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Compas Magazine No. 9: Experiences with endogenous
development
In this open issue, readers are invited to share their experiences and insights on
various aspects related to endogenous development. Authors could for example
focus on indigenous and religious visions on development; introduction of the
indigenous curriculum into education; strengthening indigenous values and
governance; local resources rights; methodologies to strengthen the local
economy. 
Deadline for contributions: 31 March 2005

Compas Magazine No. 10: Training in endogenous development 
Endogenous development differs from conventional development in many ways,
among others by building on local culture, values, leadership, knowledge and
practices. If this is to become a serious alternative development strategy,
development staff need to train themselves in ‘self reflection’ and awareness, and
learn how to facilitate and support endogenous development processes. How can
this be done? Does it imply new training and learning approaches to build staff
capacity? As systematic endogenous development approaches are still new, few
ready-made modules exist. But we can, and need to, learn from the existing
experiences to develop endogenous development learning pathways, training
approaches and modules. Readers are invited to share their experiences with
training of staff to support endogenous development. 
Deadline for contributions: end of August 2005.

This issue of the Compas Magazine presents several examples of how local
economies and livelihoods are being strengthened in various parts of the world.

It focuses on the characteristics and dilemmas of economic development within
the endogenous development perspective. In most of the articles the tension
between the conventional and the more traditional or indigenous visions on
economics is present. 

Conventional economics aims to influence production, distribution, and
consumption in a cost efficient way, to attain highest monetary income in the
market economy. These economic processes, however, are often isolated from
other aspects of reality, especially social, cultural and environmental
relationships. For traditional and indigenous peoples, the economic processes are
integrated with their natural environment, social organisation, culture and the
supernatural world. These elements play a role in both formal and informal
market systems within the local economy, and stand at the basis of their
strategies. 

At the same time rural communities are increasingly influenced by elements of the
global market economy. The outcome of this globalisation process is often not in
favour of the poorest groups in the developing world, and poverty is on the
increase. In this reality the efforts of many rural communities point in the
direction of ‘re-localisation’ of their economies. An endogenous process in which
the local community does not fence itself off from the global world, but connects
to it in such a way that local qualities and values remain, and become the point of
reference. 

This issue of Compas Magazine might raise more questions than it provides
answers. But we hope it provides useful suggestions and strategies for
strengthening local economies, and will contribute to the dialogue on strategies
for poverty reduction and development.

The editors

WWW.COMPASNET.ORG

Upcoming issues 

Welcome...



Everywhere in the world rural commu-
nities are changing fast in reaction to
economic and cultural globalisation.
Cheap transport, the information and
communication revolution, and liberali-
sation of national markets have con-
tributed to an enormous boost in the
global flows of capital, products, peo-
ple, information and ideas. In the past
fifty years, world economic production
and world food production has
increased tremendously.

Many poor people in developing
countries, however, also experience the
outcome of the globalisation process in
another way: as disastrous for their
local economies, environment and
socio-cultural structures. These people
have developed coping strategies for
improving their lives in this fast chang-
ing environment. In many cases these
strategies are built on the remaining
local natural resources, their social sys-
tems, as well as their cultural beliefs
and practices. This issue of the Compas
Magazine presents several examples of
strengthening local economies and
livelihoods that lead to globalisation
where fairness and justice go hand in
hand with economic growth. 

Poverty reduction and development
have been on the political agenda for a
long time. But despite the efforts
undertaken over the past 50 years,
poverty is still a harsh reality for nearly
50 % of the world’s population. They
have a purchasing power of less than
US$ 2 a day, and 25% of the persons on
this globe have less than US$ 1 a day.
Poverty has many faces, and affects
predominantly those living in rural
areas and shanty towns. The accumulat-
ed impact of poverty is far more per-
sistent and reaches beyond the impact
of the recent tsunami flood in Asia,
which shocked the world. 

In this issue, several authors indi-

cate the causes of poverty in their area
of work. For example Barkin (p.41)
points at the processes of cultural
oppression and agricultural modernisa-
tion that affected the indigenous peo-
ples in rural Mexico; Satheesh (p.20)
presents the influence of the Public
Distribution System of food aid in rural
India, which affected the traditional
agricultural system and food sovereign-
ty. Strohalm and Reijntjes (p.14) also

point to the accumulation of money,
and thus of power in the hands of a
small group of people, as one of the
causes of poverty. This leaves less pow-
erful people and countries indebted. 

Millennium Development Goals
At the Millennium Summit in September
2000 the world leaders agreed on the
Millennium Development Goals (box 1),
an ambitious agenda for reducing
poverty. For each goal one or more tar-
gets have been set, most for 2015,
using 1990 as a benchmark (UNDP,
2003). These were accepted by the UN,
the World Bank and many bilateral
agencies and national governments as
goals to which their programmes will
contribute. All aid receiving countries
now have Poverty Reduction Strategy
Plans (PRSPs) that build on the

Millennium Development Goals. 
In January 2005 a report on the

achievements of Millennium
Development Goals, called ‘Investing in
Development: a Practical Plan to
Achieve the Millennium development
Goals’ was presented (UNMP, 2005).
Written by an independent advisory
body to the United Nations Secretary-
General, the report indicates that
progress so far has been spotty, and
extreme poverty is, in fact, rising. The
rich countries are urged to spend more
money on cutting hunger and poverty in
the developing world, according to the
proposed Millennium Action Plan. 

This action plan includes global ini-
tiatives related to governance, opening
of markets for developing country
exports, and a focus on private capital
and civil society organisations. It aims
to pool aid and spend the money more
locally and strategically. A series of
‘quick wins’ are also recommended,
which vary from eliminating school and
uniform fees, to community nutrition
programmes, and launching national
campaigns to reduce violence against
women. Professor Jeffrey Sachs, the
economist who directed the project for
three years, indicated: “Without doubt
we can still meet the goals – if we start
putting this plan into action right
now.” 

Other initiatives
Many other development programmes
also include a focus on economic devel-
opment, in addition to the more social
development goals related to education
and primary health care. For example,
the Dutch programme called ‘in busi-
ness against poverty’ (DGIS 2000) is
aimed at stimulating the ‘formal’ eco-
nomic sector. This formal and private
sector is considered the main vehicle
for economic growth. 

Many NGOs and other elements of
civil society, are working on sustainable
and fair economic development, which
includes strengthening the local formal
and informal economies. Activities
include facilitating micro-credit systems
to support local initiatives, stimulating
market-oriented projects, supporting
producer-organisations, developing the
fair-trade markets, enhancing chain
development of agricultural products,
and aiming at socially responsible
entrepreneurship of the formal business
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Strengthening local economies
Searching for options towards fair economic development 

The editors, David Millar

Box 1  Millennium Development Goals

1. Eradicate extreme poverty and hunger. Target for 2015: 50%.
2. Achieve universal primary education. In 2015: 100%.
3. Promote gender equality and empower women. In 2015: 100%.
4. Reduce child mortality. In 2015: 66%.
5. Improve maternal health. In 2015: 75%.
6. Combat HIV/AIDS, malaria and other diseases. In 2015: halt and begin of reversal.
7. Ensure environmental sustainability. In 2015: reverse loss of environmental resources; 50% 

of the number of people without access to safe drinking water; significant improvement 
of the lives of at least 100 million slum dwellers.

8. Develop a global partnership for development with several specific targets.

Peoples' own 
indicators of 

poverty and well-
being include 

material, social and
spiritual elements



sector.
However important, it is legitimate

to question the one-sided focus of the
Millennium Action Plan, as well as that
of other programmes. Many of these
initiatives focus on the material and
human aspects of development, and are
primarily aimed at the monetary mar-
ket system. Compas argues that it is
essential to put peoples’ own resources
and strategies for poverty alleviation
and economy at the centre of the
development programmes. These solu-
tions developed at the grass-roots stand
at the basis of endogenous develop-

ment. They include material, socio-cul-
tural as well as spiritual dimensions of
the people in the area, and are based
on monetary as well as non-monetary
market systems (see example from
northern Ghana, box 2). 

Indicators of poverty
The diversity of visions on poverty and
development is not only based on polit-
ical differences; there are also thou-
sands of different cultures and faiths,
each with their own concept of well-
being. The multi-dimensionality of
poverty and development is increasingly

recognised. The OECD (Organisation for
Economic Co-operation and
Development), for example, defines
poverty as depending on five interrelat-
ed dimensions: economic capabilities,
human capabilities, political capabili-
ties, socio-cultural capabilities and pro-
tective capabilities (to withstand eco-
nomic shocks). 

From the endogenous perspective,
the indicators for poverty and well-
being are in three domains: the materi-
al world, the social world and the spiri-
tual world. In this vision there is thus a
sixth dimension to poverty: spirituality.
As a farmer in northern Ghana
explained: “You can have all the riches
of this earth, but if you are poor in
knowledge, especially the ancestral
knowledge, then you are really poor”. 

In this issue various authors
(Dessein, p.38; Soto and Geffroy, p.36)
indicate the interconnectedness
between the human, natural and spiri-
tual worlds in the lives of indigenous
peoples in northern Ghana and in cen-
tral Bolivia respectively. In these con-
texts the relation with Mother Earth,
cultural identity, social cohesion and
ecological sustainability are highly val-
ued. These elements are often neglect-
ed in conventional development pro-
grammes. 

The research of Agruco (p.16) on
poverty in Andean communities empha-
sises the considerable difference
between formal indicators of poverty
and the indicators considered by the
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Box 2 Social and cultural obligations that underpin rural 
economics in northern Ghana

In rural communities in northern Ghana two types of markets exist:
formal and geographically located markets and informal markets
(not restricted in area – ‘virtual markets’). The rules governing the
transactions are quite different, and the levels of use of money
also vary. These differences notwithstanding, the general principles
governing rural economies include the following: 

1. Reciprocity arrangements
2. Socio-economic securities
3. Risk minimisation (including deferred payment arrangements)
4. Economic transaction (in-cash and in-kind)
5. Relationship building and decorum (conflict minimisation)
6. Equity and benefit distribution or spread
7. Social/spiritual responsibility arrangements

By and large, most of the products that form inputs in these rural economies result from natural resources and other resources of the
‘common good type’. In northern Ghana such resources are supposed be owned by the living, the dead and the yet unborn. This phe-
nomenon places a lot of social responsibility on seemingly economic transactions. It is believed that the dead and the dying also come to
the market, and form some of the actors in the demand and supply, pricing, marketing and profit margin chains. Hence all actors are
expected to behave in a socially responsible and culturally acceptable manner – also acceptable to the ancestors. For example: it is
common to see three or more persons selling the same item alongside in a market. If a buyer comes along and wants to pursue an item
from a person not present at that moment, the rules require that the others sell the item on behalf of their absent colleague. You are
not supposed to redirect the person to your goods, or to deny the services on behalf of the absent colleague.

Several examples of this nature can be found in rural economies, which tend to water down the elements of competition, monopoly,
pricing and of profit maximisation that characterise transaction economies and conventional markets. To enhance rural economies one
has to have in-depth understanding of the transactions, but above all, the social obligations that underpin these economies. Isolating the
economic and financial from the social and spiritual obligations will not result in enhancing and sustainable development efforts.

Local market in Bolgotanga, northern Ghana. Besides the transactions of cash
and products, local markets have various social and spiritual functions.

Mayan woman in her nopal field, southern Mexico. The crucial role of culture in development
is increasingly recognised in formal documents, but does not always stand at the basis of
development efforts.
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rural people. Especially the social and
spiritual indicators are underestimated
in conventional development plans.
Further, while conventional indicators
are exclusively quantitative, the local
indicators are mostly qualitative. Both
sets of indicators cover the classic
areas: education, health and infrastruc-
ture, but they tend to emphasise differ-
ent aspects. For example, while the
conventional indicators focus on written
language (literacy), the local indicators
emphasise the knowledge of different
languages necessary to communicate
with other communities, traders and
local authorities. Similar differences
are found in the other indicators. 

Why culture matters
Though usually not at the basis of the
mainstream development activities, at
least in policy documents the crucial
role of local culture in the development
process is recognised. The Human
Development Report 2004 of the United

Nations Development Programme
(UNDP), for example, states: “People’s
cultural identities must be recognized
and accommodated by the state, and
people must be free to express these
identities without being discriminated
against in other aspects of their lives.”
The report also indicates “if the world
is to reach the Millennium
Development Goals and ultimately
eradicate poverty, it must first success-
fully confront the challenge of how to
build inclusive, culturally diverse soci-
eties”. UNDP further stresses that “cul-
tural liberty, just like freedom of reli-
gion, is a human right, and therefore
an important aspect of human develop-
ment.”

At the same time, the notion is
widespread that everybody is eager to
become part of the global consumer
culture, and that economic growth
requires the incorporation of the poor
into a formal and globalised economy.
But is this true in all cases? This is the

basis of the discussion between Helena
Norberg and various Compas partners
(p.9). Helena Norberg argues that inter-
national collaboration and information
exchange between the West and the
less industrialised parts of the world is
needed to aid non-western cultures.
According to her, the loss of cultural
self-respect is to a great extent due to
romanticised impressions of the West. 

Understanding culture
Culture gives direction to the way peo-
ple handle issues of life: how they look
at the world, value certain behaviour,
organise themselves, gain their liveli-
hood, have learned to interact with
nature, express themselves in religion,
science, language, music, dance, deco-
ration and writing. It is on the basis of
their culture that people organise edu-
cation, innovation, defence, work, and
exchange of products. Culture gives
direction, stability and identity to peo-
ple, and has material, social and spiri-
tual dimensions. But culture is neither
perfect nor static; it may be powerful,
but also be biased by traditions, and it
is changing continuously. (Sen 2004). 

Better understanding of the culture
of the people involved in development
actions leads to more effective pro-
grammes, better attuned to their needs
and aspirations. In this issue of the
Compas Magazine De Soto and Geffroy
(p.36) present a local initiative related
to the common strategy of ‘solidarity
economy’ in an Andean community in
Bolivia. Dessein (p.38) provides an
example of the difficulties of extension
and development programmes, in which
local diversity and cultural differences
are not recognised. Shankar (p.32) and
Kasise (p.23) show that programmes,
which build on traditional culture and
local initiatives, can count on strong
motivation for action.

Re-localising development
What is needed are more integrated
approaches that do justice to cultural
and ecological diversity, and lead to
fair (economic) development.
Essentially, these alternative approach-
es ‘localise’ development. This implies
that a community does not fence itself
off from the global world, but connects
to it in such a way that local qualities
and values remain, and become the
point of reference. The process of
‘localisation’ thus implies better con-
trol by the local actors over the inter-
action between local and global ele-
ments in their livelihood strategies
(Remmers, 1998).

Culture and the local environment
are intricately related: they give people
a feeling of belonging and identity, and
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Box 3 Processes followed by Cecik to enhance the rural economy

Step one: Community Institutional Mapping 
Community institutional mapping helps to expose the roles and relationships of various tradi-
tional leaders, in relation to livelihood strategies and rural economies (see also article Millar,
CM7, p.30). It can also be used as a form of entry within the community. Traditional leaders
are then involved in all other steps of this process. 

Step two: Livelihood Analysis 
Making an inventory, using matrix-scoring and ranking, of the livelihood activities that com-
munity members are involved in, and how they are organised. Subsequently an activity is cho-
sen to focus on (in the case of CECIK, the production and marketing of groundnuts by women
was chosen, as the highest influencing product in their rural economy).

Step three: Trend Analysis 
Analysis of the trends related to this activity, taking into account past, present and future.
Analysing bottlenecks for desired future and in what way these can be mitigated to enhance
rural economy. This usually results in a package of development challenges to deal with.

Step four: Looking for Things to Try 
List these possible actions, and prioritise them. This includes actions by the people from the
community (in this case an experiment with a revolving loan during the dry season and a
groundnut seed credit system, as marketing strategies to reduce exploitation by middle per-
sons). This is combined with actions of people from outside the community (in this case a
detailed study on the groundnut economy by professionals from the University for
Development Studies).

Step five: Designing the Actions
Organising the various aspects of the actions: design the studies and experiments, calculate
necessary resources, indicate responsibilities and priorities. 

Step six: Implementation of the Actions
The indigenous leaders identified in step one are charged with the implementation, monitor-
ing and evaluation of the actions. (In this case the Magazia women leaders mobilised all the
groups involved in groundnut processing and marketing, and organised them according to the
traditional sectional groupings.)

Step seven: Review and Up-scale
People share the experiences of their testing on the new marketing strategies. (In the case of
northern Ghana, the experience was shared with stakeholders and interest groups in ground-
nut production and marketing, during community-wide review sessions linked to the Ndaam
Koya Festival. Exhibits, shows and participatory video were used as means of communication
during these events.) 



are therefore strong motivational fac-
tors. Obviously there is an enormous
diversity between local situations, not
only due to natural conditions, but also
in the way people look at and use their
environment and resources. In this
sense it becomes clear that the
processes of localisation and endoge-
nous development are not only valuable
to the poor and marginalised farmers,
but definitely also to farmers working
with mechanised farming systems. De
Rooij (p.27) presents an example from
the Netherlands, where specialised
dairy farmers have formed co-opera-
tives to experiment with new forms of
production, based on their own identi-
ties and environment. 

Strengthening local economies
The conventionally used recipe, aimed
at growth of the formal economy,
expanding production with modern
technology and entering the global mar-
ket, has put producers in marginal con-
ditions in a difficult situation. They
cannot compete with producers in bet-
ter conditions or with subsidised prod-
ucts from developed countries. As a
result the local economy stagnates, and
people are increasingly indebted and
trapped in poverty. Other strategies,
based on ‘re-localising economies’, are
taking shape. 

To better understand the options to
strengthen the local economy, one
could consider the latter as a bucket
which the commu-
nity wants to keep
full of resources.
To keep the local
resources within
the local economy
– or to ‘plug the
leaks’, Pretty
(1998) recom-
mends the follow-
ing five principles:
using local renew-
able resources
rather than external resources; recy-
cling financial resources within the sys-
tem by buying local goods and services;
adding value to local produce before it
is exported; networking between local
stakeholders for more efficient
exchanges; and attracting external
resources, especially money, skills and
new technologies. 

Women play an essential role in
reducing poverty across its various
dimensions, and also in improving the
environment. The input of women in
development is major and critical, as
they mostly work year-round, and have
developed a wide range of coping
strategies. Women and children are
particularly vulnerable, and convention-

al development has had the effect of
leaving women behind – both literally
and figuratively – as their men go off to
urban centres in search of paid employ-
ment (Norberg, p.9). 

But women often experience specif-
ic difficulties, also within traditional
cultures. For example, Melanie Kasise
(p.23) shows how women in northern
Ghana do not have access to loans, as
they cannot own property. The example
of SWOPA (p.24) shows how initiatives
based on local identity made it easier
for women’s voices to be heard and

gain access to
loans to generate
income. Another
initiative for
enhancing the
position of rural
women in northern
Ghana is shown in
box 3. The various
methodological
steps used by
CECIK, aimed to
address the limita-

tions of groundnut production and mar-
keting, are explained. The women in
these initiatives no longer stand at the
periphery of economic activity, but
right at the centre of it.

Other endogenous initiatives
Local communities have gained experi-
ence with localisation of the rural econ-
omy, which is expressed in local pro-
duction and consumption initiatives, as
well as local leadership structures.
These initiatives are aimed both at
local and international markets, and
can include formal as well as informal
market systems, based on monetary and
non-monetary strategies. The present
volume of Compas gives several exam-

ples of strengthening the local
economies based on such local initia-
tives; these and other examples of
Compas partner organisations are men-
tioned in box 4. 

The example of the Deccan
Development Society (Satheesh, p.20)
shows how poor women in the dryland
regions of Andhra Pradesh in India have
established autonomy over their tradi-
tional food systems and seed varieties.
They are now able to produce enough
food for their families and to support
other members of their communities.
The Sirigu Women’s Organisation of
Pottery and Art (SWOPA) in northern
Ghana (p.24) shows how unique cultural
features can be an important source of
income, by means of adapted produc-
tion and direct sale of cultural expres-
sions and through cultural tourism. 
Shankar (p. 32) presents various exam-
ples of how local culture of the various
tribal groups in Southern India stands at
the basis of their economic activities,
including local saving strategies by
women. Barkin (p.41) describes the
potential of specialised niche markets
based on traditional livelihood strate-
gies in southern Mexico. Further endo-
genous initiatives to strengthen local
economies are mentioned in box 4. 

Millennium Development
Challenges
Helena Norberg (p.9) emphasises the
urgent need to protect both biological
and cultural diversity throughout the
world. The global economy is exerting
enormous pressures that are leading to
mass migrations away from farming and
the land, away from local identities and
economies. This contributes to an
increase in poverty, insecurity, funda-
mentalism and violence. But how can
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Local market in Pongo, central Bolivia. The rural economy includes formal and informal
marketing systems, based on both monetary and non-monetary elements.

It is essential to put
peoples' own 

economic strategies
at the centre of

development 
programmes



we address these issues on a long-term
and sustainable basis? 

Beyond the conventional approaches
that focus on the formal economic sec-
tor, we believe that it is necessary and
possible to apply more culturally sensi-
tive ways to address development
issues. Around the world thousands of
individuals and organisations are
exploring locally based and sustainable
alternatives to improve their local
economies. This issue of Compas
Magazine presents a few examples. But
these alternatives are still quite limited
in scale, and their impact and transfor-
mative power is limited. Official (finan-
cial and professional) support for such
strategies lags a long way behind. 

There is a pressing need to broaden
the set of possible responses, and to

more fundamentally come to grips with
the essence of economy, poverty and
development. An important challenge
for this millennium is to not only
address the material aspects of poverty,
but to also take into account the social,
cultural and spiritual dimensions. In this
sense, several questions still need fur-
ther examination:

- What visions exist within different 
cultures and religions with respect 
to poverty and development? 

- How can these visions contribute to 
strengthening formal and 
informal local economies?

- How can endogenous development 
be applied in modernised 
societies?

It is not only material poverty, and
quantifiable goals in education, health
and ecological sustainability that will
determine the fate of people and the
planet. Also immaterial issues such as
social integration, reduction of vio-
lence, and strengthening cultural iden-
tity are important and they depend on
the specific values of the people con-
cerned. The Compas network strives for
further understanding of practical ways
to address poverty, in an inclusive and
culture specific way that makes globali-
sation a fair, just and sustainable
process. We therefore invite readers of
the Compas Magazine to share their
visions and experiences in this field and
to join us in the efforts to address the
questions that need attention.
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Box 4 Examples of endogenous ways to strengthen local economies (with examples from
Compas partner organisations and authors of this issue)

Make best use of local resources 
- Revitalise local health practices, including production of herbal medicines (FRLHT, India)
- Support beekeeping and market the products (Green Foundation, India; CECIK, Ghana)
- Stimulate off-season farming activities, fish farming, smock weaving (CECIK, Ghana)
- Cultural centre with traditional foods, music, dance (various partners, SWOPA, p.24) 
- Support traditional alpaca keeping, and enhance weaving skills (Chuyma Aru, Peru)
- Support organic low-input agriculture (Satheesh p.20, Dessein p.38)
- Support forests and water conservation (Fundecam, Chile; Barkin p.41, Shankar, p.32) 
- Improve rainfed rice production in conditions of drought (ECO, Sri Lanka)
- Optimise intensive dairy production with ecologically sound practices (De Rooy, p.27)

Local control of development options and direct market linkages
- Community seed banks of traditional seed varieties (Green Found., India; Satheesh, p.20)
- Community owned manufacturing unit of ethnovet products (FRLHT, India)
- Enhance direct producer-consumer linkages (CIKS, KPP, Green Foundation, India)
- Improving local demand for produce by reviving local food habits (Shankar, p.32)
- Marketing of organic vanilla to Europe (KPP, India)

Add value to local products and identification of development niches
- Local processing and manufacturing of minor forest produce (Shankar, p.32)
- Processing traditional grains (Green Foundation, India; Inpruh, Nicaragua; Shankar, p.32)
- Adapted traditional pig production for meat with low cholesterol (Barkin, p.41)
- Local crafts industries (various partners, p.41)

Recycle financial resources within local economy 
- Local currency and barter systems (Strohalm and Reijntjes, p.14)
- Support traditional savings and micro-credit systems of women (Shankar p.32)
- Fair prices for local products, reduce dependence on traders (Kasise, p.23; Shankar, p.32)
- Provide credit for revolving fund to women’s groups (CECIK, Ghana; Shankar, p.32) 

Reduce expenses and improve capacity to meet emergencies
- Support to solidarity-economy for vulnerable groups (Soto and Geffroy, p.36)
- Kitchen herbal gardens of medicinal plants (FRLHT, India)
- Producing traditional botanical pesticides (Shankar, p.32)
- Revitalise effective traditional snake-bite practices (FOL, Sri Lanka) 
- Pest resistant traditional seed varieties (Satheesh, p.20; Shankar p.32)

Networking and strategic partnerships 
- Network of farmers, farmers’ unions, government officials and university (De Rooy, p.27)
- Eco-cultural tourism (Fundecam, Chile; SWOPA, p.24) 
- Democracy and participatory governance for community planning (Agruco, Bolivia)
- Strengthening of local organisations (various partners; Satheesh, p.20; Kasise p.23)
- Strategic linkages with university programmes (De Rooy, p.27; Agruco, Bolivia)
- Participate in national and international networks (various partners; SWOPA, p.24)
- Community radio (CECIK, Ghana; Green Foundation, India)



In the less industrialised world, the
process of globalisation, along with
tourists, advertisements and film
images, are implicitly telling people
that their traditional practices are
backward and inferior, and that western
science and economic growth will help
them. In this way, economic globalisa-
tion is stimulating dissatisfaction and
greed; in doing so, it is destroying spiri-
tual traditions, communities and
economies that have served people’s
needs for generations.

One-dimensional images
Today the global economy is exerting
enormous pressures that are leading to
mass migrations away from farming and
the land, away from local identities and
economies. The end result is an
increase in pover-
ty, insecurity, fun-
damentalism and
violence. We
urgently need to
shift direction by
supporting local
economies – thus
strengthening
diverse cultures
with their spiritu-
al traditions and knowledge systems.
We stand at a vitally important cross-
roads. Almost half of the global popula-
tion still lives on the land, while the

other has moved into an urbanised and
industrialised world. 

The economy is powered by a
relentless drive toward more exploita-
tion of resources, more technological
innovation, more markets, and more
profits. Monetary and psychological
pressures are pushing people in the
developing and developed parts of the
world alike toward a global consumer
monoculture. The motto is ‘ever more
trade, ever more growth for the better-
ment of all’. Advertising and the media
are telling people what to do – in fact,
telling them what to be: modern,
civilised, and rich. More insidiously still,
conventional schooling contributes to
this process by training children to
become westernised, urban consumers.

The rural peoples of the so called
‘third world’ gain a
particularly dis-
torted impression
of modern life –
one of ease and
glamour, where
everyone is beauti-
ful, everyone is
clean. They see
people with vast
amounts of money

and hear about their fantastic salaries.
Development around the world is now
on ‘automatic pilot’. The migration
away from the land, away from cultural

self respect continues, and is kept
going by one-dimensional images of
modern life: images that do not include
the side-effects, the pollution, unem-
ployment and homelessness, the psy-
chological stress, drug addiction and
depression. People who have been pre-
sented with only one side of the devel-
opment coin are left vulnerable and
eager for modernisation.

Questioning global economy
People in the South receive virtually no
information about the fact that in
response to such problems, many indi-
viduals in the industrialised parts of the
world are moving away from con-
sumerism, towards nature, community,
and a sense of connection. They are
finding ways of creating more meaning-
ful and sustainable forms of living.
There is a strong counter current that is
recovering the ancient understanding
that all life is inextricably connected.
At present this is only a minority voice
but it is growing in strength. The voices
of these people are crucial in helping to
strengthen local cultures and knowl-
edge systems around the world. 

Communities in the South need to
hear that people who have been crowd-
ed into large urban centres are begin-
ning to question the assumptions behind
growth and progress. They need to
know about the social and environmen-
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Around the world there is a growing
awareness of the urgent need to protect
both biological and cultural diversity. As a
result of working at the grass roots level
on four continents over the past 30 years,
the author is convinced that such
attempts are likely to fail if there is no
international collaboration and
information exchange between the West
and the less industrialised parts of the
world. It is a great paradox, but more
contact with the West is needed to aid
non-western cultures. This is because the
loss of cultural self-respect is to a great
extent due to romanticised impressions of
the West. After Helena Norberg-Hodge
has made her case below, some Compas
partners react to her views. 

Discussing cross-cultural images and
local economies
Helena Norberg-Hodge

We stand at a
vitally important

crossroads



tal side effects of the automobile, and
the fact that many who are dependent
on it would prefer to use trains or bicy-
cles, or to walk. We need to make it
headline news that medical care in the
industrialised countries is borrowing
more and more from natural methods,
and that there is a shift away from a
mechanistic interpretation of reality
toward a more spiritual one. We need
to publicise that overwhelming ecologi-
cal problems are forcing a change in
the direction of agriculture in Europe
and North America. 

It is necessary to stress that in
many industrialised countries, pollution
and the unscrupulous marketing of dan-
gerous and toxic products are kept
somewhat in check, both through legis-
lation and the vigilance of pressure
groups. In developing countries, howev-
er, such controls are often woefully
inadequate. 

Cross-cultural info campaign
A deeper, cross-cultural exchange cam-
paign is urgently required if we want to
avoid further destruction in the name
of globalisation and progress. We need
an education programme to correct the
incomplete and misleading images of
the industrial system that are pro-
pelling the world toward social and
ecological breakdown (see example
ISEC in box 1).

The primary goal would be to pro-
vide people with the means to make
fully informed choices about their own
future. This would mean a clear and
honest account of the unsustainability
of the global consumer culture which in
turn would strengthen self-respect and
self-reliance. This would lead to pro-

tecting life-sustaining diversity and cre-
ating the conditions for locally based,
truly sustainable development.

The campaign would move beyond
specialisation and fragmented expertise
to reveal the systemic underpinnings of
the global economy. It would draw
attention to family and community
break-up; it would show up the hidden
subsidies of a society based on fossil
fuels; it would place environmental
damage on the debit side of the eco-
nomic balance sheet. In short, it would
expose the escalating costs of consumer
lifestyles. 

At the same time, the campaign
would bring information about the
countless local initiatives around the
world that are exploring more diverse,

locally adapted, sustainable alterna-
tives. It would point to the viability of
traditional agricultural systems, as well
as provide information about organic
methods of cultivation, permaculture,
biodynamics, and the growing move-
ment towards local food economies. It
would report on bioregionalism, local-
ism, on the new, holistic approach to
physics; it would publicise the wind-
mills in Denmark and California, and
the growing demand for nature-based
systems of health care. It would make
more visible the enormous interest
around the world in environmental pro-
tection, soil conservation, and air and
water quality. It would describe the
longing for community, connection with
nature and spirituality that is expressed
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Box 1  Helena Norberg and ISEC

Helena Norberg-Hodge (here with 3 Tibetan friends) is a
leading analyst of the impact of the global economy on
cultures around the world. She is the author of numer-
ous works, including the inspirational classic Ancient
Futures: Learning from Ladakh, which has been trans-
lated into 42 languages. She is director of the
International Society for Ecology and Culture (ISEC) and
is a recipient of the Right Livelihood Award, or
‘Alternative Nobel Prize’.

ISEC is an NGO which has been promoting biological
and cultural diversity since 1975. Initially concerned
with Ladakh in the Himalayas of India, ISEC’s focus has
gradually shifted to addressing worldwide crises. ISEC
believes that one of the best ways to counter unrealis-
tic, romantic notions of the western consumer culture

is for people to experience life in the West for themselves. Since 1982, ISEC has sponsored nearly 50 Ladakhis of various backgrounds to
visit the West on ‘reality tours’. They were hosted in the UK, Sweden, Germany and the USA for one to several months. 

ISEC also runs the Farm Project, which enables people from all over the world (particularly western countries) to live and work with
a Ladakhi farming families. For the westerners, this experience is often life changing, and the effect on the Ladakhis is also very posi-
tive. Seeing westerners out in the fields, getting their hands dirty – and actually enjoying it! – has helped to raise the status of farming,
among the young especially. 

Reaction from Freddy Delgado (Agruco, Bolivia):  ‘Start by 
re-valuing own situation’
The call to re-enforce the dialogue and intercultural exchange, as proposed by
Helena Norberg, is a correct one, especially if this implies supporting the position

and knowledge of indigenous populations. In Bolivia
this process has been named ‘intra- and intercultural
education’. But in practice many experiences with
interculturality in Latin America have been painful,
because they have basically served to further
homogenise the indigenous groups into the dominant
cultures and (economic) structures. For example, in
Bolivia the bilingual education system does not
include teaching the local languages Quechua and
Aymara in the urban schools, but does include teach-
ing Spanish in rural schools with a predominantly
indigenous population. 

I also think that ‘reality tours’ run the risk of put-
ting people in laboratory conditions. I believe that

intra- and interculturality start with revaluing the own local situation and knowl-
edges, based on the cultures’ own assets and cosmovision. Only then, with
increased self-esteem and level of organisation, can processes of dialogue be
enhanced between people of different cultural backgrounds. 
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ever more clearly in the parts of the
world where people have been pushed
into the urban consumer culture.

Leaders from the South
It is important to note that the most
powerful and sophisticated efforts in
this direction have been inspired by
leaders from the South who have spent
long periods in the industrialised world
and for whom the exaggerated impres-
sions of West have been demystified.
The best example is Mahatma Gandhi,
whose experiences in the West were
the foundation for his powerful, world-
renowned philosophy and movement.
Another example is Nsekuye Bizimana,
a Rwandan who spent more than a
decade in Germany. In his book ‘White
Paradise, Hell for Africa?’ he describes
how, at first, his idealised image of the
West was actually reinforced. He was
bowled over by it all: the fast food, the
fast cars, the freedom and anonymity.
Only after a couple of years did he
begin to see beneath the surface – the
loneliness and unhappiness, the injus-
tice, and the waste. In the process he
began to realise that his own culture
had many positive qualities that the
West had lost, and started promoting
indigenous, more self-reliant alterna-
tives.

Other leading figures in the field
have been influenced by similar experi-
ences. They include Martin Khor of the
Third World Network in Malaysia,
Wangari Maathai in Kenya, Vandana
Shiva and Anil Agarwal in India, and
Pierre Rabhi from Burkina Faso. It is
vital that more committed people in
the Third World have the opportunity to
spend time in the West, in order to see
first hand something of the many posi-

tive initiatives as well as the social and
ecological costs of the consumer cul-
ture.

Strategic collaboration
Within the West, we can put pressure
on governments and aid agencies, we

can support grass-roots organisations
working for self-reliance, and we can
supply information needed to help local
cultures resist destructive change. We
can also play a valuable role in the
work overseas. Many people believe
that any western involvement in the
Third World is wrong – fearing that it
will drown out local voices. In princi-
ple, this is, of course, a valid argu-
ment. But it side-steps the fact that
even while remaining at home, our
lifestyle as Westerners – dependent as
it is on the exploitation of other parts
of the world – inevitably has an impact
far beyond our physical presence.
Moreover, we have invaluable experi-
ence of industrial culture, which is
needed in less developed areas. 

Strategic international collaboration
and deep cultural exchange is then a
necessary prerequisite to finding sus-
tainable solutions to today’s problems.
Unless the consumer monoculture is
halted there is no hope of preventing
ever greater poverty, social divisive-
ness, and ecological degradation. But
countering is not in itself enough. In
addition to opposing the consumer
monoculture, we need to actively sup-
port ecological and cultural diversity,
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ISEC enables people from all over the world to live and work with farming families in rural
areas of Ladakh, Tibet. This exchange is often life-changing, both for the visitors and the
Ladakhis.

Reaction from A.V. Balasubramanian (CIKS, India): ‘Learn how to build 
powerful structures’
It is indeed true that the media projects the glamorous side of life and achievements in the
West, and there is a dark underside that is not flaunted. However, I do not know if there is a
need to expose people to this in a systematic way on a priority basis. I believe that mere
exposure to the West for long periods will not do the job. It also depends on the kind of per-
sonality that is exposed. You refer to Mahatma Gandhi who is an outstanding example of
somebody who lived for a long time in the West – England and South Africa which I include as

West in terms of the civilisation dominated by Europe. This gave
him an excellent insight into its functioning. Yet at the same
time, someone like Nehru also spent long years in the West. But
he seemed to have been ‘overwhelmed by the West’ rather than
to have acquired a balanced perspective on its strengths and
weaknesses. 

I also have certain definite discomfort with people who are
very much enjoying the comforts offered by modern western
civilisation, and who are at the same time harshly critical of it,
harping on about returning to nature, sustainable living, fresh
water and pure air. This gives rise to a suspicion that there are
double standards being observed. In fact, sometime back there
was a harsh comment made by an activist belonging to the tribal
population in Maharashtra, who indicated, “If the environmental

activist of Pune feels that our life style is great, we would be happy to exchange our tribal
huts with them and occupy their flats in Pune.” While we may think this is a very harsh com-
ment it does contain a core of truth on which we should reflect. 

The central issue perhaps is not so much one of environment or even lifestyle, but of
equity in terms of distribution of power and resources. While it is true that the West is facing
certain kinds of problems because the technologies developed by it are posing environmental
problems, the fact remains that it has built powerful systems. In these systems political, eco-
nomic and military power is concentrated in such a way that has been and still is able to
smash traditional societies in many parties of the world. The question faced by traditional
society is how does one counter this domination? The answer that is offered by some sections
of the traditional societies is that they should also learn to build powerful structures like
those of the West, in order to counter western domination. This is precisely what China has
done. I believe that this merits serious consideration. 
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by encouraging the fullest possible use
of local resources, knowledge, and
skills. In ‘developed’ and ‘developing’
parts of the world alike, agricultural
self-reliance needs to be given a cen-
tral role in the economy. 

Towards local economies
If our starting point is respect for
nature and people, diversity is an
inevitable consequence. If technology
and the needs of the economy are our
starting point, then we have what we
are faced with today: a model of devel-
opment that is dangerously distanced
from the needs of particular peoples
and places, and rigidly imposed from
the top down. This model is also
responsible for a dramatic increase in
the gap between rich and poor in both
North and South.

We therefore need to support eco-
nomic localisation. This is not an
absolute goal but about a balance
between the local and the global. Even
though the phrase ‘think globally, act
locally’ is mouthed frequently these
days, the thrust of modernisation is
entirely in the direction of globalisa-
tion. Finding a sustainable middle path
would necessarily involve active steps
toward localisation or decentralisation.
Since extreme dependence has already
been created at both national and
international levels, it would be irre-
sponsible to ‘de-link’ economies from

one day to the next. We cannot, for
example, suddenly halt our purchase of
coffee or cotton from those countries in
the developing world whose economies
totally depend on such trade. But we
can immediately begin supporting aid
programmes that will enable farmers to
return to growing food for local con-
sumption, rather than cash crops for
export. 

Parallel to economic decentralisa-
tion we need to decentralise the pro-
duction of energy. Again, this ought to
happen both in the
West and in the
developing world.
The energy infra-
structure of most
developing coun-
tries is still rela-
tively limited,
which would make
the widespread
application of solar, wind, biomass and
hydropower technologies in these
regions comparatively easy. One of the
most effective ways of turning destruc-
tive development into genuine aid
would be to lobby for widespread sup-
port for decentralised applications of
renewable energy.

Perpetuate living reservoirs
If development is to be based on local
resources, knowledge about those
resources obviously needs to be nur-

tured and supported. Instead of memo-
rising a standardised universal knowl-
edge, children need to be given the
tools to understand their own environ-
ment. Location-specific knowledge with
a contextual and ecological perspective
is far more holistic, and more specific
at the same time. Such an approach
would seek to perpetuate or rediscover
traditional knowledge. 

To get beyond the eurocentrism of
modern-day science we need to pro-
mote research that is less centralised
and more accessible to a broader sec-
tion of the population. Instead of iso-
lating variables under artificial labora-
tory conditions, emphasis would be
placed on experimentation by local
researchers in diverse cultural and eco-
logical environments. Rather than main-
taining elaborate high-tech seed banks,
for instance, farmers would be encour-
aged to grow rare indigenous varieties,
thus perpetuating living reservoirs of
biological diversity.

Farming for local markets
Farming provides the most basic of all
human needs and is the direct source of
livelihood for the majority of the peo-
ple in the developing world. Yet, if
present trends continue, the small
farmer may well be extinct in another
generation. A decentralised develop-
ment path would offer immense bene-
fits for small-scale agriculture. Small
farmers would be better off if emphasis
were placed on food production for
local consumption, rather than on crops
for export; if their products did not
have to compete with products shipped
great distances via subsidised transport
networks; and if support were given to
enhancing agricultural technologies
appropriate for local conditions. 

Many of these
shifts are already
underway. Farmers’
markets, which
shorten the dis-
tance between pro-
ducer and con-
sumer, are springing
up. Around the
world thousands of

individuals and organisations are
exploring locally based, sustainable
alternatives, often inspired by the
proven success of traditional agricultur-
al systems. Official support, however,
still lags a long way behind. Although
there are encouraging signs that gov-
ernments are recognising the need for a
move toward organic agriculture, eco-
nomic incentives continue to favour
biotechnology and large-scale agribusi-
ness. 
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We need to 
support economic

localization

Reaction from Vanaja Ramprasad (Green
Foundation, India): ‘Spiritual awakening is needed’
The critique of the western model of development by Helena
Norberg is thought provoking and needs to be read by every
middle class who aspires to climb the same ladder of develop-
ment. However the solutions offered are a little too simplistic,
though they should be seen as necessary changes. The people of
the countries of the South, and especially India, consist of a
heterogeneous composition of a stratified society representing
class and caste divisions, and a mixture of cultures. In the coun-
tries of the South the inequitable distribution of wealth has
widened increasingly, resulting in abject poverty for millions.
The small group of the rich all over the world control the eco-
nomic growth, the political space and set the pace for cultural degeneration. 

Norberg has made a list of alternative development paths, including economic decentrali-
sation, appropriate technology, support of local knowledge, sustainable agriculture and so on.
Civil society organisations across the world are engaged in integrating these alternatives. But,
it still remains a drop in the ocean. Meanwhile, I would like to underline the fact that the
spiritual and political roots of our crisis runs very deep. It is as if the world is in a ‘deep cul-
tural trance’ and has been taken over by erosion of values. 

Having been engaged in community-based work for the last three decades, I have spent
long hours contemplating the worldwide crisis, its symptoms and the tragic manifestations,
such as poverty, epidemics and ecological destruction. Duane Elgin’s book ‘Awakening Earth’
(see bookreviews p. 46) inspired me. He talks about the unfolding of human consciousness,
opening a profound sense of cosmic purpose behind the current human dilemma, and the
opportunities that lie ahead. Elgin captures his message in the following sentence: “As
humanity develops its capacity for reflective consciousness it enables the universe to achieve
self-referencing knowing of itself; through humanity’s awakening the universe acquires the
ability to introspect and reflect upon itself in wonder, awe and appreciation.” In seeking
answers to our problems humanity must make a choice for life, and for that we must be
drawn by a new vision of possibilities grounded in spiritual awakening. 



Women at the centre
In much of the South today, families are
still whole and strong. Children and the
elderly live side by side, providing
mutual support and security. These
family bonds, however, are also under
attack from the powerful forces of
commercialism and ‘progress’, which
are causing ever greater divisions
between generations and between rich
and poor. This is another reason for
supporting strong local economies.

Such a decentralised development
path would inevitably strengthen the
position of women and help to reinstate
a balance between male and female
values. In industrial culture, power is
vested almost exclusively in men.
Science, technology, and economics –
the cornerstones of western culture –
have been male-dominated from their
very inception. Conventional develop-
ment has had the effect of leaving
women behind – both literally and figu-
ratively – as their men go off to urban
centres in search of paid employment.
A decentralised economy, by strength-
ening localities, would make it easier
for women’s voices to be heard. Women
would then no longer be at the periph-
ery of economic activity, but at the
centre of it.

May I conclude by saying that such
decentralised economies are much
more than utopian ideals; they have
served people in many parts of the
world for millennia. They tend toward a
more equitable distribution of wealth
than growth-oriented centralised sys-
tems. They are more responsive to the
needs of people and the limitations of
natural resources. By linking traditional
cultures and decentralised economies
to the emerging spiritual and ecological
movements in the West, we would be

supporting their revival, thus helping to
maintain cultural and ecological diversi-
ty. This path is essential for happiness
and health throughout the world – per-
haps even for survival of humanity.

Helena Norberg-Hodge
International Society for Ecology and
Culture (ISEC)
Foxhole, Dartington
Devon TQ9 6EB
UK
r.sykes@isec.org.uk
www.isec.org.uk
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Reaction from David Millar (CECIK, Ghana): 
‘Mix of both worlds will be the recipe’
For me, this is an every day message that has been flogged over
and over again. The question is WHAT NEXT? What to do with it?
I do not think the majority of people in the South really envy
the so called development in the West. For a majority in Africa
the issue is more of curiosity than lust or desire for modernity. I
bet that for most of them ‘a mix of both worlds’ will be the
best recipe. The problem is for those, like myself, who have
been ‘brain washed’ with education or religion. For me, there
are times I have wondered how beautiful life would have been if
I had not gone to school (the western type). I dream of mun-
dane things like not having to bath that regularly, dressed up so
formally, and roaming around in the ‘bushes of my village very close to nature’. I honestly
express this also because of my resentment to living part of my time in the city of Accra.

Now let me present this true experience: An Oldman was walking on market day from his
village Kandiga to town (Navrongo) about 9 miles away. A Catholic priest drove by, saw the
Oldman walking so he stopped and offered him a lift. The Oldman had tobacco in his mouth
which required frequent spitting. The priest’s car was air-conditioned and all the windows
were rolled up. The Oldman did not know this, so when they started driving he naturally
turned round and tried to spit out of the window. The saliva splashed back onto the Oldman.
He quickly commanded the priest to stop. The Oldman got out of the car and refused to get
in to the car again. The priest asked why. The reason was simple: he preferred to walk and
spit freely rather than sit in a car with all the comforts, but where he could not spit freely.
So the Oldman walked the rest of the distance. 

I bet if you relocated the whole of Africa in Europe, there would be many more like the
Oldman. To conclude, I would like to propose that we should not put the whole of the South
into one basket, but should start disaggregating and highlighting the heterogeneity. This will
give a different slant to the pieces we write. 

Helena Norberg-Hodge in response to the reactions: 

To Freddy Delgado: I agree completely with your criticism that most programmes which were supposed to strengthen cultures have not
been effective. ISEC’s reality tours are about an exposure to the realities of life in the West. I don’t see, however, how they would ‘run
the risk of putting people in laboratory conditions’. And since the loss of self esteem is so linked to the belief that the West is superior,
it seems essential to demystify the West as part of the process of regaining cultural self respect.

To A.V. Balasubramanian: I agree that the impact of individuals will vary greatly, as shown by the example of Nehru and Gandhi.
However, the intention of the guides to the West can also make a big difference. This brings me to another point that you made: at ISEC
we are sincerely working for fundamental change towards a less resource-intensive way of life within the West. We are in touch with
many individuals who want something better for the world than either life as a marginalised villager or an urban consumer. We don’t
believe that China is an interesting example. The influence of the corporate West is already leading to a disastrous polarisation between
rich and poor and a rapid destruction of natural resources. 

To Vanaja Ramprasad: I can understand that my recommendation seems simplistic, and I am sorry that I neglected to mention the need
for new trade and finance treaties that would allow regions and governments to regain control of their own destinies. If you are interest-
ed you might read some of our other publications that address this issue, particularly in relation to food and farming.

To David Millar: I agree that there is still a great deal of diversity in the South. But at the same time it is true that the same few media
moguls dominate virtually the entire world so that children from Mongolia to Mozambique, from London to Rio de Janeiro, are watching
the same TV programmes with the same homogenous consumer monoculture.



The conventionally
used recipe for eco-
nomic growth is to
expand production
and enter into the
global market. By
specialising in those
products for which
they have a ‘compar-
ative advantage’, pro-
ducers can compete
well on the market
and generate the
highest profits. In this
recipe it is accepted
that production for
export will replace
production for local
consumption, and
that as a result a high
percentage of the

products for local consumption will
need to be purchased from outside the
local economy. It is also accepted that
a high share of the money flowing into
the local economy will leak away again
for investments, interest and imported
consumer goods. 

Local economy stagnates
This recipe, however, is not effective
for everybody or in every situation.
Producers in marginal conditions often
cannot compete in the market with
producers in better conditions. They
cannot sell their products or receive
prices that are too low to cover all the
costs incurred. Then the money flowing
from the market into the local economy
is not enough to cover the costs of
inputs, interest and consumer goods. As
a result people will become increasingly
indebted and trapped in poverty. 

In this situation, the community as
a social organisation often gets lost,
and people may have to over-exploit
their surrounding natural resources in
order to survive. These combined ele-
ments lead to the marginalisation of
the local economy, a common situation
in many poor communities all over the

world. Though there is enough demand
for local products, and people are
ready to produce them, demand and
supply are not matched. There is not
enough money to make the market
flow. Loans to bring new money into
the economy are often not available, or
extremely expensive. 

Interest-bearing loans
Within the price of a product, the share
taken up by interest on a loan can be
considerable, especially if the process
of production, distribution and commer-
cialisation is capital intensive and takes
time. In each of these processes loans
are involved, for which interest is
charged. Research initiated by Strohalm
showed that the share of interest in the
price of products can be up to 30 per-
cent for beer, and as high as 80 percent
for houses. If purchases are on credit,
the share of interest can even become
higher. Credit dependent producers
therefore pay much more for their
inputs than rich producers who do not
need credit.

It is often said that interest is need-
ed to use loans in the most efficient
way. But at the same time interest is
one of the
main causes of
the accumula-
tion of money
among the
richest people,
nations and
multinational
corporations.
In the end the
poor and the
environment
are paying for
this accumula-
tion process. In
fact, interest-
bearing loans
are one of the
main reasons
for chronic
poverty. Most

religions prohibit the usury and interest
on loans. But it is only in Islam that
interest-free banking is presented as an
important issue.

Traditional credit systems 
A widely used traditional saving and
credit system is the ‘box system’.
Members put their savings in a box,
which functions as a rotating fund. Each
member in turn receives a low-cost
loan from the common fund. After some
time the loan has to be returned to the
fund, to be used by another member. In
this way people get access to interest-
free money, which they normally do not
have access to. These loans are used
for small trade, to buy consumer goods
or in case of emergencies, funerals or
marriages. 

Low-cost money flows also can be
enhanced in more sophisticated ways.
Already 4000 years ago a kind of ‘grain-
giro’ system was in use in Egypt. To
have enough food also in meagre years,
grain banks were introduced to store
the surpluses of fat years. A farmer who
stored his grain received the equivalent
value on his personal balance sheet.
When he needed grain he could retrieve
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Local currency systems
strengthen local economies 
STROHALM and Coen Reijntjes

The Dutch NGO Strohalm belongs to the growing network of organisations who regard
the current monetary system, and especially the levying of interest, as one of the main
causes of chronic poverty in the world. With partner organisations in the South and the
North, Strohalm is developing local interest-free credit and trade systems to build self-
strengthening local economies. In 2005, the United Nations’ year of micro-credits, these
low-cost trade systems are receiving special attention. 

In the 1980s new experiments with 'free money' were started in local
exchange networks throughout the world. Here products are traded with
local currency notes on the market of Apulo, El Salvador.



it again from the grain bank. But he
also could use his balance to pay for
land, products, services or tax. The
agreed amount was then transferred
from the balance of the buyer to the
balance of the seller. The stored grain
thus became a medium of exchange. 

As storing grain was not free, peo-
ple with grain in the bank were stimu-
lated to spend its value or to provide
interest free loans to other people. To
prevent costs, these ‘giro’ loans were
forwarded fast to other entrepreneurs.
This stimulated the whole economy of
Egypt, probably one of the reasons why
the country was very prosperous for a
number of centuries. 

In the Middle Ages in Europe
bracteats, thin silver coins, were
brought into circulation as ‘free money’
with only temporary value. Every so
often people had to have their
bracteats reminted, to update their
value again. The local governor charged
20 to 25 percent of their value for this,
as a kind of tax. The system stimulated
people to use their bracteats fast, so
they would not have to pay taxes, and
this in turn had a stimulatory effect on
the local economy.

Local trade systems
In the 1980s, new experiments with
‘free money’ were started in local
exchange networks throughout the
world. LETS circles, or Local Exchange
Trading Systems, are now operational in
most countries. Each member of a cir-
cle gets a certain amount of ‘free
money’ in local currency for which he
or she can trade with other members.
More advanced systems use a central
registration system, and virtual money
is used to prevent falsification. 

One of the most famous trade sys-
tems is the Argentinian Red del
Trueque, or ‘circle of exchange’. After
Argentina’s formal currency collapsed in
the economic crisis of the mid 1990s,
local trade networks were promoted in
urban neighbourhoods. Consumers as
well as producers took part in these
exchange networks. Later they were
promoted throughout Latin America.
Presently, more than 1 million people
are trading with créditos, local curren-
cy notes of a local exchange circle.
These systems, which mainly function
on the basis of trust, are now becoming
more sophisticated and provide better
protection against falsification. 

Enhancing mutual support
In Pisang Village on Bali, Indonesia, the
local economy did not use cash. This
situation has changed now, as people
discovered that they can revitalise their
local economy by reactivating their tra-

ditional banjar system. On
Bali everybody belongs to a
banjar, a more than a thou-
sand year-old local system of
mutual support. The members
of a banjar support each other
by way of saving and credit
(arisan), labour exchange and
advice. 

In Pisang Village a partner
organisation of Strohalm,
called Global Tara Foundation,
introduced a modern variant
of arisan. Every week the
members, farmers, fishermen
and other small entrepreneurs
bring their savings and put
them into a common fund. In
turn members receive low-
cost loans from the fund. In
the following rounds the loans
can be higher, more people
can receive a loan at the same time, or
a community project can be funded. In
this way the local production capacity
is enlarged, and the savings and inter-
ests continue to circulate within the
village to strengthen the local economy.
In return for their savings, the members
receive an equivalent amount in certifi-
cates (bon). With these bon they can
buy products or services from the other
members. In this way the purchasing
power and hence the market for local
products is increased, and demand and
supply balance find each other. 

Micro-credit systems 
Micro-credit systems have become very
popular. They aim to give poor people a
chance to gain income from small
investments in informal production or
trade. Poor people, and especially
women, normally have no have access
to bank loans as they have no legal col-
laterals, are often illiterate, and need
loans that are too small for banks to
handle. Micro-credit programmes for
local groups often include saving and
skill building to make the most of the
loan. In this way participants not only
gain in income opportunities, but also
in skills, social status, self-reliance and
decision making power. 

In these micro-credit systems, how-
ever, money is still flowing out of the
local economy and people depend on
fresh money from outside funding
sources. The new local trade systems
provide interesting additional opportu-
nities within the micro-credit systems.
The loans can be completely covered by
the savings of the members, but the
support organisation brings in start-up
money from outside the community. 

Promoting interest-free trade
Project money can also be used to com-
bine two purposes: to implement com-
munity projects, such as the construc-
tion of a school or a hospital, and at
the same time to set up a local trade
system. The project money is used for
low-cost loans and as collateral for the
local currency system. The salaries and
local materials for the community proj-
ects are paid in local currency. The
workers can buy local products from
the member companies, who in their
turn can repay their loans in local cur-
rency. In this way more benefits are
obtained from the project money. In all
these systems formal currency is still
necessary for trade outside the net-
work. 

In Brazil and El Salvador, Strohalm
and its local partners are working on an
even more complex concept: the
Circuit of Consumer and Commerce.
Eventually, the intention is to link local
currency systems first into national net-
works and later in one international
network to further expand the interest-
free trading system. 

Information is available on
www.strohalm.nl. This website also has
an international helpdesk for new local
trade systems initiatives.

STROHALM Foundation
Oude Gracht 42
3511 AR Utrecht
The Netherlands
info@strohalm.nl
www.strohalm.nl

c.reijntjes@etcnl.nl
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Poor women normally have no access to bank loans. The local trade
systems provide interesting additional opportunities in terms of micro-
credit for these women, when the support organisation brings in start-
up money from outside the community. 



The theme of poverty has a long histo-
ry, and in different periods and places
poverty has been interpreted different-
ly. For many centuries poverty was
associated with monetary income. In
the 20th century poverty became a sci-
entific matter of worldwide interest
and many methods for its measurement
appeared. Examples are the ‘population
income approach’ (daily income per
capita), the ‘subsistence approach’
(Boltvinik 2002), the ‘unsatisfied basic
human needs approach’ (Sen 2003), the
‘relative deprivation approach’ (Desai
2003), as well as the ‘capabilities and
functioning approach’ (Townsend 2003).
These and other approaches have
served as a basis for anti-poverty pro-
grammes around the world. 

Conventional poverty indicators 
Bolivia is classified as one of the poor-
est countries worldwide. The Bolivian
census from 2001 shows that 64.39% or

about 5.2 million Bolivians are poor. It
is estimated that 85% of those poor are
located in the rural areas. The national
institutions generally use the ‘popula-
tion income approach’ (daily income
per capita) as well as the socio-cultural
indicators proposed in the ‘unsatisfied
basic needs approach’: employment,
housing, life expectancy, access to edu-
cation services and health services,
access to drinking water and electricity,
and illiteracy (see figure 1). 

Four additional indicators related to
agriculture are also used to measure
rural development by the national insti-
tutions: daily income per capita, yield
main crop, production oriented to mar-
ket, prices main crop, and access to
credit (see figure 2). 

Research on impact
In the last decades many governmental
and non-governmental efforts have

been made to
reduce the poverty
in urban and rural
areas in Bolivia. In
2002 the Swiss
Agency for
Cooperation and
Development
decided to review
the impact of their
projects on poverty
reduction in the
rural areas. Agruco
was assigned to
measure the pover-
ty reduction of the
development
efforts between
1992 and 2002 in
its work area, the
community Ayllu

Majasaya Mujlli in the department of
Cochabamba. This area is considered
one of the poorest areas in Bolivia: the
incidence of poverty here is around
99.2%. 

Agruco had been working in this
area since 1990, with the objective of
contributing to the improvement of
agricultural production, stimulating
diversity of local crops, revitalising
local knowledge, and strengthening
local organisations. In order to be able
to evaluate the poverty reduction per-
ceived by the community members, it
was decided to analyse the situation on
the basis of the indicators of the com-
munity members themselves. Thus local
indicators for success were developed,
and poverty reduction was measured on
the basis of both the conventional (see
figures 1 and 2) and the local indica-
tors.

Ayllu Majasaya Mujlli
An Ayllu is a group of socially related
indigenous communities in the Andes,
with common territories and authori-
ties. The Ayllu Majasaya Mujlli consists
of 16 communities with 492 families,
and has a total population of 3800
indigenous Aymara inhabitants. The
official language is Aymara, but most of
the locals speak Quechua and a few
speak Spanish. The elevation of the
area ranges from 3800 to over 4600 m
above sea level. 

The climate of this region is cold
and dry, and it is occupied by agro-pas-
toral areas (59%), grasslands (14%), fal-
low areas (10%), rocks and rivers (8%),
arable land with low-intensity agricul-
ture (7%), forests (2%) and wetlands
(0.5%) (Agruco 2000).
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Indicators for
measuring poverty* 
in indigenous Andean communities

Juan Carlos Mariscal, Freddy Delgado and 

Rodrigo Pérez

In this article the authors present a comparison of the different concepts of poverty used by conventional
development organisations and rural communities in the Andes. Poverty indicators used by the two groups were
compared to measure the effect of endogenous development efforts in an indigenous community in the
department of Cochabamba, Bolivia. 
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Figure 1: Conventional indicators of unsatisfied basic needs approach



Discussion on poverty-indicators 
The local indicators for measuring the
poverty reduction were developed in
three participatory workshops by AGRU-
CO extension workers and the inhabi-
tants of the communities. First, the
extension workers presented the con-
ventional poverty indicators used by
most of the national institutions. Then
these indicators were discussed and
assessed by the community members.
For this they were divided into four
groups, according to type of indicator:
socio-cultural, economic-productive,
environmental and political-organisa-
tional. Each indicator was assessed
using the information collected by
Agruco between 1992-2002 in the form
of thesis, booklets and reports, as well
as national statistics.

The groups then came up with the
indicators they were using in their own
assessment of poverty and wealth: the
local poverty indicators of socio-cultur-
al aspects (see figure 3). They include
reciprocity practices, language knowl-
edge, housing accommodation, tradi-
tional celebrations and fairs, collective
prestige, access to education, access to
medical assistance, and parentesco, or
family ties. Local indicators of econom-
ic productive aspects (see figure 4)
include number of animals, yield, num-
ber of local markets, percentage of
produce destined for own consumption,
products exchange, product diversity,
conservation of local knowledge and
production possibilities of different
agro-ecological regions. 

Analysis of indicators
One of the first things that became
clear was that the conventional indica-
tors are exclusively quantitative, while
the local indicators are mostly qualita-
tive. Both sets of indicators cover the
classic areas: education, health and
infrastructure, but they tend to empha-
sise different aspects. 
For example, while the conventional
indicators focus on written language
(illiteracy), the local indicators empha-
sise the oral knowledge of different
languages (language knowledge). The
ability to speak the language Quechua
allows the locals to communicate with
other communities, traders and local
authorities whereas Spanish enables
them to speak to members of govern-
mental and non governmental institu-
tions. 

The local indicators do not include
‘life expectancy’ because age is not a
major issue for the community mem-
bers, and many don’t even know how
old they are. Even though the locals
didn’t include the indicator ‘access to
drinking water’, experience shows that

the availability of drinking
water is an important
aspect for them. This indi-
cator was probably forgot-
ten. However, the ‘access
to electricity’ is effectively
not very important for the
community members
because their daily life and
agricultural activities don’t
depend on electricity.
Some of the study commu-
nities have electricity
installations, but they are
hardly used because the
locals don’t have enough
money in cash to pay the bills.  

Labour and social indicators 
Although the subject of labour is cov-
ered by both sets of indicators, the
approaches used are completely differ-
ent. The indicator ‘unemployment’ is
not at all significant for the community
members, because their labour system
is not governed by employment prac-
tices but by ‘reciprocity practices’.
Therefore this indicator was chosen by
the local inhabitants. This result is in
accordance with Serrano (2003), who
found that more than 55% of the labour
in the Andean communities comes from
reciprocity practices. In fact, three rec-
iprocity practices are used in the study
area: Ayni (labour in exchange for
labour), Mink’a (labour in exchange for
products) and Humaraq’a (labour in
exchange for food). 

The aspects related to social rela-
tions and culture were absent in the
conventional indicators, while these
turned out to be extremely significant
in the local indicators. For the commu-
nity members the connections, or par-
entesco, with their relatives and
numerous godparents (for first haircut,
baptism, marriage and other rituals)
are very important. These connections
not only guarantee support in their
daily life and agriculture production,
but also allow them to have contact
with other regions for
crop-exchange, land
use and accommoda-
tion. According to
Serrano (2003) the par-
entesco allows the
Andean families to
increase their labour
force by up to 40%.

The indicator ‘col-
lective prestige’
expresses the commu-
nity’s well-being and
influence, which is very
important for their
progress. The indicator
is measured by, for

example, the number of local members
in the government and the number of
development agencies working in the
area. The community’s well-being is
also expressed in the indicator ‘per-
formance of traditional celebrations
and fairs’. According to Delgado (2002)
the traditional celebrations and local
fairs are closely related to the agricul-
tural activities, and play an important
role in accessing new territories, for
example to find a suitable match for
marriage.

Economic-productive indicators 
In contrast to the conventional indica-
tors, none of the local indicators are
measured in US dollars. This is because
the economic activities in the commu-
nities are not based on money, but pri-
marily on ‘reciprocity’ and on ‘product
exchange’ practices, which are there-
fore considered important indicators.
The local indicators thus reflect a dif-
ferent perspective of labour and econo-
my than the conventional indicators,
which are based on employment and
money. Therefore the conventional indi-
cators ‘unemployment’ and ‘daily
income per capita’ are not directly
applicable for the communities of the
Ayllu Majasaya Mujlli.

The conventional indicators focus
on monoculture (yield main crop), while
the local indicators emphasise ‘diversi-
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Figure 2: Conventional indicators of economic-productive aspects
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Figure 3: Local indicators of socio-cultural aspects



ty’. It is important for the communities
to cultivate a variety of crops and to
raise various animals, as most of their
production is for self-consumption. This
is also expressed in the local indicators
‘production diversity’, ‘yield’, ‘produc-
tion possibilities in fields in different
agro-ecological regions’, and ‘number
of animals’ (figure 4).

Both sets of economic-productive
indicators consider the percentage of
products that are not for own consump-
tion: ‘production orientated to self con-
sumption’ and ‘production orientated to
market’. The local indicator ‘number of
local markets’ also reflects the amount
of products that are sold or exchanged.
As Delgado (2002) indicates, apart from
being an economic indicator, the local
markets also play an important role as
religious areas and meeting spaces.
Here the parentesco and the reciprocity
practices are strengthened. 

The local indi-
cator ‘conservation
of local knowledge’
shows that the
communities con-
sider their knowl-
edge to be impor-
tant for their agri-
cultural produc-
tion. For example,
local knowledge on
climate prediction
allows the local
inhabitants to cre-
ate the calendar
for their various
agricultural activi-
ties. 

Political organisational 
indicators 
There are no conventional indicators
related to the political and organisa-
tional aspects of the community.
However the six local indicators shown
in figure 5 are extremely important to
the community members for managing
their human, agricultural, economic,
cultural and natural resources efficient-
ly. They reflect the organisational
aspect at community level in the indi-
cators ‘existence of traditional authori-
ties’, and ‘political conflict manage-
ment’. The organisational knowledge
aspect is reflected in the indicator
‘political knowledge’. 

Coordination with and influence at
municipal level is also considered very
important, and expressed in the indica-
tors ‘local and municipal coordination’,
‘local participation at municipal levels’,
and ‘social control at municipal level’. 

Environmental indicators 
There are no conventional indicators
concerning environmental aspects.
However the conservation and manage-
ment of their natural resources is
extremely important, as the communi-
ties depend directly on them for their
livelihood. Therefore ‘plant biodiversi-
ty’, ‘animal biodiversity’, and ‘soil con-
servation and management’, ‘water
conservation and management’ and
‘land conservation and management’
are indispensable local indicators (fig-
ure 6). According to Delgado (2002) the
degradation of the natural resources
(soil erosion, deforestation, among oth-
ers) is one of the causes of the extreme
poverty in this region.

Assessment of activities
Agruco was assigned to measure the
poverty reduction as a result of the
development efforts between 1992 and
2002 in its work area, the community of
Ayllu Majasaya Mujlli in the department
of Cochabamba. First the indicators
generally used by the national institu-
tions were selected as conventional
indicators. Then the local indicators
were formulated in participatory work-
shops with the indigenous inhabitants of
the study area. Finally the contribution
of Agruco on the poverty reduction was
assessed for both sets of indicators. 

Both the conventional and local
indicators showed that the activities
carried out by Agruco between 1992
and 2002 contributed positively to the
reduction of poverty in the communi-
ties. The local indicators, however,
showed a far better performance than
the conventional indicators. It seems
that in this case the indigenous commu-
nities are more satisfied than they
would be according to the conventional
indicators.

This is not very surprising, as Agruco
has been working in a participatory
way, based on local knowledge systems,
values and practices right from the
start. The goal is to support sustainable
rural development through a revalua-
tion of local knowledge, culture, and
agro-ecology. Local research was stimu-
lated, Andean crops improved, tradi-
tional leaders supported, and tradition-
al fairs and local markets, such as the
Seventh Friday Fair in Sipe Sipe
enhanced. Moreover, the rural commu-
nities were supported in their efforts to
submit their problems and requests to
the appropriate local authority, espe-
cially the local municipality. Therefore,
the local indicators of poverty reduc-
tion were the explicit basis of the
endogenous development efforts. 
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Figure 4: Local indicators of economic-productive aspects

Workshop to identify local indicators, and to evaluate endogenous development efforts according to
these indicators, in the Ayllu Majasaya Mujlli (department of Cochabamba, Bolivia).



Conclusions
Based on the results of the present
study, we suggest that it is important
not only to consider conventional indi-
cators for measuring poverty reduction,
but also the locally developed indica-
tors, which are adapted to the particu-
lar area, time and context. The use of
the local poverty indicators allows a
more realistic measurement of the
poverty reduction, as perceived by the
indigenous inhabitants themselves, than
the mere use of conventional indica-
tors. 

The conventional indicators are
quantitative-based and cover socio-cul-
tural and economic-productive aspects.
The local indicators are quantitative as
well as qualitative-based, and include
not only socio-cultural and economic-
productive aspects, but also imply envi-
ronmental and political-organisational
elements. Especially since 1994, when
the ‘law of popular participation’ was
introduced in Bolivia, political knowl-
edge and organisation have become
important issues in the communities. In
this way they can administrate their

share of national resources appropriate-
ly and enhance their endogenous devel-
opment process. Therefore political and
organisational indicators should be
included in the evaluation of poverty
reduction in rural communities in
Bolivia.

Some of conventional indicators on
socio-cultural and economic-productive
aspects coincide with the local indica-
tors. Others, such as ‘unemployment’
and ‘daily income per capita’ are not
suitable, due to the reciprocity and
product exchange based labour and
economy system in the communities.
For the community members the social
relationships and cultural activities are
determinant for the quality of their
daily life, and the success of their agri-
cultural production, and contribute to
the reduction of poverty. These impor-
tant aspects are not considered by the
conventional indicators. 

We are convinced that local indica-
tors of poverty reduction, as perceived
by the people themselves, can stand at
the basis of planning the endogenous
development efforts, especially in the

more marginalised areas of the world.
When analysed in early stages of proj-
ect planning, these local indicators can
give clear insight in the needs and
wants of the local population. This can
greatly enhance the effect of develop-
ment efforts in the marginalised rural
areas. 

*Study performed by Agruco, commi-
sioned by Swiss Agency for
Cooperation and Development (CDE)

References
Boltvinik J. (2003). 

Conceptos y métodos para el estudio de
la pobreza. Comercio exterior: Vol. 53,
Núm. 5, México. 

Delgado F. (2002). 
Estrategias de autodesarrollo y gestión
sostenible del territorio en ecosistemas
de montaña. Complementariedad
ecosimbiótica en el ayllu Majasaya
Mujlli, departamento de Cochabamba,
Bolivia. Plural Editores. 

Desai M. (2003). 
Pobreza y capacidades hacia una
medición empíricamente aplicable.
Comercio exterior: Vol. 53, Núm. 5,
México. 

Townsend P. (2003). 
La conceptualización de la pobreza.
Comercio exterior: Vol. 53, Núm. 5,
México. 

Serrano E. (2003). 
Influencia de las relaciones sociales de
reciprocidad y parentesco en la repro-
ducción de los sistemas de producción
indígenas para una agricultura
sostenible. El caso de la comunidad de
Chorojo. Tesis de magíster en Ciencias en
Agroecología, Cultura y Desarrollo
Sostenible en Latinoamérica. 

AGRUCO
Av. Petrolera km 4½
Casilla 3392, Cochabamba
BOLIVIA
agruco@agruco.org
www.agruco.org

19COMPAS Magazine  February 2005

Existence of traditional authorithies

Local participation at municipal Level

Social control at municipal level

Local and municipal coordination

Political conflict management

Political know ledge

1992 2002

High

Medium

Low

Figure 5: Local indicators of political-organisational aspects

Plant biodiversity

Animal biodiversity

Soil conservation and managementWater conservation and management

Land conservation and management

1992 2002

Low

Medium

High

Figure 6: Local indicators of environmental aspects



In the dry year of 2002 most farmers in
Andhra Pradesh had a serious drop in
production. Additional rice and wheat
had to be imported. But in this year,
dalit women of Zaheerabad managed to
recover their own food and seed sover-
eignty. How did they do this? They suc-
ceeded in recovering their traditional
biodiversity-based farming system on
the abandoned fallow land. This strong-
ly improved food intake and health of
these people, reduced migration and
generated tremendous self-confidence
and pride. 

This experience indicates that in
the dryland conditions of the Deccan
Plateau traditional food culture still can
provide the backbone of sustainable
rural economies. The process is contin-
uing to spread to other villages. But
this success only came after a decade-
long struggle. 

Unviable? 
Andhra Pradesh is regarded as one of
the most ‘modern’ states of India and
was the earliest to fully embrace neo-
liberal reforms. It is especially known
for its Green Revolution policies in agri-
culture, which have mainly benefited
the wealthier farmers who grow irrigat-
ed rice and wheat. This has been at the
cost of the large numbers of poor dry-
land farmers, constituting about 40 per-

cent of the population. 
To advance agriculture, the govern-

ment of Andhra Pradesh requested the
US consulting company McKinsey to
draft an Approach Paper on Agriculture
for its development strategy Vision
2020. This paper, strongly influenced by
the international development model,
concluded that ‘small farming in Andhra
Pradesh is
unviable’. It
proposed
four princi-
ples as a way
out of the
severe agri-
cultural cri-
sis: (1) con-
solidation of
land holdings; (2) replacement of
human labour and mechanisation of
agriculture; (3) contract farming; and
(4) export orientation. It also strongly
advocated the pursuance of biotechnol-
ogy. This has further affected the situa-
tion of small-scale dryland farmers.

Food aid
The poor farmers in the risk prone
semi-arid areas grow a wide range of
coarse cereals, pulses and oilseeds.
They graze their livestock on about 65
percent of the geographical area of the
region. They have no assured irrigation,

and do not receive any subsidy for the
organic inputs they use. Their crops are
not covered by insurance firms, as in
the case of the commercial farmers. 

The Public Distribution System pro-
vides subsidised rice and wheat to the
poor, and played a key role in averting
famines after independence. This distri-
bution system, however, is also serious-

ly contributing to
the marginalisation
of dryland farming.
It is changing food
habits, as the poor
are increasingly
shifting away from
eating locally
grown coarse grains
to eating rice and

other irrigated crops. Consequently,
prices for coarse grains are low and
farmers are discouraged from producing
them. As a result the diversity of tradi-
tional crops is becoming lost, land is
becoming degraded, and farmers are
leaving their land. Meanwhile, the qual-
ity of food has gone down and commu-
nities have lost control over their food
system. 

Celebrating diversity
The Zaheerabad region still host a wide
variety of rainfed crops, including
sorghum, a range of millets, pulses
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Community food sovereignty 
Local food and seed systems can pave the way

P.V. Satheesh

In the state of Andhra Pradesh in southern India, dryland farmers are increasingly migrating away in pursuit of other
sources of income. But others are further developing their local food sovereignty strategies. In the semi-arid region of
Zaheerabad in the Medak District, over 1500 very poor dalit women of the formerly untouchable castes now produce a
wide variety of crops, enough for their own families and to support other members of their communities. These dalit
women are organised in 50 women’s sanghams, supported by Deccan Development Society, a local grassroots
organisation. 

Seed autonomy 
is a crit ical

component of 
food sovereignty
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(pigeon pea, chickpea, lentil, mung and
other beans), oilseeds and vegetables.
The diversity of crops and their capaci-
ty to grow on highly infertile soils,
without demanding water or external
inputs, is crucial for ecological sustain-
ability and survival of the dryland farm-
ing system. 

The local people call the five main
crops Satyam Pantalu, or Crops of
Truth. The name relates to their
resilience and capacity to provide basic
food security. The cultural importance
of Satyam Pantalu can be gauged from
the fact that they are at the centre of
a unique festival in the region, called
Endlugatte Punnam. This festival pre-
cedes the harvest of winter crops, and
is a joyous celebration of diversity. This
and other festivals are intricately relat-
ed to the traditional crops and liveli-
hoods (see box 1).

Women sanghams resisting 
The government policies have severely
affected the self-reliant traditional dry-
land food cultures. The people perceive
these policies as an infringement upon
the autonomy of their food and farming
futures. Some 10 years ago the women
sangham organisations decided to
respond to this by creating an
Alternative Public Distribution System,
founded on local production, local stor-
age and local distribution of grains, to
ensure community food sovereignty.
This, together with actions to conserve
local biodiversity through Community
Gene Banks, was intended to revitalise
the centuries-old farming and cultural
legacy of the communities.

Degraded fallow land was reclaimed
through techniques such as bunding,
trenching, top-soil addition, deep-
ploughing and manuring. The women
leased large pieces of land from land
owners who had left the area. In this
way the women brought around 2000
hectares of fallow land under cultiva-
tion. Crop production was enhanced by
over 300 percent, and they produced a
yearly amount of 1.5 million kilos of
sorghum. In addition, the fodder pro-
vided by these newly cultivated fields
sustained over 10,000 head of cattle.
This resulted in some 2,500 new jobs in
every village; in all over 120,000 people
are earning extra wages in 50 villages.

Village distribution system 
Deccan Development Society made
loans available to the women in the
sanghams for reclaiming the fallow
lands. The first year the loan was fixed
at Rs.2700 per acre; in the second and
third year this was Rs.1000 and RS.500
per acre, making a total investment for
the three years of Rs.4200 per acre. In

each village a committee is responsible
for collecting and disbursing the loans
after harvest. Repayment is over a peri-
od of five years at a fixed price of
Rs.4.50 per kg. 

Loan repayment is in the form of
grains, which are stored by traditional
storage methods, and distributed
among the poor in the months of food
scarcity. The poor are identified by the
villagers themselves, using an innova-
tive process of participatory wealth
ranking. In this process, each household
is judged on a five-point scale of pover-
ty. Each level is identified by a colour
card, which entitles the participants of
the distribution system
to certain fixed
amounts of sorghum at
a subsidised price of
Rs.3.50 per kilo. The
proceeds from this sale
are deposited in the
Community Grain Fund,
which is managed
financially by an
appointed village
group. This fund is used
for reclaiming more
fallow land. 

Seed autonomy
The advantages of this
village distribution sys-
tem are numerous: the
production of food and
fodder has increased,
as well as employment,
price of land, food
intake and health.
Stress and migration
have gone down. At the

basis of this stood the restoration of
the ecological balance, the conserva-
tion of biodiversity, and the empower-
ment of women and local organisations. 

In 2002, the sangham women start-
ed to spread the community controlled
distribution system in 25 other villages.
Another 1233 acres of fallow land were
brought under cultivation. Thus, the
process initiated by the women sang-
hams is moving forward and enlarging
the circle of autonomous food produc-
ing communities. 

A critical component of people’s
food autonomy is seed autonomy. By
collecting the traditional seed varieties
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Box 1  Festivals celebrating diversity 

On the day of Endlugatte Punnam, men and women bring crop panicles from their farms.
These panicles, along with special sweets and cooked rice, are offered to the village
Goddess. It is an act of gratitude towards the Goddess who has showered her blessings on
their farms, and made it possible to grow the various crops. On this day, each house front is
adorned with a string of earheads of the five main crops tied across the front door. The larger
the diversity of seeds, the more proud the family feels, and its higher the status in the com-
munity.

Dasara is the most important festival in the Zaheerabad region. It is celebrated post mon-
soon, when the landscape is covered with greenery, the streams are full, and most crops are
ready for harvest. In preparation fpr the next cropping season, women perform a ritual called
Gattilu Koorchodam. They go into isolation and sit for five to seven days to worship Amba
Bhavani, the famous Hindu Goddess. But beyond the worship of this Goddess lies another ritu-
al of seed worship and seed observation. This makes the women understand the relative mer-
its of each of the different seed varieties cultivated in the village; the seeds with the highest
germination qualities will be most in demand.

Another diversity-related festival is Soonyam Pandugu, celebrated in December. The
entire family goes singing around the farm to soothe Bhootalli, or Mother Earth, who is ‘preg-
nant’ at that time, bearing crops like winter sorghum, chickpea, sweet pea, green peas, saf-
flower, lentil, a variety of other pulses and a host of vegetables. It is in this time of pregnan-
cy that Mother Earth craves the taste of different things. So the people cook Bajjikoora, a
dish in which all the available vegetables and tender grains are cooked together. This is
offered to Mother Earth, who is believed to think: “These people are making an effort to
keep me happy. Therefore I also should keep them happy by making the harvest bountiful”. 

Some 10 years ago the women sanghams have started to grow traditional crop
varieties on land from owners who had left the area, and organised village
seed distribution systems. 



still available and growing those on
their own lands, the women have
retrieved over 80 crop varieties which
had been obliterated by modern agri-
cultural practices. They have conserved
these seeds both on their individual
farms and at community level. A ‘vil-
lage seed keeper’ is responsible for
managing and maintaining the
Community Gene Bank. This has not
only re-established agro-biodiversity
but also has re-established women’s
control and leadership over their com-
munity biodiversity.

Mobile Biodiversity Festival
One of the major ‘tools’ that the
women sanghams and Deccan
Development Society use to introduce
the seed conservation message to other
communities is the Mobile Biodiversity
Festival. This unique cultural campaign
consists of a caravan of twenty bullock
carts. Each cart displays local seeds in
traditional reed baskets, decorated
with motifs of fertility, prosperity and
ecological celebration. The campaign
has been organised every year since
1999. It starts on January 14th, the day
of Sankranti, the festival that cele-
brates the entering of the sun into a
new axis. The convoy travels through
more than sixty villages over a period
of thirty days. 

In each village the convoy is
received with traditional music, rituals
and great enthusiasm. It goes around
the village in a celebratory procession,

with people dancing, breaking coconuts
and worshipping the bullocks and the
carts. The caravan stops in front of
every shrine, mosque and church of the
village, and prayers are offered. The
festival transcends religions, as people
from all faiths embrace it. Each time it
mobilises an amazing cultural energy. As
the years pass, the Mobile Biodiversity
Festival has etched itself a permanent
place on the cultural calendar and con-
sciousness of the community in the
region. 

After the procession, the carts are
brought to a central part of the village
and the exhibition is opened. There
have been scenes of joy at revisiting
the lost seeds, and a general sense of
disbelief that such an astounding genet-
ic wealth still exists. After looking at
the exhibits the women and men sit in
a discussion, which usually goes on for
hours. In the past five years over
150,000 farmers have taken part in
these dialogues. Top agricultural scien-
tists, politicians and members of the
local parliament have also started
attending the festivals, and have
learned about new perspectives on bio-
diversity from the people. Inspired by
the atmosphere, they have assured
their support to the issues raised in the
festivals. 

Success: national action plan 
2001 was a watershed year for the
Mobile Biodiversity Festivals. Over
50,000 farmers participated in the vil-
lage level discussions that year. They
firmly presented their agenda for the
revival of traditional ecological farming
systems of the region, and the biodiver-
sity inherent in them. Together these
communities produced an Action Plan
to further promote the agro-biodiversi-
ty in the region. This plan has been
included into the Government of India’s

National Biodiversity Strategy and
Action Plan, created as a part of India’s
commitment to the International
Convention on Biological Diversity. 

All involved in this were very proud,
as for the first time in the history of
India, small communities had succeeded
in expressing their concerns and turning
them into a national plan. This was a
phenomenal achievement for the peo-
ple in the Zaheerabad region of the
Deccan.

Over a period of six years, the bio-
diversity festivals of the women’s sang-
hams and the Deccan Development
Society have had remarkable success.
They have moved ecological agriculture
from an environmentalist’s agenda to a
farmers’ agenda; they have transformed
the quest for agro-biodiversity into
vibrant community celebrations. The
concerns of small farmers groups were
expressed at various levels and provid-
ed a new path for a national plan of a
huge nation like India. Through all
these exciting processes, these dalit
women have not only secured food sov-
ereignty in their communities, but also
contributed to a redefinition of ecology,
agriculture, biodiversity and gover-
nance. 

P.V. Satheesh
Deccan Development Society, Flat 101
Kishan Residency, 1-11-242/1, 
Street No.5, Begumpet
Hyderabad – 500 016, India
Email: hyd1_ddshyd@sancharnet.in
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In each village the convoy of the Mobile Biodiversity Festival is received with music, rituals
and great enthusiasm. After the procession, the carts are brought to the central part of the
village and the exhibition of traditional seed varieties is opened.

The women have retrieved over 80 crop varieties
which had been obliterated by modern
agriculture.



“When I was a child I saw women doing
wall painting regularly, and I admired
it every time I saw my mother and my
aunt doing it. They would do it to
make the home beautiful, and to make
their husbands and they themselves
feel happy. It was a social activity, and
in turn all houses in the community
were painted by the women. It was not
meant to generate any income. Visitors
would come, however, and snap photos,
but there was no real acknowledge-
ment of the work by them.

Income generation activities are
organised more at an individual level,
especially pottery and basket weaving.
All the villages nearby come for the
pottery made in Sirigu; it is the main
way of earning money. Many women are
involved in pottery making: it is tradi-
tionally women’s work, while the men
are involved in agriculture or go down
South to look for other jobs. Men also
make leatherwork, mortars for pound-
ing and farming tools to sell locally.
The basket weaving is an activity for
women, but only some are experi-
enced.

My mother sold the pottery to help
with my education, so that I could go
to boarding schools. Other women also
did the same for their children. I also
saw that the culture of wall painting
was dying out. The traditional wall
painting is a labour- intensive process
and not very durable: every two years
you have to paint again, as the paint
fades away with the rains, and the
whole wall structure can collapse. New
techniques of wall making, using
cement blocks, prevented the walls
from collapsing, but this affected the
original beauty, and wall painting was
getting  lost.

After my schooling I worked in edu-

cation for some years, and also in the
local radio, which was broadcasting
especially on agriculture. I understand
many of the local languages, so they
made me head of the programmes. But
after five years, in 1982, I left this
work and went back to education.
When  I retired I felt that I needed to
do something for my own community.   
I started with my aunt first, as she was
doing a lot of pottery. Marketing it was
very difficult for her. Middlemen and
women were buying pottery from Sirigu
to exchange it for food items or for
money. Women would take pottery to
the market, and at the end of the day
they would sell their pots at a much
lower price than it was worth, just to
be able to buy some millet for their
husbands and children. So we talked
about the idea of a local organisation
to get a higher price for the pottery.
You have to know that in our culture a
woman cannot get a loan facility, as
she does not have property; she and
her children belong to the
husband. The pottery is hers,
however. A woman can take it
to the market, and the money
is hers.”

Starting up SWOPA
“We then initiated a group of
about 54 women, a mixture of
people, but mostly older
women who were not nursing
any children. We started with
pottery and weaving; later on
the wall painting was also
included. In 1997 we got in
touch with the NBSSI (the
National Board for Small Scale
Industries), and invited some-
one to speak about starting up
a project. A young lady came

and gave a workshop for four days,
especially on ‘how to cost the pots’. I
had to do the interpretation, as no one
else spoke English at that time in the
group. So we went through the whole
process of making the pots and came to
the conclusion that the price we used
to ask for them was far too low.
Afterwards we started to increase the
price, and to our surprise people still
came to buy. The price still continued
to be low, but getting a fair price is a
slow process. After this meeting we
also registered SWOPA – Sirigu Women’s
Organisation for Pottery and Art – as an
organisation and chose our executives. I
was the only literate person, so I
became the secretary and the inter-
preter.    

For some time we held our regular
meetings, sitting under a tree, dancing
and making music. Then a group from
the Felix Foundation in Belgium came.
They brought an interesting book with
them, entitled ‘African Canvas’, which
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Mrs Akanvole, the aunt of Melanie Kasise, is the president of SWOPA.
She is famous for her skills in pottery and wall painting.

read further on
page 26

Improving livelihood through art
Interview with Melanie Kasise

In Sirigu, a village in Northern Ghana, the local people build their
houses in round forms with thick mud walls. Traditionally, women
paint the houses with locally available paint, using certain forms
and patterns to express their connection with the natural and
spiritual world. Women also are skilled potters and weavers of
baskets. In 1997 the women set up SWOPA, the Sirigu Women's
Organisation of Pottery and Art, in order to improve the situation of
the women and increase their income from the various art-related
activities. The activities of SWOPA include improvement of pottery,
revival of wall painting, establishment of a tourist village, and
painting of Sirigu art on canvas. The founder of SWOPA is Mme
Melanie Kasise. 



had many photos of African pottery and
art, and among them were several pho-
tos of the wall designs of Sirigu. This
touched me so much! So they gave me
a copy of the book. We had already
seen that in Accra (the capital city of
Ghana) they were using these Sirigu
photos on postcards. After this we dis-
cussed about starting a project. Our
main need at that point was to have
our own centre with a meeting place,
workshop exhibition and sales room.
Later on we also built a tourist centre
with guesthouses and a restaurant,
with Sirigu wall designs.

In our organisation we have a com-
bination of potters and painters, all
working together for a common goal:
better living standards for the family.
Getting loan facilities is easy now,
because we are members of an identifi-
able group. The formation of groups
has helped a lot of women; they now
have much better economic standing.
They can pay the school fees of their
children, also for the hospital, better
food and better clothes. These are
mainly women’s groups. It is important
that women control the money,
because sometimes the men take it to
buy drinks.  The government is stimu-
lating women’s groups, and has girl-
child education programmes. Over 51%
of the people in Ghana are women, and
many of them are illiterate!

Now there are 143 people in our
group, 140 women and 3 men. These
men work on improving the wall con-
struction of the houses, which absorb
water and can collapse. These three
men are also skilled in pottery and can-
vas paining, but the traditional role
pattern of male dominance is a prob-
lem.” 

Pottery, painting and tourism
“Now we are working on the wall
design, and a few years ago we started
to put the designs on canvas also,
which makes it easier to sell them. We
are still doing a lot of pottery, and we
are also receiving visitors, which is a
good experience. It is a way of making
the project sustainable. Some visitors
stay overnight and pay for that, and
also food is prepared for them. They
come from all over the world. The
Sirigu children are becoming more and
more interested too. The visitors some-
times come to speak in the school, and
talk about the art of Sirigu, and how
blessed these children are with such a
cultural background. There is also a
‘tourism club’ in the school; the chil-
dren come every day and want to see
the visitors. Last year we had to start a
‘tourism management team’ in the vil-
lage, as sometimes there was begging
going on, and villagers would take visi-
tors to some places and then ask money
for it. Sometimes the tourists are very
uncooperative: they go around and do
not want to conform to our new rules.
So, we had to raise the tourist aware-
ness in Sirigu.”

Outside support and pressure
‘’We have received financial, technical
and moral support from Ghanaian and
foreign organisations, but we work
towards independence in the manage-
ment and finance. Young girls and boys
in junior secondary school are now
receiving lessons in Sirigu art, and in
this way we hope to continue this ini-
tiative. Other schools have requested
similar classes. One of the big moments
for us was August 2002, when Kofi
Annan, secretary General of the United
Nations, came to visit Sirigu, accompa-
nied by his wife. As a Ghanaian he was
very pleased to see this project. He
said of the women participating in the
project: ‘These
are people who
have not given
up, despite the
difficulties. Our
women play
important roles
but behind the
scenes. They
would do much
better if they
were to be given
their rightful
role in all
aspects of our
lives’. This visit
gave a major
boost to our
group, and we
made a statue to

commemorate the event. 
We are also very pleased to see

that our paintings are now in many
other places too, like in a restaurant
recently built in Bolgatanga. In Accra
we also made a large wall painting in
the Golden Tulip hotel, and 50 paint-
ings on canvas for the hotel rooms.  
There has also been pressure from out-
side, which is not always easy. We were
visited by a commercial organisation
that wanted to import Sirigu pottery
and painting on a large scale, which
would mean we would have to change
our ways of production. We agreed not
to do this at that point, because we
wanted to go slow-slow. It takes time
to make unique quality work!” 

What does development mean?
“Development for me means under-
standing oneself and one’s situation,
and finding ways to make it better. It is
within yourself, the environment, and
the community. You need to know more
about the pros and cons of life. Who
am I as a Sirigu woman? You need to
know the environment, the people and
the culture, and together look at ways
for possible progression and find ways
to achieve them. You have to use your
talent to make things better. You have
to look for the weaker point in the
chain, and strengthen this weaker link;
that is development for me. One then
progresses physically, socially, emotion-
ally, mentally and morally, and
becomes a truly useful member of soci-
ety.”

SWOPA
Mme Melanie Kasise 
P.O. Box 550 Bolgatanga 
GHANA
siriguart@yahoo.com
www.swopa.org
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Members of SWOPA proudly showing their paintings based
on traditional motives and colours.

Mrs Lucy Akanboyuure, the project director of SWOPA showing the wall
decorations and reliefs inside the SWOPA hall.



The design of the houses reflects the extended family structure of
the people. The compounds are composed of a number of round
and/or rectangular rooms made of loam. The traditional wall
decorations are a very unique expression of the cultural identity of
Sirigu. Women take pride in making the houses of the husbands
beautiful. Natural and local materials are used to make the black,
red and white paint. 

The wall decorations are full of symbolic meaning: the top row
refers to cattle, the symbol of prosperity, and the vertical designs
refer to masculinity.

Sirigu now attracts visitors to enjoy the traditional architecture and
wall designs. Visitors can be lodged in a guesthouse built in the
traditional style.Tourist guides have been trained to show visitors the
cultural and natural beauties of the village. Since 2002 SWOPA has
received several national awards for its outstanding tourist services and
quality art work. 

The village of Sirigu in northern Ghana is well known for
designing. In the traditional community, the women are 
price, the parents hand the bride over to the family of th
income. The people depend mostly on subsistence farm
weaving has taken an important place in the provision o
women have formed the Sirigu Womens Organization fo
pottery, the women have also started painting on canvas
women presently employ five persons for tourist services

The women are very gifted in using the traditional colour
and artistic skills are continuously improved through trai
individual artists get a fair share of the sales. In both the
galleries have started selling the paintings and pottery o
exhibitions in the Netherlands and the US.

Creating new income opportunities based on traditions h
heritage, for example through art and stories. Sirigu wom
traditional style in a restaurant in Bolgatanga, as well as
Accra. This first class hotel has also asked SWOPA wome
With the additional  income from tourist services and the
on food, health and the education of their children. But i
the household and society. The contribution of women in
and the percentage of girls in primary and secondary ed

Sirigu  Women  Organizat      



Sirigu is famous for its traditional pottery, with its own characteristic style
and decorations. Swopa members are continuously developing new designs. 

 its traditional architecture, pottery and wall
part of a dowry system: after paying an agreed
e man. The man owns the house, the land and the
ing. The women's art of pottery and basket

of the family upkeep. Since 1997, more than 150
r Pottery and Art: SWOPA. In addition to traditional
s, and a tourist centre was established. The
s, sales and support of the production.

rs, symbols and shapes. Their craftswomanship
ining by national and international artists. The
e village, the district and national capital art
of Sirigu. SWOPA has also taken part in art

helps new generations to remember their cultural
men have painted a wall decoration in the
s in the swimming area in the Golden Tulip hotel in
en to produce 50 paintings for the hotel rooms.
e sales of art, the women can spend more money
t also strengthens the position of the women in

n decision making in the households has improved
ucation has increased.

The art allows women to express cultural experiences. In this wall
painting in the SWOPA hall the duality between traditional and
Christian beliefs is represented.  On the one side the person holds
a bird, which plays an important role in ancestral worship, and on
the other side the symbols of Christianity.

tion  of  Pottery  and  Art  
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The movement towards endogenous
rural development in the Netherlands
encompasses many different strategies.
Examples include creating direct links
between producers and consumers,
organic farming, on-farm processing of
primary products, farmers’ manage-
ment of nature and landscape, and
agro-tourism. A common characteristic
is the innovative use of the available
resources, which often results in multi-
functional farm enterprises. 

The ability to innovate requires
farmers with creativity as well as a pio-
neering spirit. Establishing new
alliances, based on changing needs of
society, is a crucial part of the strate-
gies. Sometimes the activities build on
a historically rooted but marginalised
cultural tradition. In other cases they
are generated by highly innovative
responses to new ties emerging
between town and countryside. 

Farmers felt trapped
The North Friesian Woodlands, formerly
a rather poor region, has a unique
landscape characterised by small plots
of grassland surrounded by hedgerows
and belts of alder trees. Farming in
this small-scale eco-system is labour
intensive, and implies relatively high
production costs. At the end of the
1980s the dairy farmers experienced
increasing tension between the restric-
tions on farming emanating from new
environmental policies on the one
hand, and growing economic pressure
on farming on the other. The environ-

mental regulations aimed at diminishing
the nitrogen losses from livestock pro-
duction, in order to protect valuable
landscapes from problems such as ‘acid
rain’ and groundwater pollution. This
implied severe restrictions for the
farmers, however. 

The regulations prescribed exactly
how farmers had to reduce the loss of
nitrogen, and required costly invest-
ments. Further intensification of the
production system to cover the invest-
ments was no option, since this was
incompatible with the small-scale land-
scape. The farmers felt trapped. How
ironic that the unique landscape, large-
ly the result of their active manage-

ment, now threatened their own liveli-
hood! However, they decided not to sit
back and wait. 

Environmental co-operatives 
In 1992 two environmental co-opera-
tives were founded: VEL (Vereniging
Eastermar’s Lânsdouwe) and VANLA
(Vereniging Agrarisch Natuur- en
Landschapsbeheer Achtkarspelen). The
farmers started to develop their own
answers to the problems. In addition to
compliance with the ecological require-
ments, the aim was to ensure that as
many families as possible could contin-
ue farming with a decent income.
Creating a sense of belonging, unity and

Endogenous rural development is often a movement away from the ‘modernisation paradigm’ in agriculture. In the
Netherlands and Europe such movements towards more localised agriculture are also taking place. This article is
the first in a series of cases on endogenous development in Europe documented for the Compas programme,
presenting the experience of a group of Dutch dairy farmers in the North Friesian Woodlands. 

Environmental co-operatives: 
a farming strategy with potential 

Sabine de Rooij

A case of 
endogenous

development in
the Netherlands

Typical landscape with ponds, hedgerows, belts of alder trees and grazing areas in the
North Friesian Woodlands. The cooperatives invented new forms of nature and
landscape management.



solidarity among the local people was
seen as a pre-condition to survival. 

Interest in the co-operatives was
wide. One year after the start, around
85% of the local farmers had joined. As
Boukje Nijboer, a female member,
explained: “It is an interest group for
regional level issues, led by people who
know exactly what is going on. For
farmers it makes sense to become a
member. The co-operatives are more
progressive than the farmer’s union
when it comes to farm development;
they link it to the local conditions and
opportunities. The farmer’s union,
which is nationally based, still sticks to
one general advice for all farmers.
Their message is that you need to
grow, become bigger. Well, we think
such a strategy is too risky here. You
build up a lot of debts and you need to
work very hard. For us, cost reduction
and limited growth are better
options.”

Today, some 12 years later, there are
also other important gains for the mem-
bers: a broader view on farm develop-
ment, increased knowledge and skills,

better incomes, a larger social network
and more self-esteem. This new élan is
stimulating young people to start with
farming in spite of the difficult condi-
tions. Farming is once again believed to
offer prospects.

Core activities 
Within the co-operatives various activi-
ties are undertaken to make farming
more sustainable, both economically
and ecologically. Core elements are the
‘nature and landscape track’ and the
‘mineral track’. 

The nature and landscape track
entails nature conservation and land-
scape management by the farmers.
Prolonged negotiations with the govern-
ment resulted in exemption from the
national ecological guidelines. In
exchange, the farmers restored 240
kilometres of alder tree belts and 220
pools. They also stimulated the biodi-
versity in 80 hectares of farm plot
edges, and meadow birds are actively
protected in 240 hectares. A financial
incentive was also negotiated for this
work: the better the quality of the
nature conservation, the higher the
compensation for the farmers involved. 

For this the co-operatives designed
their own methods of control by means
of an ‘inspection committee’. This com-
mittee monitors the progress and quali-
ty of the landscape management efforts
of each individual farming household,
and checks if they comply with the con-
tract between co-operatives and gov-
ernment. The relatively high number of
women in these commissions has been a
deliberate choice. According to Geale
Atsma, director of the management
board of the co-operatives: “It is far
more effective that women express
criticisms. Men argue less and are more
willing to accept the comments when

women are the messengers.” For the
women it provides paid work, which
can easily be combined with their work
on the farm and in their home.

Creation of new resources
Involvement in these activities has had
a positive impact on the existing local
resources, and has created new
resources as well. The new resource in
fact is the landscape and its inherent
nature. Geale Atsma: “You could say
the co-operatives invented agricultural
nature- and landscape management. It
was in fact the fulfilment of a need of
the Dutch people. Today, you can also
find it in other areas where farming is
difficult due to natural hindrances. We
have set the trend for the whole coun-
try. Nature and landscape management
has created employment in the area, or
at least has diminished the underem-
ployment on our farms.”

Nature conservation and landscape
management have thus improved the
incomes of the farming families in the
area. It is estimated that about 10% of
their income is now generated by
means of nature programmes financed
by the European Union and the national
government. These activities have also
improved the biodiversity, which has
had positive effects on the health of
their cattle, thus indirectly adding to
their income. Fokke Benedictus, one of
the founders of the co-operatives
explains: “When you do it well, biodi-
versity increases. For instance, you get
more grass species that positively
affect the cow’s health. And careful
maintenance of the tree belts attracts
more birds. They eat the insects that
destroy the roots of the clumps of
grass. So the more birds, the less insec-
ticide you need. Nature- and landscape
management is therefore economically
advantageous. That is what I learned in
the course of time.” 

The nature conservation and land-
scape management efforts also pay off
at regional level. The potential for rural
tourism has increased considerably.
Moreover, in the VANLA area, extra
energy is put into the restoration of old
sandy paths that now function as walk-
ing trails or cycle-tracks. Possibilities
for water tourism (canoeing) are being
explored as well. According to member
Albert de Haan: “The potential of the
region is increasing and many farmers
explore the prospects that recreation
or tourism can offer. But it will take
quite some time, creativity and
endurance to turn this into a source of
income. You need to find a good mar-
ketable product or service.”
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Boukje Nijboer: “Cost reduction and limited
growth are better options”.

Farmers experimenting with soil fertility developed the ‘cycle system’ with improved nitrogen efficiency in
plant, soil and animals.



The mineral track
The activities related to the mineral
track originated in the government reg-
ulation that forbids the application of
manure to the surface of the soil.
Instead, it is obligatory to inject the
liquid cattle ‘slurry’ (manure and urine
together) into the soil, to prevent
nitrogen losses to the environment. This
method didn’t fit the local farming con-
ditions, as the small plots and the high
groundwater levels did not allow for
the heavy machinery required for slurry
injection. 

Negotiations with the government
on this specific point resulted in tempo-
rary exemption from the rules and an
experimental status. In 1995 farmers
signed an agreement with the govern-
ment that they would actively explore
alternative ways to reduce nitrogen
losses. After 1998, when the govern-
ment decided that exemption from the
generic rules was no longer possible,
the farmers were allowed to continue
with this experiment within the context
of scientific research. This resulted in
the Nutrient Management Project, in
which 60 farmers and scientists of vari-
ous disciplines at Wageningen University
participated. 

In the high-productivity dairy sys-
tem, with high levels of protein and low
levels of fibre in the feed of the ani-
mals, the manure is of low quality for
the soil, and contains high levels of
nitrogen. Moreover, the health of the
animals is affected due to the super-
production required of them. Within
this project the farmers, supported by
scientists, developed the ‘cycle system’
with improved nitrogen efficiency in
plant, soil and animals. The assumption
was that better quality manure can pre-
vent nitrogen losses, improve the nitro-
gen efficiency of the soil, and thus
reduce the need for chemical fertiliser. 

The manure quality was influenced
by several means: by adding an additive
to the manure, by raising the levels of
fibre (by cutting the grass at a later
stage), and reducing the levels of pro-
tein in the feed. The adapted cattle
feed resulted in an improved manure
quality, which was applied to the soil
by surface application using self-
designed light machinery. These com-
bined measures resulted in better grass
quality, improved quality of the soil and
improved grassland production. The
changed fodder content had positive
effects on cattle health as well as on
the quality of milk (less urea). Thus,
the cycle was ‘closed’: the improved
manure, improved soil quality, and the
improved cattle feeding and health
were linked together in a new balance. 

This farmer-driven research has

opened up new knowl-
edge and enlarged the
skills of the farmers.
The application of
these skills has result-
ed in higher levels of
ecological sustainabil-
ity, less dependency
on external resources,
and better incomes
for the farmers. As
Boukje Nijboer clari-
fies: “Participation in
the nutrient mineral
management project
has opened our eyes
to new farm manage-
ment strategies. We
have learned that
changing the fodder
ration and using less
fertiliser lowers the production costs
whilst it doesn’t affect the grass yields.
I think that we now save at least 2
eurocents per litre of milk. We sell
about 430,000 litres a year, so it is not
difficult to calculate our profit. Cost
price control is the core of our strate-
gy. This is definitely different from the
mainstream strategy, which focuses on
maximising output.”

Human and social resources
The importance of the VEL and VANLA
co-operatives goes beyond improving
the local natural and economic
resources. The activities have had a
positive influence on human and social
resources as well. Farmers appreciate
the co-operatives in the creation of
new knowledge and practices.
Membership has raised their self-
esteem and enlarged their understand-
ing of and influence on political
processes. 

The co-operatives use different
methods for the generation of new
knowledge, such as courses on nature
conservation and landscape manage-
ment, designed by the farmers in col-
laboration with experts from nature
organisations. Excursions to farms of
colleagues is another popular method.
This leads to broadening of perspectives
and identifying new opportunities.
‘Learning by doing’ of each farmer is
combined with exchanging working
experiences within small study groups.
The common research project of farm-
ers and scientists of different disci-
plines proved important for the genera-
tion of new knowledge. 

Worldviews and values
There are several reasons that can
explain the success of these environ-
mental co-operatives in the North
Friesian Woodlands. In the first place,

the presence of knowledgeable farm-
ers, who, as pioneers and leaders, have
been capable of motivating and activat-
ing other farmers, has been crucial.
Secondly, shared social values, such as
the sense of ‘belonging to the same
community’ have played an important
role. The farming families felt unjustly
treated and considered their farms at
stake as a result of the state-enacted
rules on manure treatment. This
touched upon a shared history: the
huge sacrifices of their ancestors to
found farms on these poor soils would
all have been to no purpose. ‘Nobody
can just take away our farms’ is their
motto. 

The same sense of common history
is related to the specific landscape of
the area, which is perceived as the out-
come of local farming practices of the
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The improved cattle feed resulted in better quality manure which was spread
on the soil by surface application. Special exemption from the government
environmental regulations was required for this experiment.

The improved feed resulted in better health
of the cattle and reduction of veterinary
expenses.



past and present generations. Though
one might expect that the farmers
experience the landscape as an obsta-
cle for improving their farming results,
they primarily feel connected with it.
According to Geale Atsma, one of the
leaders: “We cherish the landscape, it
is part of our identity.”

The feelings of social cohesion are
further based on the historical custom
of supporting each other in difficult sit-
uations. Previous generations would not
have been able to survive without
mutual help. Though the technological
developments on the dairy farms have
decreased the need for co-operation,
some patterns of solidarity have
remained, such as labour exchange and
the sharing of machinery. In times of
need the farming families could easily
fall back on their traditional forms of
solidarity. 

Autonomy and liability
Another element in the
worldview of the farmers in
this region is their sense of
autonomy. They define
themselves as a ‘free peo-
ple that cherish
autonomy’. Self-supportive-
ness, self-sufficiency and
reliance on their own
capacities are important
values. Too much state
interference had triggered
resistance. In the case of
the government manure
enactments, local farmers
were totally excluded from
the policy formulation
process. Policy makers used
national aggregated data to
draft generic rules from
behind their desks. The
specific situation in sepa-
rate regions was ignored,

including the way these new rules
would affect the local farming perspec-
tives. 

Another shared value is reliability,
or the commonly shared perception
that once made, agreements must be
kept. Geale Atsma: “Farmers here need
time to decide whether they commit
themselves to something or not. But
once they have made the decision to
join, you can be assured that they will
keep their promises.” On the basis of
this value, the farmers involved in the
nutrient management project were reli-
able partners. 

Farming gently
Another major element of the farmers’
worldview is that, despite a variation in
farming styles, basic principles in the
farming practices are shared. The con-
cept of kreas buorkjen, or ‘farming

gently’, contains five social indications
of what is considered to be good farm-
ing: (1) Using one’s own experiences
and intuition in decision-making about
farm management and development.
(2) Establishing a balance between the
ecological and economic sides of farm-
ing; farming with minimal levels of pol-
lution. (3) Farming as a free enterprise,
not overburdened with debts, and as
self-sufficient as possible. (4) Certain
indicators to observe that the farmer is
taking good care of the farm: colour of
the grassland, the exterior of the cat-
tle, the condition of farm buildings and
farmhouse, and the appearance of the
yard and garden. (5) Finally, the farm
needs to be well balanced, in line with
its environment, and present a clean,
‘aesthetic’ exterior.

Not surprisingly the co-operative
initiatives described here are strongly
inspired by these commonly shared val-
ues. Farming gently is a direct reflec-
tion of the social coherence amongst
the farmers and their notions of ‘auton-
omy’, ‘reliability’ and ‘pioneering spir-
it’. This feeds into an integrated
process: the natural, social, human and
economic resources are combined in a
new way, creating a more effective bal-
ance. 

This strengthens the income at farm
level, which in turn strengthens the
regional economy. The 17 farms that
have integrally adopted the VEL-VANLA
approach have added a gross added
value of 225,000 Euros extra to the
local economy. The economic potential
of this approach is thus promising, both
at farm and regional level. 
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Co-operatives
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Figure 1  The support structure of VEL and VANLA

Geale Atsma (centre) and Fokke Benedictus (right), two farmers who initiated the VEL and VANLA co-
operatives, receive the award for nature-farmers 2002 from a representative of the farmers’union.



Stewardship
The notion of stewardship is a direct
reflection of, and in turn feeds into
‘farming gently’. The Friesian farmers
interpret stewardship, or ‘taking care
of nature’, in different ways. For most
of these predominantly Christian farm-
ers stewardship has a religious connota-
tion: what God has given must be han-
dled carefully, and passed on to the
next generation. Some farmers link this
concept explicitly to the soil: their
main concern is to reduce the nitrogen
levels, in order to prevent groundwater
pollution and to improve soil quality. 

For other farmers, protecting the
wild plants and meadow birds are
important elements in their interpreta-
tion of stewardship. This draws heavily
on traditional local knowledge built up
by generations of farmers for whom the
hedgerows and alder trees were an
inherent part of their farm. The envi-
ronmental co-operatives took advan-
tage of this knowledge and designed a
system to further disseminate it among
other farmers. 

Stewardship is thus translated into
more biodiversity and enriched land-
scapes, which then emerge as new
income opportunities. Similarly, the co-
operatives themselves are powerful
resources that stimulate learning,
enhance participation and influence
political decision making processes at
various levels. The co-operative thus
allows for improved stewardship at
regional level. 

An enabling environment 
Figure 1 synthesises the institutional
pattern in which the VEL and VANLA co-
operatives are operating. Three levels
are distinguished. The inner circle is
the ‘experimental space’ of the two co-
operatives, within which the patterns
of endogenous development are mould-
ed. The outer circle refers to the pre-
vailing ‘regime’. It corresponds with
the major interest groups and dominant
institutions: the national farmers’
union, the general public with its ten-
dency to distrust farmers, standard sci-
entific institutions, and the various
ministries of the national government.
At different levels, the strategies of the
co-operatives are at odds with the logic
of these reigning structures.

What is crucial then is the ‘interme-
diary circle’: the network of institu-
tions, actors and mechanisms that have
allowed VEL and VANLA to find their
own way forward. They have created an
enabling environment for these initia-
tives. Several members of parliament
have supported these farmers in
defending and regaining the required
political space. A group of researchers

at Wageningen University have turned
the VEL/VANLA experience into a ‘field
laboratory’. This implies that both
farmers and scientists participate in the
research, to provide and generate spe-
cific kinds of knowledge. Moreover, the
research agenda is strongly farmer-driv-
en: twice a year the research agenda is
jointly discussed and decided upon. 

Another important ‘intermediary
actor’ is the provincial authority, which
has effectively shielded the co-opera-
tives from severe attacks by the nation-
al farmers’ union. Last but not least,
various NGOs, such as the nature and
environmental movements, have sup-
ported the co-operatives. Strategic
partnerships with these organisations
have been helpful, for example, in
negotiating the required exemption
from national legal frameworks.

Keeping the countryside alive 
It is quite intriguing to note that the
farmers that integrally adopted the
VEL-VANLA approach appear to have the
smallest farms. An explanation could be
that smaller farms seem to have more
room in terms of labour and their work-
ing schedules to fine-tune their produc-
tion process, and to experiment with
innovations. 

Meanwhile it has become clear that
the VEL and VANLA co-operatives also
represent a turning point in Dutch rural
history. Since their establishment in
1992 more than 300 similar rural co-
operatives have started throughout the
country; four in the same region. The
merging of VEL and VANLA with these
four into one large environmental co-
operative, the Noardelike Fryske
Wâlden, is the most recent develop-
ment. This regional co-operative aims

to extend the approach of VEL and
VANLA to the whole region. 

This example shows that endoge-
nous development in the Netherlands is
an ongoing process that contributes to
a ‘living countryside’. VEL and VANLA
co-operatives combine the new needs
that have arisen within Dutch society
with the local economic, ecological,
social, cultural and political resources.
In this way it is creating economic and
ecological win-win situations, which
allow the farmers in the Northern
Friesian Woodlands to remain on their
land. 
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During a meeting of the VEL and VANLA co-operatives, new forms of agriculture are discussed with the
Minister of Agriculture (2nd to the left), a scientist from Wageningen Agricultural University and a
representative of the farmers’ union (right).



The Eastern Ghats in India is the home-
land of about 60 tribal communities
with a total population of around 6.5
million people. The majority of these
tribes live in hilly, forested areas. Each
tribal group has a distinct life style,
based on their belief in nature and the
spiritual world. Endogenous develop-
ment is being promoted by the local
NGO Integrated Development through
Environmental Awakening (IDEA). Proper
consideration of local values, customs,
practices, resources, institutions is the
main pillar in this development process.
Judicious blending of these components
with elements of modern development
is one of the philosophical principles of
endogenous development. This is espe-
cially vital in these tribal areas where a
rapid transition is taking place. 

Modernisation
The modernisation process and the
influx of non-tribal cultures have influ-
enced tribal life in this part of India to
a great extent. These changes started
around 1960 and have accelerated in
recent decades. Modernisation has
entered into this remote area in many
different ways, for example through
formal education, which is based on the
western knowledge system. When
attending the local schools the tribal
children have to adapt their dress and
language, as well as their ways of seek-
ing answers to their questions.
Traditional ways of learning are largely
ignored in this process. 

The effects of modernisation are
therefore manifold and can be seen, for

example, in the ecological destruction
of the area. In the past tribal societies
used several regulatory mechanisms to
control the effects of the traditional
shifting cultivation practices. Today,
however, indiscriminate felling of trees
for timber and the paper industry has
resulted in large-scale deforestation.
This rapid depletion of forest cover has
disturbed the ecological balance in the
region, leading to reduced rainfall and
forcing a change in cropping patterns.
Depleted forests, denuded soil and
reduced groundwater levels have
caused the virtual disappearance of tra-
ditional roots, herbs and tubers from
this region. This changing scenario
poses serious threats to the very exis-
tence of the tribal societies. 

Tribal economy
The tribal economy is structured around
two key elements: land and forest. This
is operationalised in three different
ways: by gathering of minor forest pro-
duce, by shifting agriculture, and by
settled agriculture. Traditionally, barter
was an effective mechanism to share
resources, especially related to the
minor forest products. With increased
exposure to non-tribal customs this has
changed dramatically. For example, the
level of awareness among tribals con-
cerning the use of money and the value
of their products is generally poor. As a
result, they are often victimised by
unscrupulous traders, who buy tribal
produce at low prices. This leaves the
tribals economically vulnerable and
open to exploitative labour practices. 

Moreover, encroachment by non-
tribals into tribal lands in search of tim-
ber and other resources has pushed
tribals deeper into the remote areas,
thus further marginalising them. The
increased interaction between tribals
and non-tribals has also led to an accul-
turation process and an increasing loss
of identity among tribal people. More
alarmingly, it has given rise to aspira-
tions that are difficult to fulfil.

Tribal endogenous development
In the context of tribal development,
most efforts so far have failed to inte-
grate the tribal indigenous knowledge
systems and institutions into their
development activities. The state tribal
development programmes, for example,
have ignored the relevance of indige-
nous knowledge systems and the role of
traditional leaders. Similarly, in agricul-
ture, the policies based on subsidies
and modern development inputs have
ignored the existing agro-ecological
practices, which are the lifelines of
these communities. 

Indigenous people possess complex
knowledge systems, which are virtual
databanks with valuable insights into
the environment. The indigenous com-
munities always prioritise their own
time-tested experiences, with commu-
nal harmony, local exchange, and cus-
tomary regulations being the main guid-
ing principles. The lack of understand-
ing of these traditional tribal practices
often leads to the failure of integrated
development programmes. 

From its continuous interaction with
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Strengthening tribal economies through
endogenous development
K.J.N Gowtham Shankar

‘We must cease to think of ourselves as
different from the so-called tribal people. This
is a vicious idea. It is due to a superiority
complex, which has no basis in reality. I can
say with complete honesty that some of the
tribal people have reached a high degree of
development. In fact, I have found that in
some places they are highly educated and
disciplined, and lead a corporate communal
life which, I think, is far better than the caste-
ridden society from which we suffer.’
(Jawaharlal Nehru, former president of India)



tribal communities, IDEA is convinced
that any effort to improve the ecology
would be incomplete without drawing
on these databanks, or without active
participation of the indigenous people.
We believe that endogenous develop-
ment, which emphasises the judicious
blend of traditional and modern ele-
ments, is the best solution to resolve
the problems, economic crisis and con-
flict situations in the tribal belts. The
three cases, expressed by representa-
tives of tribal groups, show various
endogenous development initiatives
implemented by IDEA.

Methodology
We can distinguish four main stages in
our approach. When entering a new
community, we start by building up a
relationship with individuals. Case stud-
ies, group discussions and building rela-
tions with traditional leaders follow. We
encourage and participate in cultural
programmes with songs related to peo-
ples’ history, culture and festivals, their
ancestors, clan totems and environ-
ment. This attracts immediate atten-
tion and creates emotional participa-
tion and physical integration. Extensive
dialogues are held with the community
leaders on the interconnectedness of
the natural world, human world and
spiritual world.

Then the more formal part of the
process begins. Short simple lectures
are given during group and village
meetings. Examples and evidence from
the community are cited, and explana-
tions of the meaning of the songs are
given. We try to establish relationships
between customs, norms, festivals,
environment and animistic religious
practices. This enhances people’s confi-
dence in their practices. The communi-
ty feeling is strengthened in their minds
and hearts. All people, including the
traditional leaders, participate in the
programme. This element of emotional
integration is a central to the IDEA
methodology. 

The third stage includes formalising
the groups and setting a common agen-
da. This implies experimentation with
sustainable technologies, documenta-
tion of local practices, and revival of
cultural practices. At this level the
local knowledge systems interact with
outside practices. For example, tradi-
tional herbalists receive training in doc-
umenting their local practices, and
learn about allopathic first aid.
Traditional birth attendants received
training in mother and childcare, immu-
nisation and nutritional improvements.
Environmental protection and develop-
ment groups (EPDGs) are established
and work out plans for integrating their

ecology-related cultural festivals and
their natural resource base. Village-
based women’s groups are organised,
with involvement of their traditional
leaders, to enter into the thrift pro-
grammes (as described in case 3). 
The fourth stage includes leadership
building, networking and lobbying. As a
result of this work in the various com-
munities the Naik-Gotna network was
established in 1998: the Network of
Tribal Leaders. This network organises
various activities that benefit the tribal
population as a whole. For example,

hundreds of representatives of the vari-
ous tribal groups and their traditional
leaders joined the yearly festivals
organised by the Naik-Gotna network.
These frequent festivals provide a plat-
form for traditional leaders to exchange
and demonstrate their knowledge,
practices and experiments. They create
space for intercultural dialogues and for
strengthening networking between dif-
ferent tribal communities to promote
endogenous development.
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Case 1: Herbal health and
nutrition 
By J. Balaram, K. Seethamma,
K. Arjun

“Our health and nutritional
conditions were always good
until some 50 years back. We
used to eat the local crops, sea-
sonal nutritious wild foods and
medicinal herbs, but gradually
we lost these. The destruction
of the forest and even the
changes in the climate have
influenced our food habits. Less
food is now available in the
wild. Therefore we are losing
our knowledge and resources. People from other cultures have also brought us
new food habits and menus, and our tastes have changed. 

IDEA is helping us to protect and use our local resources, so we have food to
eat and better health. IDEA has helped us to systematise the knowledge about
herbs and food of our traditional healers. In this way we have classified the tra-
ditional herbal practices for the health of humans, cattle and crops. Our healers
have improved their skills and are passing these on to others through training
sessions organised by IDEA. We have also started herbal gardens in our homes
and villages. Many of our health problems are better controlled now. The med-
ical expenses which we were incurring on allopathic medicines, as well as travel
expenses and the time to get the medicine from distant places, have now been
considerably reduced.

We are also combining our traditional health practices with other Indian tra-
ditions, such as Ayurveda, Unani and even homeopathy, wherever it is feasible,
as well as with allopathic medicine. We have learned modern first aid practices,
and are now using preventive vaccinations and delivery kits. In agriculture, we
are using veterinary first aid kits, modern eco-friendly pest management prac-
tices and sometimes we consult with the soil testing departments for their
advice.

We have also learned to make our own botanical pesticides from local herbs,
to control pests in crops and diseases in our cattle. We are again seeking to inte-
grate the cosmic divine powers. In this way we have revived some of the health-
related rituals, for example Bali Parob (ritual for crops and soil health), Chaitra
Parob (ritual for the health of medicinal plants and edible tubers), and Ashada
Jatara (ritual for the health of our crops and animals).

Our traditional village leaders, healers and senior women are giving us
advice on different types of wild foods and how to prepare them in a special
way. We have started a new supplementary food preparation named ‘Poshak
podi’ (nutritional food powder), in which our traditional and modern nutritional
formulas are combined. This is very good for our children, pregnant women,
women with young children, and elderly people. We have also started a special
programme that goes by the name of ‘Koilari’ to experiment with edible tubers,
wild leafy vegetables and various berries and nuts in the wild. We are sharing
this information with our neighbouring tribal brothers in different parts of the
Eastern Ghats. In this way we spend less money on buying food from elsewhere.
This has helped us a lot and so it can help them too.”

Tribal healers exchanging knowledge on medicinal
plants. Many health problems are better controlled
and expenses have been reduced.
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Case 2: Food security and grain banks 
By Jayram Pangi, Chedda Bhimanna, Korra Chandramma 

“Gathering food from the wild, hunting, agriculture and tending cattle were
the main occupations of our fathers and forefathers. During our childhood there
was plenty of forest around our village. Food was abundant in the forests and in
our surroundings. Then suddenly things started changing! Forests declined as we
were forced to cut down huge trees and forest belts for export. The timber con-
tractors and local rulers brought lots of tribal people from distant villages to cut
forest trees for export. Small hamlets were built for these settlers. The natural
forests disappeared and the mountains were left without trees in no time.
Wildlife disappeared. Several tubers and wild vegetables were difficult to find.
Honeybees were gone with the wind, forever. A food security crisis arose all over.
We were compelled to migrate to distant areas in search of work to earn some
money for food.

Decades have passed. Then a surprising change started in our area when IDEA
came to our villages. That was in the 1990s. Since then IDEA has helped us to
address many issues. Within a few years our denuded mountains started to regen-
erate again. Our leaders now feel more confident and their skills have improved.
Traditional seeds are being brought back to our farms. Within no time the food
production doubled and tripled. By 1997 or 1998, if I rightly remember, there was
no more starvation in our villages, and very little migration.

Our women’s groups have now ventured to start up grain banks. In the com-
munities Pogara and Manjuguda the grain bank started in 1997 with 100 kilos of
rice, 40 kilos of minor millet and 40 kilos of finger millet. By the end of 2003,
the stocks in the grain banks had reached about 400-500 kilos of rice, almost 200
kilos of finger millet and 100 kilos of various varieties of beans and 200-300 kilos
of minor millet. We are now self-sufficient and support families in times of emer-
gency, when there is a wedding, or a deficient crop period. There is no more
going to moneylenders for petty loans. This area is now producing enough, not
only for consumption, but also for sale and to start up ventures like this grain
bank. We even donated grain to the cyclone victims in Orissa, some 4 years back!
We are very proud of that.” 

Grain banks organised by women village groups have
reduced the need to go to money lenders for petty
loans.

Case 3: Addressing saving problems of women 
By Muvvala Muthai and Madala Yeeramma 

“We, the women’s groups, have tried to address our problem related to the loss of
our savings. Hitherto, when we tried to keep some small savings in our house, they
were mostly taken away by the male members. Our hard-earned money used to disap-
pear! That is why women’s savings programmes have failed in many villages. In 2002,
all the women’s groups came together to review and analyse this situation. Members of
the Naik Gotna (the network of tribal leaders) were also present in the meeting. We
sought their help and advice on how to solve this problem of women’s savings going
missing.

A suggestion came from the Poojari (priests) and Dhisari (local healer): ‘Keep your
savings in front of your Ghoror Nisani (ancestral spirits in the house). Your money will
be safe, since it is a very serious taboo to touch any belonging of the ancestral spirits.
So your money will not be touched by anyone in the house’. Then the question arose:
how do we touch the monthly savings kept in front of our Ghoror Nisani to be able to
use it? Then another Poojari, by the name of Anandarao, solved this problem by saying
‘When we break a coconut to the god we leave one piece with the god and take the
rest for our own consumption. Similarly, when you are in need of your savings in front
of a god, you can leave some token amount, like 50 paise or 1 rupee, and take the rest
of the money to the bank or to meet your emergency needs’.

This seemed very sensible to us. We decided to do an experiment with women from
12 villages. IDEA provided us with savings pots, and training.We started this programme
on an experimental basis, which we named Nisani Donn (money of the divine beings and
women). After celebrating a ritual to our village goddess Sanku Devath, all our
women’s group members, men and children gathered to see the launching of the pro-
gramme. Since then we have kept our savings pots in front of our Ghoror Nisani located
either in the centre or corner of the house. 

When we started in 2001 the average actual monthly saving of each member of the groups was around Rs. 20.00, while by the end
of the month the women were usually finally left with less than 10% of these savings. After the first month of the experiment, the sav-
ings had reached more than Rs. 35.00 per woman, and nobody had touched it. Within months the saving programme started accelerat-
ing. In the second year ten more villages joined in this experiment, and the savings had gone up to an average of Rs. 43.00 per woman
every month. In this way the modern concept of a savings programme was combined with our own customs and beliefs. No male mem-
bers or children ever tried to touch this money again!”

The ancestral spirit of the house Ghoror Nisani is
protecting the savings of women.



Strengthening tribal economies
Since the well-being of any tribal socie-
ty is largely dependent upon the
strength of its tribal identity, it is
important to ensure that all develop-
ment activities are non-intrusive and do
not threaten that sense of identity.
Tribal systems already have developed
mechanisms to address almost every
environmental and community concern
in forest conservation, herbal health,
protection of wildlife or soil conserva-
tion. It is essential, therefore, that
development initiatives draw on this
knowledge. 

The endogenous development
model, which is promoted through the
concept of ‘Emotional Integration and
Awakening’, is yielding results that are
sociologically acceptable to the com-
munity and economically viable (see
Box 2). It is based on the tribal subsis-
tence-based economy, and also address-
es their needs for economic empower-
ment. One of the main pillars is
addressing the environmental problems.
This model also helps the tribal commu-
nities to maintain their cultural identi-
ty, while integrating certain external
cultural practices through which they
join the mainstream of society. 

When defining the development
efforts, broad fields such as economic
development, leadership, managerial
and artisan skills, natural resource man-
agement, and community health and
nutrition were included under the same

umbrella. Special
importance is
attached to the
role of women.
Tribal societies
accord special sta-
tus to their
women, yet a trib-
al woman is often
marginalised in
the present sce-
nario. Through the
village-based
women’s groups, a
range of activities
have been initiat-
ed to empower
them and improve
their status within
the communities.
There is great
potential for expanding these endoge-
nous development programmes to other
areas with tribal populations.

IDEA
Flat no. 6A, Maharaja Towers
R.K. Mission Road
Visakhapatnam 530 003
INDIA
gowtham_shankar@hotmail.com
www.ideaind.org
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Box 2  Results of tribal development efforts

- Improvement of bargaining capacity of agro-forest based products, 
resulting in getting fair prices. 

- Reduced cost of crop production, due to the use of botanical pesticides, 
traditional soil and land management practices, organic manure, biological 
pest control, and the use of disease resistant, drought- and pest-resistant 
traditional seed varieties.

- Reduced expenditure on allopathic medicine for human and animal health 
due to revival of the use of herbal medicines and support to local healers. 

- Extra income for women due to value-adding and processing techniques of 
the raw forest and agriculture products. For example, leaf plate making, 
turmeric powder production. 

- Less money spent on buying seeds due to the conservation programmes of 
traditional seed varieties at institutional, community and farmer level. 

- Increased production from agro-forest and livestock based activities. This has 
created more food for consumption, more income generating activities, and 
less need to migrate elsewhere in search of paid work. 

- The revival of first eating ceremonies has further contributed to food security
throughout the year, and helps the communities to conserve surplus grains to 
meet their emergency needs. This has also reduced the loss of crops and land
to non-tribal petty traders due to indebtedness, and exploitation in bonded 
labour. 

- Increased opportunities for women to save money. Women’s village groups 
have created revolving funds which provide small loans for income generating
activities, such as vegetable cultivation, small shops, agro-forestry based 
processing units, and duck- and chicken raising activities. 

- The revival of local food customs, herbal medicines, and the preparation of 
supplementary nutritional foods for vulnerable groups is contributing to the 
improvement of health, nutritional status, and has lowered the rate of 
mother and child mortality. 

- The grain banks meet emergency consumption needs and supply food. ‘Bali Parob’, soil testing ceremony (see baskets with soil
and germinated crops).

Tribal women discussing the nutritional values of wild leafy vegetables. The tribal
healers (Konda Reddy Tribal) are confirming the values of the plant.



The population of Huancarani is of
mixed origin. The inhabitants include
three main groups: original inhabitants,
migrants from the mining areas who
settled after the massive lay-offs in
1985, and migrants from other parts of
the country. Currently, most inhabitants
are women, as their husbands and sons
have migrated to other parts of the
country in search of jobs. Some of
these women are widows, or single. The
fertile valley land of the community is
suitable for growing maize, vegetables
and fruits, especially cactus figs, apples
and peaches. Farming is small scale and
rainfed, and mostly carried out by
women.

A study on community 
It was our intention to study how a
‘community’ is the end-result of the
way it is organised, its economic sys-
tem, and its religious and spiritual
dimensions. The key question of our
study, directed by Agruco, was: how do
people create their community in our
modern society?

In our perception, community can
be defined as a place, in the sense of
both territorial- and social space, in
which social interactions take place and
a feeling of community is being creat-
ed. Community also has a symbolic and
a divine dimension, and implies liveli-
hood strategies and initiatives based on
these elements. The strengths of the
local initiatives may provide alterna-
tives to the conventional forms of
poverty alleviation. 

The study was carried out in two

phases. The first one consisted of iden-
tifying the socio-economic practices of
the population of Huancarani, and gath-
ering data from those who participate
in the communal activities. During the
second phase we followed up on key
informants of this group, to gain in-
depth understanding of their daily prac-
tices. 

History of Huancarani
Before the Agrarian Reform of 1953, a
large number of farmers of Huancarani
had bought land from the former
landowners. This feature distinguishes
this community from the surrounding
communities, which during this period
were haciendas (ranches) or ayllus
(autochthonous clan territories). After
participating in the sindicato (the com-
munity organisation structure initiated
in 1953) of Sorata, Huancarani broke
away from this neighbouring community
organisation at the end of the 1970s.
They did not develop their own commu-
nity organisation until new settlers
arrived from the mines and other parts
of the country in the 1990s. 

Since 1985 the Bolivian state has
implemented an economic policy based
on the self organising capacity of the
market. However, this has achieved lit-
tle to overcome poverty, cultural exclu-
sion of the indigenous population or
social inequality. Faced with the
absence of effective state policies and
the private sector, the rural communi-
ties have created their own strategies
in an effort to improve their living con-
ditions. 

The creation of pirwa
In 1997 a group of community members
in Huancarani dreamed of creating a
‘pirwa’, a common space to generate
community feeling. The name of this
initiative was derived from the experi-
ence of the ex-miners with the commu-
nal shop that used to be part of the
mining enterprise. This group started to
work together on a weekly basis on a
communal piece of land, clearing away
the bushes and constructing a wall.
Over time, they were able to start
building a communal house, with some
financial support from a group in
Europe. 

Today the pirwa of Huancarani is
the meeting place of the almost 20
people that, according to the local cri-
teria, are poor and excluded from the
market. They are mainly women (80%),
and many of them are elderly. There
are also people with physical handi-
caps, and 65% of the group are original-
ly migrants from elsewhere. Almost 50%
of the pirwa members do not own land
or are single women. The pirwa repre-
sents a common vision that has been
implemented: the desire for collective
action has materialised into a specific
place and building. 

The solidarity economy 
The word pirwa is now used in
Huancarani as a synonym for community
action, and provides a response to the
social injustice experienced by the
inhabitants. Pirwa is in fact a practical
expression of a common phenomenon in
the Andes: the ‘solidarity economy’.
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Solidarity Economy 
A proposal for sustainable endogenous development

Carmen Soto and Celine Geffroy 

Last year we carried out a study on community,
poverty and coping strategies in Huancarani, a rural
community some 27 kilometres away from the city
of Cochabamba, Bolivia. The study allowed us to
understand how the community created a new
‘solidarity economy’ based on the traditional Andean
concept of reciprocity. This community has
developed its own solutions in the face of the
economic crisis. These initiatives offer elements for
an alternative economic model to the neo-liberal
market economy, which has shown its limitations
over the last decades, particularly in the rural
communities. 

Woman from the pirwa of Huancarani sharing a sip of local maize beer with
Mother Earth before starting an activity, a common ritual called 'challa'.Ph
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The philosophy of the solidarity econo-
my implies the participation of individ-
uals to ‘democratise’ the economy. The
solidarity economy is a hybrid economy
which combines three types of econom-
ic action: the market, redistribution
and reciprocity.

One of the main aspects of the con-
cept solidarity economy is the social
relations that form the basis of the eco-
nomic activities. The key mechanism is
the transformation of money into sym-
bolic and social capital, in the form of
prestige and social networks. Moreover,
the pirwa is a means by which the par-
ticipating women, men, elderly and
handicapped receive food in equal
shares for their labour.

The practice of the solidarity econ-
omy is present in diverse spheres of the
community’s daily life. It is based on a
collective identity, which is frequently
revitalised by means of religious festivi-
ties and Andean rituals. There can be
no communal work without chicha
(maize beer) or the chewing of coca
leaves, elements which express the
communion between the inhabitants
and Pachamama (Mother Earth), as well
as amongst themselves. In this way the
communal work not only fills a void in
terms of economic resources, but also
provides friends, compensates for the
absence of a partner or family, and
allows for clearing social tensions.

The roots of the solidarity economy
are the ties of reciprocity, and these
social mechanisms provide viable ways
of facing scarcity. Four different forms
of reciprocity can be identified in this
community: ayni (‘today you work for

me, tomorrow I work
for you’), mink’a (pay-
ment of work in the
form of food or pro-
duce), yanpacuy (a
form of social sup-
port), and barter
(exchange of prod-
ucts). These reciprocal
exchanges are particu-
larly important for the
‘lonely’ people, those
who are living in the
community without
immediate family.
Other ties, such as par-
entesco (kinship) are
also very important
and a common social
mechanism within the
solidarity economy. 

Local concept of
poverty
According to the local criteria, poverty
is not only perceived as a ‘shortage of
material means’, but also as a ‘short-
age of social and spiritual means’. The
‘lonely’ person is ‘poor’ in symbolic
terms: he or she has lost social prestige
and is not considered a whole entity.
The social, spiritual and productive
capacity of this person is weakened,
which, in turn, translates into a loss of
economic capital.

We have constructed three analyti-
cal categories of ‘poor’ people in
Huancarani: (1) the wajcha, or orphan,
a poor person deprived of kin; (2) the
migrant wajcha, who has no kinship
relations in his or her new place of resi-
dence; (3) the ch’ulla, which refers to
people without a partner – widowers,
abandoned or single people. It is inter-
esting to note that a ch’ulla may pos-
sess considerable amounts of land and
animals. In this sense, the materially
wealthy can be symbolically ‘poor’.

A more humane economy
Based on the concept of a solidarity
economy, we can perceive an economy
in more humane terms. In this economy
the people from the community are the
actors who start the initiatives towards
their own development. The pirwa in
Huancarani is a space in which this con-
cept of solidarity economy is revealed
par excellence. Within the pirwa one
can witness the conversion of money
into non-monetary means and vice-
versa, by means of transformations of
economic, symbolic and social capital. 

The solidarity economy facilitates
the participation of those normally
excluded from the neo-liberal market
system, due to age, gender or physical
handicaps. It offers them the advan-

tages of social networks and paid work,
which help them to sustain their family.
Furthermore, the solidarity economy
facilitates the return of the benefits of
work to the community as a whole. 

Beyond conventional concepts
Though we cannot conclude that this
example of solidarity economy provides
an infallible remedy in the fight against
poverty, we do think that it provides
important insights. It provides ideas for
the construction of paradigms that inte-
grate non-material and non-quantifiable
aspects within economic action.

There can be no effective state
action without participation of the peo-
ple involved. Similarly, development
will always remain an abstract concept
if it does not take into account, and
build on the practices and values of the
population. We therefore call upon
politicians, intellectuals and develop-
ment workers to look beyond the con-
ventional development concepts, and
seriously consider the practical means
to face the economic crisis developed
by the local people themselves. 

AGRUCO
Av. Petrolera km 4½
Casilla 3392, Cochabamba
BOLIVIA
agruco@agruco.org
www.agruco.org
conemada@mixmail.com
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Women preparing the communal field to sow maize. The solidarity economy
facilitates the participation of those normally excluded from the formal
market system, due to age, gender or physical handicaps. 

Rural women dancing in traditional dress in
front of the Catholic church during carnaval.
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In the first half of the 20th century, the
Birifor migrated from Burkina Faso to
the vast savannahs of north-western
Ghana, south of the regional capital
Wa. The Birifor live in extended fami-
lies in compound houses. The compound
is headed by the landlord, in most
cases the oldest man of the family
group. Unlike several other population
groups in the region, who have convert-
ed to Islam and Christianity, the Birifor
south of Wa have largely stuck to their
traditional religion and beliefs. 

Traditional farming
Birifor agricultural practice is principal-
ly based on a bush-fallow subsistence
farming method. Using the hoe they
cultivate mainly millet, sorghum and
yams, as well as beans, groundnuts,

rice and maize. Most recently, soy-
beans, cashew and cotton have been
introduced on a small scale. The aver-
age Birifor farmer has several cattle,
mainly used in marriage-transactions.
Other domestic animals include goats,
poultry (mainly chickens and guinea-
fowl), pigs and sheep.

The ‘dance of the farmer’ is a spe-
cial ritual dance performed during the
funeral of someone referred to as an
‘excellent farmer’. Before sending the
deceased to the realm of the ancestors,
the community honours him by drama-
tising his successes in farming in this
world. It requires a lifetime of effort to
become an excellent farmer, which
indicates the central importance of
farming within traditional Birifor socie-
ty. The status of excellent farmer is not

conferred on an
individual at a par-
ticular time of his
life or at a partic-
ular age. This sta-
tus can only be
achieved through a
gradual process of
recognition within
the society, based
on social and cul-
tural mobility
rather than on
production
aspects. 

Home-fields
and bush-fields
Each of the com-
pound houses is
surrounded by a
number of ‘home-

fields’ on which millet and sorghum are
intercropped each year with groundnuts
or cowpeas. These fields are owned by
and worked on by all members of the
compound house. Harvests from these
fields tend to serve the basic nutrition-
al needs of the whole compound comu-
nity. Culturally, these home-fields have
a female connotation. Not only are they
often cultivated by women and their
young children; they also represent
symbolic feminine attributes. These
fields are cultivated on a regular and
cyclical basis, and do not have to be
cleared, unlike other fields that are left
fallow. Moreover, the crops cultivated
on them are predictable in yield, and
provide food security for the household
members 

The ‘bush-fields’ lie behind the
home-fields and the furthest of them
may be located several hours’ walking
distance away from the compound.
These are fields which men have
claimed from the bush or the fallow
lands, and represent their success in
increasing the acreage of their farm-
land. Culturally, they are predominantly
fields with masculine gender attributes,
and yams are the most common crop.
The farmer has to make an annual deci-
sion as to which fields to leave fallow,
which ones he should cultivate and
which portion of the farm he should
extend.

Land: source of identity
Besides the differences in gender, there
is also an age-based difference between
the various cultivated fields. The bush-
fields closest to the homestead are usu-
ally cultivated by young men who are

This article describes the different forms of farming within the Birifor ethnic group in north-western Ghana. On
the one hand the Birifor farmers operating within the ‘capitalist mode’ aim for maximisation of their production
output. On the other, the majority of traditional farmers identify farming as ‘movements through farmlands and
fields’ in their quest to become an ‘excellent farmer’. Alongside these two categories there is a third category,
mainly composed of young farmers, who are constantly shifting between different farming attitudes. Agricultural
extension work seems to be sharpening the boundaries between these social groups. 

Joost Dessein

Between the 
traditional and the capitalist
modes of farming

The 'dance of the farmer' is a special ritual dance performed during the funeral of
someone referred to as an 'excellent farmer'. Before sending the deceased to the
realm of the ancestors, the community honours him by dramatising his successes in
farming in this world.
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aspiring to become excellent farmers,
while the furthest bush-fields are exclu-
sively farmed by the elders. One could
say that, for the Birifor, farming
involves a lifelong process of develop-
ment. A boy will begin his farming
career from the home-fields and gradu-
ally grow into maturity by farming the
bush-fields. In his old age, he tends to
occupy the most remote parts of the
bush field as his private domain. Here
the farmer would seem to have reached
his highest status of excellent farmer.

At the end of his life, the farmer
returns to the compound where he will
eventually die. To mark the end of his
life cycle on earth, a figure, which rep-
resents him as an ancestor, is carved in
the form of a forked stick. This is
placed in the most female part of the
house or, more precisely, in the room of
the first wife of the acting landlord at
the time of his death.

In this way, in traditional Birifor
farming there is a flow of movements
at several levels: from home-field to
bush-field, from boyhood to excellent
farmer, from femininity to masculinity,
and from collectivity to individuality.
This flow tallies with the Birifor world-
view, which is centred around the land
as a ‘regenerative source of life’. To
the Birifor, the fields are not merely
soils to be tended, but represent the
essential link between the land and the
farmer, upon which the farmer defines
his identity.

Capitalist farming
Among the Birifor today one also finds,
alongside the traditional mode, a more
capitalist mode of farming. Although
the number of such entrepreneurial
farmers is rather small, their share in

the total agricultural
production is definitely
not negligible. In this
farming system the land
is parcelled out to indi-
vidual farmers and
viewed as a factor sus-
taining an agricultural
system. In other words,
land is allotted, bought
or sold and turned into
personal property. For
the capitalist farmer,
farming is neither a
temporary domestica-
tion of the land nor a
lifetime movement
between fields. The
ultimate objective of
farming changes from ‘striving for the
status of excellent farmer’ to the desire
to be ‘recognised as an entrepreneur’.
The entrepreneur focuses on the pro-
duction of cash crops such as cotton,
soybean, cashew and maize mainly for
regional, national and international
markets.

The typical entrepreneur farmer, of
Birifor origin or of other ethnic groups,
is found in urban settings, like for
example Wa, Jirapa, Nandom, Lawra
and Tumu. He usually lives with his
nuclear family in a square brick house
roofed with iron sheets. The family
enjoys modern facilities, such as elec-
tricity and modern education. In most
cases, the entrepreneur is a convert to
Christianity or Islam, and leads a public
life that does not link him directly with
the traditional Birifor farmers. In the
urban centres the Birifor are depicted
socially as backward, conservative and
lazy. Hence, most Birifor entrepreneur
farmers associate themselves with the
Dagaaba tribal group, who are more
eager to engage in modern activities
and social life. 

Eclectic farmers
In practice, entrepreneurial farmers
often cultivate fields in small villages
with heavy equipment. Some Birifor
farmers, especially young farmers, feel
attracted to these new practices, and
try to shift from the traditional to the
capitalist mode. They can be seen as
‘eclectics’, who have a foot in both
practices in their efforts to become
entrepreneur farmers.

Many of these eclectic farmers
occupy special positions within their
societies: for example a retired govern-
ment employee coming back to the vil-
lage, or the cook of the Catholic mis-
sion who lives with his nuclear family.
Their school education and religious
conversion contribute to their more
marginal position within their own com-

munity. This also gives them a degree
of freedom, and allows them to experi-
ment with more risk-bearing activities,
such as new cultivation techniques and
using capital from the local credit
unions. On the other hand, they feel
the need to maintain bonds with their
web of social relations. This forces
them to behave in more traditional
ways and ensures that they become
excellent farmers in the Birifor way. 

Yet, it is the readiness of eclectic
farmers to try new innovations which
makes the capitalist farmers living in
the urban centres want to delegate
part of their farming activities to them.
In the Wa area, Plantations
Development Ltd. and Ghana Cotton
Board, both cotton companies, are most
active in this regard. This attitude also
makes the eclectic farmers a target-
group for the government agricultural
extension officers, to engage them as
‘contact farmers’. 

Seasonal labour migration
Birifor farming is thus neither static nor
unchanging. On the contrary, in tradi-
tional farming the channels for experi-
menting with innovations, for taking up
challenges, and for the transfer of
knowledge are inherent in the develop-
ment process of the farmer into a fully-
fledged excellent farmer. 

Another indication of a changing
society is the seasonal labour migration
to the cocoa plantations around
Kumasi, the southern part of the coun-
try. Many Birifor young men undertake
this, although the work is extremely
hard and scarcely rewarding. During
such migrations, status-bearing symbol-
ic objects such as watches and small
portable radios are earned and trans-
ported back home. Many young men
who engage in the seasonal migration
are not primarily motivated by the
desire to become rich. The significance
of the migration can be seen as a non-
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The widows of the deceased traditional farmer mourn around the forked stick,
which represents him. This 'second funeral' can take place several months or
years after his physical death. 

In traditional farming the man aims to
become an 'excellent farmer', which implies
a gradual process of recognition based on
social bonds and the movements on the land,
rather than mere productive aspects.
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institutionalised form of ‘rite of pas-
sage’ from juvenile to adult, compara-
ble to a stay in the wilderness where
the social rules of the community are
no longer operating. After some months
the young man returns with renewed
vital force. 

The agriculture practised in the
south is technically much more
advanced than the traditional hoe farm-
ing of the farmers south of Wa. The tra-
ditional Birifor farmers do not consider
these farming practices as real farming
activities, however. Analogous to the
temporary conquest of the bush-fields
of the elderly Birifor farmer, they are
considered ‘wild’ activities, which can
only be temporarily domesticated and
incorporated into the male sphere of
activities. In terms of status and hon-
our, however, they contribute only mini-
mally to the status of an excellent
farmer. In contrast to the entrepreneur-
ial farmer, who picks up the new tech-
nologies and incorporates them perma-
nently in his farming practices, the tra-
ditional farmer leaves the innovations
acquired during seasonal migration
behind after his return to the com-
pound.

Agricultural extension
In this rural context, the aim of the
Ministry of Food and Agriculture and its
extension staff is to reshape the tradi-
tional mode of farming into a more cap-
italist one. In their extension work they
explain to the traditional Birifor farm-
ers that using new techniques, such as
high yielding varieties, will lead to
increased production. It is automatical-
ly assumed that this, in turn, will open
up the path towards social promotion. 

Moreover, the ‘training and visit’
method applied in extension assumes
that the eclectic farmers are the best

candidates for
training as con-
tact farmers,
and for acting
as the commu-
nication link
between the
extension offi-
cers and the
rest of the
Birifor farmers.
It is expected
that knowledge
about modern
farming trans-
mitted to these
contact farmers
will automati-
cally influence
the core of the
traditional
mode. At the

same time one might wonder whether,
by choosing culturally marginal figures
within the society as contact farmers,
the new farming practices will be con-
sidered worth adopting by the large
group of traditional farmers. 

The Ministry of Food and
Agriculture, however, puts the blame
for the apparent ineffectiveness of
their activities on the traditional farm-
ers. Their supposed conservatism and
backwardness are seen as impediments
to the transfer of knowledge between
different social categories. 

The way forward? 
Agricultural extension work within
Birifor society not only tends to make
the dichotomy that exists between the
two modes of farming apparent, but it
also seems to inadvertently sharpen the

mental and social boundaries between
these different social categories. It
would be good if the extension work
were critically reviewed on the basis of
the outcome of this research on the
various farming modes. 

In the first place, one could say
that it is not the modern technology
itself which does not fit in with tradi-
tional farming, but rather the concepts
behind the production-oriented mode of
farming. Traditional farmers are not pri-
marily driven by the craving for materi-
al production as a condition for social
promotion. As we have seen, the
farmer’s desire to become an excellent
farmer is a central element in their
actions. This has to be fulfilled by the
creation of social bonds and the move-
ments on the land. In this system, mod-
ern agricultural technology seems to be
acceptable as long as it is applied out-
side the indigenous cultural context. 

Secondly, the teacher-student
model of transferring knowledge is
alien to Birifor society and has resulted
in a one-sided mode of communication.
It is not my intention here to develop
an alternative mode of communication
as far as extension is concerned. But it
would seem to be advisable to recast
the extension paradigm from an exclu-
sively uni-directional transfer of knowl-
edge, towards a more brokerage orient-
ed paradigm. In that way the extension
officer might become a facilitator
rather than a service desk. Because
each mode is based on different postu-
lates, it is essential to understand both
traditional and capitalist Birifor agricul-
ture and culture in their own terms. 

Finally it would be good to review
the way in which contact farmers are
chosen for training. By getting in touch
directly with the traditional farmers,
and building on their experiences, cos-
movision, perceived needs and experi-
mental attitude, the agricultural exten-
sion work could become far more effec-
tive. 

Policy Research Centre for Sustainable
Agriculture
Potaardestraat 20
9090 Gontrode
Belgium
joost.dessein@agr.kuleuven.ac.be
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Instead of working through trained contact
farmers, extension services could become
more effective by getting in touch directly
with the traditional farmers, and build on
their experiences, strategies and
experimental attitude. 

Selected harvest, which will be used during rituals or as seed for the upcoming cropping
season.
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Our world today is polarised between
the rich and poor: nations, regions,
communities, and individuals. A small
number of nations dominate the global
power structure, while less privileged
nations compete among themselves to
offer lucrative conditions to the inter-
national corporate and financial pow-
ers. Similarly, regions and municipali-
ties engage in self-destructive forms of
bargaining, compromising the welfare
of their people and ecology in an
attempt to outbid each other for ‘the
fruits of global growth’. But the bene-
fits of international economic integra-
tion and free trade do not reach all
peoples equally. Large segments actual-
ly remain in the backwaters of interna-
tional progress, or are affected nega-
tively. 

In Mexico these problems have their
roots in the colonial period. The
invaders expropriated the best lands,
relegating the indigenous populations to
the marginal ecosystems. After inde-
pendence, the indigenous groups con-
tinued to be pushed to the ecologically

fragile zones of the country, such as
tropical forests and mountainous areas.
Rural communities in general, and
indigenous groups in particular, contin-
ue to suffer from the political pressure
of dominant urban groups. 

Poverty forces people to abandon
their age-old traditions of ecosystem
maintenance, and search for employ-
ment outside their communities. The
new common market, NAFTA, designed
to integrate the economies of Mexico,
Canada and the USA, is further encour-
aging this move away from the land.
Presently, two-thirds of Mexico’s peo-
ple, some 65 million, live in urban
areas. As a result, rural Mexico has
become very dependent on the money
sent over by the community members
who have migrated. However, the
development effect of these consider-
able remittances is very limited, as
they are mainly used to buy consumer
goods, many of which are imported. 

Supporting peasant economy
Specialised agricultural production

technologies that have emerged from
the ‘green revolution’ have produced
vast volumes of food and other primary
products. But they have also con-
tributed to environmental degradation
and the progressive marginality of peas-
ant and indigenous populations in
Mexico. The technology of cultivation of
hybrid maize in monoculture, for exam-
ple, is often too expensive to be prof-
itable, and social and environmental
costs are incalculable. Therefore, sus-
tainable development in the marginal
regions cannot be in line with the
expansion of modern commercial agri-
culture. 

In the present globalised economy,
the vast majority of rural producers in
the developing world cannot compete
on world markets with their primary
products, such as coffee, sugar, maize
and beans. The international prices are
often below the real costs of produc-
tion, due to the influence of farmers
and the government subsidies on these
products in the richer nations. Unless
insulated in some way, the traditional
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Towards local autonomy and
sustainability in Mexico
David Barkin

The indigenous peoples in Mexico have become steadily impoverished over the past centuries due to the
processes of colonisation, modernisation and international economic integration. But now communities are
turning to alternative structures for governance, resource management and production. A research programme
at the Universidad Autónoma Metropolitana in Mexico City is closely collaborating with rural communities to
design alternative strategies for autonomous development, in which tradition and modernity are combined. Two
examples show how local economies can be strengthened.
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products in developing countries are
confined to the narrow markets within
their own country and the countries
that are suffering a similar fate. By
recognising the permanence of this situ-
ation, governments of poor countries
can take a better position to design
policies. Rather than adapting to the
globalised system, they can design poli-
cies that take advantage of the poten-
tialities of each local system, to

improve the well-being of the margin-
alised groups in their country. 

These policies can create a system
of support to the peasant economy, in
which communities can thrive without
integration into the global market. This
is both desirable and urgent. It is not
simply a matter of rescuing ancient cul-
tures, but rather of taking advantage of
the potential of this important cultural
and productive heritage. It is not a

question of ‘reinventing’ the peasant
economy, but rather of joining their
own organisations in supporting local
solutions to the problems. This implies
enhancing their political spaces to exer-
cise their autonomy, and supporting the
local ways to guide production for local
consumption and marketing.

Autonomous production systems
In this way a new strategy for rural
development is emerging: a strategy
that recognises the value of traditional
local production practices. Starting
with the inherited base of subsistence
production, productivity is improved by
using agro-ecology techniques. New
activities that make use of the local
culture and resources base are incorpo-
rated. This requires site-specific initia-
tives and depends heavily on local
involvement in design and implementa-
tion. 

The new element in this approach is
the explicit strategy to strengthen the
social and economic base of the
autonomous production system. Care
should be taken not to confuse this
with the simple formalisation of the
‘war on poverty’ or ‘solidarity’. The key
to the approach is not the mere trans-
fer of resources to compensate groups
for their poverty, but supporting rural
communities in their efforts to gener-
ate goods and services. Besides con-
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Governments can design policies that take advantage of the potentials of each local system, to improve
the well-being of the marginalised groups in the country.

Case 1: Productive conservation 
Due to the continuous interaction between rural community members and their
ecosystem, they have intimate understanding of the natural cycles of their ecolog-
ical resources. Therefore, their active participation in the reconstruction and
preservation of the ecosystems is vital. For this reason a local non-governmental
organisation, Centro de Soporte Ecológico, started collaborating with indigenous
communities in the Sierra Madre del Sur, a mountain range on the south Pacific
coast of Oaxaca province. 

Together they embarked on a ‘productive conservation’ programme. The mem-
bers of the local communities were invited to reinforce their local leadership
structures, and further diversify their production system. A project management
model was created, which included various stakeholders: the communities, the
NGO, the hotels in the beach resort of Huatulco, and the financing agencies.
Production was diversified, for example, by working with the wood from thinned
and pruned trees. This material was used for making nice folding chairs, tables,
desks, baseball bats and decorative figures, which were sold in the hotels. This
generated new jobs and
income in the communities,
while it reduced the problem
of illegal logging. 

Besides regenerating the forest, the project established certain areas for hunting,
which protected certain endangered animal species. This also stimulated local
eco-tourism businesses. Finally, deep-rooted grasses and legumes that improve soil
fertility were used for the regeneration of the agricultural areas in the river
basins. This approach offered a way to reaffirm local cultures and consolidate
community institutions and processes, rather than imposing the programme of an
outside development agency. The process set in motion is now extending, and vari-
ous traditional and modern products from these communities are now for sale out-
side the region.

In the production conservation programme, baseball bats
(above) and decorative figures (below right) were
produced from wood from thinned and pruned trees, and
sold in local tourist centres. New jobs and income in the
communities reduced the problem of illegal logging. As a
result the forest was regenerated, which also attracted
more tourists.
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tributing to raising their living stan-
dards it also improves the environment
in which they live, thus further enhanc-
ing the local resources base. 
It is necessary to identify the local pos-
sibilities for productive diversification
that will permit an advantageous
exchange with people from other
regions of the country, or parts of the
world. If sold to other parts of the
world, this often requires ‘fair trade’
alliances with groups with privileged
access to these international markets. 

Political struggle
This process of sustainable development
involves a political struggle. It requires
a redefinition, not only of what and
how we produce, but also of who will
be allowed to produce and to what
ends. Often the conflict will centre on
differences between the poor farmer
groups and the local political-economic
elite about the use of local resources.
The struggle to assure a greater voice
to peasants, indigenous populations,
women and other underprivileged
groups does not automatically lead to
more sustainable development. But
such broad-based participation may
create the basis for a more equitable
distribution of wealth, one of the first
prerequisites for forging a strategy of
sustainable development.

Throughout rural Mexico, increased
activity among communities to shape
their own alternatives is reported.
Clearly, the uprising and progressive
consolidation of the Zapatista Army of
National Liberation has stimulated
these efforts. In fact, the immediate
effect of the Zapatista movement was
to confer renewed respectability to
being a member of an indigenous
group. 

The National Indigenous Congress,
representing more than 60 native
organisations and 15% of Mexico’s popu-
lation, is supporting local programmes
to reinforce traditional organisations
and enhance productive innovations.
Institutions, such as the Universidad
Autónoma Metropolitana in Mexico City,
are collaborating with communities in
their search for new opportunities
based on traditional knowledge about
resources and ecosystem management.
The efforts are focused on supporting
local capacities for self-management
and production, and broadening the
opportunities in regional and interna-
tional markets. 

Vital local economies 
Similar community management proj-
ects are springing up throughout
Mexico. For example, community forest
management projects now encompass

more than one-half of the nation’s
wood resources. Local groups are devel-
oping their own production programmes
and complementing the protection pro-
grammes with ecotourism, artisan pro-
duction, bottling of water and the sale
of environmental services. Most impor-
tantly, through these programmes
indigenous communities experience the
appreciation of their inherited cultural
traditions, which are enriched with
techniques and lessons from the current
era. 

A major lesson from this Mexican
experience of incorporating traditional
knowledge in sustainable regional
resource management, is that tradition-
al knowledge and practices need con-
stant renewal, in order to guarantee
sustainable livelihoods for those who
depend on it for their survival. At the
same time the indigenous experiences
and organisation are truly a building
block for constructing alternatives to
globalisation. 
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Case 2: Avocados and pigs
Backyard animal husbandry is a central element in the diversified livelihood strategies of
peasant societies around the world. This is threatened by the increasing number of large-
scale animal production units by transnational corporations, which tend to take over the mar-
ket of the small-scale family units. Moreover, the new breeds of poultry and pigs suited to the
factory-like animal production conditions are gradually replacing the traditional breeds,
which require more time to grow, but are more efficient in processing household and small-
farm wastes. 

In our search for local sustainable strategies, we encountered the potential of commercial
pig raising based on avocado waste in the Purhe’pecha communities in the mountains of west-
central Mexico. A local doctor discovered that the avocados in the region, which are produced
for the global market, lower the level of cholesterol in the blood of the people who consume
them. He used this to develop an effective treatment for arteriosclerosis, a common ailment
of rich urban populations. This provided the basis for a university-supported initiative, in
which indigenous women started use surplus avocados to feed their own pigs of the local
breed, raised in the traditional way. 

The feed with high levels of avocado resulted in low-fat meat from the pigs. This new
product now fetches a premium price from diet-conscious consumers in regional markets.
Some five years later, we can say that this initiative is successful, especially because it focus-
es on an activity that women have historically managed, and as the men need to seek work
elsewhere, the project has struck a particularly responsive chord. At the same time the proj-
ect has created an opportunity to discuss environmental issues, such as water quality and
sewage disposal. 

From the perspective of sustainability, another attractive feature of the programme is its
limited scale. The volume of production is obviously limited by the supply of waste avocados.
In this way the communities
can avoid the health and envi-
ronmental problems that are
usually associated with large-
scale pig keeping. As a follow
up to this project, the same
team is exploring the produc-
tion of enriched eggs in peas-
ant communities, based on
poultry feeds with herbs that
are rich in Omega-3, a fatty
acid that also reduces the lev-
els of cholesterol in the blood
stream. 

Traditional backyard animal husbandry can stand at the basis of a
niche markets; in this case pigs are raised with surplus avocado
fruits, which results in low-fat meat.
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Pilot training on Participatory Video

The value of participatory video for documenting endogenous development has
been discussed within Compas for some time. Compas has now teamed up with
Prolinnova (a programme on promoting local innovations) to organise a pilot
training: a small-scale experiment to gain hands-on experience with participatory
video. The training took place in northern Ghana in November 2004, for field
staff of two Compas partners and five Prolinnova partners in Ghana, one Compas
partner from Southern Africa, and one Prolinnova partner from Nepal. Chris
Lunch of Insight, an organisation specialised in the field of participatory video,
trained them.  

During the training it became clear that the field staff quickly grasped the techni-
cal aspects of filming and editing. Moreover, they were able to facilitate participa-
tory video in nearby villages, which generated great enthusiasm. The rural people quickly engaged in filming their experiences, and the
gadgetry did not pose any problems to them. The short films made during this training will be on the internet, as soon as technical facili-
ties permit, and the communities agree to this way of sharing. Compas, Prolinnova and Insight are now exploring ways to continue the
participatory video experiments. For information: Wim Hiemstra (w.hiemstra@etcnl.nl) or Chris Lunch (www.insightshare.org).

Compas Partner News

Compas partners Latin America produce calendar 2005 of
‘indigenous concepts of time and space’ 
Under the guidance of Agruco in Bolivia, an intricate calendar was made
by the six partner organisations in Latin America. In colourful symbols
and clear texts, six representations of indigenous concepts of time and
space are presented: from the Mapuche in Chile, the Amazonian indige-
nous groups in Colombia, the Quechua and Aymara groups in Bolivia, and
the Maya indigenous groups in Guatemala. 

All indigenous groups in
the calendar express the
intricate link between
time and space, which is
represented in Pacha, or
Mother Earth. The link
between time and space
is often represented as a
pyramid figure with
building blocks, in black
and white or a
combination of colours.
Circular movements of
planets and other natural
cycles are frequently
represented. The various
complex Maya calendars
we know today are based
on the intricate
knowledge of astronomy
of this ancient
culture.Info at:
agruco@agruco.org

Women in Kalbeo in northern Ghana, filming their reality and
concerns with great confidence during the pilot training on
Participatory Video.

Community radio initiatives by Cecik (Ghana) and Green Foundation (India)
As part of the effort towards alternative forms of communication, CECIK has added participatory video
production to its forms of communication in 2004. For the year 2005, plans are far advanced to add radio
to this. A framework to do the radio programme has been developed with URA-RADIO (a local FM radio
that covers nearly the whole of northern Ghana). The first set of programmes will be in the area of agriculture and natural resource
management, starting with a campaign on the management of bushfires. This is expected to start in March 2005.  Green Foundation is
also starting up activities on community radio. Info at: cecik@africaonline.com.gh/greenfound@vsnl.net

FRLHT (India): a local enterprise for 
ethno-veterinary products
A project for Documentation and Rapid Assessment of
Ethno Veterinary Practices (EVP) was initiated in 2002, as
a collaborative programme of Compas partner FRLHT and
National Diary Development Board (NDDB). The
objectives of the programme are to assess the ethno-
veterinary practices for their efficacy and safety, based
on evidence from literature on Indian Systems of
Medicine (ISM) and modern pharmacology, as well as to
promote positively assessed practices through various
extension programmes. This includes the establishment
of herbal gardens, training of village resource persons,
publications, as well as product development through
local enterprises. Many workshops and training
programmes have been conducted in three states of
southern India. 

Recently, a community owned enterprise
(manufacturing unit) was established in Dakshina
Kannada, in the district of Karnataka, for the production
and distribution of quality ethno-veterinary products.
This enterprise is adhering to all the standards, while
product development and marketing are done within the
milk co-operative society of this area through women
self-help groups. In this way, five effective herbal
remedies short-listed during the rapid assessment
workshops, were taken for product development. These
formulations are prepared using locally available plants,
and have now become popular among the milk co-
operative societies. The most sought one is Mastinil,
which is a cost effective remedy for Mastitis. Info at:
unni.pm@frlht.org.in
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A.V. Balasubramanian from CIKS reports: The tsunami which hit the east coast of India on 26th December has left in its wake
a devastating trail of death, disruption and dislocation. Ever since that fateful weekend, at the centre we have been
deluged by emails and phone calls from friends and well-wishers in various parts of India and abroad, and offers for help
with money, material and volunteers. As an immediate measure CIKS decided to take up some short-term relief work in the
districts of Kancheepuram, where we have our experimental farm and field office, and in the town of Sirkazhi in
Nagapattinam, where we have a field office. Currently the activities taken up by CIKS are:

1. Collection of material required for the relief camps, such as food and clothing
2. Assisting families staying either in temporary shelters or in their own villages, by arranging basic kitchenware and other 

provisions to help them get started again.
3. Coordinating with individuals and groups who are offering help, and directing them to suitable spots and agencies, where

help is required.
4. In the Nagapattinam district we are working with other relief agencies to identify the areas where particular needs are 

felt, and carrying out surveys to identify the nature of the needs and to assist the people in preparing proposals and 
requests for relief-aid.

Long-term impacts on coastal agricultural activities and
nature are foreseen, especially due to incursion of salt
water. We are currently engaged in a preliminary
assessment of this situation, and have been invited to
participate in the effort of the Department of Science and
Technology, to launch integrated multi sector projects for
these areas. Our knowledge base on traditional Indian
agriculture is likely to be very valuable in this context,
particularly with respect to the use of traditional seed
varieties tolerant to saline/alkaline soil. 

Mr Kahandawa of FIOH in Sri Lanka reports: the tsunami attack on the 26th of December is the biggest natural disaster that
has happened in Sri Lanka. The magnitude of it was unimaginable for a small country like us: it attacked more than 3/4 of
our coastal area, and left close to 40,000 people dead and missing. 

None of the Compas partners in Sri Lanka are working in the coastal belt, but as part of various networks, we have worked
as civil society groups on relief and rehabilitation. The three Compas partner organisations FIOH, BRIT and FOL have been
active in relief work from the beginning. They collected money and emergency goods from the local people in their
working areas, and distributed it to the victims. We mobilised whatever the resources available at hand. For example all
the left over funds of the partners of Operation Days Work programme, of which I am the country director, were utilised

for relief work. 

FOL is working on Tsunami relief in south coast, with the
collaboration of Green Movement of Sri Lanka. FIOH is actively
involved in the east coast. The following activities are being
implemented in a selected village in the Kalmunai area, one of
the worst affected areas: 

1. With the collaboration of a few other NGOs and AusAid: 
cleaning the debris, housing, water supply and sanitation, 
assistance for school children.

2. Psycho-social work (trauma healing) for the school 
children and women with the assistance of Operation 
Days Work Programme. 

3. Supporting school children with equipment, and financial 
assistance through individual donations received by FIOH. 

A devastated Hundu temple in Kalmunai village in Ampara
District, in eastern province of Sri Lanka. Every house around this
temple was washed away and people died. 

Partner organisation FIOH in Sri Lanka providing emergency medical
assistance to affected people in Kinniya, a coastal village in Trincomalee.

Tsunami relief in India 

COMPAS network Sri Lanka and tsunami relief 



A global look to the local: Replacing economic globalisation with democratic localisation
Colin Hines, 2003. IIED, London. ISBN 1 84 369 5006, http://www.iied.org.

Colin Hines, Associate of the International Forum of Globalisation, begins this book by briefly looking at 'corpo-
rate globalisation': a process based on the free-market ideology that aims for reduction of barriers to trade and
investment. At the same time it undermines democracy and economic control in nation states and their com-
munities. 'Localisation' is presented as a viable alternative, which reverses the trend of corporate globalisation
in favour of local initiatives. Local self-reliance and increased self-determination stand at the core of this eco-
nomic approach. A set of policies that can increase control on the economy by communities and nation states
is described. 
Building on these principles, the author presents new trade rules designed to achieve food sovereignty in a
variety of settings. This paradigm shift can lead to an increased sense of security and well-being, through

enhanced community cohesion, reduction of poverty and inequality, and improvement of livelihoods, social infrastructure
and environmental protection. By challenging the prevailing neo-liberal economic thinking in today's policies, this book aims
at furthering the debate on the basic elements of the global economic system.

Awakening earth: Exploring the evolution of human culture & consciousness 
Duane Elgin, 1993, William Morrow & Co, ISBN 0688116213, 382 pp.

This book brings together views from science and spirituality, East and West, the practical and the visionary, to
present a new picture of human evolution. It explores the human journey from the initial awakening as hunter-
gatherers roughly 35,000 years ago, through the agrarian era and industrial revolution. Then the three addi-
tional stages of development which have led to our initial maturity as a global species-civilisation, are
described: a disoriented world civilisation which is facing dwindling resources, mounting pollution and a popu-
lation explosion.
It is imperative that the human family begins making rapid and profound changes in how we live together on
Earth. We must now ask ourselves fundamental questions, like who are we? What are we doing here? Where are
we going as a species? Awakening Earth provides a catalyst for this conversation, with its inspiring map of the

journey towards a sustainable, compassionate, and creative future. There are a number of unique features to this book:
first, the span of evolution considered is uncommon. Only a handful of books cover both the historical past and the deep
future in one evolutionary sweep. Second, the cosmology or theory is distinctive - it presents a systems view of the cosmos
which is congruent with both modern science and perennial wisdom. This cosmology is neither materialistic nor transcenden-
tal, but integrative as it describes a co-evolutionary view of culture and consciousness. Third, the meditative or intuitive ori-
gins are unusual. While the particulars of this book are based on two decades of research, the organising pattern emerged as
the culmination of six months of self-directed meditation.

The Asian future. Dialogues for change Volumes 1 & 2
Edited by Pracha Hutanuwatr and Ramu Manivannan. Zed Books, London UK. ISBN 1 84277 343 7/1 84277 345 3.

The Western development model has been criticised within Asia for several decades, but there has been little
intellectual articulation of the possible alternatives - at micro and macro level - from an Asian perspective.
What do the Asian communities share beyond their anxiety about the local effects of globalisation and Western
dominance? 
These two volumes bring together the ideas and experiences of some of Asia's outstanding intellectuals and
social activists from various nationalities, traditions and faiths. Through in-depth interviews an understanding
of shared spiritual, social and ecological values emerges. There are fourteen contributors to this dialogue:
Abdurraman Wahid (Indonesia), Chandra Muzaffar (Malaysia) and Mahmoud Ayoub (Lebanon/US) are all Muslims;
Samdhong Rinpoche (Tibet/India), Sulak Sivaraksa (Siam) and Helena Norberg-Hodge (Sweden/Ladakh) are

Buddhists; Satish Kumar (India/UK), Ashis Nandy (India) and Vandana Shiva (India) are Gandhian-alternative thinkers; Tu
Weiming (China/US) is a Confucian scholar; Bishop Julio Labayen (the Philippines) is a radical Christian; Arief Budiman
(Indonesia / Australia), Walden Bello (the Philippines) and Nakamura Hisashi (Japan) are intellectuals strongly identifying
with Asian culture. The common ground of these authors is their passionate commitment towards social justice and ecologi-
cal sustainability. These are today's voices of engaged action and transition in Asia.

Book reviews
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There is a need to come to grips with the essence of economy, poverty
and development in different cultural contexts. The following questions
need further examination:

1. What visions exist within different cultures and religions with respect
to poverty and development? 

2. How can these visions contribute to strengthening formal and 
informal local economies?

3. How can endogenous development be applied in modernised 
societies? 

Building on the strengths 
of local practices

Transport of local produce to the market.  

Employment and income by manufacturing
traditional clothing for men, on the market
in Bolgatanga, northern Ghana.

Local handicrafts for sale! Various exchange systems are part of the
local market of Cliza, central Bolivia.

Sale of colourful dyes to be used in rituals
and other cultural events, in southern India.

The diversity of local food crops supports the food sovereignty, livelihoods,
and culture. (Andhra Pradesh, India).
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