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Introduction
In Colombia, Afro-descendant
communities and peasants from La
Alsacia, La Reserva Barbas de Mono
and La Reserva Maklenkes have been
participating in the CCRI since 2016,
representing diverse territories,
ecosystems and livelihoods.

The Afro-descendant people of La
Alsacia lives in the southwest of the
country, on the western cordillera in
the department of Cauca. [1] They
are organised as a Community
Council—a form of internal
administration created through
Article 5 of Law 70, which recognises
collective land ownership and seeks
to protect the identity and rights of
black communities as an ethnic
group [2]. They have suffered
multiple forced displacements in
their history, so they lodged an
appeal under this law to obtain their
collective property land title. They
inhabit and protect a mountainous
area of land, measuring
approximately 1,088 ha, of which 600
ha are for conservation.

The communities of the Los
Maklenkes and Barbas de Mono
reserves are on the other side of the
country, on the eastern mountain
range in the department of
Santander. Their reserves are 12 and
55 ha respectively, but surrounding
them are self-declared family

reserves of up to 113 ha, all
belonging to the Colectivo de
Reservas Campesinas y Comunitarias
de Santander (a participatory process
to conserve the Andean forest started
in 2008 by communities with the
support of Fundaexpresión). These
community organisations are
peasants and,
unlike the Afro-
descendant
community in La
Alsacia, they have
no special rights.
They are
organised into
community
action boards or
collectives,
managing
community
aqueducts and
reserves for
example. Los
Maklenkes is very
close to the
fourth most
populous city in
the country,
Bucaramanga,
and feels the
impacts of
tourism. Barbas
de Mono is
located in a rural
area that was
severely affected
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by the armed conflict up until a few
years ago.

In Colombia, decades of armed
conflict have seriously impacted
communities and their capacity to
conserve their territories. The most
common reaction has been the
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Children participate in CCRI assessment, La Alsacia Community
Council. Jeanne Lieberman and Censat Agua Viva/GFC

Surrounding environment, Barbas de Mono Reserve.
Fundaexpresión and Censat Agua Viva/GFC



and Urban Expressions in
Bucaramanga in September 2017. The
dynamics and contribution of the
proposed national coordination body,
as outlined in the CCRI methodology,
was vital. [4] This group of
people—the project advisors—come
from different areas of knowledge
and activities, interpreting the
communities’ thinking and practices,
and orienting or providing reflections
that are then taken back to the
communities and other bodies.

Taking gender concerns into account,
both in terms of principles and
methodologies, and prioritising the
participation of all groups within the
communities, methodologies were
developed that reflected the cultural
practices of each population, to
promote the participation of girls,
boys, young people and women. To
facilitate the participation of women
some activities were carried out in
their homes. In Barbas de Mono
community, women participated the
most, they spent a considerable

displacement and abandonment of
territories, and Colombia has more
internally displaced persons than any
other country (7.4 million in 2016). [3]
Parents have restricted the places that
children and young people can travel
to, and there are problems with anti-
personnel mines in some places. All
this has contributed to a loss of
knowledge about territories. This is a
fundamental problem, as it is difficult
to appreciate and defend something
not well known.

All the communities have been aware
of the CCRI assessment process since
its inception in 2014, and they agreed
to participate representing
communities with similar experiences
and challenges. In 2016 a national
workshop emphasised the
relationship between megaprojects
and their impacts on the communities’
territories, highlighting the role of
community conservation initiatives.
The communities also met and
exchanged their various reflections
and advances at the Festival of Rural

amount of time analysing their role
and fundamental contributions, and
considering the perceptions women
have about their communities’ needs
and opportunities.

A legal review identified regulations
that may either benefit or negatively
impact community management
initiatives. Two instruments approved
for the promotion and application of
the green economy model, within the
context of the peace process, are
considered to be harmful to the

communities’ conservation initiatives
because they could undermine
traditional conservation values,
especially by promoting the further
commercialisation of nature. [5,6]
These are the Document CONPES
3886 Policy Guidelines and National
Program for Payment for
Environmental Services (PES) for
Peacebuilding [7] and Decree 870 of
May 25, 2017, which establishes
payments for environmental services
and other incentives for
conservation. [8]
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In La Alsacia the community has a
deep knowledge of their natural
heritage. They have their own names
and classification systems for fauna
and flora, and internal regulations to
monitor harmful activities. For
example, they prohibit the planting of
crops for illicit use due to their
environmental, social and cultural
impacts. The community stressed the
need to read and understand outside
interests and threats in order to be

able to address them. In their
situation, which is similar to that of
hundreds of communities in
Colombia, the main threats inherent
in the dominant development model
and the implementation of the peace
agreements are:

•

•

•

Political instability has involved
threats to black, peasant and
indigenous leaders and communities;
clashes between armed groups,
including the armed forces of the
state; restrictions on mobility within
the territories; and either forced

displacements or the confinement of
the population in the hamlets, both of
which have been experienced in La
Alsacia. The current peace agreement
signed between the government and
the current FARC political party is
welcomed but the situation remains
fragile and makes community
management of the territory very
difficult. They are pleased that the
conflict has receded but are now
concerned about what may happen to
the conservation area within the
context of the peace agreement with

the FARC, because the armed conflict
previously prevented access to the
area and stopped its exploitation by
third parties. Also, there are still
armed confrontations near the village,
and several communities have been
subject to new threats. [9] This is a
common experience in Colombia, and
disputes over land, mainly in Afro-
descendant territories, are intensified
by the rapid expansion of oil palm
monocultures.

The community near the Los
Maklenkes reserve observed that one
of the reasons why they are such a
cohesive and resilient community is
because of the way they have stayed
together in the times of crisis and
conflict they have had to endure.
Rather than abandon their territory,
losing their lives’ work and their
means of survival, they chose the
highly risky strategy of sending
delegates to negotiate with armed
actors so that they could remain.
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A strategy to vacate territories on
the part of the government and
other actors with diverse interests.
A loss of collective memory and an
ignorance of history, which among
other things, may lead to an

ignorance of their own culture and
the adoption of foreign ones.

The armed conflict and its actors,

whatever their origin.

Wildlife in La Alsacia Community Council. Jeanne
Lieberman and Censat Agua Viva/GFC

Environment around Los Maklenkes Reserve. Fundaexpresión and
Censat Agua Viva/GFC



The greatest
impact of the
CCRI in
Santander has
been to
encourage
leaders to
think about
strengthening
their
community
conservation
processes, and
to create an
understanding
that this is not
about
preservation,
but about
promoting
opportunities
for more families to benefit from and
enjoy nature. In processes that are
complementary to the CCRI, both
communities have defined their
biodiversity monitoring objectives (as
has the community in La Alsacia), and
within the CCRI they undertook
activities to understand and
demonstrate the positive impact of
community conservation actions. In
Los Maklenkes, identification and
monitoring of threatened and
endangered birds protected in the
peasant reserve area is being
undertaken. In Barbas de Mono, bird
diversity in agricultural areas is being
compared with that within the
reserve.

The CCRI’s gender-based approach
fostered internal observations in the
communities, one of which identified
the limited participation of women in
community processes and activities as
one of the main threats to its
resilience. The inhabitants close to Los
Maklenkes observed that patriarchy
restricts women’s access to various
activities and community processes,
such as the Community Action Boards.
This situation is largely determined by

men, who decide which spaces or
activities their partners and/or
daughters may take part in. As part of
their CCRI initiative the community
chose to study their local fauna
through the traditional practice of
embroidery which is culturally
associated with women. However the
men and the children took it up as
well, helping to redress the gender
imbalance. After representatives of
the two communities met, the
community in La Alsacia also

embarked on an embroidery project,
which proved so popular that the
majority of families in the community
are now aware of the CCRI project,
with the active participation of
children and their parents.

The Los Maklenkes community
identified the erosion of traditional
knowledge and practices as a threat
to their biodiversity, heritage and
culture. Similarly, for the community
that manages the Barbas de Mono
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Preparing food, Los Maklenkes Reserve. Fundaexpresión and Censat Agua Viva/GFC



reserve, the main threats listed
related to the dominant development
model being imposed from the cities,
including potential road development,
the development of tourism, the

potential
privatisation of
community managed
aqueducts, and
community co-
optation by mining
companies (resulting
in a lack of interest
from other families
in organisational and
resistance
processes). In this
context, they felt that
territories and
communities are
vulnerable to specific
threats such as:

•

•

Finally, there is a repeated
experience of the interests and needs
of the communities being ignored, by
urban policy-makers, by large
conservation organisations and even
by entities supposedly supporting
grassroots processes. The community
management and conservation
approach is very different to the
model imposed by the state and large
conservation NGOs. It is not about
buying and isolating portions of land,
but considering the people linked to
the process and their knowledge,
culture and skills, as well as land and
physical space. There is a high risk for
community initiatives when essential
aspects of the communities’
resilience, such as autonomy and self-
management, are pushed aside to
give greater importance to the role of
external actors. Such ‘assistance’ can
create dependence that weakens the
communities’ basic processes.
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Institutions, such
as the National
Federation of
Coffee Growers,
promising food
security while
offering
technological

packages that include credit
systems and technical advice about
monocultures and agro-toxics in
place of coffee grown with
traditional systems, creating

dependency and
imposing
conditions that
actively prevent
food sovereignty
within the
communities. The
problem in this
regard is
addressed by
several
authors. [10]
An educational
system that
distances children
from their territory
and the rural way
of life, to the
detriment of
popular knowledge
and traditions.

Drying seeds, Barbas de Mono Reserve. Fundaexpresión and Censat Agua Viva/GFC

Beekeeping in Barbas de Mono Reserve. Fundaexpresión
and Censat Agua Viva/GFC
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Conclusions and Recommendations
It is important to prioritise territorial
management initiatives that have
emerged from the communities. They
have legitimacy, a greater probability
of permanence, and benefit both
human populations and ecosystems.
Successful community conservation is
based on effective organisation, with
broad participation and ownership,
where autonomy and community
organisation is the priority, and other
aspects, such as legal norms, are seen
as being complementary rather than
the priority. Projects or proposals for
advocacy in communities must
always be created and agreed upon
by them; never devised and imposed
from outside the territory. Processes
should not be detached from wider
contexts either. Community
management strategies should
provide spaces for
dialogue, reflection
and debate within civil
society, and between
the people and the
state.

The community with
the highest risk of
expulsion from its
territory identified
their capacity to
organise, recognise
and value the
community as an
extended family—that
must stay together
and mobilise together
in an autonmous way
—as being key to
resilience. These
elements can be
strengthened through
their own educational
processes, which they
can implement
themselves.

Popular education was recommended
as an important strategy generally,
including in relation to respect for
people’s rights and state policies. This
would help the communities to
recover part of the assets they have
lost, and identify what has been or is
being imposed on them. In this
sense, the peasant way of life is
reclaimed as a reason for pride and
an option for a dignified life.

Encouraging productive strategies
associated with community
management and conservation
spaces is critical to the communities’
resilience. This includes dismantling
the paradigm created by official
systems of protected areas, which
treats conservation and the presence
of local communities and their

productive activities as being
mutually exclusive. Agroecology and
community management of forests
are alternative frames of reference
that guarantee a successful political
approach that takes territorial and
organisational dimensions into
account.

In the Los Maklenkes reserve, for
example, productive activities
compatible with the care of the
natural heritage within the reserve
include the use of non-timber forest
products and the propagation of
orchids. In Barbas de Monas the
community decided that keeping
bees would be a productive activity
that is good for biodiversity and
would bring the community
together—there are now hives
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managed by families and others that
are managed by the community as a
whole. Women peasant leaders who
carry out productive practices in
forests and agroecosystems
recommended combining long-term
activities, such as timber production,
with those that provide short-term
results. This is to awaken and
maintain interest in long-term
components, as well as responding to
the pressing needs of families.

Including recreational or sharing
activities is important too. Meetings
or assemblies do not have to be
limited to a political or organisational
dimension. They can promote well-
being by considering other
perspectives which are usually not
allocated enough time. Problems and
their solutions can be prioritised,
while still leaving time for ‘Buen y

Bien Vivir’ (Good Living and Well
Living).

From a legal perspective, it is
imperative to review gaps in
legislation, ‘pending’ legislation, and
state obligations relating to the rights
and claims of Indigenous Peoples,
Afro-descendant and local
communities. For example, after 24
years, the Presidency has recognised
a delay in the implementation of
Chapters IV, V and VII of Law 70 of
1993, which deals with “rights of land
use, protection of natural resources
and the environment; mining
resources in the territories of Afro-
Colombian communities and on
economic and social development
respectively”. [11]

It is important that the state ensures
that the necessary conditions are in

place to ensure that these rights can
actually be enjoyed, and people can
remain in their territories. For
example, among the communities
that took part in the CCRI, the one
that has suffered the most in terms of
threats and pressure to leave their
territory is the Afro-descendant one.
This is the only community out of the
three that actually has legal status
recognising their rights in the
territory.

Suitable strategies should encourage
the participation of a greater number
of families in the conservation and
community management process,
and make the processes and
initiatives of community
conservation, sovereignty and
productive autonomy more visible.

April 2018

Playing in the waterfall, La Alsacia community. Jeanne Lieberman and Censat Agua Viva/GFC
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Testimony
Paola's motivation stems from her roots within the territory and her
community. She believes that solutions must come from the community
itself as this creates innovative teachings which will reach and influence
everyone, whilst making the most of the fact that they are a small
population. She feels threatened by the proximity of a rural municipal
area where ex-FARC combatants are settled. These people say that they
will become part of the region, but without adopting or knowledge of the
internal regulations of the Community Council, which may have a variety
of negative impacts and affect the territory's conservation area.

Paola Andrea Choco, La Alsacia Community Council
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This summary is based on a full CCRI report about the communities' conservation resilience assessment in
Colombia, which can be found here: http://globalforestcoalition.org/community-conservation-resilience-
initiative-ccri-full-country-report/
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