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forest also provides them with building materials and medicinal plants, 
and is an important source of proteins. Furthermore, learning hunting 
skills is still seen to be an important part of the training of young 
Tawahka men. 

Background 
In Honduras, the Tawahka people are the autochthonous group that 
has accumulated and maintained the greatest amount of knowledge 
about the flora and fauna over hundreds of years. 

They are located in the region known as the Middle Patuca, which 
covers the area between the River Cuyamel, a tributary to the River 
Patuca in the Department of Olancho, and the Wampusirpi Commu­
nity (now having municipal status) in the Department of Gracias a 
Dios. This area has exceptional features and is of special scientific, 
cultural, ecological, historical and ethnological interest, in addition 
to being one of the areas with the greatest biodiversity in the country. 

The isolation of the Tawahka people, which is due to historical, 
political and social factors, has excluded them from social benefits 
such as education and health. However, their exclusion has allowed 
them to keep their cultural features intact, such as their language and 
customs, as well as their traditional practices for the use of natural 
resources in harmony with the environment. However, over the past 
twenty years, the Tawahka have noted with concern the advance of 
the agricultural, livestock and logging frontier, which is largely driven 
by peasants from the south and central part of the country who, finding 
no other way to meet their needs, have gone in search of new lands and 
natural resources, where they apply predatory practices. 

The peasants are used by large landowners, cattle-ranchers and 
logging industrialists to facilitate the appropriation of the land and 
natural resources which have been the heritage of the Tawahka 
people since ancestral times. 

It is basically for this reason that in 1987, under their own initiative 
and with the support of the German international human rights 
society, IGFM, the Tawahka became organised into the "Honduran 
Tawahka Indigenous Federation" (FITH) - the political body that is 
struggling for the defence of their common law rights. 

Over the past six years, FITH has focussed its efforts towards a 
policy for gaining the possession and legalisation of Tawahka land, 
and the result of this great struggle is the initiative to set up the 

224: Tawahka Asagni Biosphere Reserve (TWBR). 
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Law for the Establishment of the Tawahka Asagni Biosphere 
Reserve 

General objectives 
The Tawahka Asagni Biosphere Reserve is to be created in the
Middle Patuca River area, to the west of the natural region known
as la Mosquitia, in the Departments of Olancho and Gracias a Dios,
with the purpose of conserving the biodiversity and ecological bal­
ance of the region and ensuring sustainability and harmonious co­
habitation of the autochthonous population with their environment,
in the framework of their ancestral culture. It aims to guarantee the
preservation of the biological and cultural heritage of the nation and
to benefit humanity. 

The specific objectives of the Tawahka Asagni Biosphere Reserve are: 
- To protect the biodiversity and ecological integrity of the flora

and fauna and the watersheds of the Middle Patuca River zone.
To complete a continuous ecological corridor of protected broad­
leafed forest, comprising the Rfo Platano Biosphere Reserve,
the Tawahka Asagni Biosphere Reserve and the Patuca National
Park project.
To promote the sustainable development of the Middle Patuca
zone and halt the advance of the colonisation frontier, deforesta­
tion and other forms of non-sustainable exploitation of resources.
To promote scientific research on natural and cultural resources
as a basis for sustainable development activities in the zone.
To establish a Biosphere Reserve that will ensure the survival of
the Tawahka in the lands that they have occupied for centuries.
To protect an enclave of autochthonous culture, historical and
current, as part of the cultural heritage of Honduras.
To guarantee the social development of the Tawahka people,
respecting and promoting their knowledge, practices and cul­
tural customs.
To ensure the effective administration of the Tawahka Asagni Bio­
sphere reserve, through the participation of the Tawahka people.

Present legal situation of the Tawahka Asagni Biosphere Reserve 
The first proposal for the TABR was prepared in 1992 and rejected 
by the Honourable National Congress. It was then submitted to an 
Inter-institutional Commission with the participation of interna- 22s 
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tional organisations including the United Nations Development 
Programme (UNDP); governmental bodies such as the Honduran 
Corporation for Forestry Development (CORDEFOR) and the 
Environmental Secretariat (SEDA); non-governmental organisa­
tions such as MOPA VVI, and grass-roots organisations such as the 
Tawahka Indigenous Federation (FITH) and the Rafces Founda­
tion. 

Following an examination of the contents of the T ABR Decree, 
the Commission prepared a second proposal for a T ABR, taking 
into account the country's internal legislation on the conservation of 
protected areas and ILO Convention 169. This second proposal is 
currently being discussed by the National Congress. 

Therefore, the T ABR is at a decisive point. Approval or rejection 
will indicate the real policy of the government, either by ratifying its 
purpose of supporting ecological protection of the zone, or by allow­
ing its continued deterioration. 

At the same time as proceeding with the formalities for Bio­
sphere Reserve designation of the area, a process is under way for 
obtaining title deeds of community lands, which would give official 
recognition to the legitimate control of land use for agricultural 
and sustainable development activities by the Tawahka. So far, a 
Land Deeds Agreement has been signed between the National 
Agrarian Institute (INA), the History and Anthropology Institute 
(IHAH) and the Honduran Tawahka Indigenous Federation. The 
necessary technical studies have been carried out and a favourable 
response is expected. 

One obstacle that has delayed this process has been the fact that 
the majority of the Tawahka do not possess identity cards, and this 
has been the excuse given by the State not to consider them as 
citizens of the country. 

The T ABR proposal 
The Tawahka Indigenous Federation (FITH) has proposed, as a

basic principle for the T ABR model, that the Tawahka people

should be responsible for the administration and management of the

Reserve under the supervision of the relevant state organisation.

The proposal also establishes that an Inter-Institutional Commis­

sion (including governmental and non-governmental national, inter­

national and grassroots organisations) be responsible for the ad-

226 : ministration, management and monitoring of the buffer zone. The
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peasants who have advanced the agricultural frontier are in this zone 
and it is considered to be the State's responsibility to address their 
needs, with the collaboration of the other organisations mentioned 
above, in order to avoid possible conflicts with the Tawahka people 
in the conservation of the Reserve. 

These elements of the proposal are the ones that have caused most 
discussion and the greatest disagreement. Although the State has 
given responsibility for the management of protected zones to non­
governmental organisations and private foundations, to date it has 
not agreed to give this responsibility to an indigenous grassroots 
organisation such as FITH, the organisation representing the au­
tochthonous people of the area. 

Strategies 
To date, the strategies to be used by FITH to achieve approval of the 
Tawahka Asagni Reserve have included the following: 
- In 1994, the Foundation for the Conservation of the Biodiversity
of the Patuca River (Raices Foundation) was established, which
made it possible to increase support from civil society for the T ABR
project - from non-indigenous people and national and international
bodies.
- In 1995, an Inter-Institutional Agreement was signed with the
National Autonomous University, the Public Education Secre­
tariat, the Institute for Anthropology and History and other
national bodies, with the purpose of developing a bilingual and
inter-cultural educational programme that would make it pos­
sible, within a 4-year period, to train a group of 20 people to
operate as teachers and technical support staff for the manage­
ment of the Reserve.
- Presently a solidarity network is being established on a national
and international level with environmental and people's organisations
(based on that new invention, Internet), to support the T ABR
project and its aims of the recognition of the ancestral rights of the
Tawahka people to their territory and the conservation of its re­
sources.
- Finally, the main task of FITH and the Raices Foundation is to
show the government and civil society their administrative and
political capacity in the conservation of protected areas and the
recognition of their full rights as citizens of the country, and as its
most ancient population. : 227 
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Panel Discussion 

Gonzalo Oviedo WWF drew attention to the way the Tawahka 
people are using several forms of negotiation and are trying to avoid 
confrontations. Furthermore, he commented that by expressing the 
connection between territorial rights and conservation in the con­
cept of a "reserve", the indigenous peoples of the area are linking 
an internal value with something of national value. To do this the 
Tawahka are making dynamic connections between their traditional 
knowledge and practices, and innovations. 

Jose Luis Gonzales from COICA said that the local, national and 
international aspects of conservation need to be understood with all 
their contradictions. He also commented that indigenous peoples 
are tired of hearing governments say that they are demanding too 
much land, and that it is essential that territorial demarcations reflect 
what belongs to the indigenous peoples. The only way this can be 
accomplished is to "negotiate with one hand and fight with the 
other". Only thus can governments be made to realise that indig­
enous peoples are important. 

Edgardo Benitez commented on the different categories of reserve, 
and that the Tawahka are happy for UNESCO to act as an interna­
tional guarantor through its international network; nonetheless, the 
area will also need to be recognised as an indigenous territory. 

Costa Rica: The Cases of Talamanca and Maleku 

by Alf Garcfa Segura 
Fundaci6n lriria Tsochok 

The indigenous peoples of Costa Rica comprise about 30,000 indi­
viduals of the Maleku, Bribri, Cabecar, Terraba, Boruca and Guay­
mi groups. Costa Rica has 22 legally demarcated indigenous re­
serves which cover a total of about 320,650 hectares, representing 
6.3% of the national territory. In practice, however, only 60% of 
these lands are in the hands of the indigenous peoples. 

1. The Talamanca Case

Because they were never submitted to Spanish colonial domination, 
228; the Bribri and Cabecar indigenous peoples of Talamanca retained a 
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good deal of their cultural identity. It is still possible today to find 
older individuals who do not speak Spanish, a sure sign that they 
have retained a respect for their more ancient cultural values. 
Within their social organisation there were the Awa or doctors, the 
Tsokol or singers, and the Bikakala or masters of ceremonies. How­
ever, when alien religions entered Talamanca, opinions became 
divided and cultural relationships shifted. Foreign ideas have given 
the indigenous population a feeling of marginalisation from the 
dominant culture, which has led to a weakening of traditional orga­
nisations. For example, there are no Awa, no Bikakala, very few 
Okom ("buriers"), the traditional classroom has disappeared, and 
patterns of clan marriage have become disrupted. 

What do I mean by the disappearance of the traditional class­
room? That the teachings of the Awa are disappearing with them, 
and there are no children being trained to perform vital functions 
within the traditional culture. Much knowledge of the care of the 
forest has already been lost, and the traditional agricultural system 
is being converted to a system of extensive monoculture. 

What do I mean by the disruption of patterns of clan marriage? 
That new generations have lost all respect for the traditional man­
dates for marriage, and as a result there is a high proportion of young 
unmarried mothers in the region, while the young men emigrate, to 
look for the supposedly better conditions offered by the dominant 
culture. 

Faced with this situation, what do the Bribri and Cabecar peoples 
do to protect their cultural traits and the remaining natural environ­
ment in the area? 

In the specific case of Talamanca, organisations have been estab­
lished to serve the indigenous peoples. One example is the Iriria 
Tsotchok Foundation for the Defence of the Earth. This body serves 
as a filter between the activities carried out by the State and the 
indigenous peoples of the area, in that it keeps the communities 
informed of government actions which might affect them negatively, 
and collects opinions from community members so as to feed back 
criticisms to the state entities responsible. It also implements initia­
tives coming from the communities themselves to respond to their 
most urgent needs. 

As a specific example, I will refer to the case of Project Namasol 
- the Project for the Sustainable Development of the Indigenous
Reserves and the Conservation of the National Parks of Talamanca. : 229 
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The project was put together in 1992 within the context of Costa 
Rica's Forest Action Plan, and was to be carried out within the 
Bilateral Technical Cooperation Agreement between the govern­
ments of The Netherlands and Costa Rica over a period of five years. 

By October 1994 the "Strategic Plan" and "Operational Plan" 
(PLANOPS) had been defined and the first payment was made. The 
first stage of the project was for two years. Negotiations are currently 
under way for the execution of the second stage, which is for three 
years. 

Implementation of the Project 
One novel and vital aspect of the project which should be noted is 
the incorporation of local indigenous organisations as its executive 
agents. The Government of Costa Rica was the entity with which 
Dutch co-operation was formally established, but the administration 
of all funds was carried out by local indigenous organisations. 

In general, state institutions have provided no technical assistance, 
materials or financial resources, but there is an exception in the case 
of the Ministry of Public Education, which has implemented an adap­
tation of primary education for the Talamanca Indigenous Reserve. 

The Project has one component for rotection and another for 
sustainable development. The executive agent for Protection is the 
Ministry of the Environment and Energy (MINAE), but its actions 
have been unpunctual and insufficient. The Sustainable Develop­
ment component is the responsibility of four local indigenous orga­
nisations: 
- the Association for the Integrated Development of the Bribri
- the Association for the Integrated Development of the Cabecar
- Codebriwak (the Committee for the Defence of the Rights of the

Bribri Indigenous Peoples) and
- the Iriria Tsotchok Foundation.
Apart from being one of the executors, the latter are also in charge
of the administration of the project.

Results up to September 1996 

Sustainable Development Component The team responsible for 
implementation is made up of five technicians co-ordinating differ­
ent Work Areas (two of whom are Bribris); twelve facilitators (eight 
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Talamancan indigenous communities have been regularly involved. 
The Talamanca Women's Committee is also supported, as are the 
Committee for the Commercialisation of Talamanca Organic Pro­
duce and the Savings and Loans Committee. From April to Septem­
ber 1996, 1,168 actions were carried out on the following compo­
nents: 
Agricultural Component: Production activities made up 29.5% of 
this component, including farming; training in production manage-
ment and technical assistance; development of self-sufficient farms; 
biological pest control; organic agriculture using green manures; 
forestry techniques including pruning; green-houses and seed-beds 
for native plants; crafts, and bartering programmes among farmers 
who use traditional methods. Environmental training was also pro­
vided to a lesser extent, and involved activities connected with 
territorial control, use and management, including the protection of : 231 
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natural resources. The opportunity was also used for awareness-raising 
about subjects which directly affect the indigenous communities. 
Economic components: 16% of the activities were devoted to fea­
tures of production and commercialisation of produce (bananas, 
fruit) of the Talamanca Valley. These included improving the ac­
counting and administration skills of producers and members of the 
commercialisation committee, and focussed especially on the subject 
of investments and credit. 
Cultural Components: 15 % of activities carried out were concerned 
with the revival of Bribri and Cabecar cultural values and cultural 
reinforcement through art, music, drama, puppets, drawing and 
painting, reading and writing. This was very successful. The preven­
tion of alcoholism was also discussed. 
Communications Components: 14% of the activities in this area 
were connected with the improvement of local communications 
through appointing community spokespeople; improvement of the 
use of the cultural broadcasting station, and the production of post­
ers, folding panels, video-tapes and magazines providing adapted 
sections on culture, education and information. 
Social Components: 11 % of the activities were connected with 
training and the formulation and management of development 
projects; with regional bartering; traditional health care; contex­
tualised education; aspects of infrastructure, organisation and gen­
der and indigenous legislation. In this area 6% were strategic 
activities connected with the support of organisational self-man­
agement, such as the defence of natural resources and the indig­
enous territory. 

I will now give one immediate objective in detail as an example, 
together with its results. The objective was "To improve the level 
of employment and economic welfare in the communities through 
an increase in productivity and the diversification of production, 
both for home use and for the market, through methods of 
sustainable use and management of natural resources." 

This is the objective which has received the greatest emphasis at 
this stage of the project, with 645 activities carried out. The results 
are as follows: 
1. A reduction in the rate of unemployment and underemployment,
through a broadening of the production base and improved use of

232: available resources. Sixty-nine actions concerned exchanges amongst 
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farmers in the Talamanca communities and the implementation of 
economic activities involving the sustainable use of natural resources. 
2. A considerable number of producers were trained in farm produc­
tion using traditional practices and organic agriculture. In this com­
ponent, 345 actions aimed to strengthen traditional structures for
agriculture such as meetings ("juntas"), "chichadas", "mano vuelta",
and tropical gardens; traditional agriculture with crops such as co­
coa, bananas, basic grains and fruits, and ranching and forestry.
Training was also given on post-harvest treatment, the establishment
of seed beds and basic practices in the field. We believe that the
greatest potential for crop production is with bananas, cocoa and
basic grains.
3. A group of farmers and producers was trained for the manage­
ment and appropriate use of financial resources. The most important
activities are the training of the committee for marketing and man­
agement of a warehouse, for the sale of bananas and other fruits in
the capital, San Jose. The announcement of product prices by the
local broadcasting station, The Voice of Talamanca, has been very
useful. One excellent result was the maintenance of the price of
bananas in the market, proof that it is set by intermediaries and not
by the indigenous peoples of Talamanca. Part of the fruit is sold
directly by the members of the Committee, but some aspects still
need to be consolidated to achieve real self-sufficiency.

The other two immediate objectives in this component are: 
- To build management and co-management capacity of the indig­
enous communities in order to facilitate participative sustainable
development ( 426 activities)
- To support effective protection of La Amistad Biosphere Reserve
(RBA) through the conservation of the natural resources of the
indigenous reserve and protected areas. (68 activities).

Protection Component: Within this component training was given to 
the communities neighbouring the Cahuita National Park in skills 
related to the management of natural resources as relating to marine 
systems, which were the reason for the existence of a National Park. 
One practical activity was a course on marine ecology, which was 
attended by eighteen people from the community of Cahuita. An­
other course on coral reefs was attended by twenty-one people from 
the same community. With these two courses it was possible to : 233
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establish a route through the reef area and a system of buoys and 
anchors which would allow the appropriate management of the reef 
by the Park staff. 

The project continued its strategy to involve community members 
in sustainable activities for the use of natural resources. A course was 
held on sea turtles, with the participation of sixteen people from the 
community. 

In the protection component, one of the principle obstacles has 
been the lack of fluency in implementation by the Ministry for the 
Environment and Energy, which is the state body responsible for this 
component. 

There is no doubt that the development of this project, with broad 
community participation, will serve as a framework for actions which 
we, as indigenous peoples, must carry out if we wish to preserve our 
cultures and our resources, as our ancestors and elders were wise 
enough to do. We must do this without forgetting that we are living 
in an environment dominated by other life styles and ways of think­
ing which, in general, are antagonistic to ours. 

2. The Case of the Maleku Community of Costa Rica
In their struggles for territorial rights, this indigenous community 
has also received the support and advice of the Iriria Tsotchok 
Foundation. 

The Maleku or Guaruso people, who call themselves the "Maleku

Jaica", are located in the Guaruso Indigenous Reserve, which dates 
from 1976. The Reserve was illegally reduced from its original size 
of 2,994 hectares, to 2,743 hectares when boundaries were re-defined 
by a decree in 1977. 

Even more seriously, in spite of the fact that the territory officially 
exists and that there is an indigenous Law in Costa Rica which should 
protect the rights of these people, the Maleku have lost huge areas of 
their lands to non-indigenous usurpers, and at present they are only in 
possession of 411 hectares, or 15% of the land which legally belongs 
to them. As a result, the Maleku have moved from being independent, 
self-sufficient farmers to working for daily wages for the landowners 
who now own their lands. ( Guevara Berger, Marcos, and Ruben 
Chacon Castro, 1992: Territorios lndios en Costa Rica: Origenes, 
Situacion Actual y Perspectivas. San Jose: Garcia Hnos.). 

The territorial problem of the Maleku, and the specific legal 
234: consultation in which the Iriria-Tsotchok Foundation has taken part, 
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has its origins in the situation described by Guevara and Chacon as 
follows: 
"The pressure for fand is such (in the Maleku area) that over the last 
few years the community has been the protagonist in forceful 
actions to recover some of their land, invading the property (the 
Mariley farm) belonging to a non-indigenous person within the 
Reserve itself. It must be noted too, however, that the president in 
office for 1986 -1990, Oscar Arias, personally offered the Maleku 
people his help for the recovery of their lands during his presidential 
campaign. Using the letter written by the then presidential candidate 
who had now won the presidency, the Maleku put pressure on the 
CONAI (the National Commission for Indigenous Affairs, a State 
agency) for the promise to be fulfilled; but because the reply was so 
slow in forthcoming, they resolved to occupy the above-mentioned 
farm. The farm was finally recovered in 1990, after a decisive fight put 
up by the Maleku together with non-indigenous campesinos from the 
area, who together demanded that the government expropriate sev­
eral lands near the Reserve to be distributed amongst them". (p.99). 

However, the recuperation of the Mariley farm did not resolve the 
problem. Among the Maleku population there are still many people 
with no land, whilst within the Reserve there are vast expanses of 
land in the hands of non-indigenous people. Faced with this situa­
tion, the community has been organising more action to recover 
some of these properties using legal channels, enforcing Law 7316, 
which accepts ILO Convention 169. 

In our country, this is the first legal action taken against the State by the 
indigenous community to demand the rights established in the above 
Law. The action shows that, in spite of the fact that Costa Rica is 
internationally recognised as a country respectful of human rights, it does 
not apply the same standards when dealing with indigenous peoples. 

With advice provided by the Iriria-Tsotchok Foundation, work­
shops have been held with the Maleku on the interpretation of the 
laws and regulations which affect the indigenous population in any 
way, seen from the perspective of the community. This means that 
the legal advisor does not explain to the indigenous person what his 
or her rights are, but that the indigenous person him or herself 
explains what he or she understands as their rights. In this way, the 
specialists have to work from the interpretations of the indigenous 
peoples in order to find viable ways to apply the law. After the 
workshops, the community named four of their leaders to lodge an : 235 
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appeal for protection against the executive power in the persons of 
the President of the Republic, The Government Minister, the Insti­
tute for Agricultural Development and the National Commission 
for Indigenous Affairs. 

In Chapter 2, paragraph 9 of the document, those appealing 
explain the legitimacy of their claim as follows: 
"We present our appeal in our names and on behalf of all the 
Maleku community. The ownership of lands in the Guatuso Indig­
enous Reserve, as in all the existing indigenous reserves, and in 
accordance with current legislation, is collective, and therefore there 
are no title deeds in existence; or if there are, they correspond to a 
small number of plots of land with title deeds extended before the 
indigenous reserve was established in 1976. Our history is not very 
different from that of the greater part of the Maleku population in 
Guatuso, and so our claim is supported not only by our rights and 
that of our families to have the land we need to live on, but also by 
the conviction that the dramatic present situation constitutes a seri­
ous threat to the Maleku community as an indigenous people, and 
to their culture. In only one generation the Maleku culture, so rich 
in spiritual content, as shown in the work of Constenla on the oral 
tradition in the Malekujaica language', may disappear if the com­
munity does not manage immediately to consolidate a territory to 
settle in, where their descendants can work". 

At present, the appeal is in the Constitutional Court, and so a tiny 
light of hope at the far end of the tunnel is becoming visible to the 
Maleku people, to vindicate their rights to their reduced land. 

I have tried to transmit to my comrades and the organisations 
present at this highly significant conference, the message that our 
communities need concrete actions. These will be possible if we all 
make the effort to help carry them out together. 

Note 
1 Documento «Proyecto Namasol». Informe de la Misi6n de Eva-

luaci6n», San Jose, junio-julio de 1996. 
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Panel Discussion 

Marcial Arias (International Alliance) thought that the paper illus­
trated an important example of an indigenous organisation receiving 
support from a government - not dissimilar to the example from the 
Bolivian Chaco. However, he raised the concern whether projects 
controlled by governments fully accept an indigenous cosmovision 
as an alternative structure, or just as an aspect of conservation. "I 
consider that these projects operate from a technical and conserva­
tion-environmentalist perspective, not an indigenous one". 

It is important, he continued, to understand the reaction of indig­
enous communities to the project. "During a trip to Costa Rica, I 
remember hearing cultural radio broadcasts to the communities, but I 
don't know whether they are still happening. Similarly, I am concerned 
whether there will be any follow-up to these projects. Will there still 
be indigenous self-management of these projects after five years?" 

Janice Alcorn (Biodiversity Support Program, USA) considered 
that the project demonstrates a way in which NGOs can work 
constructively with indigenous organisations. She also drew atten­
tion to the importance of education and the vital role which 
children play in securing a sustainable future for a community. 

Panama: The Research Project for the Management 
of WIiderness Areas In Kuna Vala (PEMASKY) 

Introduction 
by Marcial Arias 

International Alliance of the Indigenous-
Tribal Peoples of the Tropical Forest 

We, the Kuna, have been demanding protected areas since 1925 and 
have had a territory for 70 years since the independence of Panama from 
Colombia. We gained our territory by defeating the colonial police and 
winning the war against the army, even with interference from the USA. : 23 7 
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In 1938 the Comarca of San Blas was approved by law - although for the 
last ten years we have given it our Kuna name of Kuna Y ala. 

The structure of the Kuna Congress has been important in the 
defence of our territory, and the unity of the Kuna people has been 
a significant means of defending ourselves from uncontrolled 
tourism. Since we expelled the whites from our lands tourism 
has been controlled by the Kuna. Currently the government has 
just granted concessions for mining companies without the con­
sent of the Kuna General Congress. However, the Kuna Congress 
said no, and without their approval the mining cannot go ahead. 
Similarly the governments of the USA and Panama wanted to 
establish a naval base for drug patrols at Puerto Escoces, a place 
of historical significance for the Kuna. The Congress said no, and 
now it should be constructed on the Colombian border. In recent 
years colonists have invaded our lands, arguing that we the indig­
enous peoples are not working the land. To confront this the 
Association of Kuna Workers and the Movement of the Upper 
Kuna have established indigenous camps to defend our frontiers 
from invasion. 

The Kuna General Congress has an Assembly which includes 
representatives from the 52 communities and the Kuna NGOs. 
Ultimately it was the Congress which saw the need to create a 
protected area to keep the forests free from invaders. PEMASKY 
was initially successful and it has contributed to the formation of 
the Napguana Association, the expulsion of colonists and the 
demarcation of Comarca. Unfortunately the problem with the 
PEMASKY project was that when the millions of dollars ran out 
there was no follow-up. 

At the moment, the Kuna General Congress is working on some 
projects with financial support from the European Union. Some 
involve agricultural settlements, and another consists of establish­
ing boundary posts marking the limits of the Comarca, in order to 
stop invasions. However, there are Kuna living outside the Co­
marca in the provinces of Panama and Darien, which act as a 
buffer zone for the Comarca. This means that the Kuna are split 
into three areas in three provinces. What we really want is one 
autonomous region containing all the Kuna and linking the three 
blocks into one territory. It is difficult, but we believe that it is 
possible. 

INO GENOUS PEOPLES AND 8 ODIVERSITV CONSERVATION IN LATIN AMERICA 

ATLANrlC OCEAN 

AIIIA SllJOIED 

Pl!OVJNQ OF PANAMA 

CARIBBEAN SEA -·-·- � �

--- ROAOPASSo'ia.E 
OUl!NGl'JfEOA"l'S(A$0N 

-- PAN-AMERICAN J-IIGHNA,V 

239 



INDIGENOUS PEOPLES ANO 81001VERSITV CONSERVATION N �ATIN AMERICA 

Defending Kuna Vala: PEMASKY 

by Mac Chapin 
Native Lands 

In 1983, a small group of Kuna leaders and technicians initiated a 
project to set up and run a protected area on the southern border of 
their territory, the Comarca of Kuna Yala. The Research Project for 
the Management of Wilderness Areas in Kuna Yala (Proyecto de 
£studio para el Manejo de las Areas Silvestres de Kuna Yala, 
PEMASKY), as it was called, was launched to defend Kuna lands 
against encroachment by non-indigenous outsiders; yet at the same 
time it was seen by conservationists as a significant move to conserve 
the biodiversity of the region, and it received substantial financial 
and technical support from this quarter during its first years. 

PEMASKY began amid considerable enthusiasm, both among the 
Kuna and throughout the international conservation community. 
This was first time an indigenous group in Latin America had 
demarcated a large chunk of virtually untouched rain forest - about 
60,000 hectares - and set it aside as a nature reserve. The Kuna 
organised and managed the programme themselves, with assistance 
from foreign advisors brought in on contract. The park's administra­
tive centre was located in Panama City and its field station was built 
at a site called Nusagandi, which was situated along the El Llano­
Cartf road on the edge of the Continental Divide in the Serranfa de 
San Blas. The indigenous staff at one point grew to 23 people, 
including six park guards and seven members of what was termed the 
Technical Team. 

From the Kuna point of view, the primary objective of PEMASKY 
was territorial defence. Although the Panamanian government had 
granted the Kuna their tribal homeland, the Comarca de San Blas, 
in 1938, non-Kuna squatters were moving into the area along the 
road which was built in the early 1970s, and some had even taken up 
residence inside the Kuna Yala boundary. By the mid-1970s, the 
Kuna had established a small agricultural settlement at the spot 
where the road crossed their border, and when these efforts proved 
unproductive, they changed their orientation toward protection of 
the forest. 

Conservationists were anxious to work with the Kuna to erect a 
240; barrier against the spreading colonisation along the road, and in this 
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way to halt deforestation and preserve the region's biodiversity. 
There was clearly a convergence of interests. The creation of a 
protected area surrounding Nusagandi was seen by both parties as 
an effective means for achieving the two overlapping objectives. 

Shortly after it was up and running, PEMASKY became well 
known throughout the world. It was touted as an example of an 
effective alliance between indigenous peoples and conservationists, 
and it became an inspiration for indigenous peoples everywhere. 
Articles were written about it - several by PEMASKY staff - and 
films were made; international visitors streamed in to see the facili­
ties and discuss plans for the park. The staff were invited to confer­
ences in Costa Rica, Argentina, Brazil, the United States, China, and 
England. Awards were bestowed upon them and by the mid-1980s 
the project had begun to take on a semi-mythical glow ... 

But then at the seeming apex of its fame, PEMASKY's image 
began to lose its focus. Less and less information about the project's 
activities came out of Panama, international attention flagged, and 
PEMASKY gradually, almost imperceptibly, disappeared from view. 
By 1990, people around the world were asking "Whatever happened 
to PEMASKY ?" 

This article attempts to answer that question, together with more 
specific questions about PEMASKY's meaning today and its impli­
cations, especially for the Kuna. 1 It discusses the background of the 
project, its evolution from a modest beginning through its strong 
early years, its ambitious projections, its somewhat tangled growth, 
its eventual demise, and its legacy.2 Woven throughout this discus­
sion is the theme that many groups, both Kuna and non-Kuna, were 
involved with PEMASKY during the 1980s, and each entered the 
fray with its own agenda and its own set of objectives. The degree 
to which the project managed to meet its objectives depends over­
whelmingly on the expectations of each group from the outset. 

The Kuna 

As many as 50,000 or even 60,000 Kuna presently live in Panama -
the numbers are not precise. There are in addition three small 
settlements in Colombia, inland from the Gulf of Uraba. The Pana­
manian Kuna inhabit four regions: Madungandi, where approxi­
mately 3,000 Kuna live in 12 villages spread out over 1,800 km2 
around the Ascanio Villalaz hydroelectric dam, in the Bayano region 

242: ( Guionneau 1995: 108); Wargandi, a small enclave of three commu-
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nities (Nurra, Wala, Morti) nestled in the headwaters of the Chu­
cunaque, with a population of slightly more than 1,000 (Congreso 
General Embera-Wounaan 1995:62); the communities of Pucuru 
and Paya, located near the Colombian border in the region of 
Takargun Yala, totalling 467 people (Ibid.:63); and the largest con­
tingent of Kuna with a population that may exceed 50,000 people, 
living along the coast of Kuna Yala (San Blas)/ which extends a 
distance of approximately 200 kilometers from Mandinga to the west 
along to the village of Armila, just short of the Colombian border, 
with a land surface of 3,260 km2. 

The Kuna have only recently taken up residence on the open coast 
of Kuna Yala, having moved from the protective cover of the jungle, 
village by village, during the course of the last 150 years or so. When 
the Spaniards made their appearance in the region in the early 
sixteenth century, all Kuna villages were situated inland and the bulk 
of the population was spread out across the isthmus as far as the 
Pacific coast (Torres de Arauz 1972, 1980; Howe 1974: 1213, 1978; 
Stier 1979). To this day, rivers and settlements throughout the 
Darien bear Kuna names, although most of them have long since 
been abandoned by the Kuna. In the 16th Century, Kuna commu­
nities were thriving in the mountainous Bayano region, and the 
Kuna most probably controlled much of the zone extending north to 
the Atlantic coast as far as Acla. 

When the Spaniards established themselves at the spot that today 
is Panama City and began scouring the Pacific side of the isthmus for 
gold, many of the indigenous peoples were driven into the thick 
humid forests of the north, where they attempted to escape epidem­
ics of recently introduced diseases, conscription into the mines, and 
outright extermination by the white intruders. The Kuna's initial 
arrival on the Atlantic coast was no doubt spurred by the trade goods 
offered by pirates and merchants who operated throughout the 
region's numerous coral reefs and labyrinthine mangrove estuaries 
during the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries (Joyce 1933:xilxvii; 
Stout 1947: 51-54). By the middle of the nineteenth century, when 
the era of piracy had passed, the Kuna started transferring their 
villages to the islands, which were largely free from the insects and 
diseases which abounded on the mainland. 

In 1925, on the heels of an armed uprising by the Kuna against the 
Panamanian National Guardsmen stationed in the region, the gov-
ernment of Panama signed a treaty forbidding non-Kunas from 243 
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owning land in San Blas. In 1938, the government granted the Kuna 
legal title to their territory, creating the Comarca de San Blas; and 
the only outsiders now living in the region are small numbers of 
Colombian traders and religious missionaries. At present, no all­
weather roads connect Kuna Yala to the rest of Panama, and the 
only means of entering the region is either by launch from. the
Atlantic coast city of Colon or by small plane from Panama City. 

The Comarca of Kuna Yala today is a roughly 20 kilometre-wide 
band of forest from the ridge of the Continental Divide down to the 
Atlantic Coast, and out seaward a kilometre or so to encompass 
more than 300 tiny coral islands offshore. Although no precise data 
are available on climate, San Blas is broadly classed as tropical rain 
forest with high humidity, a mean annual temperature of between 24 
and 27 degrees Celsius, and annual rainfall that reaches 5,000 mm !n 
the highlands and approximately 2,000 mm along the coastal plain 
(PEMASKY 1985:6). There is a dry season from January to March, 
during which strong winds from the north prevail, and a shorter, less 
predictable dry stretch from September to November. These sea­
sonal fluctuations in rainfall, however, have no marked effect on the 
vegetation, and the region is characterised by a full growth of tropi-
cal rain forest. 

The population is spread out among more than 40 small islands 
and 12 mainland villages. Most Kuna communities are tightly packed 
labyrinths of thatched houses, and range in size fro� �ess_ tha� 100
inhabitants to more than 6,000. The island commumt1es mvanably 
lie within half a kilometre of the coast, thus facilitating access to the 
mainland, where agriculture is practised and where fresh water, 
firewood, and building materials are procured. In similar fashion, all 
the Kuna Yala mainland villages are strategically located so as to 
allow regular exploitation of both mainland and marine resources, 
with the exception of three communities situated more than an 
hour's walk inland at the western end of the reserve. Farms become 
more dispersed as one travels into the foothills, and the northern 
slope of the Continental Divide is covered with intact rain forest. 
This is a buffer zone inhabited solely by wild animals, and occasional 
adventurous indigenous hunters and healers following the region's 
few trails in search of rare plant materials. It is presently the only 
physical barrier which isolates the Kuna· from the rest of Pana�a. 

The coastal Kuna practice a mix of slash-and-burn and plantation 
244 : agriculture on the mainland coastal strip, extending their activities 
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back into the jungle two or three kilometers. The greatest concen­
trations of farms are located along the rivers or near the coast, which 
facilitates transportation by canoe between the communities. The 
principal cultivated crops are bananas (as many as six varieties), 
plantains, sweet cassava, yams, taro, maize, white and red rice, 
coconuts, squash, sugar cane, breadfruit, chili peppers, and peach 
palm. Of these, the more important subsistence crops are bananas 
and cassava, both of which are farmed by slash-and-burn, and coco­
nuts, which are grown in plantations and constitute the only substan­
tial cash crop in the region. 

The bulk of animal protein consumed by the Kuna comes from the 
sea, and it is rare not to find fish included in the daily menu. The few 
island Kuna who own guns occasionally bring in game found in the 
lowland areas, but hunting is not a major source of food. The 
mainland inhabitants hunt far more frequently, although they sel­
dom venture into the mountains of the Serranfa (Ventocilla 1992). 

One of the most outstanding features of Kuna subsistence is the 
total absence of cattle anywhere in Kuna Yala - a characteristic the 
Kuna note with pride. Small numbers of pigs and chickens are raised 
around individual houses on the islands; yet there is a reluctance to 
follow this pattern in most villages on the mainland, because of the 
need for defence from predators. 

Village political organisation is embodied in an institution called 
the "gathering"(onmakket), or, as it is generally termed in Spanish, 
the congreso. The gatherings, held nightly in most Kuna communi­
ties, are presided over by a governing body consisting of at least 
three chiefs, a handful of "interpreters" for the chiefs, and a varied 
collection of village elders, ritual specialists, and politically active 
younger men with a strong voice in community affairs! These men. 
who are the guardians of tradition, village business, and the tenor of 
moral conduct, meet regularly in a centrally located "gathering 
house" to perform or listen to songs dealing with mythological 
themes or recent historical events, or to discuss village matters. lo 
recent years, Kuna women have been taking a much stronger role in 
village politics and have formed several Comarca-wide organisations. 

Overarching this village political organisation is the Kuna General 
Congress, which brings together all the local communities. Presided 
over by three caciques, it is made up of delegates from the commu­
nities, political figures, representatives of Kuna workers' organi-
sations such as the Asociaci6n de Empleados Kunas (AEK), and 245 
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professionals who serve as advisors. It is active in negotiations with 
the government and international organisations. 

Perhaps the most striking feature of Kuna society is simply that it 
has survived. After centuries of contact with Europeans and their 
Latin American neighbours, whose character has frequently been 
violent, the Kuna entered the twentieth century with their cultural 
and political autonomy intact, making them a rarity in a region 
marked by the alarmingly rapid disappearance of indigenous groups. 
Their native language continues in strong force, although many of 
the men speak Spanish in government schools. Traditional political 
and ritual organisation, although they have been modified consider­
ably in recent years, remain powerful and cohesive elements in Kuna 
society (Chapin 1983; Howe 1986). Co-operative labour is still pervasive 
in Kuna society. Beyond this, the Kuna consider themselves members 
of a unique ethnic group, and value their cultural identity highly. 

Nevertheless, by the late 1970s and early 1980s internal and exter­
nal pressures on Kuna society had begun to escalate rapidly and were 
making inroads into the insular existence which the Kuna had pre­
served for centuries. The pattern of change varied widely from 
community to community, but it was present everywhere and was 
making an indelible imprint on the Kuna Y ala population as a whole. 
Emigration to Panama City and beyond was becoming common and 
widespread; it had by now gone beyond the population of young men 
and encompassed entire families, and there was a permanence to the 
urban migration that had formerly been absent. Western education 
had reached the most remote corners of Kuna Yala, and the Kuna 
living in urban centres were surrounded on all sides by Panamanian 
culture. With improved communications and the resulting penetra­
tion of alien ideas on virtually all fronts, the younger generations 
were living in a world vastly different from the world in which their 
parents were raised. 

Thus far, Kuna society has held together because it has been able 
to adapt to the changing political situations around it. The Kuna 
General Congress has transformed into a permanent body with a 
centre of operations in Panama City. It has adapted to incorporate 
Kuna professionals and political leaders into its structure. It is devel­
oping mechanisms to solicit and administer international financial and 
technical assistance for Kuna Yala. It is connected to the internet. 

Since the early 1980s, when PEMASKY came into being, the Kuna 
246 : have focused their attention increasingly on their lands and their 
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natural resources. These concerns have been introduced into the 
internal legislation governing the Comarca, and they have been at 
the forefront of the Kunas' most recent battles over mining conces­
sions, tourism, and the creation of a military base on the coast. The 
Kuna have come a long way in the last two decades. 

The threat to Kuna autonomy 
Travelling by small plane from Panama City to the western corner
of Kuna Yala in the 1960s, many Kuna began noticing scattered
patches of cattle pasture spreading north across the Continental
Divid� and _approaching the thick forest that marked the downslope
of thetr t_emtory.1:he Llano-Cartf road was built as far as a scattering
of colomst homes JUSt short of the Kuna border in 1970, and migra­
tion into the area picked up steadily from that point on. The pace of
encroachment accelerated progressively through the 1970s as the
�or�sts were cut down and burnt, and farms and pasturelands grew
m size and number and began to merge. The intruders included small
farmers but were mostly people of economic means; located just a
�hort dist�nce from Panama City, the region was perceived as being
ideal for livestock or simply for investing in land. By the early 1980s,
the Panamanian government, with USAID financing, had set in
motion plans to link the coastal villages of Kuna Yala overland
through completion of the road as far as the Caribbean coast.

The Kuna of the Cartf region, who would be most directly affected
by the road, were ambivalent about the project. On the one hand,
they saw the advantages of cheaper and more reliable transport to
and from Panama City. During the early 1970s, more and more Kuna
youths were travelling to Panama to study and work, and the people
on the islands were becoming increasingly dependent on commercial
goods. By 1975, such products as meat, eggs, and canned goods had
become a necessity in many communities, but their transport by sea
�as too slow and the Kuna launches were too small to carry much
m the way of cargo, and air freight was too expensive. With popu­
lation growth in Kuna Yala, and increasing pressure on marine
resources, fish were also occasionally being imported by plane from
Panama City by this time. Transportation costs were on the rise and
existing means of journeying in and out of the region - small planes
and infrequent launches from Colon - were unable to carry the
volume of goods demanded by the Kuna population. The road was
seen as a way to solve this problem. : 247 
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On the other side of the equation, the Kuna were fearful that the 
road would make them vulnerable in two major ways: it would open 
up the region to tourism controlled by outsiders, and also to colo­
nisation of their lands by small farmers and cattle ranchers. 

Tourism: Cultural and economic invasion of the Comarca is nowhere 
more apparent than in the area of tourism. Tourism had been a 
growing feature of Kuna life since the 1960s, when much of it was 
controlled by non-indigenous entrepreneurs, virtually all North Ameri­
cans. Since the 1960s and with considerable escalation during the 
1970s, tourists have come into the Cartf region in small planes and, 
later, on large cruise ships carrying over 500 passengers. The visitors 
were carefully managed by tour guides who found it in their best 
interests not to offend the Kuna. Foreigners were herded about the 
islands in orderly fashion, spending little time and often large amounts 
of money buying Kuna crafts, especially the brightly coloured mola
blouses, and taking photographs. Those who spent the night on the 
islands were housed in small hotels, all owned and run by Kuna, and 
their activities were easily supervised. The Kuna feared that with the 
road their control of the tourist trade would be threatened as 
pow;rful hotel companies and travel agencies could muscle their 
way into San Blas. 

These concerns were given substance by an incident that occurred 
at the very time the road to the coast was under discussion. In the 
mid-l 970s, the Panamanian Tourism Institute (IPA T), with backing 
from the Inter-American Development Bank (IDB), attempted to 
force a reported $50 million hotel project on the people of Carti. The 
hotel itself, which was to be built on an artificial reef and, in at least 
one projection, would have had space for as many as 1,166 tourists, 
was to be complemented with an airport capable of receiving inter­
national flights (Falla 1979:81-115). For months, Panama's newspa­
pers announced the numerous benefits to be reaped by the Kuna, 
who, however, rose up in unison and threatened violence when the 
project's feasibility team attempted to land in Kuna Yala, and in the 
end the project had to be abandoned. 

Fear of a repetition of this situation, as well as the thought of the 
unsupervised flow of tourists and sports hunters (who had already 
come into the region on several occasions), were powerful incentives 
for the Kuna to build a control station along the road. 
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Land invasion: Eastern Panama has been inhabited for centuries by 
the Kuna, Embera, and Wounaan peoples, together with Darienites 
or Afrohispanics descended from slaves. The arrival of outsiders in 
the region began as a trickle in the 1950s, picked up in the 1960s when 
pieces of the Pan-American highway were put through, and really 
got under way in the 1970s with construction of the Bayano Hydro­
electric Dam and the Pan-American Highway as far as Yaviza. 
Campesino colonists from the interior provinces of Los Santos, 
Veraguas, Code, Herrera, and Chiriquf spear-headed the move­
ment, often preparing the way for wealthy farmers and land specula­
tors (Heckadon & McKay 1982; Wali 1989:34-37). Frequently referred 
to as santenos (residents of the region of Los Santos), the colonists left 
their native land due to a combination of population pressures and the 
ecological destruction that had already been caused by extensive cattle 
ranching in the interior. Panamanians often liken their arrival in virgin 
forest areas to a plague of leaf-cutter ants (arrieras), which characteris­
tically strip patches of vegetation clean with lightning speed. In the words 
of anthropologist Stanley Heckadon, "santefio colonisation is 
characterised by the speed with which they destroy the tropical forests, 
which are substituted first with slash-and-bum plantings and later with 
cattle pasture that is burned annually" (1982:17-18). 

In the mid-1970s, the general population of Cartf had only a vague 
sense of the threat the road posed to their territory. They had taken 
the mountain barrier for granted for so long that few even thought 
that land-hungry peasants and wealthy farmers might slip across the 
divide into their territory. Yet this was indeed what was happening 
and the situation was changing rapidly along their southern border. 
A number of intruders had already broken through the legal limits 
of the reserve along the lower valleys to the northwest of Chepo. 
And with each passing year more and more colonists were arriving 
along the new road systems. 

Kuna defence of the area was difficult because they had no physi-
cal presence along the mountain border. Virtually all farming is 
concentrated within a short distance of the coastal villages, and the 
Kuna seldom venture into the solitary expanses of virgin forest 
stretching south from the outermost farms to the limits of the Co­
marca. They prefer the coast, where they have access to the re­
sources of both the sea and the flat plains; and on the islands, where 
�he majority of the Kuna villages are located, they live a relatively 
msect-free life where epidemics are rare. Up until that time, no one :249 
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had made any attempt to settle the territory near the southern 
border because of the adverse living conditions, and because a 
solitary village in that area would be isolated from regular contact 
with the coastal communities. As a result, the border area was 
unsettled and rarely visited. 

While on paper the Kuna had legal title to all land within the 
Comarca, in the late 1970s and early 1980s they had no way of 
protecting what was rightfully theirs. The dividing line - along the 
Continental Divide of the Serranfa de San Blas - had never been 
surveyed, and no one knew precisely where it was on the gro�nd.
Non-indigenous colonists were moving into the region on both sides 
of the divide; they cleared a plot of land, began to farm it, and were 
given a crude form of "ownership" on the basis of having used it for 
some productive purpose. Their land claims were supported, at least 
tacitly, by the traditional concept of the "social use of land", which 
holds that land not being occupied and put to some productive use 
may be taken by those with the determination to occupy and expl_oit
it. As no Kuna were utilising the vast stretches of forest extendmg 
deep into the Comarca, it was wide open to outside colonists. 

The Kuna could expect no favours from Panamanian political 
leaders, who had strong cultural roots in the interior provinces and 
identified closely with the farmers settling the region along the 
access roads. Most certainly, in the early 1980s, the government had 
come down on the side of the indigenous peoples in several minor 
disputes with colonists over land within the Comarca, including a 
confrontation of symbolic significance with an official in the Na­
tional Guard. But the Kuna knew that as the flow of colonists 
increased and the cries for land became more strident, government 
authorities would have to change their position unless the Kuna 
could establish a strong physical presence in the region. The massive 
exodus of campesinos from the interior provinces to the open jungles 
of eastern Panama was sooner or later bound to tip things in favour 
of the colonists. Life was already changing for the Bayano Kuna on 
the southern slope of the Divide by the mid-1970s: 
" ... the 1,500 Kuna of the mainland who administer an 87,000 hectare 
reserve are blocking the penetration of their domains, which are 
already surrounded by cattle pasture, by colonists. For their part, the 
colonists, who have the advantage of an abundance of young men, 
exert pressure to extend their power over these regions. At the 

250: present time, the mayor of the district of Chepo is from Los Santos
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and the governor of Darien Province is from Chiriqui ... " (McKay 
1982:58). 

The camp at Nusagandi 
Faced with this situation, the Kuna began taking steps to establisha colony at the very spot where the road enters the reserve. The first
efforts were led virtually single-handedly by a Kuna youth, Gui­
llermo Archibold. Archibold had experience in agronomy, was an
extension worker for the Ministry of Agriculture and in the mid-
1970s became the President of the Kuna Youth Movement (MJK),an organisation with close ties to the People's Party (Partido del
Pueblo). 

Archibold travelled into the mountains, trying to establish a Kuna
presence through farming. In January 1975 he took a group of MJK
volunteers and several key Kuna political figures into the area and
they initiated some small-scale farming at a place called Udirbi, later
known as Nusagandi. The following year, Archibold and his fellow
workers were given minimal financial support by the Kuna Workers'
Union (UTK). The General Congress also came forth with its sup­
port, and by the early 1980s the Nusagandi project had wide backing
in Comarca. It was seen by the Kuna as having two purposes: first
and foremost, territorial defence; and second, agricultural produc­
tion. 

But after the first flush of pioneer excitement had passed, agricul­
tural activities met numerous obstacles and by 1981 there was little
to show. Working during summer months with Kuna volunteersfrom Panama City and a small team of paid employees, slightly more
than 30 hectares had been cleared for crops and pasture, half of
which had reverted to fallow. Limited attempts to establish coffee
and other bush and tree crops failed, while a cattle and chicken
raising project was eventually abandoned.

A change in direction 
At this point, a chance event changed the course of the project.
Construction of the El Llano-Cartf road across the Continental
Divide to the Caribbean coast was being financed under a loan from
the U.S. Agency for International Development (USAID). In 1981,
it had come under the scrutiny of the Inspector General of the State
Department, and a study was ordered on the social and environmen-
tal consequences of the road.� :251 
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The subsequent study informed USAID of Kuna attitudes toward 
the road and their activities at the Nusagandi camp; and it raised the 
issue of land use in an ecologically fragile area of as yet untouched 
rain forest (Chapin 1980). A meeting was arranged between the 
Kuna and AID officials, and the Kuna put forward their position and 
asked for assistance. Early in 1981, on an invitation from USAID, 
forestry technicians from the Research and Training Centre for 
Tropical Agriculture (CA TIE) surveyed the areas surrounding the 
colony. Their assessment supported the lesson the Kuna had already 
learned the hard way: the climate and soils of the region were 
unsuitable for agriculture and, particularly, livestock. 

The CA TIE technicians, who could suggest no alternative farming 
technologies, were convinced that the region should be left as pri­
mary forest. In this context, the idea was to set up a "protected area" 
of natural botanical richness which was virtually unstudied, and 
could be set aside as a wildlife area with facilities for ecotourism and 
scientific research. 

In mid-1982, USAID approved a $45,000 grant to CA TIE to assist 
the Kuna with preliminary studies of the Nusagandi region, and 
several of the Kuna staff were trained at the CA TIE headquarters 
in Costa Rica. This aid was also used by the staff of CA TIE's 
Department of Renewable Natural Resources, headed by Gerardo 
Budowski, to work with the Kuna on a proposal for the creation of 
a protected area around the Nusagandi site. It must be said that 
design of the project was overwhelmingly a product of the CA TIE 
technicians, because the Kuna at the time knew absolutely nothing 
of western scientific models of natural resource management. 

At the same time, the Kuna had no trouble understanding the idea 
of a protected area because their culture contains the concept of a 
"botanical park". Areas of virgin forest are found on the mainland 
adjacent to nearly all Kuna communities, often on land which is well­
suited for agriculture. These untouched zones are the domains of 
potentially malevolent spirits called ponigana which are prone to 
rise up in anger and attack entire communities if their homes are 
disturbed. No farming is allowed within the spirit domains, and 
certain of the larger trees may not be chopped down. The Kuna 
believe that the spirits string their clothes lines in the branches of 
these trees, and become justifiably furious when they are felled. To 
do so risks a spirit attack of epidemic proportions. At the same time, 
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cause they can be used by traditional healers to gather herbs (Chapin 
1983:88-103). 

While the proposal was being put together, the project plans were 
discussed at length in a 1983 General Congress held in Carti. The key 
argument was that it would serve to block the incursion of non-Kuna 
campesinos who were then advancing north along the El Llano-Cartf 
road. One of the participants emphasised the danger the invasion 
posed to. San Blas as a whole by comparing it to snakebite, "which
sends poison throughout the whole body from the affected hand or 
foot" (Howe 1986:68). The matter of hiring foreign technicians to 
help guide the project was also raised; here, he drew a parallel with 
the Kuna cultural hero, Dad lbe (the Sun), who made friends with 
the dangerous spirits that inhabited the Earth in the distant past. 
This tactic allowed him to learn their secrets, gain control over them, 
and thus defend the Kuna. 

The Research Project for the Management of Wilderness Areas in 
Kuna Yala (PEMASKY) 
In early 1983, the Kuna, working through the Kuna Workers' Union 
(UTK), formally presented their proposal to the Inter-American 
Foundation (IAF) for development of the Research Project for the 
Management of Wilderness Areas in Kuna Yala (PEMASKY). 
They sought additional funding from World Wildlife Fund - USA 
and the Smithsonian Tropical Research Institute (STRI), which both 
formed close collaborative relationships with Kuna staff. CA TIE 
and the Tropical Science Center in Costa Rica were contracted for 
technical services such as forest inventories, land use studies and 
training. The UTK, which had already put almost $70 000 in' cash 
into support of the project, agreed to contribute an additio�al $150,000 
in cash and in kind. 

PEMASKY's proposal was approved and the project was formally 
launched during the last months of 1983. Archibold became the 
Director and under him there was a Planning Team of seven univer­
sity-trained Kuna. Everyone was starting from scratch. 

During the first year, Archibold and the members of the Planning 
Team took a variety of courses at CA TIE in natural resource manage­
ment: agro_forestry and environmental education, and they began
workmg with CA TIE technicians on a Management Plan for the 
park. They had to consider the construction of a basic infrastructure 
at the Nusagandi site, and create an administrative structure to keep : 253 
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track of the finances which had begun to flow in from all quarters. 
Furthermore, they had to demarcate the southern border of the 
Comarca and deal with Panamanian colonists who had settled in 
Kuna territory. 

There was a need to explain the project to both the people of Kuna 
Yala and outsiders, principally conservationists. The staff soon realised 
that the explanations had to be tailored to each audience, since each 
had its own set of expectations. Spreading their message in Kuna 
Yala was logistically daunting, because the team was expected to 
visit widely separated communities for group sessions; and they also 
had to prepare special sessions for the General Congress, a twice­
yearly convocation of all of the Kuna Yala communities. Much of the 
communication with conservationists could be written, but in Kuna 
Yala everything had to be done through oral presentations. 

During the first stage of the project, scientists from STRI, CA TIE, 
and the Tropical Science Center made inventories of the flora and 
fauna and a map of land use capability. These all fed into the 
Management Plan to justify setting up the protected area. Initial 
projections called for the Planning Team to work on the Management 
Plan for the park area during the first year and a half of the grant. 

The first two years were arduous times for the Kuna involved in 
the project. This was the first time that an indigenous people in Latin 
America had set out to design and manage a protected area, and as 
such it attracted considerable attention from environmentalists, in­
digenous peoples and indigenous rights activists throughout the 
world. At that time, there was talk of the potential for a working 
alliance between indigenous peoples and conservationists, and 
PEMASKY seemed to fit the bill perfectly; there was even discus­
sion of an indigenous-run Biosphere Reserve: the Biosphere Co­
marca of Kuna Yala ("Comarca de la Bi6sfera de Kuna Yala"). In 
this manner, the project began with ample resources and high expec­
tations. 

The temporary Planning Team ("Equipo de Planificaci6n") was 
transformed into a permanent Technical Team ("Equipo Tecnico"); 
the project's topographers, with teams of community volunteers, 
demarcated about 150 kilometres of the Comarca's border along the 
Continental Divide, and the buildings at Nusagandi were completed. 
Meanwhile the staff travelled throughout Kuna Yala, giving indi­
vidual presentations on the project to enthusiastic audiences, and 
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tions, and struck up relationships with conservation organisations in 
Panama and abroad. 

A seemingly endless stream of visitors made their way to Nusa­
gandi to interview PEMASKY staff. Several film crews descended 
on the area to make documentaries of the process.6 PEMASKY staff 
travelled widely, gave talks and wrote articles about their assorted 
activities within the project. In 1986, they were awarded an unsolic­
ited grant for $260,000 from the MacArthur Foundation; the follow­
ing year they were given the Global 500 Award and travelled to 
Brussels to receive it. 

Trouble brewing 
Yet only three years into the project the optimism had largely faded.
The Management Plan was paralysed, communication between project
staff and the Kuna Yala communities dried up, the staff was divided,
and PEMASKY's contacts with international organisations dimin­
ished drastically. There were accusations of misuse of project funds.
By 1987, PEMASKY was running out of money. Most of the staff
were dismissed in 1988 and little was accomplished from that point
on. Virtually none of this was picked up by outsiders. PEMASKY
closed its doors, turned inward, sealed itself off from the outside
world, and hoisted up a facade of well-being.

However, the members of the Technical Team were bitter and
resentful. Many people in the communities felt that PEMASKY had
not lived up to its promises, and most outsiders concluded that
PEMASKY had become, for reasons that weren't entirely clear, a
"failure". One product of this situation was the absence of agree­
ment on where things were headed and how to get there. Major
confusions in this regard occurred in the following key areas:

PEMASKY as an institution 
From the beginning, PEMASKY had virtually no definition as an
organisation. None of the outside advisors concerned themselves with
building an appropriate organisational structure for the task at hand.
Many outsiders assumed it was a non-governmental organisation
(NGO), but it was not an NGO or even a proto-NGO, but rather it was
something sui generis. Not even the Kuna were clear on what it was.

On the surface, and within the Kuna hierarchy, PEMASKY was
a proj�ct managed by the Association of Kuna Employees (AEK)
· previously known as the Kuna Workers' Union - which in turn was : 255
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responsible to the Kuna General Congress (KGC). PEMASKY w
_
as 

a "project'' with no legal status. Its funds were managed by its 
administrator, but the AEK was ultimately responsible to donors for 
use of the funds, and was also supposed to oversee all the project's 
activities, even though it was not involved in the daily operations. 

What happened during the first two years was that PEMASKY 
evolved from being a "project" with a temporary lifespan into an 
NGO-like organisation, yet it never developed the skills necessary 
to function as an NGO. At the time, there were no models the Kuna 
might have turned to for guidance, even if they had understood what 
they needed. Neither could they get any guidance from the outside 
advisors. Most of them were specialists in park management or 
forestry or some form of biology, and institution strengthening was 
simply not in their bag of tricks; even the anthropologist working 
with them - myself - wasn't much help in this regard. None of the 
many courses the staff received dealt with organisational themes. 

It was felt that the Kuna were well organised as a group and most 
of those involved, myself included, assumed rather vaguely that they 
could manage the various project activities without serious difficulty. 
But while it was true that the Kuna were very astute in the political 
sense, they had virtually no experience in running the sort of pro­
gram that PEMASKY was rapidly becoming. As a result, 
PEMASKY's decision-making mechanisms and lines of responsibil­
ity were unclear, and internal staff supervision was correspondingly 
confused and inadequate. Many initiatives were begun and then 
dropped because there were no follow-up mechanisms and no one 
was responsible for seeing things through. Co-operative agreements 
with national and international institutions were left languishing; 
while attempts to put strategies into effect died at midstream. The 
administrative system was isolated from the rest of the organisation, 
with the result that funds were mismanaged and diverted from one 
line item to another, or for personal use. Beyond this, it lacked any 
coherent fundraising capability and after some of the initial grants 
had run their course, PEMASKY was unable to stay alive. 

The CA TIE Management Plan 
When the Kuna began to put their programme together, one of the 
main tasks given them by the CA TIE advisors was development of 
a management plan. Aside from being a framework for the protected 
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category of Biosphere Reserve. Lacking experience, the Kuna could 
do little but follow their advisors from CA TIE, who imposed the 
model they were using throughout Central America. According to 
the CA TIE advisors, the model was a variation on the methodology 
described in Kenton Miller's book Planning National Parks for 
Ecodevelopment (1978); but there were several problems with this 
"template". 

First, as wielded by the CA TIE technicians, its scope and range 
grew to the point where it became unmanageable. What began as a 
blueprint for activities within the projected 60,000 hectare park area 
gradually expanded until it came to encompass the entire Comarca 
of Kuna Yala, including the marine ecosystem. Components and 
sub-components were added as if there were no limits to what could 
be embraced, and since the Management Plan was not pegged to a 
budget, it took on a floating, unreal aspect covering twelve sub­
programmes. The CA TIE advisors assured the Kuna that once the 
Management Plan was completed and circulated among donors, 
funds would be forthcoming; but nothing of the kind ever happened. 
Second, most of the Management Plan proved to be inappropriate 
for indigenous communities and could not be implemented. The 
model had no provisions for indigenous communities, and was not 
even sensitive to local populations of any sort. Many of the compo­
nents and sub-components had been designed for a completely 
different audience, and were unrealistic. For example, the environ­
mental education component was based on teacher modules de­
signed in urban areas of Costa Rica. Valerio Nufiez, the member of 
the Technical Team in charge of this component, was at a loss when 
he learned at CA TIE of the Kuna situation, where the elders knew 
far more about the forest than he;7 at that moment he realised that 
"the chiefs didn't need lectures about the forest". 

The ecotourism component, built up from capital-intensive ex­
amples in Costa Rica, was unrealistic for a variety of reasons and 
never worked. The programme of scientific research, in which out­
side scientists came to the region to do fieldwork, went relatively 
well from the scientists' point of view; but the inability of the Kuna 
staff to orient research agendas toward practical results that might 
benefit the communities made the entire enterprise seem academic 
and, ultimately, irrelevant8

• 

The agroforestry component, which involved demonstration plots 
which in some undefined manner combined the best of Western 257 
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science with the best of traditional practice, produced little more 
than an article (Castillo Dfaz 1985) and a couple of clearings with 
several untended crops which soon shrivelled up and were absorbed 
by the surrounding forest. An attempt to create a kind of arboretum 
ended up with a collection of unmarked trees surrounded by felled 
brush, and was soon abandoned. 

The only part of the Management Plan that was successfully put 
into practice was the demarcation of the southern border of the 
Comarca. Over a period of about two years from 1985 to 1987, the 
two Kuna topographers led over 400 volunteers from nearby com­
munities to survey more than 150 kilometres along the Continental 
Divide; often in torrential rains, they spent weeks at a time clearing 
trails and marking the border with signs announcing the boundary 
of Comarca de Kuna Yala. What was interesting about this activity 
is that it was the top priority of the Kuna. By contrast, in the 
Management Plan it was relegated to one of the activities in the sub­
programme for Protection ("demarcation, sign-posting and border 
patrol"), which in turn was part of the Environmental Management 
Programme. 

Third, although the Management Plan came to dominate the 
workdays of the Technical Team for several years, the general 
population was not interested in it, even if it had been functional. 
They were concerned with two primary tasks: demarcation and 
protection of the Comarca border, and sustainable agricultural pro­
duction. The talk about nature trails, ecotourism, scientific research, 
or wildlife management didn't catch their attention. At the begin­
ning, the Management Plan was seen as the centre piece in their 
defense of Kuna territory; it was a justification for leaving the region 
along the Continental Divide as protected forest, and the Biosphere 
Reserve designation was perceived as an important, if largely sym­
bolic, step towards the protection of Kuna Yala from colonists. 

Yet as time passed, the Kuna General Congress became more 
effective along the political front, and the colonists who had been 
clearing farms on Kuna lands were being urged out. The Kuna as a 
whole saw less importance in the Management Plan as a defence of 
their territory. The Biosphere Reserve designation was also paraly­
sed. It had to be conferred by UNESCO through INREN ARE; yet 
INRENARE was in the hands of the increasingly corrupt military 
regime, and communication between the Kuna and INRENARE 
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Kuna-Yala district boundary. Photo: Mac Chapin 

control over their border they saw less utility in the Management 
Plan. It was never completed, and even after INRENARE was 
cleaned up the Kuna showed little interest in seeking Biosphere 
Reserve status for the Comarca.9 

After the fi�t year the Ma�agement Plan was nearing completion; 
yet the Technical Team contmued massaging, revising and delaying : 259 
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it. 10 They knew that even if they finished it, it would be un:,vorkable. 
Furthermore, there was talk about dismissing the Techmcal Team 
when the Management Plan was done and hiring a new crew to 
implement it. Development of the Management Plan had become 
such a major part of their routine that they didn't know what else to 
do if it no longer existed. In the end, work on the Management Plan 
became a "diversion", as a CATIE advisor put it, that kept their 
minds off the increasingly confused state of the project. . Unfortunately the Management Plan did not serve to resolve this
confusion. But even if it was, as one former advisor to the project has 
described it, "a leaky lifeboat", it was "the only lifeboat around". 
CATIE's technical assistance at the time was essentially state-of­
the-art and as such it was the best available, and the Kuna needed 
orien�tion. Perhaps the lifeboat would have been seaworthy if the 
CA TIE technicians had made more of an effort to understand the 
Kuna - how they were organised, what their prio�ities were

'. 
how 

the communities could become more involved m the proJect -
and modify their methology accordingly, but this did not happen. 
PEMASKY was something new for everyone, and in the thick of the 
action no one was clear on what was happening or how to adapt a 
model that was not set up to work with indigenous peoples. 

Outside funding 

It is not easy to reconstruct PEMASKY's financial history in the

years between 1983 and 1992. Kuna accounting, especially in the

later years, was opaque, and no thorough au�it has been und
7
rtaken.

None of the donors has held on to systematic records of their grant­

making to the Kuna during that period. What is known is �hat

PEMASKY received at least $765,500 from the lnter-Amencan

Foundation between 1983 and 1991; $159,000 from WWF between

1983 and 1989; approximately $300,000 from the MacArthur Foun­

dation between 1986 and 1991; and various other smaller sums from

STRI Cultural Survival, and a variety of other organisations. The

total �mount of cash PEMASKY received from outside funding

agencies during this period reached $1,2�5,000. 11 

STRI provided support to PEMASKY m the form of office space,

equipment and vehicles, use of the phone for inter_national calls, the

herbarium, the library, and use of the photocopiers. It also func­

tioned as a screen through which visiting scientists had to pass to
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were involved in research projects, and mediated when frictions or
misunderstandings made their appearance.11 

Seen in retrospect, the project received too much money, too fast, 
and beyond the initial programming. There was little coherent plan­
ning for the expenditure of project funds. At the start, it was easy 
money, and the project seemed financially healthy (Houseal 1985:4). 
This lured the Kuna into thinking that down the line there would be 
more easy money and that all the overheads they were piling up 
would be funded in the future. However, when the Planning Team 
became permanent, the Kuna staff increased to 23 in mid-1986; 
they were spending about $100,000 annually on salaries alone 
(PEMASKY 1986a 3; PEMASKY/AEK 1986:5). Add to this other 
expenses to support this huge staff, and the Kuna were spending 
more than $200,000 per year just in overheads. Apart from this, 
PEMASKY was spending money on outside consultants, training 
courses at CATIE, construction at Nusagandi and Cartf, and other 
miscellaneous activities. In 1984 the project budget was approxi­
mately $340,000; it dipped to close to $200,000 in 1985 before rising 
back to $300,000 in 1986. 

Given these expenditures, and the lack of any systematic fundraising 
mechanism, it should have been clear that the project would run 
out of cash within a few years. I was the IAF representative for 
Panama at the time, and I worked closely with the Kuna in putting 
together the initial budget; yet no particular thought was given to the 
financial sustainability of the project, other than some vague notions 
that the Management Plan, when it was completed, could be used to 
locate funds. But the Management Plan was never finished. 

In early 1986 CA TIE did an evaluation of PEMASKY which 
discussed the need to look for funding (Green & Morales 1986). 
Various options were mentioned - an endowment, taxes for 
people using the road, income-generating activities such as 
agroforestry and ecotourism, as well as donations from interna­
tional agencies and the Kuna communities - but there was no 
follow-up. As the project's budget neared depletion in early 
1987, increasingly desperate efforts were made to raise funds. 
Proposals for various activities were written and sent out, but 
none of this was systematic and there was virtually no success. 
One critical factor was that many of the contacts with interna­
tional funders had disappeared with the exit of most of the 
CA TIE ad visors around this time. : 261 
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Some funds continued to come in over the period from 1988 through 
1992, but by this time the project was moribund. 

Coordination in three worlds 
PEMASKY simultaneously inhabited three distinct geographical 
and cultural regions: Panama City, where the main project office was 
located; Nusagandi, isolated on the ridge of the Continental Divide; 
and Kuna Yala. 

The office in Panama City was the primary work site. It housed 
virtually all the project documents, had equipment for working on 
the Management Plan, proposals, letters ( although it never had a 
computer); it was the base from which project staff dealt with 
government agencies, organisations such as STRI, and international 
donors and technicians; and all of the families of the staff lived in the 
city. This was, in a sense, their home, where they felt most comfort­
able. 

The Kuna Yala communities, of course, held PEMASKY's most 
important constituency - the people whose lands and natural re­
sources the project was fighting to defend. They wanted to be 
informed about the project's activities on a regular basis, community 
by community. This was a huge order. There are more than 50 island 
and mainland communities spread out along some 200 kilometres of 
coastline, and they are reachable only by canoe and on foot. Some 
of the communities are acculturated and open to outside ideas; others 
are extremely traditional, to the point where they screen Kuna from 
other communities and block out foreign ideas vigorously. 

During the first year, the technical staff spent time in some of the 
major communities, explaining the basic outlines of what was plan­
ned, discussing the threats to Comarca lands, discussing objectives. 
When it became apparent that, apart from demarcation, they could 
contribute virtually nothing to the Management Plan (villagers were 
particularly interested in agricultural production), incentives for the 
staff to visit the communities dropped off. Cutting this out of their 
itinerary was justified, to some extent, because the island communi­
ties are separated by great distances; logistics are expensive and 
difficult. 

Nusagandi, located in the forest on the Continental Divide, was 
envisioned by CA TIE as the primary centre of the project. Yet it was 
difficult to reach (a three to four hour drive from Panama City over 
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nearby community and it was extremely isolated, without electricity 
or a telephone. 

Ea�h �f these th_ree sites had a different dynamic and atmosphere,
and _h�kmg them m any coherent fashion proved to be a challenge.
Log1st1cs were cumbersome and expensive. As confusion mounted 
inside PEMASKY and financial resources diminished, the difficul­
ties of communication and transportation between these three worlds 
proved too much, and all attempts to link them were abandoned. 

PEMASKY'S image 
"The Kuna Park", as it came to be known throughout the world, was
a very special initiative and the Kuna are a very special people. This
was the first time, at least in Latin America, that an indigenous group
had taken it upon itself to create its own protected area, set up a
management system, and run a wide-ranging programme that simul.
taneously protected the Kuna territory and conserved the region's
biodiversity. It was praised by both indigenous peoples and conser•
vationists as something to be emulated. 

In 1984, just as things were getting underway, an article entitled
"Co�servation Kuna-style" appeared in Grassroots Development,
the Journal of the Inter-American Foundation. Written by Patrick
Breslin and myself it presented what amounted to a programmatic
view of how things were supposed to work. It captured the enthu­
siasm of a pioneering young staff, and carried the optimism that is
generated during the first stage of a journey which promises to be full
of adventure and excitement It was reprinted in numerous places
over the next few years (Extracta 1988:57•68; Abya Yala 1985:20-26;
Audubon 1984:40-43; Annis & Hakim 1988:73-82), and came to set
the tone for popular perceptions of PEMASKY. More articles and
other assorted write-ups appeared (Houseal et al 1985; Wright et al
1985; Chapin 1985; Tangherlini & Young 1987; Gradwohl & Greenberg
1988:81-83; Archibold 1990, 1993); the project reached the cover of
WWF's 1985 Annual Report, was the lead story in the January 1984
issue of USAID's internal newspaper, Front Lines, and was written
up by CATIE. 

All of us were anxious to publicise the project as a way of attracting
support; but things rapidly got of hand and before PEMASKY had
managed to take more than a few steps it found itself enshrined in
the pantheon of quasi-mythological Success Stories. People every­
where were desperately searching for successes as a counter-balance : 263
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to the deforestation and general plundering of the environment 
throughout the tropics. PEMASKY contained all the right elements 
- an alliance between indigenous peoples and conservationists, indig­
enous defence of its ancestral homeland, a Biosphere Reserve run
by Noble Savages, a botanical park and wildlife refuge, scientific
tourism - and the word spread wide and fast.

The PEMASKY staff became famous, and with fame came the 
responsibility of maintaining its image of success. Looking back on 
that period, the staff complain that they had been made out to be the 
Great Conservationists, which was not only a caricature but a tre­
mendous burden to carry around. When serious trouble began to 
appear in late 1986 and early 1987, they fought hard to keep up the 
appearance of Successful Project. They felt that this was expected of 
them. As the decay spread internally, it was shielded from view by 
a parade of static images that were trotted out to the point where the 
project seemed frozen in time. Articles and reports became set 
pieces that sounded more like programmatic statements of what 
should happen than realistic discussions of what was actually going 
on; and indeed, the image they were projecting was to a large extent 
a recycled composite of the early praise the project had received. 
There was no visible evolution onto higher ground, and outside 
observers, unable to perceive anything novel or particularly 
eyecatching, soon tired of the show and moved on to other pursuits. 

What they were supposedly doing was an inspiration to all other 
indigenous peoples (Gradwohl & Greenberg 1988:83). Much was 
expected of them, and they didn't want to show their weakness. At 
the same time, they sensed that if they discussed their problems 
openly and sought help, they might be rejected by donors. Quite 
simply, they were victims of their own success. 

The image PEMASKY held up for the world to see - as distinct 
from the reality on the ground - never collapsed entirely, but during 
the late 1980s the facade gradually faded from public view, and by 
1992, when the money dried up altogether and the last of the original 
staff had to be let go, its final vestiges disappeared altogether. The 
impression it left behind was confused and even contradictory. "The 
Kuna Park Project", as it was frequently referred to, was simulta­
neously one of the best known and one of the least known indig­
enous conservation projects in the world. 

Today, after PEMASKY itself has expired, the myth of the Kuna 
264 • Park lives on. The editor of a recent book on indigenous peoples and
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conservation calls it "the most renowned example to date of indig­
enous initiative in the establishment of a formally designated pro­
tected area" (Stevens 1997a:52). And in June 1997 I received a call 
from a reporter with National Public Radio who was anxious to do 
a story about this exciting project. 

Evaluating PEMASKY 
From the beginning, most outsiders perceived PEMASKY as an
NGO, an institution that would be strengthened over time and
would manage the park. However, PEMASKY was not designed to
be a permanent institution. In the eyes of the Kuna, it was a "study
project" which was put together to perform a series of tasks and
develop a plan for the conservation and sustainable development of
a portion of the Comarca. When these activities were completed,
PEMASKY would be dissolved and organisations, groups, commis­
sions - whatever was deemed appropriate - would be created to
implement the different items in the plan. 

Although this vision became clouded in the late 1980s with
PEMASKY's abortive attempt to become a permanent NGO, the
Kuna were largely successful in reaching the objectives they consid­
ered important. PEMASKY effectively laid the groundwork for a
string of projects, processes, and programmes which have been
critical in their struggle to protect their lands and their culture. In
fact, if PEMASKY had never existed, the Kuna would presently lack
many of the tools they now use to defend themselves. The project
caused them to take stock of the rapidly advancing threats to their
territory, and to respond accordingly with a variety of defence
strategies; it gave them an appreciation of the fragile state of their
own micro-environment in the Comarca of Kuna Yala and started
them on the path to find strategies to restore the ecological balance;
and even if PEMASKY itself never became an NGO, it planted the
seed for the creation of Kuna NGOs down the road.

Protection of the Comarca of Kuna Yala 

The Kuna managed to achieve their primary objective, which was 
protection of the Comarca. They erected buildings at the Nusagandi 
site and took control of the road where it enters Kuna territory. They 
were able to demarcate about 150 kilometres along their southern 
border by clearing a trail along it and placing signs on the trees to 
mark the limits of the Comarca. It was during this work that they : 265 
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became aware of non-indigenous colonists who had established 
themselves inside Kuna territory. With CA TIE's assistance, they 
trained park guards and have kept a small cadre to patrol the border 
region on a more or less regular basis. By means of negotiation and 
what is best termed diplomatic threat, they have expelled all the non­
Kuna - some sixty in number - who had established farms inside 
Kuna territory. And they continued their demarcation efforts after 
PEMASKY's Technical Team broke up. Enrique Arias, the more 
experienced of the two PEMASKY topographers, has been working 
with the Asociaci6n Napguana, a Kuna NGO, to finish the demar­
cation along the western extremities of the Comarca. 

PEMASKY served to alert the Kuna communities to the threats 
from external colonists, and land invasion became a Comarca-wide 
concern for the first time. As well as confronting the colonists 
directly, the Kuna also began moving up into some of the contested 
areas and staking their claim by planting crops. One example is in 
the Mandi Yala area of western Kuna Yala, where several years ago 
a small band of colonists cleared a piece of the forest in preparation 
for planting crops. A group of Kuna representing communities 
throughout the Cartf region - the Asociaci6n Dad Ibe - waited for 
the vegetation to dry out, then burned it off and planted their own 
crops before the colonists knew what was happening. In this way, 
they took formal possession of their land and the colonists were 
forced to back off. The Kuna guarded the fields carefully, and when 
the time for harvest came they had a store of food to establish a more 
permanent outpost, from whence they began to move progressively 
to recover their lands along the border region. 

PEMASKY also helped them to prepare for new and steadily 
mounting threats to their territorial integrity. In recent years, these 
have come in the form of a tourist complex, mining concessions, and 
a military base. 13 

Environmental education 

The environmental education component of the Management Plan 
had begun as a strategy for selling the project to the communities of 
Kuna Yala, and to the Kuna people as a whole in the General 
Congresses. It was a propaganda machine. This was fine at first, but 
it was not exactly environmental education as generally understood. 
Then there was the idea of using Nusagandi as an educational centre, 
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centre was to be on "interpretation" (note that the title of the sub­
component was "Environmental Education and Interpretation"), 
which involved nature trails, labels on trees, and written explana­
tions along the way; but this never took off because there was no 
Kuna audience living in the mountains, and no one thought that 
it made very much sense. The head of the environmental educa­
tion sub-component, Valerio Nunez, finally took the initiative 
and began working with teachers and students in the communi­
ties. 

In 1988 he helped form a group of educators on the theme of 
environmental education in the community of San Ignacio de Tu­
pile. This was the first attempt to do this and it was successful, but 
it came just as PEMASKY was disintegrating and it wasn't strong 
enough. At least this planted some seeds and started a process. 

Between June 1989 and February 1990, Jorge Ventocilla and 
Rutilio Paredes, both members of PEMASKY's Technical Team, 
did fieldwork on subsistence hunting in the mainland village of 
Cangandi, at the western end of the Comarca. They published 
papers from their work (Paredes 1990; Ventocilla 1992); and subse­
quently, as a way of returning some thing from their research to the 
community, Ventocilla, Paredes, and Nunez worked with the Kuna 
artist Ologuagdi on a colouring book depicting the relationship 
between the Kuna and their natural environment. This project evolved 
beyond the confines of Cangandi, expanding to embrace the entire 
Comarca. A preface was added by the First Cacique of the Kuna 
Congress, and Anmar Napguana Mimmigana ("We, the sons of 
Mother Earth") was published by the Ministry of Education in an 
edition of 3,000 copies (VentociHa & Ologuagdi 1991). 

About that time, Ventocilla became involved with the Provincial 
Education office in an art contest that was to show children's perceptions 
of the environment. It was tremendously popular; more than 250 draw­
ings were submitted by children from eight communities. After several 
false starts, Ventocilla joined with the Duiren Youth Union (UJD), a 
cultural group, and they brought into being the first Workshop of Kuna 
Children's Art. Since then they have held three workshops, all of which 
have dealt with environmental themes. The UJD has taken full control 
of the project, which is gaining momentum as it goes along. 

Nunez, Ventocitla, and Heraclio Herrera, a Kuna botanist who 
had been closely associated with PEMASKY, began putting to­
gether a book entitled El espiriru de la Tierra: P/antas y animates en : 267
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la vida de[ pueblo kuna ("The Spirit of the Earth: Plants and Animals 
in the Life of the Kuna People") (1997). It is a superb introduction to 
the Kuna and the natural environment upon which they subsist; but 
it is a good deal more than a descriptive account. It is a fascinating mix 
of traditional knowledge and western science, with chapters on terres­
trial fauna, medicinal plants, the uerik palm (used for thatch), lobsters, 
submarine "deforestation", and Kuna hunting practices. Using a collec­
tion of testimonials from Kuna Yala, they enter into an honest analysis 
of their difficulties in maintaining the natural equilibrium of their 
region. It represents a positive step in the search for solutions to 
problems that are facing indigenous peoples everywhere; to maintain 
a balance between the natural and spiritual worlds, and between 
material well-being and environmental health. This book is a direct 
outgrowth of and reaction to the work begun with PEMASKY.

Kuna NGOs 
Although PEMASKY was not an NGO, it gave birth to a cluster of 
projects and NGOs which have carried on the work initiated by the 
earlier project. Kuna NGOs created in the last few years are the 
Asociaci6n Kunas Unidos por Napguana, the Fundaci6n Dobbo 
Yala, the Instituto Kalu Koskun, the Centro de Apoyo a !as Tierras 
Nativas, and the Fundaci6n Osiskun. Overarching these NGOs is the 
Institute for the Integral Development of the Kuna Yala (Instituto 
para el Desarrollo Integral de Kuna Yala, IDIKY), which is part of 
the Kuna General Congress and is seen as its "technical wing". It was 
created to oversee the activities of the different Kuna NGOs, coor­
dinate their efforts, and help them with the administration of outside 
assistance. 

The Asociaci6n Kunas Unidos por Napguana has been working on 
the demarcation of the western border of the Comarca with Enrique 
Arias, one of the original PEMASKY topographers. Nicanor Gon­
zalez, another former member of the Technical Team, is the Direc­
tor of Tierras Nativas; Guillermo Archibold, PEMASKY's original 
Director, heads the Fundaci6n Osiskun, which addresses marine 
issues; Valerio Nunez is the Director of IDIKY; Geodisio Castillo 
and Rutilio Paredes manage the reformulated PEMASKY; and 
Heraclio Herrera is the Director of a European Union project on 
sustainable development (DESOSKY). Still another former mem­
ber of the Technical Team, Arnoldo de Le6n, currently works with 
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Awareness raising throughout Comarca 
Before 1983, few Kuna- even those with a university education - had 
heard the term "biodiversity", or even knew what "conservationists" 
were. The young professionals who were to form the Technical 
Team of PEMASKY hardly knew more about these things. But 
when the project got under way, the situation changed rapidly. The 
technical staff received training at CATIE in a variety of aspects of 
conservation and natural resource management; the park guards 
were given both training and assistance in their work, the project's 
topographers took courses at the Inter-American Geodesic Insti­
tute, and gained invaluable knowledge of the land features of the 
Comarca during their demarcation work; and numerous young Ku­
na, inspired by the example of PEMASKY, studied biology, geog­
raphy, economics, agronomy, anthropology and a variety of related 
courses at the National University. The staff made trips overseas and 
were exposed to new ideas and experiences; foreigners journeyed to 
Panama to visit the project and talk with the Kuna. PEMASKY put 
t�geth�r an impressive library of articles, reports and books dealing 
with biology, conservation, and indigenous affairs. 

The saturation of the Kuna with biological issues has resulted in 
several interesting developments. Firstly, it has given them an aware­
ness of ecological processes from both the Western and the tradi­
tional scientific perspectives. They have incorporated this into conser­
vation provisions in the internal legislation for the Comarca, which was 
recently revised by the Kuna General Congress and in 1995 was submit­
ted to the National Assembly for approval.1� The new version contains 
a section (Chapter VII, Articles 52-55) dealing with natural resources 
which are defined as the "heritage of the Comarca" (Art. 52). It seek� 
to give the Kuna rights to sub-surface minerals, reversing the Panama­
nian government's traditional control of mining concessions. 15 It also 
provides for supervision of the conservation and rational utilisation of 
natural resources, including flora and fauna, soils, and marine and 
lacustrine species, in coordination with the national authorities (Art. 
53). Article 54 pays special attention to the protection of marine lob­
sters, regulating their exploitation by the imposition of closed seasons. 
These seasons will be determined by regional authorities; they will 
prohibit "methods and techniques that permit large-scale exploitation" 
and lay the groundwork for establishing, through the General Congress, 
marine and terrestrial protected areas "for species conservation and 
breeding" (Art. 55) (see Ventocilla et al 1995:117). )69 
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Another important benefit of their exposure to western science is 
their ability to understand the western scientific mentality. They can 
deal with outside scientists on a more equal footing, and negotiate 
better co-operative agreements to their advantage. In this context, 
the Kuna and STRI have been discussing the creation of a marine 
protected area in the Carti area of the Comarca. In theory, this 
would combine the goals of both parties, and would be some sort 
of joint, or "co-managed", project. According to Ventocilla et al

(1995:117), "Given the worrying degradation of marine resources in 
the Comarca, this would appear to be an advantageous situation for 
all parties involved. But the situation is more complex than it first 
appears. On the one hand, the scientists are ignorant of the internal 
dynamics of the Kuna and they feel uncomfortable in their negotia­
tions with them. On their side, Kuna leaders fear that the delimita­
tion of a protected area inside Kuna Yala territory might bring about 
unwanted restrictions on resource use and even reduce the status of 
their Comarca. This is a good example of the need for comprehen­
sion and understanding between the two groups". 

Conclusion 

There has been considerable talk in recent years of "alliances", 
"partnerships", "co-management", and the like between indigenous 
peoples and conservationists (for a comprehensive discussion of this 
viewpoint, see Stevens 1997b ). A number of position papers, state­
ments of principles, resolutions, declarations, charters, and commu­
nications by international bodies appear to support the need to 
incorporate indigenous concerns into conservation projects (Indig­
enous Peoples and the Global Environmental Agenda n.d.). And in 
recent years, COICA presented two programmes for Amazonian 
development, as a challenge to conservationists and multinational 
donors (COICA 1989). 

It must be said, however, that there seem to be few successful 
"alliances" in which indigenous peoples and conservationists have 
sat down in harmony to design and manage protected areas, at least 
in Latin America. PEMASKY is one example. While it was rela­
tively free of open conflict, relationships between the Kuna and 
conservationists failed to gel, and several years into the project they 
cooled substantially. At the heart of things was the fact that the 

' : different groups involved entered the arena with their own agendas,
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ment, and outright incompatibility. Each group had its own set of 
objectives and its own ideas about how to reach them; and there was 
little energy expended to clarify these differences and come to 
working understandings. 

In the end, the Kuna steered PEMASKY along the path of their 
own agenda, and were successful in achieving their primary objective: 
defence of their territorial boundaries and consequently of their way 
of life and their natural resources. While PEMASKY did not survive 
as a permanent institution - one of the main expectations of outsiders 
- it spawned a number of Kuna NGOs which have been carrying on
its work. Through the project, directly or as a result of the enthusiasm
it generated, Kuna professionals received training and formal univer­
sity education in a variety of disciplines, enabling them to confront
their own environmental problems and initiate a process to develop
models of sustainable agricultural production in the Comarca.

The relationships, as noted in this paper, were marked by misun­
derstandings and a general resistance by all, including the Kuna, to 
differing points of view. True alliances would have been nice, of 
course, but this simply didn't occur. 

Joint projects must be carefully negotiated. If they are to be among 
equal partners, negotiations must be transparent and based on a 
mutual understanding and a respect for the different objectives and 
perspectives in operation. This is always difficult, especially when 
the conservationists are invariably in control of the financial re­
sources. But with the experience they gained from PEMASKY, the 
Kuna are in a much better position to forge alliances with conserva­
tionists that serve their interests. 

Notes 
1 The present analysis is based on my own experience of the

project, starting in the mid- l 970s, when I sensed its first rustlings
in the mountains, through to the present. I was a Peace Corps
volunteer among the Kuna from 1967 through 1970, and did
anthropological fieldwork in Kuna Yala between 1971 and 1976.
Later, I had dealings with the project while working with USAID,
the Inter-American Foundation, World Wildlife Fund, Cultural
Survival, and Native Lands. For this article, I have relied on a
1995 internal evaluation of PEMASKY carried out in three two-
day workshops by the Asociaci6n de Empleados Kunas (AEK). : 271
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2 PEMASKY still exists, although not in its original form and,

some would say, not as a functioning entity. The project site,

Nusagandi, is still being used, and park guards patrol the region,

but the Management Plan developed during the 1980s has never

been implemented. It is no longer referred to as the "Study

Project"; that phase has passed and it is no longer a "project" but

a "programme"; but to keep the original acronym its name has

been transformed into Programa de Ecologia y Manejo de Areas

Silvestres de Kuna Yala. 
3 This region was traditionally called San Blas. Recently, however,

many Kuna have begun to call it Kuna Yala ("Kuna Territory").

In this article I will use the latter term.
4 The "interpreters" (argargana) accompany the chiefs and cus­

tomarily comment on their traditional chants in the gathering

hall. They "interpret" the metaphors and parables in the chants,

and relate them to the immediate community context to reveal

moral lessons and messages. 
s During his trip to Panama to inspect the USAID loan portfolio,

the Inspector General had, quite by chance, run into a Kuna

Indian, who, when asked about the road, said that no one in

Kuna Yala wanted it and that it was being forced upon them. The

Inspector General's concerns led to the study. _ .
6 As many as five or six films were made of the Kuna dunng this

period, most of which displayed PEMASKY as the centre piece.

The best is the excellent hour-long documentary, The Spirit of

Kuna Yala, the bulk of which was filmed in 1985 by Andrew

Young and Susan Todd. 
7 When PEMASKY was initiated, there was an idea that in some

undefined way it would create a "fusion" of Western scientific

thought and traditional Kuna knowledge of nature. This never

came about. To begin with, the project staff, who had been

educated in Panama City, had an extremely tenuous grasp of

their own traditional knowledge (see Chapin 1991, 1994) .

8 The fact that most of these studies were in English didn't help

matters. The study that brought the most chuckles was the one

that dealt with fish that changed sexes as they moved through

their life cycle. The most useful study was done by Susan

Charnley and Cebaldo de Le6n (a Kuna), on hunting patterns

' · at the western end of the Comarca ( Charnley 1985; Charnley &

272: de Le6n nd). 
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9 In fact, the concept of "Biosphere Reserve" came to be seen by 
most of the Technical Team as a "word game" Guego de pala­
bras) in which the advisors were putting their own labels on 
everything (another, less generous assessment called it "brain­
washing" - lavado de cerebra). 

10 In 1990, PEMASKY published an "Executive Summary" of the 
Management Plan (PEMASKY 1990), which is little more than 
an outline with no practical value as a guide for implementing 
any of the activities described. The draft document in its last 
form was 194 pages long, with an additional 13 pages of maps 
(PEMASKY/AEK nd). 

11 Sources: IAF files, PEMASKY financial records, STRI, and Ba­
rahona & Wolf records. The exact figure could not be confirmed 
with the MacArthur Foundation. The AEK contributed around 
$70,000 before international donations began arriving, and also 
gave considerable in-kind support. When funding from the out­
side began, however, the AEK stopped providing cash to the 
project, even though this was stipulated as counterpart funding 
in a number of donor budgets. 

11 In this context, the Kuna drafted a booklet for researchers called 
"Programme of Research, Monitoring and Scientific Co-opera­
tion: Information for Researchers". This 26-page document 
was meant as a guide for visiting scientists, with general infor­
mation about the region; and it laid out a series of guidelines 
the scientists were expected to follow. It was an interesting 
start, but like many other initiatives, it was soon dropped 
(PEMASKY/ AEK). 

" In 1995, a company named Desarollo Turistico Mandinga S.A.,
put in motion plans to build a tourist complex along the western 
edge of the Comarca, on land being used by the Kuna yet 
officially (according to the government) outside of the Comarca 
(Arrocah 1996). The area had never been demarcated; now the 
Kuna and the government both began surveying, each with the 
idea of expanding its portion at the expense of the other. 
During the same period, the government of Panama granted 
five copper and gold mining concessions to Western Keltic 
Mines Inc., a Canadian company, covering 1,250 km2 of Kuna 
territory (Western Keltic Mines Inc. 1995; Cajar Paez & Reyes 
1996). Plans were also being laid by the government to estab-
lish a military base along the coast to "put a stop to the drug : 273 
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trafficking, piracy, transport of arms, theft of historical heritage, 
and illegal fishing" (Huertas G. 1996). 
During the first months of 1996, relations between the Kuna 
General Congress and the Panamanian government grew in­
creasingly strained. The Kuna balked at the government's at­
tempts to penetrate their territory. In June of that year Perez 
Balladares declared: "I cannot under any circumstances permit 
that there be two legal systems, two Constitutions, or two 
States in Panama; there is only one Panamanian State, and the 
indigenous peoples cannot place themselves above it" (Barroso 
Watson 1996). The Kuna responded by saying that they were 
ready to declare Perez Balladares persona non grata in the 
Comarca (Anel Cordero 1996). The Kuna held a General 
Congress in the community of Ogobsukun from the 14th 
through the 16th of June, inviting Perez Balladares to attend. 
He finally accepted, and spent a day with Kuna leaders dis­
cussing three points of contention (Quintero De Leon 1996b). 
Tempers cooled, talks got underway, and the three projects for 
the Comarca were shelved; as of mid-1997, the two sides were 
at a standoff. 

14 This is Law 16 of February 19, 1953. It contains the internal 
legislation that defines the manner in which "the Comarca of 
San Blas is organised". It recognises the traditional system of 
indigenous government and lays out the general lines on which 
the Comarca is to be governed. 

u This has long been a major concern of the Kuna. Howe reports
that in the General Congress in 1981, delegates discussed their
proposed modifications of Law 16. They argued that they must
gain control of the sub-surface, saying that " ... the earth is [ an
incarnation of] the Great Mother, and thus mining is the same as
cutting open one's mother's belly or even incest" (belly-slicing
sums up a large part of what the Kuna dislike about Western
medicine) (Howe 1986:68).
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Panel Discussion 

Gonzalo Oviedo drew attention to the importance of mapping in 
management projects for both protected areas and indigenous ter­
ritories. It is a good example of a technique which brings together 
local inhabitants and technical personnel. The discussion conse­
quently looked in detail at this aspect of indigenous and protected 
areas, and the general discussion was focused entirely on the theme 
of mapping. 

General Discussion 

Mapping 
Mac Chapin considered that the mapping carried out in Izozog, 
Bolivia and in Honduras and Panama provided a means to facilitate 
indigenous participation, because the process can be controlled by 
indigenous peoples. Maps belong to indigenous peoples and are 
their intellectual property. In the case study from Brazil, Dominique 
Gallois showed that the map was the point of departure for securing 
land ownership, consolidating the area and strengthening political 
processes. In Mosquitia, the process of mapping made the local 
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presence of oil companies should be understood not as matters for 
each individual community but as regional problems which implied a 
global vision. Indigenous federations were established according to 
geographical factors. Another important area where mapping has had 
an affect is the reinforcement of cultural identity and history; in Izozog, 
the results of mapping were used in schools. Mapping also focuses on 
biodiversity, sustainable development, land planning and zonification. 

Marcus Colchester (FPP) commented on an experience in the 
Upper Mazaruni area of Guyana, where FPP is working to train 
indigenous peoples to make their own maps as a part of a territorial 
claim. When they sought legal help, the lawyers suggested that the 
documentation of their historical occupation would be useful to 
support the claim. The process also had many other consequences, 
because the indigenous teams made the maps and did the fieldwork 
themselves. After a short training period, literate youngsters worked 
with elders in the communities, walking together throughout their 
territory to see what it consisted of, to learn the names of natural 
features and to learn about old settlements, legends and myths as 
well as learning the paths. The young people returned from these 
trips with increased knowledge of their own traditions and gave new 
value to their culture in a way not foreseen by the project. They also 
became aware at this time of the importance of planning the man­
agement of their territory. 

Martin von Hildebrand (COAMA) from Colombia agreed and 
described a Colombian case where communities had spent periods 
of eight days in the field looking at the past and present and project­
ing into the future. They noted sacred sites and other areas which 
they wanted to protect, and looked at the history of white contact 
missionaries, rubber barons and changes in community settlement. 
This led to an indigenous discussion of how best to protect the 
territory and how it was being used at present. The discussions then 
moved on to reflections on what would happen to the local indig­
enous peoples in the future and how they could support or avoid 
different scenarios. The process involved the whole community 
men, women, children and elders. However maps can also have a 
negative effect, by reducing indigenous thought into western struc­
tures - just as the introduction of writing can destroy an oral tradition. 

Dominique Gallois (CTI, Brazil) found that in Brazil mapping had 
a similar set of consequences. The process was very useful in working 
with dispersed and isolated communities living in a large territory, : 279 
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although in the case she was involved in, the time needed for this 
work was much longer than the three months originally estimated. 
Mapping helps to change the concept of recognition of land use to 
the broader concept of territorial control. Marcial Arias pointed out 
that mapping was extremely useful for indigenous territorial demar­
cation and not just for protected areas. 

Mac Chapin noted that among the Embeni in the Darien area of 
Panama, the Comarca is outside the Darien National Park. Nonethe­
less, during the process of mapping it became clear that the National 
Park lies within indigenous territory, and therefore the map became 
very significant for indigenous negotiations with the government to 
seek to resolve this matter. 

Concludlng Comments 

Angel Zamarenda (CONFENIAE) was concerned about the lim­
ited time-scale of these projects. The problem is that projects are 
dependent on financial resources and when the funding stops after 
two or five years, not only does the project end, but this can lead to 
a weakening and loss of organisation among indigenous communi­
ties. 

Gil Inoach (AIDESEP) made some general comments on other 
points raised in the papers. He considered that projects relating to 
indigenous peoples concentrate too much on production and com­
mercial activities, and felt that it is important to make sure they are 
based on a sustainable development plan drawn up by indigenous 
peoples themselves, rather than by environmentalists on their be­
half. 

He emphasised that the territorial rights of indigenous peoples 
must be guaranteed if their genuine participation is to be ensured. 
Once this is done, they can choose when and how they want devel­
opment, and when they have decided, anthropologists and ecologists 
can give support to allow them to improve their understanding and 
education, thus enabling them to defend themselves from the en­
croaching society. 
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REFLECTIONS 

Rather than providing resolutions or conclusions, the final part of 

the conference focused on gathering together some of the ideas and 
experiences shared by the participants during the previous four 
days. The structure of the conference was based on a juxtaposition 
of indigenous and environmentalist perspectives, and during the 
final session, Gil lnoach from AIDESEP and Marcial Arias from 
the International Alliance presented indigenous perspectives, whilst 
Gonzalo Oviedo and Janis Alcorn presented environmentalist per­
spectives. In addition, Andrew Gray and Marcus Colchester out­
lined a series of points arising from the observations of IWGIA and 
the Forest Peoples' Programme. 

The Indigenous Perspective 

In his presentation, Gil lnoach, President of AIDESEP, explained 
that in order to be part of the biological life-cycle, indigenous 
peoples, as intelligent human beings, have studied the form of natu­
ral systems. This study is achieved through spiritual help from plants, 
from elders and from ancestors. For example his own people, the 
Aguaruna of Peru, use the help of plants such as ayahuasca 
(Banasteriopsis sp.) or toe (Datura sp.) to gain spiritual power. In 
this way his people learn to predict the future, to heal and to be 
brave. The Aguaruna add to the knowledge learnt from their elders 
and hand it down over the generations. Once Amazonian peoples 
understand the silent language of the biosphere, they can establish 
and develop their indigenous culture. The Aguaruna illustrate this 
language with the tree called 'huimba', which bears a fruit resem­
bling cotton each June. This tree marks the passing of the year. The 
capacity of indigenous peoples to subsist depends upon their respect 
for nature - an inter-relation or inter-dependence whereby human 
beings become part of the biological life cycle. For this reason, to talk 
of the biosphere or of ecosystem conservation is to talk of indig-
enous peoples. 

' : However, the balance between indigenous peoples and the env1-
2s2: ronment is not inevitable. As the years go by, indigenous popula-
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tions will increase, causing pressure on resources. People must think 
not only of extractivism; they must also develop new forms of 
conservation. This is even more urgent when we consider the great 
intensity with which foreign companies are entering indigenous 
territories. Conservation has to be carried out under the control of 
indigenous peoples, because even though environmentalists receive 
external funding and say that they are protectors, the forest does not 
belong to them. Too often the interest of conservationists is to study 
the environment and exploit indigenous knowledge to make money. 

In contrast, indigenous peoples conserve the forest because they know 
that if they do not look after it, they will have nothing to eat. When 
indigenous peoples recover their lands, it is possible to see deforested 
areas being brought back into sustainable production for the future. 

Furthermore, indigenous perspectives should be incorporated into 
any legislation on the conservation of the environment. 

Proposal for AIDESEP's conclusions 

From the indigenous point of view, indigenous rights and the con­
servation of nature comprise two fundamental issues which both 
focus on the following elements: 

I. A people and a culture:

A human ensemble with its own special features: a philosophy and
world view; a unique knowledge developed during millennia of
coexistence with Amazonian nature, and dependent on the survival
of the latter for the potential to guarantee cultural survival.

II. Amazonian biodiversity:

Composed of thousands of species equitably distributed in small
groups of flora and fauna, whose survival depends on the mainte­
nance of a biological cycle. The extinction of a single species alters
the equilibrium of the ecosystem and biodiversity.

It is clear that through the ages only Amazonian man, with spiri­
tual aid from plants and from nature itself, has been able to interpret 
the silent language of the Amazon biosphere. Only in this way has 
he been able to regulate its use and harvest, thus entering into the 
cycle of interdependence himself. 

In view of this, the conference should consider the following guidelines 
as a necessary step towards a definition of environmental protection: : 283
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1. That positive experiences of organisations in different states be
used during preparation for future actions, especially with respect to
consolidation of indigenous territories;

2. That the creation and legal recognition of protected areas and/or
communal reserves be placed in the context of the defence and
conservation of nature and the survival of Amazonian indigenous
peoples. Nature conservation also implies the fully integrated sus­
tainable use of natural resources;

3. That there should be no hindrance from environmentalist policies
which propose the creation of "protected areas" as an alternative for
survival; instead, there should be a legislative situation favourable to
the recovery of indigenous rights to take responsibility for the protec­
tion and defence of biodiversity, and the defence of territorial rights.

4. That as a point of departure, a concrete plan be established for the
protection of biodiversity through the consolidation of indigenous
territories. It should be taken into account that environmentalists
who only consider the protection of insects and animals, for ex­
ample, depend on legislative variation between States and therefore
run the risk of losing sight of the overall objectives of protection of
the environment and biodiversity.

5. That it be recognised that in the long run, the growth of indigenous
populations poses a danger of resource depletion. It is therefore neces­
sary to enter a new stage of reflection on the protection of biodiversity
in relation to external economic aggression. It is considered essential
that natural resources be replenished immediately, through a new phase
of domestication (palms, wild fruits, timber trees, etc).

6. That we must continue to reflect on the concept of protection,
although such a concept will take a long time to mature. It is essential
that the concept of protection be given a leading role, because nature
and our own existence are interdependent, forming part of a biologi­
cal cycle which will continue to function only if we plan for our
subsistence needs.

7. That alliances be formed with environmentalists who agree that
284 priority must be given to legal guarantees for indigenous territories. 
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This may even involve the purchase of lands or payment by third 
parties of compensation for improvements made ("pago de me­
joras"), in order to secure the areas occupied by colonists. 

Marcial Arias made several observations in the following discussion. 
He pointed out that as this was the first conference where NGOs and 
the environmental movement were exchanging views with indig­
enous peoples, it would not be possible to reach any concrete con­
clusion. Although there are some points of agreement, there are still 
clear differences of opinion. 

A good starting point is to consider what the relationship should 
be between indigenous peoples and conservation organisations. This 
would provide the means to find an alternative vision of conserva­
tion and to change the attitudes of environmentalists. It is clear that 
indigenous peoples must control those aspects of conservation which 
affect their territories - only indigenous peoples can decide how they 
will conserve their own environment. Any form of mixed administra­
tion over indigenous territories is unacceptable. The key is whether 
conservation is for, with, or by indigenous peoples. 

Indigenous peoples must be recognised by national and interna­
tional legislation as peoples with their own territories. Indigenous 
peoples have their own ethical systems which relate to the environ­
ment and these should also be recognised. As a start, NGOs should 
respect indigenous peoples as peoples with the right to self-determi­
nation. 

This is related to another area, the imposed definition of the 
notion of "sustainability". Whereas some conservationists recognise 
that indigenous peoples manage their environment sustainably, oth­
ers say that indigenous peoples are destroying nature. But in both 
cases they are imposing their meaning of sustainability on indig­
enous peoples. Sustainability is a word defined by industrialised 
societies to justify their indiscriminate cutting of trees to make 
paper, whilst ignoring the indigenous vision of sustainable lifestyles. 
Conservationists who work with the indigenous movement must 
understand the discussion taking place about what constitutes indig­
enous sustainability. Indigenous sustainability is not sustainable devel­
opment, but a harmonic development between life and being -
between nature and man. 

But how can life be sustained when organisations such as the 
International Tropical Timber Organization (ITTO) are reforesting : 285 
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indigenous territories with inappropriate species, with the idea of 
cutting them all down again in forty years' time for profit? This is one 
of the main underlying causes of deforestation - the environmental 
movement and governments don't understand the value of the clear 
holistic cosmovision of indigenous peoples. This was expressed well 
in simple words read out in the indigenous presentation from 
Colombia. If the indigenous elders were to come here, they would 
say that they want to guarantee the existence of indigenous peoples 
and their quality of life. Unfortunately indigenous products and 
intellectual property are all being stolen. 

He concluded by advocating political change at a national level, 
based not only on the contents of ILO Convention 169, but, more 
relevantly, the UN draft Declaration of the Rights of Indigenous 
Peoples, with particular emphasis on the right to self-determination. 
This should mark the beginning of local community discussions 
which could be reflected at national, regional and international 
levels to secure political change on environmental matters. 

The Conservationist Perspective 

Gonzalo Oviedo from WWF International argued that the problem 
of indigenous rights with respect to protected areas lies with govern­
ments and not conservation organisations. Furthermore, conserva­
tion bodies can take many forms - states, national NGOs and inter­
national bodies all create agencies with distinct interests. Unless 
these are clarified, discussion of alliances with indigenous peoples is 
difficult. The problem is to define policies concerning the relations 
between indigenous peoples and the State, and to determine the role 
of conservation organisations in this process. 

Protected areas are a matter for state policies, not NGO policies. 
NGOs should promote, support and inspire these policies through 
an alliance with indigenous peoples. However this alliance will only 
appeal to conservation NGOs if they can see clearly that it will 
benefit conservation. Similarly, indigenous territorial rights will only 
be supported by States if the benefits accrue to the country as a 
whole. The local, national and regional contexts therefore become 
critical in the formation of an alliance. If this is not understood, false 
expectations will arise about what can be achieved by an alliance 

286: between conservation NGOs and indigenous peoples. In addition, 
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when indigenous rights are discussed by conservation NGOs, the 
concerns of indigenous peoples are not the only factor under consid­
eration. Other sectors of society are frequently involved and cannot 
be ignored. 

Another element in the relationship between indigenous peoples 
and protected areas is the care needed in defining the self-deter­
mined nature of sustainability. Does this apply exclusively to indig­
enous peoples or to everyone? In the context of this conference, it 
refers to the fact that indigenous peoples in their territories should 
define sustainability under their exclusive responsibility and that 
conservation organisations should simply accept this. However there 
is a relation between the definition of sustainability which indig­
enous peoples make in their territories and the national context, 
where conservation NGOs are seeking to define criteria, methods, 
processes and indicators of sustainability for everyone. If indigenous 
peoples really want to be totally autonomous in this matter, the risk is 
that conservation NGOs will find this approach unacceptable and that 
an alliance based on the self-determination of sustainability will not be 
possible. What is possible is that the definition of sustainability must 
be based on the cultural values of the peoples concerned, incorporating 
all the factors they consider important. However, if this is to provide 
the basis for an alliance, it is implied that there should be extensive 
discussion and an exchange of opinions from both perspectives. 

Gonzalo Oviedo then put forward a suggestion for the future 
activities of international conservation agencies: 

"I would like to offer some ideas which could constitute the basis 
for a change in laws and policies relating to protected areas and 
indigenous peoples. WWF International and IUCN South America 
are two organisations with defined policies on indigenous peoples 
and conservation. We consider that protected areas established on 
indigenous territories ought to be based on a number of principles: 
indigenous peoples' own priorities for their development; the out­
come of a local indigenous initiative with their prior, free and 
informed consent; the incorporation of traditional standards of 
conservation and resource utilisation; and the sharing of benefits 
primarily with the people concerned. These principles should be 
prerequisites for the establishment of protected areas in indigenous 
territories. They should also be reflected in national laws and poli-
cies - which is not currently the case. : 287 
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We consider that a reform of laws and policies in Latin America 
is indispensable. Possibly some indigenous peoples will consider 
that the recognition of their territorial rights and the determination 
of protected areas would be sufficient. This would mean a process of 
territorial recovery without legal change and would apply only to 
those countries where indigenous peoples clearly demand political 
reform. However I consider that in those Latin American countries 
where protected areas are superimposed on indigenous territories, 
it is highly unlikely that the state will simply accept an indigenous 
territorial claim and nullify a protected area. A far better procedure 
would be to promote reform, while at the same time working on the 
theme of territorial rights from other directions. 

WWF and IUCN have agreed to continue working together on 
the theme of indigenous peoples and protected areas. Last October 
the General Assembly of IUCN gave a mandate to its Commission 
on Protected Areas to take the matter further. WWF, for its part, has 
made the same decision and as a result we have produced a policy 
document. At a regional level, IUCN South America has an agree­
ment with COICA to work on the theme of protected areas. WWF 
also has a formal understanding with COICA to provide institu­
tional strengthening for the conservation and sustainable manage­
ment of resources, including protected areas. 

We intend to follow up these actions by organising workshops to 
analyse and formulate concrete proposals for the reform of national 
conservation policies and laws in areas such as the Amazon, and are 
defining priorities and agendas together with indigenous and other 
interested organisations. As an input to this discussion we intend to 
prepare some technical proposals for a possible reform of protected 
areas, which have arisen from our discussions with indigenous or­
ganisations. As an example, we would like to carry out a joint 
workshop with COICA on protected areas in the Amazon basin. 

We can also offer support for the promotion of legal and policy 
reforms in certain friendly countries to produce some practical 
results. WWF and IUCN can also disseminate the results and con­
tents of discussions held here with the national NGOs in Latin 
America with which we work, who are affiliates or member organi­
sations. We can serve as a bridge to facilitate further discussion and 
exchange of ideas. 

Finally, WWF and IUCN can actively revive some management 
188: strategies for protected areas in indigenous territories where the 
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national context will not allow legal reform for the recognition of 
indigenous rights. By encouraging practical cases of protected areas 
management by indigenous peoples, a gradual process for the recog­
nition of their rights can take place. 

However, any process of legal reform in Latin America will be a 
long process. We know that indigenous peoples have a greater 
knowledge and experience than conservation organisations in this 
area. But the fact that it is a long term process is all the more reason 
to start soon, and we believe that this is an historically appropriate 
moment to carry out this type of process." 

Janus Alcorn from the Biodiversity Support Program continues as 
follows: 
"Conservationists and indigenous peoples share concerns about en­
vironmental issues. Yet the case studies give us clear examples of 
conflict between indigenous peoples' rights and conservation in the 
form of protected areas declared by the States. It appears that 
conservationists have given the State an excuse to ignore indigenous 
rights by supporting the declaration of protected areas claimed by 
indigenous peoples. The declaration of protected areas has had 
negative consequences for indigenous peoples' rights to self-deter­
mination, while at the same time this action has not necessarily 
improved conservation in the affected areas. To the contrary, al­
though the State may appropriate lands from indigenous peoples 
with a fanfare about protection of biodiversity, it often converts 
indigenous territories into "paper parks .. which are, in effect, open 
access lands where colonists, concessionaires, ranchers, miners and 
oil companies are allowed to move in to extract resources with little 
regard for the impact on biodiversity or concern for the impact on 
the indigenous societies living there. "Decentralisation" is being 
promoted as an alternative to failing central state control, yet the 
opportunity to support indigenous peoples' management of their 
own territories is not being recognized in this context. 

As noted in this conference, conservationists have focused on 
improving relations with indigenous peoples through "participa-
tion" and "consultation" processes in which indigenous peoples play 
a rote as weak stakeholders or "users". However, most conservation-
ists have not reflected on ways to recognise indigenous peoples' 
rights and to change their planning processes so that indigenous 
peoples' participation shifts from that of "implementors I users" to : 289 
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that of "decision makers". Nor have they evaluated how this shift 
could have more positive conservation impacts than current pro­
tected-area based strategies. 

From an ethical and pragmatic perspective, it would serve local, 
national and international conservationists well to carry out self­
evaluations of where their work overlaps directly or indirectly with 
geographical areas claimed by indigenous peoples, and the negative 
or positive effects of their respective organisations on indigenous 
peoples. This would provide a basis for correcting current conserva­
tion strategies. It would also be useful to undertake a related exercise 
to evaluate two options: (a) the standard option of supporting state­
based protected areas that do not recognise indigenous rights versus 
(b) the potential option of supporting protected areas and other
conservation strategies developed by indigenous peoples on their
own territories with support from conservation organisations and I
or the State. The results of these two evaluations could form a basis
for new types of collaboration between conservationists and indig­
enous peoples.

It is my understanding that WWF plan to follow up on last years's 
presentation of the new WWF policy on indigenous peoples with an 
internal evaluation of WWF's experiences with, and impacts upon, 
indigenous peoples. This is an important step towards better rela­
tionships between conservationists and indigenous peoples. It is also 
an important step towards the creation of an alternative mechanism 
for conservation - support for conservation strategies developed by 
peoples with a long-term cultural and physical dependence upon the 
health of their local ecosystems. 

Reflectlons by IWGIA and Forest Peoples Programme 

Marcus Colchester and Andrew Gray drew together the main themes 
which had been discussed during the conference. They identified 
nineteen points, as highlighted below. 

The first few points were addressed by Andrew Gray. He pointed 
out that the conference underlined the centrality of the concept of 
"indigenous territory" as a starting point for a discussion of the 

' relationship between indigenous peoples and protected areas. At 
290 several points in the meeting the notion of "a new model of conser-
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vation" was raised. This "new model" recognises the rights of indig• 
enous peoples • territorial rights, recognition of indigenous institu­
tions, free and informed consent on all matters which affect them 
and self-determination. The UN draft Declaration on the Rights of 
Indigenous Peoples reflects these rights clearly and its recognition 
by conservation organisations would provide a basis for an alliance 
between indigenous peoples and environmentalists. 

The areas of agreement between indigenous peoples and conser­
vationists are most apparent at an abstract level, when talking of 
general goals. For example, in the new model of conservation, 
environmentalists have understood that they cannot conserve the 
environment without respecting the rights of indigenous peoples, 
whilst indigenous peoples know that they cannot survive unless they 
conserve their resources for the future. This opens up the possibility 
of a mutual interdependence. 

However, even though the "new model" argues for a shared set of 
goals, the conference also raised factors which can affect their imple­
mentation: the indigenous peoples concerned, the respective gov­
ernments and the variety of national policies, legal systems and 
categories of protected area. Whilst general concepts such as "indig­
enous territory" are universal, the contexts for achieving recognition 
of rights and conservation vary enormously. Furthermore, in spite of 
the general principles linking them together, the visions and priori­
ties of conservationists and indigenous peoples are distinct. Indig­
enous peoples start from a holistic perspective of territory based on 
cultural principles, whilst conservationists give priority to a narrower 
view of environmental protection. Thus although there is the possi­
bility of an alliance, it has not as yet been clearly defined. The "new 
model" exists in principle, but its practice is still at an early stage. 

Marcus Colchester (FPP) continued, saying that for indigenous 
peoples, the criterion for evaluating the legal framework of pro­
tected areas is self-determination. This refers to the extent to which 
the legal framework for a protected area has been chosen by the 
indigenous peoples concerned. Nevertheless, even protected areas 
which have been imposed vary in the extent to which indigenous 
peoples are taken into account. Some protected areas have been 
imposed ignoring the wishes of indigenous peoples, others have been 
established with the intention of helping indigenous peoples but 
without their consent, whilst others have been created through a 
process of indigenous self-management. : 2'91 
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Another difference is the extent to which the areas under consider­
ation are considered protected areas or not. For example, Kuna Yala 
is an indigenous territory, not a protected area, while the Manu 
National Park is a protected area which was imposed, ignoring 
indigenous rights. The Upper Orinoco-Casiquiare Biosphere Re­
serve was created without indigenous consent yet with the intention 
of protecting their rights, while in contrast, the Tawahka Asagni 
Biosphere Reserve in Honduras and El Sira in Peru, although not yet 
formally created, are examples where indigenous peoples have cho­
sen the strategy of using "protected areas" to defend their rights. 

Another example discussed in the conference was that of the 
Colombian "resguardos", which were also imposed, but took the 
rights of local indigenous peoples into account. This led to an active 
process by which the indigenous peoples of the Colombian res­
guardos are creating their own organisations to take control of these 
new recognised territories. 

These examples - protected areas imposed without consent, pro­
tected areas imposed but with respect for rights, protected areas 
chosen by indigenous peoples, and recognised indigenous territories 
where protected areas arise as a part of indigenous self-determined 
zonification - constitute a matrix by which to measure the extent of 
self-determination and the nature of a protected area. 

The conference also underlined the conflicts of interest between 
States, indigenous peoples and conservationists and how these rela­
tionships affect the form in which conservation is carried out. If the 
starting point for a discussion of conservation is an indigenous 
territory under the ancestral control of the particular indigenous 
people of the area over which the State has imposed its control, 
conflicts of interests will inevitably arise. The private sector, civil 
society or international financial agencies (present in the Para­
guayan case) can all become involved in conservation. Yet what is 
the role of the conservationists in all this? 

The old conservation model consists of supporting the State in 
defining an area and imposing control for its protection. This might 
involve the private sector, support from international financial agen­
cies or even the exclusion of civil society and of local indigenous 
peoples. However, the old model of conservation has been a failure. 
The conference has heard of indigenous peoples being expelled from 
their territories and of governments allowing outside interests onto 
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indicated areas where a new relationship is emerging, where conser­
vationists say that they are allies of indigenous peoples. If this is 
really the case, the political landscape will need to change, which 
means substantial reform. However the power struggle which this 
will involve needs to be conceptualised more clearly. 

If in the future conservationists work with indigenous peoples to 
support their territorial claims, what will be the role of the State in 
this new relationship? The outcome is a triangular relationship: 
indigenous peoples, conservationists and the State. The State is 
heavily involved in the legal context of conservation, but a new 
conservation model will have to address other concerns of indig­
enous peoples raised by the conference, such as internal colonialism 
and the double face of development - uncontrolled extraction and 
exclusive protection. 

This two-sided approach can result in a division within the State 
itself - the environmental ministries and the parks departments 
versus the development ministries. The result is that the State is not 
monotithic and both indigenous peoples and conservationists can 
make use of the contradictions between official bodies as they seek 
to reach their goals. 

Andrew Gray then continued, drawing together several more 
themes. Of particular importance was the challenge facing indig­
enous peoples who live in protected areas and are trying to regain 
control over their territories. The conference provided several ex­
amples of indigenous peoples rising to this challenge. In Ecuador, 
the short term resource management agreement is limited to ten 
years. In the communal reserves of Peru, indigenous peoples hold 
the protected area in trust, because the State has perpetual rights of 
control and use. The other option is a goal for all indigenous peoples 
- the complete restitution of their lands - but unfortunately it rarely
if ever happens in the context of protected areas.

In order to gain control of a territory, the word most frequently 
used nowadays is "participation". However this word is two-edged. 
Initially indigenous peoples rejected its use because they considered 
participation to refer to an initiative from outside where the recipi-
ent has no control over the process. However, now that participation 
is used so widely and is referred to in international law, indigenous 
peoples are making use of the flexibility of the term to include 
concepts which have even more importance for them - in particular, 
consent and control. Consent and control have to be incorporated : 293
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into the concept of participation for indigenous peoples to exercise 
genuine self-determination. 

When looking at participation it is possible to distinguish at least 
three different levels. Basic participation in the context of a pro­
tected area means activities such as employing indigenous peoples 
as park guards or for specific jobs such as watchmen or cooks. This 
work does not imply very much control. In complete contrast to this 
is free and full participation in effective control and consent over 
decisions affecting an area. In between there is another form of 
participation - co-management - which is also two-sided. The extent 
of co-management depends on the level of decision-making. Open 
co-management involves a consensus in decision-making, which is 
essentially free and fully participative. However, too often, co­
management consists of a more powerful non-indigenous inner group 
which takes the decisions. 

Another theme arising in the conference was the development of 
new indigenous decision-making mechanisms apart from their cus­
tomary systems. New mechanisms are necessary to build effective 
relationships with States, NGOs, conservationists and the market. 
Throughout their history, indigenous peoples have used visions of 
conservation based on their traditions, customs and cultural life. Yet, 
as several papers have clearly established, indigenous peoples are 
not fossilised remnants of a life-style hundreds of years old. They 
have frequently incorporated change into their lives and have sought 
different methods of decision-making. The most obvious example 
has been the establishment of indigenous organisations which have 
been used by communities as institutions to defend their interests 
against outsiders. Indigenous peoples reflect processes of change 
and are not just survivors from pre-historic times. 

Connected to the theme of organisation is the sensitive question 
of representation. Indigenous organisations which have been estab­
lished to deal with external relations are often more centralised than 
customary indigenous political structures, which makes them fragile 
and susceptible to fragmentation. The result is a tendency to divi­
sion, which weakens some aspects of indigenous political strength. 

Marcus Colchester continued by raising the question of the role of 
NGOs and whether they can provide effective support to indigenous 
peoples. The examples provided in the conference showed that 
relations between indigenous peoples and NGOs can be very com-
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enous cause, in other cases they are seen as another aspect of 
territorial invasion. 

The problems which arise with NGO projects are related to this 
subject. The difficulties mentioned in the conference range from 
dependency to short-sighted planning in projects where excessive 
amounts of money are put in too quickly. An interesting discussion 
arose around mapping, which can serve as a useful tool for indig­
enous peoples to control their development. 

One point which arose frequently in the conference was that the 
rights of indigenous peoples must never be conditional on whether 
or not they behave in a "sustainable" manner. It would be impossible 
to have a free and frank dialogue with indigenous peoples if outsid­
ers say "we will only recognise your rights if you obey our standards 
for territorial management". However, if indigenous rights are re­
cognised, alliances can be developed between indigenous and non­
indigenous groups. 

Andrew Gray continued by discussing sustainability. "Sustainability" 
should be self-determined. For indigenous peoples this concept 
implies a holistic vision of the world, which is not just economic or 
ecological. It has no absolute definition beyond the way in which 
each person or people use it and therefore, as with "participation", 
should be defined by the peoples themselves so that it embraces not 
only economy and ecology, but also social, cultural, religious and 
many other aspects of life. If sustainability reflects the needs and 
perspectives of each indigenous people, it becomes a process whereby 
indigenous peoples control their environment. 

The conference also addressed several general matters, including 
the strengthening of the indigenous movement through meetings, 
training and protected areas management. Another issue concerned 
solidarity with other social sectors. Conservationists within the "new 
model" are not the only people with whom indigenous peoples can 
form alliances, and with appropriate alliances, the indigenous move­
ment can gain the strength to confront the forces which oppose them. 
Another area is the need for legal reforms relating to land. A 
particularly clear example of how this should not be done comes 
from Peru where the conference heard how the new Land Law was 
imposed on indigenous peoples without any consultation. Furthermore, 
the Peruvian Constitution was unilaterally changed, removing some of the 
basic rights of indigenous peoples. Without obtaining free and informed 
consent, political reforms can work against indigenous peoples. : 295 
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Another theme raised by the conference was whether international 
assistance relating to indigenous peoples and their territories should 
be made conditional on the recognition of their rights. Furthermore, 
there should be a reform of national conservation policies, which at 
present are extremely complicated. These reforms should include all 
necessary means to ensure that indigenous peoples can determine 
what takes place on their territories. 

Marcus Colchester raised the final point concerning reform 
of IUCN's protected areas categories. The IUCN categories, 
for example, do not reflect the needs of indigenous peoples 
and the question is whether or nor indigenous territories should 
be seen as protected areas. He rounded the presentation off with 
four questions which framed the following general discussion. 

L What should the relationship be between indigenous peoples 
and conservation agencies? 

Alfredo Ugarte (Pro-Naturaleza) felt that when formulating such 
questions, the conference should stress the totality of actors involved 
rather than giving priority exclusively to the relationship between 
indigenous peoples and conservation agencies. He agreed with Gon­
zalo Oviedo that policy-formulation and the State should be incor­
porated into an analysis of the relationship between indigenous 
peoples and conservationists. 

Tomas Arique (FENAMAD) considered that the relationship 
between indigenous peoples and conservation organisations had to 
be built on a basis of solidarity with indigenous organisations and 
respect for indigenous culture. Antonio Iviche (FENAMAD) added 
that solidarity was extremely important for indigenous peoples, 
particularly in the struggle against multinational organisations, as is 
taking place in the Madre de Dios. 

Guillermo Naco (AIDESEP) felt that different types of NGO should 
be distinguished. Some serve as camouflage for the status quo and are 
not supportive of indigenous peoples, while others genuinely want to 
help. Nonetheless, an essential factor in gaining the respect of conserva­
tion agencies is the establishment of alliances between indigenous 
organisations themselves, and the unification of different indigenous 
peoples. 

Alfredo Garcia (Centro Eori) argued that conservation organisations 
· ' are important because in some cases the state is not powerful and
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peoples live. Indigenous organisations need strengthening and consoli­
dation but they also lack access to information to ensure that they 
can form their plans clearly. 

Zulema Lehm (CIDDEBENI) pointed out that conservationists say 
that they are democratic but in fact they do not treat indigenous peoples 
as equals. The concept of participation should be used in its broadest 
possible sense to counteract the undemocratic aspects of this relationship. 
Even though the conservationists at the conference were not extremists, 
the meeting should be aware that many conservationists are indifferent 
to the needs and rights of indigenous peoples. 

2. What is the role of the State in this relationship?
Ramon Laborde (Colombia) pointed out that governments vary in 
terms of their relationships with indigenous peoples. The Colombian 
government is advanced in comparison with Paraguay, where indig­
enous rights are not recognised. Conservationists must place the 
recognition of indigenous rights by States firmly on their agendas as 
part of a "territorial strategy". He added that solidarity, open com­
munication, free access to information, transparency and respect are 
all key elements to ensure that indigenous peoples break away from 
a dependency on NGOs and the State. Jose Adalberto Silva from 
Brazil agreed about the discrepancies in the situation between coun­
tries, and pointed out that in Brazil the government does not respect 
indigenous peoples. In Brazil, alliances are needed with conserva­
tionists to put pressure on the State. 

Lily La Torre (Racimos de Ungurahui) considered that indigenous 
organisations, strong, united and trained, can determine this rela­
tionship by proposing alternatives for legislation, gaining political 
space and recovering their territories. Clearly this is a difficult task, 
but indigenous organisations do have the capacity to make progress 
towards these goals, and from the information presented to the confer­
ence it is clear that some are succeeding. The relationship between 
indigenous peoples and the State has to be based on territorial recog­
nition and respect for indigenous peoples as capable of self-manage­
ment and self-government within the national state. Within the context 
of indigenous sovereignty over their territories, indigenous peoples 
define their own protected areas and manage them in solidarity with 
conservationists and with legal support from the State. 

Edgardo Benitez (Fundaci6n Raices) said that when indigenous 
peoples clash with governments or conservation organisations, they : 297 
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need to combine the political principle of self-determination with 
scientific principles. He felt that there was a need for increased 
training and education. 

Zulema Lehm (CIDDEBENI) pointed out that the State does not 
always have clearly defined roles and functions relating to conserva­
tion. She noted that the Ministry of the Environment in Bolivia has 
limited experience with indigenous peoples and too often does not 
take indigenous peoples' rights into account. Although indigenous 
territories should be recognised, she did not agree that all indigenous 
territories should be seen as protected areas. The decision to estab­
lish a protected area should be an open option for indigenous 
peoples. 

Casiano Aguirre Escalante (AIDESEP) said that governments 
should not create their own policies and impose them on indigenous 
peoples. Outsiders should be more active in putting pressure on 
governments and supporting local peoples. 

3. What does the word 'sustainable' mean from an indigenous
perspective?

Angel Zamarenda, (CONFENIAE) agreed strongly with the point 
that sustainable development had to be seen as self-determination. 
If NGOs do not understand this basic point there will be no room 
for understanding indigenous peoples. For governments, sustainable 
development means extraction of resources, whereas for indigenous 
peoples it is something completely different. Gil Inoach (AIDESEP) 
added that self-determination as sustainable development cannot be 
defined globally but only in local practice. 

Tarcisio Granizo (IUCN) said that the environmental movement 
is broad and those present at this meeting are not necessarily repre­
sentative of all points of view. What is understood by conservation 
should not be some protectionist notion of particular species of 
animals or plants, but a more integral concept which covers human 
well-being and development. The most fundamental element of 
conservation is the appropriate use of biodiversity. Old views of 
conservation must evolve into this broader view. Furthermore the 
notion of sustainability is not at all clear. One thing which is clear is 
that the capitalist neo-liberal management of the environment has 

. proved to be unsustainable. The world is also changing, putting 
: ' pressure on indigenous peoples and threatening their capacity to live 
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not a fixed thing, but something which can be discussed in meetings 
such as this. The dialogue must continue. 

Maria Teresa Amaya (TCA) was totally opposed to the concept 
of sustainable development because people are not homogeneous 
and because the model of development is inequitable, predatory and 
unjust. The concept is not Latin American but foreign and imposed. 
Indeed in Spanish it has two translations. 'sostenible' and 'sustentable'. 
These concepts engender confusion and in the end it is not the 
multinational corporations and the capitalists which promote sus­
tainable development; the only true examples of sustainable de­
velopment come from the campesinos, the poor and indigenous 
peoples. We need harmony with nature, not sustainable develop­
ment. 

4. How can a reform of conservation policy and the classification of
protected areas be achieved?

Morita Carrasco (Buenos Aires University) said that territorial de­
fence and recognition are not on the agendas of conservation 
organisations in Argentina. In the Chaco, indigenous peoples live in 
poverty while companies arrive to extract their resources. However 
when discussing policy changes to deal with this by establishing new 
categories of protected areas, it is essential that they emerge through 
dialogue and discussion with indigenous peoples and are based on 
indigenous peoples' own proposals. Titling of indigenous territories 
has to be the starting point for policies on the establishment of 
protected areas. 

Alfredo Garcia thought that indigenous organisations had an impor­
tant role in policy change. He added that conservation organisations 
also needed reform, and mentioned three areas in particular: the 
democratisation of management, financial control and respect for 
indigenous intellectual property rights. 

Edgardo Benitez thought that if areas were to be reclassified, the 
State should cease to impose protected areas on indigenous territo­
ries. Indigenous territorial claims and demands should constitute the 
starting point for any practical revision of the classification of pro­
tected areas. 

Zulema Lehm commented that the proposals of WWF and IUCN 
in the meeting were interesting but should be analysed in more detail 
as reflections rather than as conclusions. Marcial Arias and Angel : 299 
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Zamarenda also agreed. They felt that time was still needed before 
one could really talk about a "new model of conservation" in prac­
tice. 

Flnal Comments 

The indigenous participants then came up one by one and unani­
mously recommended that the conference be considered the first 
step in a general dialogue between indigenous peoples and conser­
vation organisations. The fact that no conclusion was reached should 
be seen to reflect that this was the beginning of a process of dialogue, 
rather than a completed discussion which had found fixed answers . 
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