A selection of the responses will be published in
the INteracting section of the next issue of ED
Magazine. Please restrict your contribution to not
more than 200 words.

Post your views on www.compasnet.org or send
an email to compas@etcnl.nl

Endogenous development is no different
from other participatory development
approaches
Motion for debate in Endogenous Development Magazine No 5, Dec. 2009
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Photo back cover: Fieldworkers of the
Southern African Endogenous Development
Programme use participatory video
techniques to document the impact of newly
established community gardens in KwaZulu
Natal, South Africa.
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