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Prologo

Rama Cay es una pequena isla que estd ubicado a unos
15 kilbmetros al Sur de Bluefields. En la actualidad hay aproxi-
madamente 2000 a 2800 Ramas, incluyendo las diferentes co-
munidades como el Coco, el Zampopero, Wiring Cay, Punta
de Aguila, Rio Maiz y Rio Indio.

Al principio los Rama vivian felices y se sentian seguros de
si mismo, porgue solo habia Ramas. Ellos vivian viajando en las
orillas de las riveras en los diferentes rios realizando sus activi-
dades de subsistencia en la vida cofidiana. Vivian de la caza
y de la pesca de forma tradicional. También ocupaban el te-
rritorio para las actividades de agricultura y ofras actividades
antes mencionadas. Desde el principio ellos vinieron cuidando
lo que son los recursos naturales porque sabemos que estos
conforman la base de subsistencia del pueblo Rama. Desde
1978 los Rama han comenzado enfrentar dificiles situaciones
con “los terceros”, los mestizos que han venido despojando a
nuestra poblacion Rama de su territorio. Vinieron con el obje-
fivo de buscar terreno para establecer fincas, y actualmente
han destruido la fierra totalmente en algunos lugares, espe-
cialmente con las actividades de ganaderia. Casila mitad del
territorio ya estd despalado y arrasado por los terceros.

Ahora los Rama no se sienten con la misma seguridad que
tenian anteriormente, por lo que son amenazados por los ter-
ceros. Muchos de ellos han abandonado sus fincas a causa de
este problema. En Wiring Cay, por ejemplo, habia solamente
gente Rama pero ahora también ese territorio estd ocupado
por terceros. Finalmente llegamos a que nuestros lideres toma-
ban la decision de formar una comision con el fin de reclamar
sus tierras y trabajar en el proceso de demarcaciéon y titulacion
del territorio Rama, como garantiza la ley. Actualmente la in-
vasion y el conflicto con los terceros se estd dando mds fuerte.
Ahora nuestro pueblo Rama no tiene donde ir a tfrabajar o ha-
cer su finca por el mismo conflicto. Y son amenazados hasta la
muerte en su propio territorio.

En la actualidad lo que estamos haciendo en el proceso
de demarcacion es crear una forma, una politica de cdémo va-



mos a trabajar con los terceros que estan dentro del territorio
Rama. En la primera fase se hizo un diagnostico con las comu-
nidades Rama para definir la cantidad de personas Rama que
estan dentro del territorio. Ahora estamos en la segunda fase
donde vamos a hacer un diagndstico con los terceros para
obtenerinformacidn sobre la cantidad de personas en nuestro
territorio para ver quienes tienen titulos reales y quienes no lo
tienen, y conocer sus opiniones acerca de la demarcacion. Y
buscar formas de resolver problemas dentro del territorio.

Otra amenaza es con la cultura Rama, especificamente
con la lengua. La mayoria de las personas de Rama Cay so-
lamente hablan el Creole porque se ha venido perdiendo la
lengua materna Rama. Desde el tiempo cuando vinieron 1os
misioneros Moravos se ha inculcado a la gente Rama hablar
solo el Inglés o Creole. En la actualidad estamos tratando de
rescatar la lengua Rama, y se estan impartiendo clases de
Rama a los alumnos de preescolar hasta el tercer grado con
el apoyo de la cooperante Sdmi de Noruega, Miss Juliana.
Ella apoyd a Mr. Walter, uno de los pocos hablantes Rama en
Rama Cay, en la elaboracion de materiales didacticos para
fortalecer el proceso de rescate de la lengua Rama.

Con este libro pretendemos tener informacion que nos va a
beneficiar tanto a los estudiantes de la secundaria y las univer-
sidades para realizar sus estudios investigativos sobre el origen
y situacion actual del pueblo Rama. Incluso nos va a benefi-
ciar a los lideres de las diferentes comunidades para elaborar
futuros proyectos en beneficio de sus comunidades, y a ofras
personas e instituciones en las dos Regiones Autbnomas y en
los niveles nacionales e internacionales. Agradecemos el es-
fuerzo conjunto de la Universidad de Tromso en Noruega vy la
Universidad URACCAN.

Presidenta de'la Junta Directiva ComunafRama Cay
Vice-presidenta de la Asociaciéon de Mujeres Indigenas Rama



Prologue

Rama Cay is a small island located 15 km South of Blue-
fields. Currently there are approximately 2000 to 2800 Ramas,
including the different communities such as Coco, Zampope-
ro, Wiring Cay, Punta de Aguila, Rio Maiz (Corn River), and Rio
Indio.

At first the Rama lived happy and felt sure of themselves be-
cause there were only Ramas in the area. They would always
travel to the different riverbanks doing their daily activities of
agriculture and other before mentioned activities. From the
beginning they have been taking care of the natural resour-
ces because we know that these form the base of subsistence
of the Rama people. Since 1978 the Ramas have been facing
difficult situations with third parties, Mestizos who have come
to take away the land from our Rama population. They came
with the objective of finding land to establish farms, and have
actually totally destroyed the land in some parts, especially
with the cattle raising activities. Almost half the territory is cleo-
red and razed by the third party.

Now the Rama do not feel that they are as secure as befo-
re, because they are threatened by the Mestizos. A lot of them
have abandoned their farms because of this problem. In Wiring
Cay, for example, originally there were only Rama people but
now also this territory is occupied by the third party. Finally our
leaders decided to form a commission with the aim of reclai-
ming their lands and working in the Rama demarcation and fit-
ling process, as guaranteed by law. Currently the invasion and
conflict with the third party is getting stronger. Now our Rama
people do not have where to go to work or establish their farms
because of that conflict. And they are threatened unto death
in their own territory.

Currently what we are doing in the demarcation process is
to create a form, a policy around how we are going to work
with the third party that is in the Rama territory. In the first pha-
se a diagnosis was made with the Rama communities to defi-
ne the amount of Rama people that are in the territory. Now
we are in the second phase where we will make a diagnosis



with the third party to obtain information about the amount
of people that are in our territory and find out who have got
real title deeds and who do not have any, learn their opinions
about demarcation. And search for ways to solve problems
within the territory.

Another threat is to the Rama culture, specifically to the
language. The majority of Rama Cay people speak only Creo-
le since they have been losing their mother tongue. From the
times when the Moravian missionaries came they have instilled
in the Rama people to speak only in English or Creole. Currently
we are trying to rescue the Rama language, and Rama clas-
ses are given to the pre-school through third grade students
with the support of the Norwegian Sami partner Ms. Juliana,
who helped Mr. Walter, one of the few Rama speakers in Rama
Cay, in the development of didactic materials to strengthen
the process of rescue of the Rama Language.

With this book we are aiming to have information that will
be beneficial to both the high school and university students
to do their investigative studies about the origin and current
situation of the Rama people. It will also help to benefit the
leaders of the different communities to develop future projects
on behalf of their communities, and to other peoples and insti-
tutions in both autonomous regions and also at a national and
international level. We are grateful for the joint effort of the Uni-
versity of Tromsg in Norway and the URACCAN University.

President of the Communal Directive Board of' Rama Cay
Vice- President of the Indigenous Women Association of Rama Cay



Presentacion

La poblacion Rama es uno de los pueblos indigenas de la
Costa Caribe de Nicaragua, con la menor cantidad porcen-
tual de la poblaciéon regional (aproximadamente 0.55 %) y ubi-
cada en la Regién Autdnoma del Atldntico Sur de Nicaragua.
Por los continuos procesos de exclusion y marginacién social,
cultural, economica y politica, esta poblaciéon ha venido de
manera sistematica perdiendo su lengua materna y oportuni-
dades de accesar a mejores condiciones de vida.

Desde la “reincorporacion” de la Mosquitia en el ano 1894,
los pueblos indigenas y comunidades étnicas de la Costa Ca-
ribe de Nicaragua, han sido objeto de continuas prdcticas
discriminatorias y de marginacién, reproducidas por muchos
anos a fravés de la cultura y valores de la sociedad dominan-
te. Estas actitudes se expresan a través de leyes, politicas, nor-
mas, planes y procedimientos, tanto de instituciones del go-
bierno como de la sociedad en su conjunto.

Lideres de la regién, desde la anexion de la Costa Caribe a
Nicaragua (conocida como la “reincorporacion” de la Mos-
quitia), hicieron multiples esfuerzos, tanto a lo interno del pais
como en el exterior, para romper con el circulo de injusticias,
sufriendo en el intento continuas frustraciones. Es asi que en
el ano 1934, el memorial presentado por el Senador Horacio
Hodgson en nombre de los ciudadanos indios y Creoles, del
departamento de Zelaya ante el Congreso Nacional, refleja
el desencanto con los resultados de la reincorporaciéon y el
rechazo de los dirigentes costenos a una integracion desigual
y excluyente al Estado de Nicaragua.

El Senador planted en ese momento, que “...tomando en
consideracion que nuestra vida econdmica, social, y politica
no ha hecho ningun progreso bajo el gobierno de Nicaragua
(....) ademadsla enorme suma de cuarenta millones de dolares
ha sido fomado de las rentas de este departamento desde
1895, sin haberse empleado ni una pequena parte en mejoras.
Nosotros solicitamos como un acto de reparacion y de justi-
cia, que desde el 1 de Enero de 1933 todas las cldusulas de
la Convencion Mosquitia sean cumplidas por el Gobierno de
Nicaragua, desde luego que es una ley de la republica”’. Este



aun sigue siendo un planteamiento de hoy de la poblaciéon
costena.

Siendo la educacion un instrumento importante para el
desarrollo de los pueblos, desde la Universidad URACCAN, co-
nocida como la Universidad Comunitaria Intercultural y cuya
mision es de preparar recursos humanos para administrar el
proceso de autonomia en base al uso sostenible de los recur-
sos naturales y el medio ambiente, en espacios multicultura-
les, hemos venido acompanando a los pueblos indigenas y
Afro-descendientes en la preparacion de sus lideres desde las
mismas comunidades, sobre sus derechos bdsicos y funda-
mentales, basados en la filosofia, ciencia y cosmovision de los
diferentes pueblos que viven en el territorio.

Bajo esta concepcion, la Universidad URACCAN, compro-
metida con el desarrollo de los pueblos, ha venido trabajando
con las comunidades del pueblo Rama desde que abrid sus
puertas, directamente en el territorio por medio de sus progra-
mas de extension. Los ha venido acompanando con progra-
mas de revitalizacién de la cultura, demarcacion de su territorio
y proteccion de sus recursos naturales, fortalecimiento de las
capacidades locales para la autogestion y conservacion de
las reservas naturales de Cerro Silva, Punta Gorda y Indio-Maiz.
URACCAN ha venido acompandndolos en la elaboracién de
investigaciones, que les permitan mayor conocimiento sobre
su entorno para asi ftomar mejores decisiones, aportando a la
construccion de un mejor futuro en base a sus tfradiciones y
cultura e impulsando su desarrollo con identidad.

El libro El Pueblo Rama - Luchando por Tierra y Cultura es un
esfuerzo de hombres y mujeres de la Costa Caribe de Nicaro-
gua, que dia a dia luchan por una Nicaragua mas justa, equi-
tativa y respetuosa de su diversidad, donde indigenas Rama,
Sumu-Mayangna y Miskitu, los pueblos Afro-descendientes
Creole y Garifuna y los mestizos que conviven en el mismo terri-
torio, fengan iguales derechos que los demads nicaragienses.
En un territorio donde se reconoce que poblaciones diferentes
tienen su propia forma de concebir y vivir la vida, de aprender

lInforme de Desarrollo Humano 2005, Las Regiones Auténomas de la Costa
Caribe gNicaragua asume su diversidad? PNUD.



y producir, de buscar soluciones a sus problemas, de definir sus
prioridades y de avanzar hacia el desarrollo.

El Informe de Desarrollo Humano Nicaragua 2001 refleja
que los pueblos son la verdadera riqueza de las naciones y
por ende el desarrollo consiste en la ampliacion de las opcio-
nes que ellos tienen para vivir de acuerdo con sus valores. Por
eso el desarrollo significa mucho mds que crecimiento econo-
mico, el cual solamente constituye un medio - aunque muy
importante - para ampliar opciones de la poblacion.

Este libro El Pueblo Rama - Luchando por Tierra y Cultura
aporta informacién importante sobre las comunidades Rama,
SUs suenos, aspiraciones y su desarrollo. Estamos seguros que
no cumplird todas las expectativas, pero si podrd servir de re-
ferencia para que la comunidad Rama pueda tener acceso
ainformacion sobre su propia realidad. Brindard informacién a
las Autoridades Regionales para su proceso de planificacion y
concertacion, y aportard informacion actualizada a las biblio-
tecas de las Regiones Autbnomas y del resto del pais.

La Interculturalidad, entendida como relaciones de respe-
to, armonia y de derechos iguales entre los diferentes pueblos,
debe ser una prdctica de doble via: no sélo de los pueblos
indigenas y Afro-descendientes, sino también de las poblacio-
nes mayoritarias. No puede haber Interculturalidad mientras
no haya acceso a educacion, salud, justicia, desarrollo con
pertinencia social; ni haya participacion real y efectiva en to-
dos los niveles donde se toman las decisiones sobre los que
han sido discriminados y marginalizados. La responsabilidad
de la Universidad con los lideres de las comunidades, es pre-
pararlos para enfrentar este reto.

Para concluir, quiero agradecer ala Universidad de Tromsa,
a su Rector el Sr. Jarle Aarbakke y sus académicos, por el apo-
yo econdmico y solidario que su Gobierno y pueblo han veni-
do dando al pueblo de la Costa Caribe de Nicaragua, y en
especial a las comunidades Rama, para poder avanzar en la
construccion de un estado mds incluyente y multiétnico, con
propuestas construidas y concertadas desde nuestras propias
perspectivas, necesidades y prioridades.

\J Rectora URACCAN



Presentation

The Rama is one of the Caribbean Coast of Nicaragua'’s
indigenous peoples. They represent the smallest percentage
(approximately 0.55%) of the region’s population and are si-
tuated in the South Atlantic Autonomous Region. Through con-
tinuous processes of social, cultural, economical and political
exclusion and marginalization they have been systematically
losing their native language and opportunities to access better
living conditions.

From the “Reincorporation” of the Mosquitia in 1894, the in-
digenous peoples and ethnic communities of the Caribbean
Coast of Nicaragua, have been object of continuous discrimi-
natory and exclusion practices, reproduced through the years
by the culture and values of the dominant society. These attitu-
des are expressed through the laws, policies, norms, plans, and
procedures from government institutions, as well as the entire
society.

Regional leaders from the time of the annexation of the Ca-
ribbean Coast to Nicaragua (known as the “Reincorporation”
of the Mosquitia), have made multiple efforts in the country as
well as abroad to break away from the injustices, suffering of
countless frustrations in the infent. For instance, a memorial pre-
sented by the Senator Horatio Hodgson in 1934 in name of the
Creole and Indian citizens of the Department of Zelaya before
the National Congress, reflects the disenchantment with the
results of the “reincorporation” and the rejection by the Coast
leaders of an unequal and excluding integration to the State
of Nicaragua.

The Senator stated in that moment that “...taking into con-
sideration that our economic, social, and political life have not
had any improvement under the government of Nicaragua
(...) and also the huge amount of forty million dollars has been
taken from the taxes of this department since 1895, and not
even a little part of this has been used for improvements. We
request as an act of reparation and justice, that from the 1st of
January 1933 all clauses of the Mosquitia convention are com-
plied by the Government of Nicragua, which of course is a law



of the Republic of Nicaragua.” This is still today a statement of
the Coast population.

The University URACCAN is known as a Communitarian,
Intercultural University whose mission is to prepare human re-
sources to administrate the autonomy process in multicultural
arenas based on the sustainable use of natural resources and
the environment. Recognizing that education is an important
tool for development, we have been accompanying indige-
nous and Afro-descendent peoples in their own communities
through their leaders’ training in the basic fundamental rights
based on the philosophy, science and the cosmovision of the
different peoples who live in the territory.

Committed to indigenous peoples’ development, the Uni-
versity URACCAN has been working directly with the Rama
communities through its outreach programs ever since it first
opened its doors. These outreach programs have been ac-
companied by programs for cultural revitalization, territorial de-
marcation and the protection of natural resources by training
local people in order for them to manage and conserve the
Wawashang and Cerro Silva nature reserves. URACCAN has
been promoting identity based development through resear-
ch projects which enable indigenous people access to greater
knowledge about their environment so they are able to make
better decisions to build a better future based on their own
traditions and culture.

The book The Rama People- Struggling for Land and Cul-
ture is an endeavor by men and women of the Nicaraguan
Caribbean Coast, part of their daily struggle for more just and
equitable Nicaragua. A Nicaragua where diversity is respec-
ted: where the indigenous Rama, Sumu-Mayangna and Miskitu
peoples, the Afro-descendent peoples - Creole and Garifuna,
and the Mestizos who live in the same territory, have the same
rights as other Nicaraguans. A Nicaragua where it is recogni-
zed that different peoples have their own way of conceiving
and living life, of learning and producing, of finding solutions
to their problems, of defining their priorities and of advancing
towards development.

The Report on Human Development in Nicaragua, 2001,



considers that “people are the real wealth of nations and the-
refore development consists in increasing the options that they
have to live in accordance with their own values”. That is why
development signifies much more than economic growth whi-
ch only constitutes a means, albeit a very important means, to
increase peoples’ options.

This book The Rama People - Struggling for Land and Cultu-
re offers important information about the Rama communities,
their dreams, aspirations and development. We are sure that
it will not fulfill all expectations but it will serve as a reference
so that the Rama community will have access to information
about its own reality. It offers information for the regional au-
thorities’ planning and coordination process and provides up-
to-date information for the libraries of the Autonomous Regions
and the rest of the country.

Intercultural relationships, understood to mean those of
respect, harmony and equity between the different peoples,
should represent a two-way process not just for the indige-
nous and Afro-descendent peoples but also for the maijority
population. Intercultural exchange cannot exist while there is
no access to education, health, justice, and socially relevant
development, nor without real and effective participation at
all levels of the decision making processes by those who have
been discriminated against and marginalized. The University is
responsible to the community leaders to prepare them to face
this challenge.

To conclude, | would like to thank the University of Tromsg,
its rector, Mr. Jarle Aarbakke, and its academicians, for the so-
lidarity and economic support which the Norwegian govern-
ment and people give the people of the Caribbean Coast of
Nicaragua, especially the Rama people. This support has ena-
bled us to move forward in the construction of a more inclusive
and multiethnic state, with proposals formulated and agreed
upon from our own perspectives, needs and priorities.

Rector, URACCAN



Working with and for the Rama People |19 |

Introduccion: Trabajando con y para el
Pueblo Rama

Higuel  Gongaley, Soein fentoft,

Este volumen es unresultado de un programa de investigacion
cooperativo entre la universidad URACCAN de Bluefields, Nicara-
gua y la Universidad de Tromsg, Noruega. El programa titulado
“Revitalizacion Cultural, Medio Ambiente y Recursos Naturales de
los Pueblos Indigenas de la Costa Atldntica de Nicaragua™ estd
ahora en su sexto ano. Recibird financiamiento del Programa del
Consejo Noruego de Educacion Superior para el Desarrollo de
Investigacion y Educacion (NUFU) hasta el 2008. El programa estd
mas preocupado por desarrollar capacidades que por llenar las
funciones de un proyecto investigativo tradicional, y estd primor-
dialmente destinado a elevar el estatus académico del personall
de URACCAN ofreciendo becas a miembros de la facultad que
se han inscrito en este programa de ftitulo (maestria y doctorado)
en las universidades de la regién y otros lados. Ademds apo-
yamos los trabajos de tesis de estudiantes no graduados en su
Ultimo ano.

Hacemos esto especialmente a través de un programa inves-
tigativo enfocado en los pueblos indigenas de la Costa, y de-
sarrollado tematicamente en coordinacién con la comunidad
mediante talleres. Como una forma de apoyar su educacion, in-
vitamos a graduados y no graduados de URACCAN a desarrollar
sus frabajos de tesis dentro del marco de este programa de inves-
tigacién. Los estudiantes y el personal participante reclutado de
los departamentos del Area Pesquera, Agro-forestal, Sociologia
y Linguistica definen su propio tema especifico de investigacion.
Antes de recibir autorizacion, las becas y el apoyo académico
que acompana esto, los aspirantes tienen que presentar una
propuesta de investigacion y pasar por un proceso de evalua-
cion con el comité de direccion del programa y los lideres comu-
nales. Desde diciembre del 2005, cuarenta y dos estudiantes de
licenciatura, maestria y doctorado han obtenido apoyo vy treinta
proyectos individuales han sido completados o estdn en su etapa
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de conclusion. Dos de los dieciséis proyectos completados parti-
ciparon en la competencia nacional sobre conftribuciones cien-
tificas destacadas. Una de ellas, enfocada en la problemdatica
sobre demarcacion territorial Rama, alcanzé el segundo lugar.

También proveemos el apoyo necesario en cuanto a infraes-
tructura. La Unica forma de transporte en esta parte de Nicara-
gua es a fravés del agua. El programa por lo tanto ahora tiene
dos pangas. Ademds nos hemos aliado con una ONG Noruega,
el Fondo Noruego de Asistencia Internacional de Estudiantes y
Académicos (SAIH) para poder de esta forma proveer algun
apoyo tangible, inmediato y directo a las comunidades en las
que trabajamos. Desde el inicio hemos sentido que debemos de-
volver algo a las comunidades que sea mds que investigaciones
monogrdaficas y un libro como este. Por ello, una casa de cultura
se ha construido en una de las comunidades y una escuela en
otra. En una de las comunidades, seleccionadas para la segun-
da fase del proyecto, tenemos pensado apoyar un museo. Tam-
bién hemos organizado un nimero de talleres sobre una gran
variedad de temdticas académicas y no académicas en las co-
munidades, realizado excursiones para lideres comunales hacia
paises vecinos, apoyado a estudiantes de secundaria a calificar
para una educaciéon superior, y asi sucesivamente.

Existe una filosofia particular detrds de nuestro tema amplio.
Los temas individuales y los proyectos de investigacion tienen un
comun denominador: los pueblos indigenas. Sin embargo, no los
vemos como algo independiente uno del ofro. Sino, los vemos
como parte de un gran todo, donde el manejo y uso de los re-
cursos naturales son percibidos como prdcticas culturales que
deben ser comprendidas dentro de su contexto cultural y social
particular. Es cierfo que para que las comunidades sobrevivan
fienen que mantener su base de recursos. Y para los pueblos in-
digenas de Nicaragua, como los Rama, es en realidad una pre-
ocupacioén urgente. Pero necesitan mds que eso. Las personas
también tienen que vivir y trabajar juntos en cierto grado de ar-
monia y mutuo entendimiento. Por ello tienen que existir en un
sentir de comunidad, en paz unos con otros y compartiendo una
vision de coémo funciona el mundo.

Cuando nos enfocamos en problemas como derechos politi-
cos, fenencia de tierra, conocimientos indigenas, identidad cul-
tural, cambio y revitalizaciéon de lalengua y relaciones de género,
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hacemos esto por que son elementosimportantes de la ecuacion
del desarrollo sostenible. En forma correspondiente, el manejo de
recursos es acerca de mds que sélo convenios institucionales. No
puede funcionar sin apoyo dentro de un marco politico, social y
cultural, tal como una sociedad civil funcional y un ejercicio efec-
tivo de ciudadania y derechos culturales. Desde una perspectiva
de manejo, por lo tanto, tiene sentido llevar a cabo investigacio-
nes sobre temas de comunidad, lengua y valores culturales. Una
base de recursos saludables necesita una comunidad saludable,
una cultura fuerte, y un pueblo consciente que pueda ejercitar
una administracién efectiva. EI conocimiento ecoldégico de los
pueblos indigenas, por ejemplo, estd fijado en prdcticas sociales,
y es por lo tanto a cierto grado tacito (Berkes 1999). Pero su cono-
cimiento ecoldgico local estd también cimentado y expresado
a tfravés de su lengua indigena. Por lo tanto, perder la lengua
podria significar la pérdida de estos conocimientos. El rescate de
la lengua tiene que ver con la preservacion una cultura, pero
también con la conservacion de los recursos naturales. Esto, en
breve, es nuestra perspectiva.

Durante los primeros cuatro anos nuestro programa se ha en-
focado en el pueblo Rama. La poblacién Rama consiste en 1500
- 2000 personas esparcidas en un nuUmero de comunidades al Sur
de Bluefields, en los rios y a lo largo de la Costa hasta San Juan
del Norte. Dentro de un proceso histdrico de desplazamiento los
Rama han ocupado territorios desde orillas del Rio Indio casi has-
ta ellago de Nicaragua. En 1841, sin embargo, entre las orillas del
Rio San Juan al Norte y las orillas del Rio Escondido hacia el Sur,
en un poco mas de100 km, sélo permanecian unos 500 Ramas en
Punta Gorda y 80 en Rama Cay.

Existe mucha similitud en la vida material de los Rama vy la
de ofros pueblos indigenas, lo que refleja una adaptacion par-
ticular al medio ambiente geogrdfico en el que viven. Por ofra
parte existe la extraordinaria perdurable naturaleza de su estilo
de vida tradicional, que también se ha notado en otros pueblos.
Sirealmente han existido cambios, la continuidad cultural es mas
fuerte. Los nombres dados a las comunidades, sus tamanos y las
distancias entre ellas, como se detalla en 1974, han permaneci-
do iguales por lo menos por trescientos anos.

La lengua Rama pertenece alas lenguas chibchas habladas
entre amerindios en Costa Rica, Panamad, Colombia, y Venezue-
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la (Grinevald, 2003). Sin embargo, hoy en dia, estd en peligro de
perderse, ya que sélo unos 30 6 40 personas lo hablan, pues han
sido expuestos al dominante Creole y los misioneros Moravos du-
rante varias generaciones (Craig 1992).

La comunidad principal de los Rama es Rama Cay, una isla
pequena y ahora sobre poblada en la Laguna de Bluefields loca-
lizada a quince km. al sur de Bluefields. Otras comunidades Rama
son Punta de Aguila, Monkey Point, Cane Creek, Wiring Cay y Rio
Indio, entre otros. Monkey Point es una de las comunidades don-
de en el momento hay problemas graves por luchas territoriales.
Es una comunidad pequena localizada a 45 Km. al Sur de Blue-
fields y habitada por unas 1500 personas de descendencia afri-
cana, la mayoria de las cuales hablan el Creole. En la actualidad
también su supervivencia es amenazada por intereses de nego-
Cios que empiezan a prosperar en su territorio al igual que por el
avance de los campesinos Mestizos en busca de tierra. La mayor
parte de estos territorios terminan en manos de terratenientes.

Desde 1815 Monkey Point ha estado dentro del territorio co-
munal reclamado por los Rama, sin embargo, ambos pueblos
han coexistido durante varios anos sin ningun conflicto significa-
tivo concerniente al uso de los recursos del territorio y nunca han
sentido la necesidad de definir sus fronteras internas. Sin embar-
go, tanto el pueblo Rama como el de Monkey Point estdn de-
mandando que el Estado NicaragUense haga una demarcacion
de su territorio comunal.

Cabe senalar que esta comunidad ha sido identificada como
el sitio principal donde se ha planificado construir las instalacio-
nes portuarias para el canal seco, un proyecto financiado por
companias multinacionales con la aprobaciéon del gobierno de
Nicaragua. Ademdas, la via cruzard las tierras comunales recla-
madas por el pueblo Rama.

Se han readlizado mds de 20 estudios sobre varios aspectos
de la vida y situacion del pueblo Rama enfocados en un amplio
rango de temdticas como pesca, agricultura, salud, derecho te-
rritorial, demarcacion, vida comunitaria, situacion de las mujeres
y revitalizacién de la lengua. Luego de cuatro anos de investiga-
ciéon, ahora tenemos un documental Unico sobre la sociedad y
cultura Rama. Existen limites sobre cuanto puede uno estorbar a
las personas en sus vidas y comunidades con investigaciones, y
a este punto creemos que hemos agotado a los Rama. Hemos
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entonces en concordancia con el plan original, decidido llevar
el proyecto hacia el Norte. En la segunda fase que empezd en
el 2004, realizamos trabajos en comunidades Ulwa y Miskitu en la
Desembocadura del Rio Grande, donde bdsicamente espera-
mos alcanzar los mismos resultados apoyando a la facultad y a
los estudiantes con sus investigaciones.

Pero en ningun momento hemos abandonado a los Rama.
URACCAN y los graduados de nuestro programa estdn ahora ac-
tivamente involucrados en la investigacion dirigidas hacia la de-
marcacion del territorio Rama en coordinacion con la nueva ley
sobre territorios indigenas y comunidades (Ley 445). Estos son en
verdad tiempos emocionantes para el pueblo Rama. Necesitan
asegurar sus recursos y obtener control sobre su territorio. La de-
marcacion es probablemente el apoyo institucional mds impor-
tante que han podido alcanzar. Sin embargo, aln esta por verse
como funcionard al final, ya que la fuerza contraria es fuerte. To-
davia no estd claro como el gobierno de Nicaragua responderia
al proceso de demarcaciéon, que tan lejos ird para permitir que
los Rama y ofros grupos indigenas y comunidades étnicas ejer-
citen su derecho territorial. Las palabras en el papel no siempre
hacen la diferencia.

En parte por el trabajo que hemos hecho en las comunidao-
des Rama, ahora vemos un gran incremento en la matricula de
estudiantes Rama en URACCAN. Ya se ha graduado el primer
Rama con un titulo universitario y habrd mas jovenes Rama que
se graduardn en los proximos anos. Sin duda se convertirdn en los
futuros lideres del pueblo Rama. La educacion es importante en
el proceso de desarrollo politico, econdmico, social, y cultural de
la nacion Rama. Los Rama necesitan conocer sus derechos lega-
les y como convertirlos en realidad. Necesitan desarrollar lideres
fuertes que puedan liderar e inspirar al pueblo, que conozcan la
ley y como representar, interactuar y negociar con el gobierno y
el mundo exterior.

No puede haber dudas sobre que las universidades juegan un
rol importante en el empoderamiento de los pueblos indigenas
en el desarrollo de capacidades politicas, econdmicas, sociales
y culturales en proveer apoyo clave a la lucha de los pueblos
indigenas por justicia social. Las universidades representan un po-
der moral, simbdlico institucionalizado que puede ser movilizado
por reformas politicas y sociales. También, si bien es cierfo que
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el conocimiento es poder, entonces invertir en educacioéon e in-
vestigacion debe ser una contribuciéon positiva. Por ejemplo, la
Universidad de Tromsg ha sido un recurso vital para la emancipa-
cion social y cultural del pueblo indigena Sami en Noruega. Las
instituciones legales y politicas Sami que han sido establecidas
en anos recientes se han beneficiado bastante del frabajo rea-
lizado por estudiantes universitarios y miembros de la facultad a
través de los anos. La literatura que se ha producido sobre los
Sami documentando su historia social, y su situacién socio-eco-
némica actual, su uso de los recursos naturales dentro de su terri-
torio, sus conocimientos indigenas y prdactica legal tradicional ha
sido de mucho valor en demandar y asegurar su derecho como
un pueblo distinto dentro de la mds grande sociedad noruega.
Creemos que ésta es una leccidon que puede ser fransferida a la
Costa Caribe Nicaragiense. Esta también fue la conviccion que
inspird el programa URACCAN - Universidad de Tromsg en primer
lugar, y la razén por la cual estar involucrada en ella ha sido una
experiencia gratificante.

A fravés de este programa y este volumen URACCAN quiere
demostrar su valor en la lucha socio-politica que los pueblos in-
digenas y étnicos estan liderando en la Costa. Es nuestra clara
impresion de que los pueblos indigenas como los Rama entien-
den el recurso que tienen en una universidad como URACCAN.
A través de los anos los Rama han sido visitados por muchos indi-
viduos, grupos de apoyo, y organizaciones extranjeras. Sin duda
alguna han proveido un apoyo importante a los Rama, pero hay
una diferencia entre tales grupos y organizaciones por un lado,
y una universidad como URACCAN, por ofro. Mientras el primero
viene y va, URACCAN estd aqui para quedarse. Es parte de la
mision de URACCAN y una obligacion ser de beneficio continuo
a las comunidades indigenas y étnicas de la Costa Caribe inclu-
yendo el Rama.

Este libro es una expresion de este compromiso. Esperamos
que sirva su propodsito, ayudar a los Rama a construir su naciéon y
sus comunidades, y apoyarlos en su lucha por integridad territo-
rial y justicia social. Estamos en verdad agradecidos por el apoyo
de los mismos Rama, por el interés que han demostrado en lo
que hemos estado haciendo y la apertura y hospitalidad con la
que siempre nos han recibido. Sabemos que nuestras visitas nu-
merosas, las muchas entrevistas que nuestros investigadores han
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realizado y las reuniones que se han sostenido, han podido ser
agobiantes a veces. Estamos muy agradecidos por la paciencia
qgue han mostrado los Rama. Solo podemos esperar que este li-
bro logre que ellos sientan que estdn recibiendo algo a cambio.

Muchos de los arficulos son escritos por personas que han
estado directamente involucradas con nuestro programa; estu-
diantes, personal de URACCAN, y ofros individuos fuera de |la uni-
versidad con quienes hemos colaborado a fravés del programai.
Ademds, hemos invitado la contribucién de otros académicos
con un infimo conocimiento de la vida y sociedad Rama. Nues-
tro programa de investigacion en realidad no es el primero que
se ha llevado a cabo en comunidades Rama, y hemos aprendi-
do mucho de lo que otros han hecho alli anteriormente. Estamos
muy contentos de que algunos de estos expertos hayan querido
conftribuir a este volumen.

La conservacion del territorio, la cultura, la identidad, y los co-
nocimientos histéricos de las comunidades Rama y la comuni-
dad Afro-descendiente de Monkey Point es una cuestion de vital
importancia en los avances de los derechos autondmicos de los
pueblos indigenas y comunidades del Caribe nicaragtense. El
propdsito de este libro es contribuir a este proceso.
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Introduction: Working with and for the
Rama People

Higuat Gongaly. Sovin St

This volume is a result of a collaborative research program
between URACCAN University in Bluefields, Nicaragua, and the
University of Tromsg, Norway. The program, entitled “Cultural re-
vitalization, environment and the natural resources of the indige-
nous peoples of the Atlantic Coast of Nicaragua”, is now in its 6th
year. It willreceive funding from the Norwegian Council for Higher
Education’s Program for Development Research and Education
(NUFU) until 2008. The program is more concerned with develo-
ping capacities than fulfilling the function of a traditional research
project as it is primarily intended to raise the academic status of
the URACCAN staff by offering scholarships to faculty members
who have enrolled in degree programs (M.A. or Ph.D.) at universi-
ties in the region or elsewhere. In addition, we support the disser-
tation work of undergraduate students in their final year.

We do this, notably, through a broadly-defined research pro-
gram that focuses on coastal indigenous peoples and is develo-
ped thematically in cooperation with the community during va-
rious workshops. As a way of supporting their education, we invite
URACCAN graduates and undergraduates to do their individual
dissertation work within the framework of this research program.
The students and participating staff, recruited from the fisheries,
agro-forestry, sociology and linguistics departments, define their
own specific topic forinvestigation. Before they get approval, and
the scholarship and academic support that accompany this, the
applicants have to present a research proposal and go through
an evaluation process with the program leadership committee
and communal leaders. As of December 2005, forty two students
at Bachelor, Master and PhD levels have obtained support and
thirty individual projects have been completed or are at their finis-
hing stage. Two of the sixteen finished projects participated in the
national competition for outstanding scientific contributions. One
of them, focusing on the Rama land demarcation issue, came
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We also provide the necessary campus infrastructure support.
The only means of tfransport in this part of Nicaragua is by water.
The program therefore now has two outboard motorboats (pan-
gas). In addition, we have teamed up with a Norwegian NGO,
the Norwegian Students and Academics International Assistan-
ce Fund (SAIH), in order to provide some direct, immediate and
tangible support for the communities in which we work. From the
very beginning we have felt that we should give something back
to the communities other than just research monographs and a
book like this one. Thus, a cultural house has been built in one
community, a school in another. In one of the communities, se-
lected for the second phase of the project, we are thinking of
supporting a museum. We have also held a number of workshops
on a great variety of academic and non-academic subjects in
the communities, arranged excursions for community leaders to
neighboring countries, supported high-school students in quali-
fying for a university education, and so on.

There is a particular philosophy behind our broad theme. The
individual subjects and research projects have a common deno-
minator: indigenous peoples. However, we do not see them as
being independent of each other. Rather, we see them as part
of a greater whole, where the management and use of natural
resources are perceived as cultural practices that have to be un-
derstood within their particular social and cultural context. It is frue
that in order for communities to survive they need to sustain their
resource base. And for the indigenous peoples in Nicaragua, like
the Rama, this is indeed an urgent concern. But they need more
than that. People also have to be able to live and work together
in a degree of harmony and mutual understanding. For that, they
need to exist in a sense of community, at peace with each other,
and sharing a view of how the world at large works.

When focusing on issues, such as political rights, land and sea
tenure, indigenous knowledge, cultural identity, language chan-
ge and revitalization, and gender relations, we do so because
these are important elements of the sustainable development
equation. Accordingly, resource managementis about more than
institutional fixes. It cannot work without a supportive political, so-
cial and cultural framework, such as a functioning civil society,
and an effective exercise of citizenship and cultural rights. From
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a management perspective, therefore, it makes sense to carry
out research onissues such as community, language and cultural
values. A healthy resource base needs a healthy community, a
stfrong culture, and a ‘self-conscious’ people who can exercise
effective stewardship. Indigenous peoples’ ecological knowled-
ge, forinstance, is embedded in social practice, and is therefore
to some extent also tacit (Berkes 1999). But their local ecological
knowledge would also be rooted in, and expressed through, their
indigenous language. Thus, losing a language is likely to involve
the loss of this knowledge. Language rescue is certainly about
preserving a culture, but it is also about conserving natural resour-
ces. This, in short, is our perspective.

For the first four years, our program focused on the Rama
people. The Rama population consists of 1500 - 2000 persons sca-
ftered in a number of communities south of Bluefields, up the ri-
vers and along the coast as far down as San Juan del Norte. The
Rama, in a historic process of displacement, had occupied lands
from the banks of the Indio River nearly up to Lake Nicaragua. In
1841, however, between the northern banks of the San Juan River
and the southern banks of the Escondido River, in a little over a
hundred kilometres, there only remained some 500 Rama Indians
in Punta Gorda and 80 on Rama Cay.

There are many similarities in the material life of the Rama
and that of other indigenous peoples, which reflects a particu-
lar adaptation to the geographic environment in which they live.
On the other hand, there is the extraordinarily enduring nature of
their traditional life style, which has also been noted among other
peoples. If, indeed, there have been changes, the cultural conti-
nuity is much stronger. The place-names of their settlements, their
sizes and the distances between them, as noted in 1974, have
remained the same for at least three hundred years.?

The Rama language belongs to the Chibchan languages also
spoken among Amerindians in Costa Rica, Panama, Columbia
and Venezuela (Grinevald, 2003). Today, however, it is severe-
ly endangered, since only thirty to forty people speak it, having
been exposed to Creole-English dominance and Moravian mis-
sionaries over several generations (Craig 1992).

The main settlement of the Rama is Rama Cay, a small and
now over-crowded island in the Bluefields Lagoon, fifteen kilo-
meters south of Bluefields. Other Rama communities are Punta
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de Aguila, Monkey Point, Cane Creek, Wiring Cay and Rio Indio,
among others. Monkey Point is one of the communities that at the
moment has severe problems because of the territorial struggle.
It is a small community situated 45 kilometers south from Bluefields
and inhabited by some 1,500 people of African descent, the ma-
jority of whom speak Nicaraguan Creole. These people have fra-
ditionally lived with the Rama and are presently threatened, along
with the Rama, by burgeoning business interests in their territory as
well as by the advance of Mestizo campesinos in search of land.
Much of this land finally ends up in the hands of big landowners.

Since 1815 Monkey Point has been within the communal lands
claimed by the Rama, however, both communities have coexis-
ted for many years without significant conflict concerning the use
of resources or the land and they have never felt the need to defi-
ne theirinternal borders. However, both the Roma and the people
of Monkey Point are now demanding that the Nicaraguan state
demarcate their communal territory.

It is worth mentioning that this community has been identified
as the principal site where the port facilities for the dry canal will
be built, a project sponsored by multinational companies with the
stamp of approval of the Nicaraguan government. Furthermore,
the railroad will cross the communal lands claimed by the Rama
people.

More than twenty studies of various aspects of Rama life and
sifuation have been carried out, focusing on a wide range of is-
sues such as fishery, agriculture, health, land rights, demarcation,
community life, women'’s situation and language revitalization.
After four years of research, we now have a unique documentary
of Rama society and culture. There are limits as to how much one
can disturb people with investigations into their life and commu-
nity, and at this point we feel that we have exhausted the Rama.
We have therefore, in accordance with the original plan, decided
to take the project north. In the second phase, started in 2004, we
have carried out work in Ulwa and Miskitu communities in the Rio
Grande delta, where we basically hope to achieve the same re-
sults — by supporting the faculty and students in their research.

?Romero, G., 1995: Las Sociedades del Atldntico de Nicaragua en los Siglos X VI
y XVIII, Cultural Promotion Fund, BANIC. P. 270-272.
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But we have by no means abandoned the Rama. URACCAN
and graduates from our program are now actively involved in
the research, now underway, leading to the demarcation of
Rama land in accordance with the new law on indigenous and
communal lands, Law 445. These are indeed exciting times for
the Rama people. They need to secure their resources and they
need to obtain control over their land. The demarcation is proba-
bly the single most important institutional support that they have
ever achieved. However, it still remains to be seen how it will work
out in the end because the counterforce is strong. It is not yet
clear how the Nicaraguan government will respond to the de-
marcation process, how far it is wiling to go in letting the Rama
and other indigenous and ethnic communities exert their territo-
rial rights. Words on paper do not always make a difference.

Partly because of the work we have done in the Raoma com-
munities, we now see a greater enrolment of Rama students at
URACCAN. The very first Rama with a university degree has now
graduated, and there will be more Rama youths graduating in
the next couple of years. No doubt they will become the future
leaders of the Rama people. Educationis important in the process
of building the Rama nation politically, economically, socially and
culturally. The Rama need to know their legal rights and how to
make them become reality. They need to develop strong leaders,
who can lead and inspire their people, who know the law and
how to represent, interact and bargain with the government and
the external world.

There can be no doubt that universities have a potentially im-
portant role to play in the empowerment of indigenous peoples,
in developing political, economic, social and cultural capacity,
in providing key support to the indigenous peoples’ struggle for
social justice. Universities represent institutionalized, symbolic and
moral power in their own right, which may be mobilized for so-
cial and political reform. Also, if it is true that knowledge is power,
then investing in education and research must be a positive con-
tribution. For instance, the University of Tromsg has been a vital
resource for the social and cultural emancipation of the Sami in-
digenous people in Norway. The Sami legal and political institu-
tions that have been established in recent years have benefited
a lot from the work that university students and faculty members
have carried out over the years. The literature on the Sami that
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has been produced, documenting their social history and their
current socio-economic situation, their fraditional use of the na-
tural resources within their territories, their indigenous knowledge
and fraditional legal practices, has been of fremendous value in
claiming and securing their rights as a distinct people within the
larger Norwegian society. We believe that this is a lesson that can
be transferred to the Nicaraguan Caribbean Coast. This was also
the conviction which inspired the URACCAN — University of Tromsa
program in the first place, and why being involved in it has been
such a rewarding experience.

Through this program, and this volume, URACCAN has aimed
to prove its worth in the social political struggle that indigenous
and ethnic peoples are leading on the Coast. It is our clear im-
pression that the indigenous peoples, such as the Rama, unders-
tand what aresource they have in a university such as URACCAN.
Over the years, the Rama have been visited by many individuals,
support groups and organizations from the outside, often from
abroad. They have undoubtedly provided important assistance
to the Rama but there is a difference between such groups and
organizations, on the one hand, and a university like URACCAN,
on the other. While the former come and go, URACCAN is here
to stay. It is part of URACCAN's mission and obligation to be of
contfinued benefit to indigenous and ethnic communities on the
Caribbean Coast, including the Rama.

This book is an expression of this commitment. We hope it will
serve its purpose: helping the Rama to build their nation and their
communities, and to support them in their struggle for territorial
integrity and social justice. We are indeed grateful for the support
from the Rama themselves, the interest that they have shown in
what we have been doing and the openness and hospitality with
which we have always been met. We know that our numerous
visits, the many interviews that our researchers have conducted
and the meetings that have been held, must have been burden-
some at times. We are therefore extremely grateful for the patien-
ce that the Rama have shown. We can only hope that this book
can make them feel that they are receiving something in return.

Many of the articles are written by people who have been
directly involved with our program: students, URACCAN staff and
other individuals outside the university with whom we have co-
llaborated throughout the program. In addition, we have invited
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the contribution of other scholars with an intimate knowledge of
Rama life and society. Our research program is certainly not the
first that has been carried out in Rama communities, and we have
learned a lot from what others have done there before. We are
very pleased that some of these experts have wanted to contri-
bute to this volume.

The conservation of the territory, culture, identity and historic
knowledge of the Rama and the Afro-descended community of
Monkey Point is a question of vital importance in the advance of
autonomy rights of the indigenous peoples and communities of
the Nicaraguan Caribbean Coast. The purpose of this book is to
contribute to this process.
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A Stream of Nationhood in the
Nicaraguan Caribbean Coast?

Ray Hooker
Resumen:

La historia de Nicaragua ilustra las disputas de potencias colo-
niales —Espana e Inglaterra —en su lucha porimponer sus patrones
culturales sobre el Pacifico y la region del Caribe NicaragUense,
respectivamente. Esta rivalidad también provoco desconfianza
entre las sociedades que emergieron como resultado de la in-
dependencia politica formal. Sin embargo, diversidad cultural
y complejidad social fueron también parte de la herencia para
la formacidén del Estado de Nicaragua. De esta forma, la region
Caribe fue siempre concebida y tratada como una zona de con-
quista y ocupacion, y a la vez fuente de recursos naturales a ser
explotados a la libre disposicion de los gobiernos Nicaragienses.
Los pueblos indigenas y comunidades étnicas en cambio fueron
considerados una amenaza, un obstdculo.

Durante los anos ochenta, y luego de una etapa de infros-
peccion denfro de la Revolucion Sandinista, nace el Proceso de
la Autonomia. Por primera vez se reconocen legalmente los de-
rechos econdmicos, sociales, culturales y politicos de los pueblos
indigenas y comunidades étnicas, y a ejercerlos en los territorios
que han habitado histéricamente. Sin embargo, aun hace falta
que estos derechos puedan ser ejercidos de manera efectiva.
Para ello se requieren tres elementos: i) entender que la gente
del Pacifico o de otras regiones del mundo no van a construir una
Costa Atlantica mejor para nosotros, esta es una responsabilidad
nuestra; ii) fransformar la Costa en un lugar de bienestar requiere
el concurso de todos los habitantes de ambas Regiones; y iii) se
deben asumir todas las responsabilidades de acuerdo a la Cons-
titucion Politica de Nicaragua, la Ley de Autonomia, y la Ley de

3 Speech delivered by Dr. Ray Hooker on the occasion of the visit by the presi-
dent of the University of Tromsa to URACCAN's Bluefields campus on the 5th of
November, 2004
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Régimen de Propiedad Comunal de los Pueblos Indigenas y Co-
munidades Etnicas de las Regiones Auténomas (Ley 445).

Throughout most of Nicaragua'’s history, two main streams of
nationhood, sometimes flowing parallel to one another but many
times savagely clashing with the other, have struggled to impo-
se their patterns of culture upon each other - a cultural stream
emerging from the tropical rainforest of the Atlantic and another
spouting forth from the volcanic plains of the Pacific.

When the cultures of Europe clashed with those of America
during the sixteenth, seventeenth and eighteenth centuries, the
way of life of the indigenous population on the Pacific region of
Nicaragua was destroyed. Spain imposed its religion, its langua-
ge, its oligarchic form of government and its patterns of produc-
tion upon the peoples of the Pacific. Many of the vital sources of
these indigenous cultures were extinguished. This brutal imposition
of Spanish way of life upon an indigenous cultural background,
which took place on the Pacific region of Nicaragua and in most
of Latin America, has been one of the two conflicting sources of
Nicaragua’s nationhood. Spain imposed upon its new offspring
not only its language, religion and oligarchic institutions, but also
the rivalry and antagonism it then felt to everything British.

The systematic extermination of people and culture carried
out by the Spanish on the Pacific was widely known to the peoples
of the Atlantic, where the clash of cultures was with the British. In
this conflict of cultures two of the three indigenous tribes of the
Atlantic, the Sumu-Mayangna and the Miskitu, were able to re-
tain many of the fundamental characteristics of their way of life
such as language, patterns of production and social organiza-
tion. The other fribe, the Rama, has virtually lost its language but
retained many of its patterns of production and social organiza-
tion. Vital features of these cultures survived because the British
needed their help in fighting the Spanish. The British found a very
fertile ground in which to cultivate their “*grapes of wrath” against
everything Spanish, against Catholicism.

Against its will, the cultural wealth of Africa became inter-
mingled in this volatile milieu, infroducing diversity, strength and
complexity into the Atlantic source of Nicaragua's nationhood. A
short while after the voyages of discovery an intense rivalry was
unleashed among the European powers to be first fo discover the
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natural waterway linking the Atlantic and Pacific Oceans. Fur-
ther expeditions proved that no natural route existed and that
the most feasible location for the construction of such an inter-
oceanic waterway was across the territory of Nicaragua. Once
the colonial powers became aware of the strategic importan-
ce of Nicaragua, an intense struggle was unleashed to acquire
conftrol of this country. Initially, the struggle was between Spain
and England, later, between England and the United States. This
savage struggle among the colonial powers for control of this
inter-oceanic route has been a continual source of suffering for
the peoples of Nicaragua and has intensified and deepened the
destructive and divisive interethnic conflict bequeathed to us by
different colonial powers.

In the eighteen twenties England and the United States helped
most of the Spanish colonies of North, South and Central America
to gain their political independence from Spain. This was how the
Pacific region of Nicaragua, in 1821, formally but not in reality be-
came an independent country. Nicaragua changed one master
for another, a Spanish viceroy for an American proconsul. This was
the beginning of the “Monroe Docftrine” - “America for the Ame-
ricans”.

The Atlantic region of Nicaragua remained a British protec-
torate until 1894. The British deliberately instilled in the collective
mentality of the peoples of the Atlantic region hatred and mistrust
of Spain, of Spanish-speaking peoples and of Catholicism. It was
not difficult to do this. In fact, it was relatively easy to accomplish
because the genocide which the Spanish had inflicted upon the
indigenous peoples of the Pacific at the moment of contact was
ever present in the minds of the indigenous people of eastern
Nicaragua. In their story-telling sessions around the campfire the
savagery inflicted by the so called “conquistadores” upon their
brothers and sisters from the Pacific was transmitted from genera-
tion to generation. This terrible wound has never been healed. In
1894, José Santos Zelaya, the President of Nicaragua, organized
an army to conquer the Atflantic region of Nicaragua. This army
was defeated in Bluefields and expelled from the region by the
people of the region. Faced with such a military disaster, Presi-
dent Zelaya asked the United States government for help. Naval
units from the United States were promptly dispatched to Blue-
fields. These combined forces of the United States and Nicaragua
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conqguered the region in the name of Nicaragua. The Aflantic
Coast then became a colony of the Pacific Coast of Nicaragua.
To be the colony of a country is to be in a very unfavorable posi-
fion. But to be the colony of a colony is much worse. Remember
that in Nicaragua aft this time it was the United States ambassador
who decided what was to be done in the country, who would
do it and when it should be done. For more that twenty years all
schools in the region were closed. The policy of the government
was to keep the people ignorant and illiterate in order to more
easily impose upon them the selfish aims of the ruling clique.

The best lands in the region were distributed among the minis-
ters of the government, the friends and relatives of the president
and other high-ranking governmental officials and officers of the
army. All jobs and positions of any importance in our region were
assigned to the Spanish speaking people from the Pacific region
of Nicaragua. Spanish was imposed as the official language of
the Atlantic and all transactions had to be carried out in this lan-
guage. The abundant mineral and forestry resources of the region
were given, in concession, to American companies. In a fifty-year
period of fime these mineral and forestry resources were virtually
wiped out. The indigenous and Afro-Caribbean people of the At-
lantic Region became a poor landless people in their own land. A
people deprived of their freedom, their language and of hope - a
people without a future. For the people of the Atlantic region this
was a period of suffering as they had never suffered before. They
became alienated from their frue selves. A life-protecting mask
was imposed upon their natural spontaneity. They were forced to
constantly live a lie. This experience deepened the division bet-
ween the peoples of the Pacific and the Atlantic.

The Atlantic region was regarded by the ruling clique in Mana-
gua as a backward but valuable reservoir of camouflaged weal-
th which they could rely upon after they had squandered the
treasures which they now had at their disposal. During this period
of occupation of the Atlantic by the Pacific, no roads were built
to facilitate the exchange of goods and the mutual interaction
of people and ideas. Education and health services depended
upon the limited capacity of the different churches established
in the region. Unfortunately, the main area of concern of these
churches was the quality of life after death and not the present
human predicament. Therefore most of the people were illiterate,
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infant mortality was very high and in the few schools which exis-
ted it was taboo to question the justice or injustice of the situation.
The people were isolated from the population of the Pacific and
had practically no contact or knowledge of the outside world.
The people in government, the ruling class, coveted the gold, the
silver and other natural resources of the region but regarded the
indigenous people and ethnic communities as a disturbance, an
obstacle, a threat - a plague which should be exterminated.

Beginning in the 1930s the Somoza family took conftrol of the
government of Nicaragua. They ruled Nicaragua as their private
farm. The Somozas became one of the richest families of the world
and ruled Nicaragua with an iron fist for more than fifty years. Af-
ter a long-lasting and bloody struggle, the Sandinistas overthrew
the Somoza dictatorship in July of 1979. Most of the people of
the Atlantic Coast did not participate in the war to get rid of the
Somozas. They felt that this was a conflict between two Spanish
speaking groups, mutually exterminating one another in order to
seize conftrol of the instruments of political power of the country.
The maijority of the people from the Atlantic Coast felt that for
them, this was a no-win situation.

After the tfriumph of the Sandinistas, the people of the Atlantic
Coast did not know what to expect from the Sandinistas. They had
no illusions about the new government. After a year's experience
with revolution, most of the people were pleasantly surprised by
the new policies and programs. The number of teachers doubled.
Schools were established in the most inaccessible villages of the
tropical rainforest. Scholarships were provided to all students who
needed them. Mobile aquatic health programs were made avai-
lable to all communities on a pre-arranged schedule. Communi-
ty development programs were initiated. Both land and aquatic
transportation was improved and ambitious programs of industrial
development were launched.

Then Ronald Reagan won the presidential elections in Nov-
ember of 1980. Immediately after his inauguration, in January of
1981, he unleashed his program to destroy the Nicaraguan Revo-
lution. Attacks were launched upon targets chosen by officials of
the United States government. Most of these targets were health
clinics, schools, agricultural co-operatives, boats taking food and
medicine to different communities, doctors, nurses, teachers wor-
king in the different programs to provide a better way of life for



Autonomy and Indigenous Philosophy 49 |

the people. The towns established along the Rio Coco river were
especially targeted by groups trained, armed and equipped by
the CIA. The revolutionary leadership did not know how to res-
pond to these murderous attacks. After an infense debate within
the party, it was decided to respond militarily to this situation. The
decision was taken to resettle in Tasba Pri the communities esta-
blished along the banks of the Rio Coco River, the Wangki River,
which served as a natural boundary between Nicaragua and
Honduras. This was the biggest mistake made by the Sandinistas
in their dealings with the peoples of the Aflantic Coast. The Sandi-
nistas had made other mistakes, but none with such devastating
repercussions as this resettlement program.

Allresettlements programs are violent. This program was carried
out with a minimum degree of physical violence. Eleven people
were killed, four Sandinista soldiers and seven of the people who
were being resettled. Emotionally and spiritually it was a very cruel
and heart-wrenching experience for the people involved. They
were provided, in Tasba Pri, with better housing, better schools
and health facilities than they had in their communities. But in spi-
te of these benefits the people were always dissatisfied with their
situation.

After the elections in 1984, when they were allowed to choose
whether to stay in Tasba Pri or to return to their communities, they
all decided immediately to return to the Wangki River. By the year
1984 the territories of the Caribbean region of Nicaragua were an
immense battleground. The revolutionary government conftrolled
only the cities of Bluefields and Bilwi.

At the end of 1984, after an intense process of infrospection,
the revolutionary leadership acquired a better understanding of
the reality of the Atlantic Coast and came to the conclusion that
the military response was inadequate, that a new and more am-
bitious approach was needed in order to have any possibility of
infroducing qualitative changes in the way of life of the people
of the Atlantic Coast and to pacify the region. This was the birth
of what we have called “The Autonomy Process”, the process
through which, for the first fime in our dealings with the govern-
ment of Nicaragua, it was legally recognized that the peoples of
Caribbean Nicaragua were entitled to exercise special political,
social, economic and cultural rights in the territories where they
have traditionally lived.
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By political rights we mean that the peoples of the Atlantic
region will actively participate in the law-making process, in the
election of their own leaders in honest, fair and free elections and
that they will also be enfitled to occupy positions of leadership
both at regional and national level.

By economic rights, we refer to the prerogative of the people
of the Atlantic Coast to rationally and intelligently manage, on a
sustainable basis, the natural resources of the region and also, for
the first time in our history, to enjoy the benefits from the correct
management of these resources.

We define cultural rights as the direct participation of the
peoples of the Atlantic Coast in the creation and establishment
of an environment, a way of life, in which the daughters and sons
of the Atlantic will learn to be proud of their physical and spiri-
tual characteristics and of their culture, without being ashamed
of their essence as was the case before July of 1979. A program
of bilingual intercultural education is an essential ingredient in the
establishment of this environment.

Autonomy should not be understood as a backward plunge
intfo something inferior. Rather, it must be a leap forward to a hig-
her stage of human fulfillment. The conviction is that Autonomy for
the peoples of the Atlantic Coast would lead to greater self-pride
and the strengthening of the weakened identity structures of our
people, which is a prerequisite if major transformations in a society
are going to be infroduced. Without an abundance of self-pride
the creative forces of human beings are repressed. When creati-
vity is absent it is very difficult, if not impossible, to carry out revolu-
tionary transformations. The task of making a better human being
requires new ways of doing things, new approaches. The job of
transforming second-class human beings, whose identity system
has been ravished by the impact of centuries of oppression and
exploitation, into first class citizens is a task that requires intelligen-
ce, creativity, dedication and national sacrifice. Autonomy has
been foreshadowed as a dim anficipation and hope in many ins-
tances of our history. It is a new awakening, a renewal of growth.
We are struggling to make of Autonomy an end of decadence
and decay, and the beginning of a better tomorrow.

We did not delude ourselves into believing that Autonomy
would magically solve the problems of the Aflantic. We were
aware that there are deeply entrenched barriers to effective
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communication and mutual understanding among peoples.
Because Autonomy for many Nicaraguans is a journey into the
unknown, certain apprehensions related to separatism exist. It is
natural that this be so.

The exercise of the rights of Autonomy by the people of the
Atlantic Coast is an integral part of the quest for national unity,
nurtured by the cross fertilization of ethnic diversity. True culture
must always respond to the social requirements of the fimes. In
the case of Nicaragua, genuine national unity is indispensable
if we are ever going to be able to successfully respond to the
challenges of this selfish and cruel unipolar world in which a few,
mostly from the north, enjoy the benefits that are harvested from
the toil and sweat of workers from both south and north.

One of the fallacies of many thinkers has been to regard the
presence of ethnic diversity within the nation state as inimical, as
antagonistic, as the enemy of national unity. We sustain the con-
trary. We affirm that a new national harmony will emerge from Au-
tonomy. We know that genuine, authentic national unity, in which
mutual understanding and ever-increasing levels of self-respect
and esteem are continuously nurtured and encouraged, cannot
be achieved through the barrel of a gun.

We also know that the exercise of political or economic rig-
hts in isolation is not sufficient to heal the physical and spiritual
wounds of a people who have become alienated from their frue
selves as a result of historical oppression. We are convinced that
only a comprehensive program, in which political, economic, so-
cial and cultural rights are simultaneously carried out, will have
any possibility of successfully building a better homeland. Such
a program is very expensive but it is even more tragic and costly
not to do so.

One of the main tasks which must be accomplished by such
a comprehensive program is the eradication of the slave men-
tality out of those who have had to live under such terrible cir-
cumstances. It is relatively easy to legally abolish slavery. What is
much harder to do is to extinguish the slave mentality out of the
minds of people who have never enjoyed the fruits of freedom.
The task is made more difficult because not only must we struggle
to extirpate the slave mentality out of those who were previously
enslaved but, simultaneously, we must also find a way to extin-
guish the master mentality out of the minds and lives of those who
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were taught to regard themselves as masters of their universe, as
superior human beings.

The human condition in the Autonomous Regions

Since 1894, there has been a constant deterioration of the
human condition in the Autonomous Regions. Before the force-
ful annexation of our region to this country, the people of Cari-
bbean Nicaragua were prosperous. There was food in abundan-
ce; every family had its own home. The minerals had not been
depleted. Verdant forest extended over the entire territory, and
there was an abundant supply of marine life. People and ideas
moved freely from community to community and the extended
family was a tightly knit unit. The communities were self-sufficient
and the people lived in harmony with their environment. Conflict
and differences among peoples and ethnic communities existed.
But in the majority of cases these differences were solved through
dialogue and compromise.

One hundred and ten years or, if you prefer, five score years
and one decade after this forceful annexation, what is the situa-
tion of the human condition in the Autonomous Regions? This re-
gion is now a disaster area.

1) The municipalities of Nicaragua with the greatest levels of
poverty and extreme poverty are those of the Autonomous
Regions.

2) The highest levels of illiteracy in the country are those of the
Autonomous Regions.

3) The highest rate of joblessness in Nicaragua is that of the
Autonomous Regions.

4) The region of the country with the least amount of paved
highways is Caribbean Nicaragua.

5) The region of the country that has the least access to the
national electricity grid is the Atlantic Region.

6) The cost of living in the Autonomous Regions is higher than
that of the rest of the country.

7) The tropical rainforest of the region has been savagely de-
vastated.

8) The marine life is being wiped out.
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9) The seaports of the region, which should be the best in
Central America, are the worst in the country.

10) The overwhelming maijority of the people of the region do
not have access to safe drinking water.

11) The consumption of drugs and the drug trade is prolifera-
ting in the communities.

12) The main sources of income for many families of the region
are the remittances sent to them by their children and re-
latives who were forced to leave our region and country
because of the generalized situation of joblessness in the
Autonomous regions.

Ladies and gentlemen: This is a true portrait of the human con-
dition in our region. This is the savagery that the central govern-
ments of Nicaragua have inflicted upon us and this is what we
have allowed them to do to us.

What can be done? What must we do to remedy this situation?
What can we do to help provide the opportunities to our peoples
and ethnic communities to build a better life, a more prosperous
Atlantic Coast?e - a region where we will reestablish the harmony
that once existed between Mother Nature and our people.

First: We who are legally entitled to the rights of Autonomy must
fully understand that the people from the Pacific region of Nicara-
gua or from other parts of the world are not going to build a bet-
ter Atlantic Coast for us. It is we, the Miskitu, the Sumu-Mayangna,
the Rama, the Creole, the Garifuna and the Mestizo, who must
immediately begin the difficult task of building a brighter future for
our children and our children’s children.

Second: We who are legally entitled to the rights of Autonomy
must fully understand that the task of fransforming our regions into
a land of wealth and opportunity is a very difficult task which go-
vernment alone cannot do; which private enterprise cannot do;
which a single people cannot do; which foreign companies are
not going to do; which political parties cannot do and which the
churches alone cannot do. This is a complex, difficult and a long
term undertaking which will require sustained unity of effort from
us all. This is a life or death task for our cultures which will require
a certain degree of help and support from the rest of the coun-
try and from our friends from abroad and intelligent, long range
policies from the regional and central governments to promote
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sustainable development and discourage abuse, corruption and
the irrational exploitation of our human and natural resources.
Ladies and Gentlemen: The task of building a better home-
land is a difficult task. It is a task that has to be completed by more
than one generation. It is a task which requires levels of multieth-
nic unity that we have never had before. It is a task which requi-
res unheard of levels of trust and mutual understanding among
all our peoples and ethnic communities. It is a task that can only
be accomplished by all of the people of both Autonomous Re-
gions, those actually living in the region and those who, in most
cases against their will, are now living and working in other parts
of the country, in other parts of the world. The costenos who are
now living out of the region have acquired skills, knowledge, ex-
perience and economic resources that are indispensable in the
building of this better homeland. Many of these Costenos and
Costenas living abroad probably understand the world of globa-
lization better than we do. On the other hand, we who have re-
mained probably understand the actual conditions of our region
better than they. We complement each other very well. Certain
barriers of mistrust, which have developed between those who
have remained in our region, in spite of the difficulties, and tho-
se who, in many cases against their will, decided to leave, must
be extinguished. These differences which keep us apart must be
obliterated. The ties that bind us together must be strengthened.
Our common heritage and our never-ending commitment to a
better Caribbean Coast of Nicaragua must be accentuated and
reinforced. Differences will persist but the lasting ties of sisterhood
and brotherhood must knit us tightly together so that we can join-
tly build this better homeland.
Third: We who are legally entitled to the rights of Autonomy must
immediately assume all of the responsibilities which must be
carried out by us according to the laws of this Nicaragua whi-
ch have been passed by our national assembly since 1986 - the
Constitution of Nicaragua, the Autonomy Law and its rules and
regulations, Law 445 or the Law of Land Demarcation of the Indi-
genous Peoples and Ethnic Communities of the Autonomous Re-
gions, the Law of Languages and other laws of this country. In no
other country of Latin America are the legal rights of indigenous
peoples and ethnic communities as well protected as they are in
Nicaragua. Nicaragua's legislation in protection of the rights of
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indigenous peoples and ethnic communities is very progressive.

Our problem is not a problem of law. Where we have failed
is in the implementation of the laws which have been passed by
our natfional assembly to protect our rights. The central govern-
ment is partly responsible for the failure to implement these laws.
But we, who are entitled to the rights of Autonomy, are also to be
blamed. We, who are entitled to the rights of Autonomy, have not
taken advantage of the opportunities opened to us by these laws.
If we were to fully embrace these opportunities we could begin to
build this better homeland. If we were to intelligently take advan-
tage of these opportunities we would elect honest, capable and
responsible leaders to the regional council, to direct the affairs of
the municipalities of Caribbean Nicaragua and to represent us in
the national assembly.

We would begin to manage our forest and marine resources
in a sustainable manner. We would stop the destruction of our
forests and we would not allow foreign fishing boats to fish illegally
in our waters. If we were to intelligently take advantage of these
opportunities we would be managing and regulating all air, sea
and land transportation in our region. We would be building the
roads and highways in the land of Autonomy.

If we were to intelligently take advantage of these opportuni-
ties, we would be managing the health and education programs,
with their respective budgets, in our territory. We would be parti-
cipating decisively in all planning of programs that the different
ministries of the national government carry out in Caribbean Ni-
caragua. We would have already established a special fund for
the development of the Atlantic Coast and we would be hard
at work defining the boundaries of the lands of our communities
and the extension of the territory of Autonomy, and not be talking
about the need to take these measures.

Ladies and Gentlemen: One of our major responsibilities is to
make sure that our people begin to take advantage of these op-
portunities and to begin to build a better future for our peoples.

Ladies and Gentlemen: Major accomplishments have also
been achieved as a result of Autonomy.

1) Two vibrant centers of higher education, BICU and URAC-
CAN, have been established and are now functioning in
our region with campuses and programs in Bilwi, Bluefields,
Nueva Guineaq, Siuna, Rosita, Bonanza, Waspam, Rama,
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4)

8)

?)

Corn Island and Pearl Lagoon, providing higher educatio-
nal opportunities to our people practically free of chan-
ge.

Regional political parties, such as YATAMA, are now suc-
cessfully competing for the minds and hearts of our people
against the major national political parties.

As a result of pressures exerted by the people from the Au-
tonomous Regions, major legislation has been enacted by
the national assembly of Nicaragua in protection of the
right of the peoples and ethnic communities of the Auto-
nomous Regions.

Civil society in the region has been strengthened by the
establishment and successful functioning of regional non-
governmental organizations such as PANA-PANA, CEDEH-
CA, ADEPHCA and FADCANIC.

The Intercultural Bilingual Educational Program has been
strengthened in spite of initial opposition from central go-
vernment,

Progress has been made which hopefully will lead to the
functioning of the Regional Autonomous health and edu-
cation systemes.

Support for Autonomy is much greater today than it was in
1984. All major national political parties functioning in the
region claim that. They support Autonomy. All regional po-
litical parties are committed to Autonomy.

Constant pressure is being exerted upon the central, re-
gional and local governments and upon elected regional
officials o make them do more to forward the cause of
Autonomy.

The professionalization program of untitled primary tea-
chers is being carried out by different organizations and
institutions working in both Autonomous Regions.

Ladiesand Gentlemen: We have beguntowalkuponfreedom'’s
highway, but the road ahead is slippery and dangerous and we'll
be challenged as we have never been challenged before.

Thank you ladies, gentlemen; thank you brothers and sisters,
friends from abroad - this land is also your land, welcome to the
land of Autonomy.
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Retos de la Universidad Comunitaria
Intercultural para el desarrollo
socioeconOmico de las Regiones
Autonomas de Nicaragua

Abstract:

Challenges of the Intercultural Communitarian University for the
socioeconomical development of the Autonomous Regions of
Nicaragua

This article describes the isolated efforts of the Universidad
Nacional Autdbnoma de Nicaragua, UNAN, to carry out distance
education in the Caribbean Coast and the sfruggle of the Coast
people to get established higher education to the region. The
University of the Autonomous Regions of the Nicaraguan Cari-
bbean Coast, URACCAN opened its doors in 1995 as an intercul-
tural communitarian university based on the visions and needs of
the indigenous peoples and ethnic communities of the region.
The mission of URACCAN is fo contribute to the strengthening of
the Autonomy on the Nicaraguan Caribbean Coast by training
and professionalizing human resources and giving them the ne-
cessary knowledge to conserve and use their natural resources in
a rational and sustainable way. At the moment, URACCAN has 4
campuses (Bilwi, Bluefields, Nueva Guinea and Siuna), 4 extentio-
ns, 5 institutes and 2 research centers. It also participates in vario-
us international networks with other universities working in defense
of the indigenous peoples” rights. The vision for the near future is
fo impulse development that corresponds to the perception and
cosmovision of the indigenous and Afro-descendent peoples and
responds to the needs of the region, confributing at the same
time to the development of the country.
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Introduccion

Nicaragua, ubicado en el centro de América Central, cuenta
con 138, 709 km2 de extension territorial y una poblacion total
de 5, 0714, 670 habitantes. Su densidad poblacional es de 42.14
personas por km2.4

La colonizacién de nuestro pais fue de distintas formas. En
el Pacifico y centro de Nicaragua los Espanoles impusieron sus
costumbres, tradiciones y lengua, mientras que en el Caribe fue-
ron los ingleses quienes colonizaron las tierras; no obstante, los
pueblos conservaron sus costumbres y fradiciones. Los procesos
historicos han profundizado la marcada division entre el Pacifico
y la Costa Caribe. Sin embargo, hoy en dia los esfuerzos se dirigen
hacia el respeto de la ciudadania intercultural y la cosmovision
de pueblos indigenas y comunidades éfnicas.

La Costa Caribe NicaragUense, organizada en dos Regiones
Autdnomas (norte y sur)®, abarca mds del 50 % de la superficie
nacional (60.366 km?2) y un estimado poblacional de 626.848 ha-
bitantesé, en su mayoria indigenas, pobladores afro-descenden-
tes y mestizos pobres. Este territorio y su poblacion ha sido histori-
camente marginalizado por los gobiernos de turno. El resultado
de esta marginalizacion es que aunque en la Costa Caribe se
encuentran las reservas de biosfera y forestales mds importantes
de Centfroameérica, existen enormes reservas de energia hidro-
eléctrica y se cuenta con cuotas de pesca muy importantes, es
uno de los territorios mds pobres de Centroamérica.

Por ofra parte, a pesar que por decenios se extrajeran minera-
les, se talaran los bosques, las flotas pesqueras de diferentes pai-

4 Desarrollo Humano en la Costa Caribe de Nicaragua. 2000.

5 Estas regiones fueron creadas en 1987 mediante la promulgacién del Estatuto
de Autonomia. Es necesario resaltar que este cambio responde a una de las
principales victorias del pueblo costefo. En la Constitucion Politica de Nicara-
gua de 1987, se dio un gran avance en el reconocimiento de los derechos de
los pueblos indigenas y las comunidades étnicas, en ella se reconoce que el
pueblo de Nicaragua es de naturaleza multiétnica y pluricultural, contribuyen-
do aun mds a la riqueza de nuestra nacion.

¢ Informe de Desarrollo Humano 2005, Las Regiones Auténomas de la Costa
Caribe zNicaragua asume su diversidad? PNUD. P&g. 61.
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ses obtuvieran importantes ganancias, la poblacion de la Costa
Caribe NicaragUense ha sido la mds excluida.”

Las tasas de analfabetismo de su territorio son las mayores en
Centroamérica, la mortalidad materna e infantil sigue siendo ele-
vada, el porcentaje de desempleados es el mayor de Nicaragua
y mds del 80 % de la poblacion no tiene acceso a la canasta
bdsica con sus ingresos regulares.

Ofro aspecto socioecondmico es que la poblacion de la Cos-
ta Caribe, por lo general, no tiene acceso a créditos u otros fi-
nanciamientos, la tenencia de la fierra es insegura y a pesar de
la existencia de una ley que regula las fierras comunales, no se
ha podido avanzar en el registro de Ias mismas. A ello se le suma
el enorme déficit de cobertura de los servicios bdsicos, la falta de
infraestructura social y de comunicacion y la inseguridad ciuda-
dana generalizada.

Historicamente las poblaciones de la Costa Caribe de Nica-
ragua han sido objeto de los procesos de colonizacion y neoco-
lonizacidon a través de la imposicidon de modelos socioculturales,
econdmicos, productivos y politicas verticales, emmanadas direc-
tamente de los gobiernos de turno, sin tomar en cuenta las de-
mandas, aspiraciones y planteamientos histdricos de su pobla-
cion indigena y afro-descendiente.

Antecedentes de la Educacion Superior en la Costa Caribe
Nicaragiense

Hasta enero del ano 1995, lo qgue hemos conocido como la
Costa Aflantica, y que hoy son las Regiones Autbnomas de la
Costa Caribe Nicaraguense, no contaba con universidades pro-
pias para que su poblacion tuviera la posibilidad de formarse
en su territorio de acuerdo a prioridades y necesidades propias,
para el desarrollo sostenible de la region.

Historicamente, esta poblaciéon era obligada a buscar la
educacion superior en las universidades nacionales o extranje-
ras; pero claro estd que sdlo una pequena parte tenia algunas

7 Planteamientos hechos en el discurso presentado por Alta Hooker en Foro de
Inclusion Social realizado por el Banco Interamericano de Desarrollo, BID, el 4
Mayo del 2004.
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posibilidades econdmicas o accedian a programas de becas
impulsados por las iglesias o instituciones no gubernamentales.
Sin embargo, este recurso humano ya formado fuera de su am-
biente natural, no regresaba a trabajar por su regién, o si volvia,
la educacion recibida no lo preparaba para volver a tener con-
tacto con su pueblo y de aportar a su desarrollo con identidad.

Lo que existia en materia de educacion superior en la Costa
Caribe, fueron programas académicos de extension de universi-
dades del Pacifico de Nicaragua. El primer esfuerzo fue durante
los anos setenta, cuando lideres de la regidon gestionaron el esta-
blecimiento de un programa de extension universitaria en la Cos-
ta Caribe NicaragUense. Este esfuerzo no avanzé mucho porque
la Universidad Nacional Auténoma de Nicaragua (UNAN-Ledn)
planteaba altos costos de funcionamiento académico (boletos
de docentes, alimentacién, hospeddaje, traslado de materiales,
bibliografia, entfre ofros).

El segundo esfuerzo se da en los anos 80 cuando la Universi-
dad Nacional Autbnoma de Nicaragua (UNAN-Managua) inicia
un programa académico para la preparacion de maestros/as
que estdban en el ejercicio de su profesion, conocido como
PRUEDIS (Programa Universitario de Educacién a Distancia), pro-
yecto que tampoco concluyd, aduciendo nuevamente que los
costos de operacién eran muy altos, lo que cortd la aspiracion
de mdas de 200 maestros y maestras que tenian las esperanzas de
concluir una carrera universitaria.

Un tercer momento se presenta en el ano 1992 cuando la
UNAN-Managua abre el CURAAN (Centro Universitario de la Re-
gion Autonoma del Atlantico Norte), el cual solo funciond un
ano, nuevamente senalando como causa del cierre los “altos
costos” en que se incurre con programas académicos superiores
en nuestras regiones.

Esta realidad incidid para que las y los jovenes y adultos
emigraran, unos al Pacifico de Nicaragua, y otros a paises extran-
jeros por medio de becas, en busca de una oportunidad para
estudiar; proceso que contribuyd a la separaciéon de la familia,
a la adopcidén de culturas diferentes, a la fuga de cerebros en
la mayoria de los casos, y poca participacion de profesionales
de laregion en el impulso de programas regionales de desarrollo
desde nuestra propia perspectiva, repercutiendo esto, en que
el hecho que la Costa Caribe Nicaraguense se fuera quedando
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rezagada en términos de desarrollo econdmico y social.?

Esta situacion durd varias décadas, hasta que un grupo de
honorables ciudadanas/os costenas y costenos hicieron con-
ciencia del planteamiento reflejado en el Informe de Desarro-
llo Humano 2000, que la llave del desarrollo es la educacién. La
educacion permite a las personas cultivar sus capacidades en
la medida que éstas se potencian, se amplia el sentido critico,
analitico y propositivo. La educaciéon abre oportunidades, permi-
te opciones que son la sintesis, la esencia, del desarrollo huma-
no. Se unieron para convertir uno de los suenos de la poblacion
costena en realidad, abriendo las puertas de |la universidad para
preparar a los recursos humanos para el impulso del desarrollo de
la region con identidad.

Un desarrollo desde la realidad de cada uno de los pueblos
basado en su cosmovision, desde su propia manera de ver vy
entender el mundo. Un desarrollo basado en las caracteristicas
sociales, culturales, espirituales, geogrdficas, ambientales, eco-
némicas, politicas y religiosas de la poblacion indigena, negra
y mestiza para la construccidon de una Nicaragua mds justa,
incluyente y respetuosa de su diversidad. Un desarrollo que se
fundamenta, como plantea Pocoaca Anacleto Callisaya, en la
interculturalidad que se construye identificando y aprendiendo
valores comunes y trascendentales para la relacion entre grupos
y personas. Interculturalidad que tiene que surgir de las actitudes,
del interior del mismo individuo, de la capacidad de transformar-
se uno mismo para tfransformar a los otros.

Este esfuerzo significé un amplio proceso de consultas, con-
certacion y acuerdo enfre los principales lideres de las Regiones
Autdnomas, para poder tomar la decision de manera armoniza-
da sobre la misién de la universidad, su visidn y objetivos estraté-
gicos. Se necesitaba tomar la decision sobre los territorios donde
la universidad abriria sus puertas, pero mds importante, cuales
serian las carreras a priorizar por drea geografica y que realmen-
te pudiera responder a las principales necesidades de desarrollo
de la poblacion; que respondieran a sus necesidades verdade-

8 Tomado y parafraseado del discurso del Secretario General de URACCAN en
el “XIV Congreso Bienal de la Organizacién Universitaria Interamericana” Floria-
népolis, Brasil 2005.



I 52 Autonomiay Pensamiento Indigena

ras y no simplemente repetir las carreras tradicionales conocidas,
teniendo presente el planteamiento de Pocoaca Anacleto, de
que en toda sociedad, la educacion superior ejerce una influen-
cia de extrema importancia sobre las posibilidades de lograr una
convivencia pacifica creadora.

El InNforme Mundial del 2000 sobre Desarrollo Humano planted
que vivir en sociedades culturales y lingUisticas diversas y expan-
dir las libertades culturales, constituye un reto sustantivo, no solo
para estados multiétnicos y pluriétnicos como el de Nicaragua,
sino para las relaciones actuales y futuras de la humanidad.

Apertura de las puertas de la Universidad de las Regiones
Autonomas de la Costa Caribe Nicaragiiense

Este esfuerzo impulsado por los lideres costenos/as dio como
resultado la creacién de la Universidad de las Regiones Auténo-
mas de la Costa Caribe Nicaraguense, URACCAN que abrid sus
puertas en enero del ano 1995. Este primer grupo de “nuevos”
estudiantes sumaron un total de 750 estudiantes que se matri-
cularon en los tres recintos que existian en ese momento: Bilwi,
Bluefields y Las Minas. Estos/as estudiantes fueron atendidos por
un total de 15 profesoras y profesores, muchos de ellas/os profe-
soras y profesores jovenes, recién graduados de sus carreras en
universidades del Pacifico con sus titulos de licenciatura o inge-
nieria. Entre ellos se encontraban los y las profesoras y profesores
Jorge Canales, Yuri Zapata, Ofilio Reyes, Manuel Marin y Martha
Chow, en el caso del norte. En el sur se encontraban los profeso-
res Hugo Sujo, Johnny Hodgson, Pedro Chavarria y Nilda Hooker.

URACCAN abrid sus puertas en esos momentos con la mision
de contribuir al fortalecimiento del proceso de Autonomia de la
Costa Caribe NicaraguUense, capacitando y profesionalizando a
los recursos humanos, dotdndolos de los conocimientos necesa-
rios para conservar y aprovechar de forma racional y sostenida
los recursos naturales. Dos anos después abre sus puertas el recin-
to de URACCAN Nueva Guinea, y de manera paulatina, se da
apertura a 5 Institutos y 2 centros de investigacion, en los distintos
recintos de la universidad.

La mision de la extension en URACCAN plantea: Contribuir al
fortalecimiento de una prdactica de generaciéon y diseminacion
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de conocimientos que promueven la capacidad de autogestion
y el aumento del poder de las comunidades vy territorios en las
Regiones Autdbnomas. Esta prdctica se debe basar en métodos
partficipativos y estrategias de acompanamiento culturalmente
pertinentes, que articulan los sistemas de conocimientos endo-
genos y exdgenos, dentro de un estado nicaragiense democra-
tico inclusivo y multicultural, para lograr el desarrollo sostenible
desde la vision local.

De esta formallos institutos y centros de investigacién tienen la
tarea de incidir en una participacion social basada en la diversi-
dad y consenso de la poblacién y los actores sociales.

Entre los institutos y centfros de investigacion existentes en
URACCAN se encuentran:

El Instituto de Recursos Naturales, Medio Ambiente y Desarrollo
Sostenible (IREMADES), cuyo objetivo es generar, transferir y ad-
ministrar conocimientos cientificos técnicos de calidad en el drea
de recursos naturales y desarrollo comunal, para incidir positiva-
mente en el diseno y adecuaciéon de tecnologias de manejo sos-
tenible de los recursos naturales, desarrollo de politicas, estrate-
gias, programas y proyectos de aprovechamiento racional de
recursos naturales de las Regiones Autbnomas, en los procesos
académicos e investigativos, de asesorias técnicas, comunica-
cion y acompanamiento comunitaria.

El Instituto de Estudios y Promocion de la Autonomia (IEPA), crea-
do para desarrollar programas, proyectos y actividades tendien-
tes a fortalecer la Autonomia, promover una cultura democrati-
ca y de participacion ciudadana en las Regiones Autbnomas.

Instituto de Promocion e Investigacion LingUistica y Rescate
Cultural (IPILC), nace ante la necesidad de responder a un nue-
vo modelo de educacion integral que URACCAN como institu-
cion asume en las Regiones Autbnomas de la Costa Caribe de
Nicaragua. Una educacion de acuerdo a las caracteristicas, de-
mandas e intereses particulares de los pueblos indigenas y comu-
nidades étnicas que viven en las Regiones Autbnomas. Dentro
de este marco ha acompanado a la Comisidon y Secretaria de
Educaciéon de los Consejos y Gobiernos Regionales Autdnomos en
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el diseno, concertacion e implementacion del Sistema Educativo
Autondmico Regional, base para la organizacion de la educa-
cion en las Regiones Auténomas de Nicaragua.

Instituto para la Comunicacion Intercultural (ICI) se concentra
en la formacion de recursos humanos, instalacion de medios de
comunicacion social, proyectos y redes de comunicacién, pu-
blicaciones, acceso a nuevas tecnologias de la informacion vy
la comunicaciéon. Con el trabajo impulsado desde este Instituto
se ha venido incidiendo en los medios de comunicacién a nivel
nacional abriendo espacios de comunicacion intercultural para
cambiar la vision estereotipada que se tiene en el Pacifico del
pais sobre la poblacién costena. Estd también administrando un
canal de television local y cuatro radios comunitarias con el ob-
jetivo de compartir las experiencias desde la universidad con la
poblacion y las experiencias de los diferentes sectores con toda
la poblacion, con la finalidad de ir empoderando a la poblacion
y hacerlos sentirse orgullosos de lo propio y por ende fortalecer
las culturas e identidad de la Costa Caribe.

Instituto de Medicina Tradicional y Desarrollo Comunitario
(IMTRADEC) ha promovido la discusion y aprobacion del modelo
de salud autondmico que articula la medicina tradicional con
la occidental y tiene una vision de revitalizar y promover la utili-
zacion de la medicina tradicional, impulsando la formacion de
recursos humanos en salud. Facilitando el desarrollo de politicas
de salud y estrategias de desarrollo comunitario, aplicando tec-
nologias apropiadas en la busqueda de opciones saludables de
acuerdo a las necesidades, intereses y realidad de cada pue-
blo indigena y comunidad étnica, contribuyendo de esta ma-
nera al fortalecimiento del proceso de Autonomia de la Costa
Caribe NicaragUense. La labor del IMTRADEC se desarrolla en un
contexto comunitario y multicultural con la participacion de las
comisiones comunitarias de salud, médicos tradicionales, lideres
comunitarios, organizaciones de mujeres e iglesias, entre otros.
El propdsito que une a personas y entidades, es el trabajo con
y para la comunidad en aspectos de promocidon, prevencion,
saneamiento ambiental.

Centro de Informacién Socio-Ambiental (CISA) recopila, sistema-
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tiza y actualiza permanentemente las bases de datos ambienta-
les y pone a disposicion de tomadores de decisiones, cientificos,
técnicos y publico en general, la informaciéon requerida para una
gestion eficaz del medio ambiente.

Centro de Estudios e Informacion de la Mujer Multietnica (CEIMM)
trabaja en programas, acciones y tareas relacionadas con el
mejoramiento de las condiciones de vida de las mujeres de la
region, creando espacios de participacion y de reconocimiento
a los derechos de la mujer de las Regiones Auténomas. Ademds,
promueve la institucionalizacion del enfoque de género en el
qguehacer de la Universidad, y, en un sentido mds amplio, de
perfilarse como uno de los medios que apunte, en el marco del
Sistema Educativo Autondmico Regional, a lograr una concien-
cia critica de las relaciones desiguales de género, en articulacion
con las instituciones y movimientos que trabajan el tema.

URACCAN, un paso mads adelante...
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Seis anos después, URACCAN construye y aprueba su Plan Es-
tratégico, con una amplia participacion, basado en los objetivos
de Interculturalidad, Autonomia Regional, Excelencia Académi-
ca, Fortalecimiento Institucional, Autosostenimiento Financiero, y
con el gje transversal de desarrollar el enfoque intercultural y de
género, en todo el quehacer universitario.

Después de 11 anos de frabajo y en cumplimiento de su mi-
sion, URACCAN finaliza en el ano 2005 en sus ahora cuatro recin-
tos (Bilwi, Las Minas, Nueva Guinea y Bluefields) y sus cuatro ex-
tensiones (Waspam, Bonanza, Rosita y Waslala), con una oferta
académica que incluye: 2 maestrias (Antropologia Social y Ge-
rencia y Liderazgo en la atencién a pacientes con VIH/SIDA), 5
postgrados, 24 carreras de pregrado en las areas de Ciencias de
la Educacion, donde la Educacién Intercultural BilingUe es una
de las fuertes, Ciencias Sociales y Humanidades, Medio Ambien-
te y Recursos Naturales, Ciencias Administrativas e Informdatica,
5 diplomados comunitarios, dirigidos a lideres comunitarios y co-
munitarias en su propio idioma, 3 cursos libres (Inglés, Miskitu y
computacion).

Cuenta también con 3 Escuelas de Liderazgo, (uno en Blue-
fields, Region Autdnoma del Atldntico Sur, y dos en Bilwi, Regién
Autdnoma del Atfldntico Norte) para alumnos y alumnas indige-
nas y afro-descendientes enfre 16 y 20 anos de las comunidades
de dificil acceso y que no cuentan con escuelas de educacion
secundaria en sus comunidades.

Esta oferfa académica de URACCAN significé la matricula de
3.934 estudiantes, de los cuales el 57% fueron mujeres. Participa-
ron un total de 164 trabajadores no docentes, 221 docentes, de
los cuales el 5% cuenta con estudios de doctorado, un 12% con
grado de maestria y un 75 % con licenciatura o ingenieria.

En el 2005, se egresd a 219 alumnas y alumnos y se gradud
a 297. Del total de 219 egresados del 2005, 135 fueron Mestizos,
26 Miskitus, 44 Sumu-Mayangnas, 2 Garifunas, 1 Rama y 11 Creo-
les, reflejando la realidad regional de los pueblos que han tenido
mayor dificultad de acceder a la educacioén superior, muchas
veces por la falta de escuelas secundarias en las comunidades a
las que pertenecen y por no confar con financiamiento suficien-
te para la alimentacién y el hospedaje en las cabeceras munici-
pales durante sus meses de estudio.

Este fue uno de los principales aspectos que motivd a la uni-
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versidad URACCAN para abrir las escuelas de liderazgo y lograr
que las alumnas y alumnos entre 16 y 20 anos pudieran llegar a la
universidad y graduarse en tres anos como bachilleras y bachille-
res con las opciones de continuar con una carrera universitaria o
regresar a la comunidad con nuevos conocimientos aprendidos
para aportar al desarrollo de la comunidad.

Pero, ademds de egresar y graduar a estos nuevos recursos
humanos que deben de trabajar por el fortalecimiento de la au-
tonomia regional, la universidad gradud a 5,685 madres y padres
voluntarios y voluntarias y técnicos y técnicas del PAININ, (Progra-
ma de Atencion Integral de la ninez Nicaraguense del Ministerio
de la Familia), en un diplomado de un ano, en Atencién Integral
ala Ninez en 46 municipios del pais, siendo la primera experiencia
de la universidad en abrir sus puertas en el Pacifico de Nicaragua
en una clara muestra del cumplimiento del eje de interculturali-
dad que guia de manera fransversal el frabagjo.

¢Como estamos participando en la internacionalizacion de la
educacion?

La internacionalizaciéon de la educacion superior, segun Knig-
ht (2002:6), se refiere al proceso de integrar la dimensidon interna-
cional a las funciones de docencia, investigacion y servicio que
desempenan las instituciones de educacion superior. En tanto
esta dimension se relaciona mdas con el valor académico de las
actividades internacionales que con la motivacién econdmica.
A menudo se usa el férmino “internacionalizacion sin dnimo de
lucro™, segun Knight, para diferenciar la educacién internacional
del comercio de servicios educativos.

En este sentido, Gacel-Avila (1999:15) plantea que la inter-
nacionalizacion de la educacion superior debe ser entendida
“como una de las mdas importantes y coherentes respuestas de
los universitarios al fendmeno llamado globalizaciéon”, en cuyo
proceso, segun la autora, las universidades deben desempenar
un papel fundamental en cuanto a la formacidén de cuadros
profesionales capaces de adaptarse y actuar con eficacia en
la nueva realidad global, abriéndose a todas las influencias y co-
rrientes del pensamiento humanista, cientifico y tecnoldgico.

Para enfrentar los paradigmas que impone el nuevo orden
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internacional, Gacel-Avila (1999:16) sefala que “los universitarios
de hoy deben conocer y participar en el mayor nUmero de dm-
bitos de conocimiento — pensar y prepararse en una perspecti-
va global - para que sus competencias sean aprovechadas en
el mayor numero de contextos sociales, en primera instancia a
escala local”. La autora agrega que internacionalizar la universi-
dad significa repensarla, desde su mision y funciones sustantivas,
el estilo de gestion universitaria, hasta su manera de impartir la
docencia, las formas de hacer investigacion y brindar servicios a
la comunidad.

Esta reflexion nos conduce a pensar que el proceso de in-
ternacionalizacidon en nuestras universidades implica un verda-
dero cambio de cultura y estructura institucional, tomando en
cuenta que el cambio existe solo cuando la transformaciéon es
profunda vy significativa. Este aspecto es importante para URAC-
CAN, ya que nos permite entretejer relaciones con ofras institu-
ciones y al mismo tiempo compartir la experiencia en el trabajo
del acompanamiento a pueblos indigenas y afro-descendientes
en un marco realista de Autonomia Regional, que para el caso
de Nicaragua, a pesar que existe un marco juridico que respalda
esta forma de gobierno, Unica en Centroamérica, no se dan las
condiciones para aplicarlo.

De esta manera, estamos participando en la Red Internacio-
nal de Estudios Interculturales, a través del proyecto “"Educacion
Ciudadana Intercultural para los Pueblos Indigenas de América
Latina en contextos de pobreza” por un periodo de tres anos.
El objetfivo de esta red es de impulsar el debate serio e informao-
do enfre la comunidad académica, lideres indigenas, docentes
de escuelas y representantes de instituciones publicas y privadas
que trabajan con pueblos indigenas de América Latina.

El debate se fundamenta sobre las formas de exclusidon, dis-
criminaciéon y pobreza de estos pueblos y sus posibilidades de
una insercion ciudadana diferenciada, en una perspectiva inter-
cultural que artficule derechos colectivos y étnicos con derechos
individuales, contribuyendo asi al desarrollo de liderazgos en la
formacién de identidades construidas en el enriquecimiento mu-
tuo con los diferentes actores.

La infterculturalidad es uno de los temas que URACCAN re-
flexiona, apuesta a ponerlo en prdctica, y también evalua. Te-
resa Valiente-Catter (2003) plantea que la “interculturalidad es
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la nocion de compartir, la cual implica partir del reconocimiento
reciproco de las diferencias. Ademds, fomentar este reconoci-
miento es una oportunidad de conftribuir a superar las relaciones
de exclusion. La capacidad de compartir contribuye a desarro-
llar y mantener una actitud abierta y de aceptacion de las dife-
rencias, sin pretender integrarlas bajo un manto de uniformidad
ni construir una sociedad homogenizada”. Al mismo fiempo, este
proyecto nos permitid valorar nuestra puesta en prdctica de la
interculturalidad.

Esta red estd infegrada por el Departamento de Ciencias So-
ciales y Humanidades de la Pontificia Universidad Catdlica del
Pery (PUCP), el Instituto de Estudios Indigenas de la Universidad
de la Frontera en Temuco (Chile), el Programa de Formacion en
Educacion Intercultural BilingUe en los Paises Andinos (PROEIB-
ANDES) de la Facultad de Humanidades y Ciencias de la Educa-
cion de la Universidad Mayor de San Simon (en Bolivia), el Centro
de Investigaciones y Estudios Superiores en Antropologia Social
(CIESAS) y la Universidad de las Regiones Auténomas de la Costa
Caribe Nicaraguense, URACCAN (desde los Recintos en Nueva
Guineaq, Bilwi y Bluefields).

La experiencia facilitada a la luz de la universidad URACCAN,
fue posible también a la aceptacion decidida de una poblaciéon
meta diversa, en quienes se despertd el interés por interiorizar los
conceptos y el proceso mismo. Esta prdctica involucrd a la co-
munidad académica, lideres indigenas, docentes, representan-
tes de instituciones publicas y privadas que trabajan con pueblos
indigenas en Nicaragua y asi contribuyd a la construcciéon y de-
sarrollo de liderazgo desde experiencias individuales y espacios
distintos.

Otra experiencia es la participaciéon en la iniciativa de la Uni-
versidad Indigena Intercultural, conformada por la Universidad
Mayor de San Simon (Bolivia), la Universidad de la Frontera (Chile),
URACCAN (Nicaragua), el Fondo Indigena y una red de centros
asociados en América Latina y Europa. En base a la experien-
cia de impulsar programas académicos para pueblos indigenas,
esta Universidad establecerd una oferta de maestrias en salud
intercultural, derecho indigena, educacion intercultural bilingte
y desarrollo con identidad, iniciando en el 2006, dirigida a profe-
sionales con demostrada capacidad de liderazgo de los pueblos
indigenas de Ameérica Latina.
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Ademds de esto, URACCAN participa en la ejecucion del
proyecto Fortalecimiento de las capacidades de los lideres in-
digenas de Mesoamérica para la implementacion del articulo 8
(j) del convenio de biodiversidad. El proyecto tiene por objetivo
que los tomadores de decisiones de organizaciones indigenas de
Mesoamérica, desarrollen capacidades para la aplicacion del
Articulo 8 (j) del Convenio de Biodiversidad (CBD) en la legisla-
cioén nacional y para la coordinaciéon y promocién de alianzas es-
tratégicas en sus paises y comunidades desde el nivel local hasta
el internacional, de cara a mejorar sus condiciones de vida.

Especificamente, el proyecto consiste en el desarrollo de un
Diplomado Mesoamericano para lideres comunitarios y repre-
senfantes de organizaciones indigenas de Mesoamérica con la
infencioén de que puedan avanzar en la discusidon y apropiacion
de conocimientos, instrumentos y mecanismos socio-culturales
y legales para la aplicacion del Arficulo 8 (j) del Convenio de
Biodiversidad, y la participacion activa en el Foro Internacional
Indigena de Biodiversidad.

Las principales acciones de este proyecto son un estudio
mesoamericano para identificar y cualificar el avance de las co-
munidades y organizaciones indigenas, y determinar los espacios
en las legislaciones nacionales y convenios internacionales para
desarrollar mecanismos legales y socio-culturales de proteccioén
de la biodiversidad y el conocimiento fradicional de los pueblos
indigenas a partir de los sistemas normativos indigenas y de cara
a la aplicacion del Articulo 8 (j) del Convenio de Biodiversidad.

Con la Universidad de Tromsg en Noruega estamos impulsan-
do el proyecto de Revitalizacion Cultural, Medio Ambiente y Sis-
temas Productivos de Pueblos Indigenas de la Costa Caribe Ni-
caraglense, con el auspicio del Consejo Noruego de Educacion
Superior para el Desarrollo de Investigacion y Educacion (NUFU).
Mediante este proyecto se busca desarrollar competencias de
investigacion y una oferta educativa basada en la investigacion.
Con este proyecto se estdn financiando estudios doctorales y de
Maestria de docentes de la universidad y estudios de Licencia-
tura de estudiantes de la universidad, bajo el acompanamien-
to de docentes investigadores destacados de |la Universidad de
Tromsg. Esta relacion esta cubriendo el periodo 2002 a 2008.

Por otro lado, se ha venido implementando el intercambio de
docentes y estudiantes con la Universidad de Lincoln, en el esta-
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do de Delaware, USA, para el desarrollo de estudios de etnogra-
fia. En el marco de este intercambio se ha aportado a las escue-
las de liderazgo con cursos de Inglés, quimica y matematicas.

Retos de la Universidad Comunitaria Intercultural

La Universidad Comunitaria Intercultural y sus autoridades
tienen grandes retos a enfrentar entre los cuales es importante
mencionar:

* Mantener a los docentes, no docentes, estudiantes, ex-
estudiantes, autoridades regionales, municipales, comu-
nitarios y poblacién en general convencidos que la uni-
versidad comunitaria intercultural es la mejor opcién para
preparar a nuestros hijos e hijas, para el impulso del de-
sarrollo con identidad en la regidon, para luchar contra la
discriminacion racial y la exclusion, y asi avanzar hacia la
consfruccion de un mejor manana.

e Tenerla capacidad de monitoreo constante a las escue-
las de liderazgo, para realmente poder preparar y egresar
a jovenes orgullosos de su cultura e identidad, deseosos
de regresar a sus comunidades y aportar en su desarro-
llo, sin olvidarse de ese conocimiento ancestral que las
comunidades han cuidado de manera celosa por siglos,
haciendo uso de lo mejor de ella y articuldndolo con el
conocimiento nuevo adquirido.

e Asegurar la preparacion constante de las autoridades de
la universidad y de los docentes manteniendo su disposi-
cion, creatividad y capacidad innovadora, para aportar
con conocimientos nuevos a los diferentes niveles de la
sociedad y poder responder a los diferentes contextos.

e Continuar vinculando la educacion formal con las prdc-
ticas de la educacién enddégena, para potenciar las cao-
pacidades y habilidades de los pueblos tradicionalmente
excluidos y marginados en el proceso de la ensenanza
aprendizaje, que lleven a comprender los procesos socio-
culturales de los pueblos.

* Llegar a los lugares donde estd la poblacidén con menos
acceso a la educacién en general, y en donde se toman
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las decisiones, para acompanarlos en los procesos de dise-
no de modelos de desarrollo socio econdmicos, que apor-
ten al fortalecimiento de la identidad étnica y cultural, al
liderazgo vy la autogestidon comunitaria para un desarrollo
sostenible; asi como el de crear un sentido de pertenencia
con orgullo a una universidad intercultural donde se pre-
para a hombres y mujeres para que sean los/as actores/as
claves del progreso y desarrollo humano. En este aspecto
los institutos y centros de investigacion de URACCAN jue-
gan un papel fundamental.

* Mantener la universidad como un espacio de didlogo,
concertacion y busqueda conjunta de soluciones a los
principales problemas que la sociedad multiétnica y mul-
ticultural debe enfrentar ante los continuos cambios lega-
les, politicos y el continuo y cambiante contexto.

* Hacer realidad el principio de interculturalidad en todo el
quehacer de la universidad donde docentes y estudiantes
puedan tener unarelacion horizontal con los/as comunita-
rios/as, donde la prdctica académica estimule e impulse
espacios de interrelacion de confianza y esperanza entre
la poblacion multiétnica. Un modelo de gestidon amplia-
mente participativo, donde estdn los/as docentes y los/as
estudiantes, pero también los/as comunitarios, gremios,
organismos y empresas.

Sin embargo, nuestro mayor reto es lograr el compromiso de
nuestros/as alumnos/as y egresados/as, jovenes, adultos, mu-
jeres y hombres de confinuar acompanando a la universidad,
en el compromiso de fortalecer la autonomia regional, estando
orgullosas y orgullosos de pertenecer a esta regiéon multicultural,
identificdndose con la necesidad de desarrollar procesos edu-
cativos que hagan que afro-descendientes, indigenas y mestizos,
costenos/as todos/as, fortalezcan su identidad cultural, sus mo-
delos socio productivos y ambientales, que lleven a enriquecer
la diversidad nacional fransfiiendo nuestros conocimientos a la
otra parte de la nacién nicaraguense e incorporando la prdctica
intercultural desde las instancias de gobierno hacia el resto de la
poblacién en general.
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La Universidad de las Regiones Autéonomas de la Costa Caribe
NicaragUense, URACCAN es uno de los suenos de la poblacion
costena, hecho realidad. Esla esperanza para que algun dia en
el futuro cercano, los pueblos indigenas y comunidades étnicas
puedan vivir en condiciones dignas, impulsando el desarrollo del
territorio mds adecuado a la percepcidon y cosmovision de los
pueblos indigenas y comunidades étnicas de las Regiones Auto-
nomas, respondiendo realmente a sus necesidades y por ende
fortaleciendo el desarrollo del pais, haciendo realidad la unidad
desde la vision de la diversidad de la nacion.

Conclusiones
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Indigenous Peoples’ Stories and Values!®
Harald Gaste

Resumen:
Cuentos y Valores de los Pueblos Indigenas

El origen de este articulo es un discurso leido en la Conferen-
cia de UNESCO celebrada en la Universidad de Tromsg (NoruegaQ)
sobre el futuro de las culturas indigenas del mundo. En el articulo
el autor describe como él personalmente ha experimentado el
eénfasis que las culturas indigenas en diferentes partes del mundo
ponen en su cercania con la naturaleza — no como una idea
romdntica sino como conciencia sobre el hecho de que nuestra
sobrevivencia futura depende del cuido de la Madre Tierra. El au-
tor inicia su articulo con una cita del poeta Sami Nils-Aslak Valke-
apdd (qg.d.e.p.), en la cual se enfoca la manera como la natu-
raleza siempre estd presente en la vida cotidiana de los pueblos
indigenas. La ofra cita poética, por otro lado, muestra como hoy
dia todo estd cambiando. La situacion de los pueblos indigenas
es muchas veces olvidada ante las necesidades del desarrollo
econdmico, y mientras los pueblos se encuentran solos, su voz es
débil. Por esta razdn es necesario crear cooperacion internacio-
nal con los pueblos indigenas y sus instituciones. En este contexto
el programa de revitalizacion de la cultura Rama es importante
para evitar que una vez mds una cultura indigena desaparezca,
quedando unicamente la memoria sobre un pasado digno.

10 Keynote speech at the Unesco-conference in Tromsa, Norway 29 September
—2 October 2002. "Knowledge in the Next Generation: Major Challenges Regar-
ding the Sustainability of Indigenous Cultures.”
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Can you hear the sound of life
in the roaring of the creek
in the blowing of the wind

Thatis all | want to say
that is all

(Nils-Aslak Valkeapdad, Trekways of the Wind, DAT 1994)

In this poem the late Sami poet, Nils-Aslak Valkeapdd, gets to
the core of what characterizes indigenous peoples and cultures.
We need to be aware of the connection between us and Nature
— we are not above Mother Earth, we are part of her — her rejo-
icing will be our happiness, her pain will be our sorrow. We need
to listen carefully, and learn. We need to sustain and develop our
relationship with Nature, not in a romantic and nostalgic way. As
the caretakers of Mother Earth we, the indigenous peoples of the
world, have to be good to her in order to receive the bounty of
her gifts.

One Sami myth has it that when the Great Spirit created the
people who were to become the ancestral mothers and fathers
of the Sami, he knew the difficulties that awaited them. In order
to give the people a comfort in trying times, he placed the living,
beating heart of a two-year-old female reindeer at the center of
the earth. Each time we feel our existence threatened, we can
simply put our ears to the ground and listen to the heartbeat be-
neath. If the heart is still beating, our future is secure, and the pro-
blems we face will be solved. These heartbeats are connected
to the rhythm of the Sami yoik-songs that are created to praise
the contrast between Samiland’s harsh tundras and earth’s soft,
warm bosom. The heartbeats give the Sami people faith in the
future, and will continue to be renewed in pictures, stories, and
songs.

It is this line of unbroken reliance and intferdependence that
signifies an obligation for the indigenous peoples. As representati-
ves of our peoples’ values we are in this world to watch over the
way our kin are being freated. The human being is a creature
along with other creatures in this world. Therefore the beloved
birds of Valkeapdd's poetry may very well convey as important
a message in their singing as a news broadcast does. If we ever
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forget to praise and respect traditional values and the wisdom
of what our forebears have learnt, we are being led astray, and
if we were to put our ear to the ground, we might not hear the
heartbeats from below anymore.

I mentioned the birds. At this fime of the year, the migratory
birds leave our northern regions to frade the cold and dark winter
for warmer and sunnier parts of the planet. That way they also
remind the residents of the Arctic that the Sun will just temporari-
ly withdraw so we fully can enjoy the cosmic magnitude of light
and colors in the aurora borealis, the northern lights, in the long
winter nights. The migratory birds are the intermediaries between
northern cultures that have developed under snow and ice and
southern latitudes where life is different. The fact that the birds thri-
ve and like both places, but at different times, is a reminder to us
that customs and laws, traditions and life styles, differ from place
to place. This does not necessarily mean that one way is superior
when compared to all the others — as the colonizers have done
in enforcing their values on us as the only countable way.

Weindigenous peopleshave always honored ourenvironment.
The animals and the birds we have around us teach us a lot, and
if we don't become conceited about our theoretical education
and new innovations, we have much to learn from them.

| remember a wonderful story that | was gifted with in Botswa-
na. In our cultures we are not told stories, but enriched by the
gift the storyteller shares with us by recalling the message in the
spoken words. We were a group of Sami and San who met at a
hotel in Gaborone. San are the indigenous people in the southern
part of Africa. The headwaiter seemed to have a hard time fin-
ding us a table in the restaurant, but as indigenous people we
were used to this kind of freatment. We knew that he wished we'd
find another place to eat, but we were in no hurry and so we fi-
nally got a table. We ate and laughed and had a good time, as
indigenous people always do when we get together. In order to
honor his Sami guests, one of the San Elders told us a story about
Eland.

Eland (Taurotragus Oryx) is the world's largest antelope. The
San believe that God is especially fond of him. God used to smu-
ggle honey to Eland; they talked and had fun together. But God'’s
wife became suspicious because he spent so much time away
from home, and so one morning she had one of their sons spy on
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God when he left to meet with Eland. Eventually God's wife had
their son shoot Eland. While his life was ebbing away, but while
he was still standing, tears appeared in the eyes of Eland, and
when he finally fell, his right foreleg pointed up towards heaven
as a token of the love he felt for God. Eland still is one of the most
respected animals among the San, and every time he's shot, and
before he dies, tears appear in Eland’s eyes.

| was touched by the story, told in the beautiful click language
of the San, and translated into English by a bilingual representati-
ve of their people.

| could move around the world with such stories that express
the way we are all inferconnected. The stories are a strong re-
minder to us human beings about our place in the bigger system
— not as superiors but as equals.

On the Caribbean coast of Nicaragua the neighbors of the
Rama Indians call the Rama language *“tiger language,” in an
aftempt to look down upon the people and their culture as not
being human. But every Rama knows that the person who has
a command of the language of Tigers, never has to fear them
because Tiger will never attack one who speaks his fongue. In
other words, what is being treated with condescension by their
mainstream neighbors actually is a benefit from the indigenous
perspective.

In a similar way the old Sami respected the linguistic skills of
the Bear so much that they believed these predators could un-
derstand human talk. For instance, Bear would take precautions
if a Sami used the word "“bear” when he said he was going out to
hunt. Instead the hunter would use a circumlocution, a metapho-
rical name for the animal, in order for Bear not to understand that
he was the subject of the hunt.

| find this to be a good illustration of the boundary between
human beings and other creatures. The thing that makes us hu-
mans different from the Bear — who is among the most clever
— is the ability to understand metaphors. If Bear was called “The
Old Man in the Valley,” or “The Moss-Clad One,” he wouldn't
have the faintest idea that people were talking about him and
he would be totally unprepared for the Sami hunter. It became a
sort of linguistic game among the Sami to come up with various
metaphorical terms for Bear. Therefore, the Sami still have a lot of
names for the Bear.
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Most indigenous cultures are still basically oral. Reading is a
wonderful but lonely enterprise compared to the shared collecti-
veness of storytelling by a person who knows how to use gestures
and deal with his or her voice. Still, foday’'s mainstream societies
only praise the written word, which for some of our Native brothers
and sisters represents something that is not possible. Some are de-
nied the opportunity to write, which often stems from the fact that
no orthography has been developed for their specific language.
For others there is a lack of opportunity and support for using their
own mother tongue in writing.

Currently there is some international deliberation going
on with regard to safeguarding the intellectual property rights of
oral cultures, but a lot of this activity treats these cultures as being
inferior to mainstream literate societies. Moreover, Fourth World
cultures never receive the same degree of attention and respect
as the developing Third World nations do. This is very clearly de-
monstrated when we look at how indigenous art, music, literature,
social issues and politics are treated in the international press and
institutions of higher learning.

I know best my own field — literature — where Fourth World
issues hardly ever are mentioned in literary journals and literary
criticism in spite of an ever growing wealth of Native American,
Aboriginal, Maori, Inuit, Sami and other indigenous literature. We
are basically ignored, even in the field of post-colonial studies.
Perhaps this is because most indigenous peoples are still coloni-
zed, and in most cases are still fighting to achieve self-determina-
tion and sovereignty.

Future generations must master both their own languages
and the language of their mainstream society because we need
them both. We Sami have lived in close relationship with our neig-
hbors throughout history, and we have thereby learned that su-
rroundings can be viewed and understood in different ways. Mas-
tering both ways became a strength by itself. While the official
Scandinavian view on bilingualism has been negative until recent
decades, the Sami knew better. Our cultural history has told us
that it is a benefit to master several techniques simultaneously.
This was particularly tfrue for the means of subsistence of the Sami,
with combined operations consisting of, for example, farming on
a minor scale, sea and lake fishing, berry picking and ptarmigan
hunting at different times of the year.
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Subsistence skills are transferable and useful in other con-
texts too. Perhaps academics, artists and journalists will be today’s
architects in the construction of new globalized indigenous com-
munities which preserve their own values and traditions while wor-
king within the mainstream societies in a common effort to learn
from each other and teach one another how to insure our survi-
val.

In opposition to this goal is the awareness that the boundary
between a Western course of action and that taken by indigenous
peoples is being blurred in the world of international politics be-
cause political interactions are becoming more and more identi-
cal. Soon there will be only one way to speak in the international
arena if a person wants to be heard and understood. Therefore
the representatives of the indigenous world who are expected to
act as intermediaries between different worldviews need to have
sophisticated communication skills. The destiny of the indigenous
peoples to a large degree depends on how well Western society
understands us. And the very survival of Western society is more
and more dependent on its gaining a new understanding of our
indigenous voices.

The discourse of politics is becoming increasingly tainted. It is
necessary to turn to the wisdom of the indigenous peoples in or-
der to rediscover the answers to crucial questions regarding our
existence on earth. In order to make new and innovating interpre-
tations of what it means to be indigenous today we must redisco-
ver “the Tribal Voice” that resonates in our traditions.

Even though we want to derive knowledge from our traditions
— to know the past in order to be able to create a secure future
— we still, nevertheless, don’t know what lies ahead. We have a
history, we've had a yesterday, we are still around, we have a
today, but no one knows about the future, who we will be tomo-
rrow. Again, in the late Sami poet’s words:

Tomorrow is a new day
other animals [...]
| converse with the fire
tomorrow
it too will have another language
new migration routes for ftomorrow’s reindeer,
the stones will have different traditions
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A lot depends on ourselves. Where we previously could hide
away from the outside world in order to keep our own values and
traditions alive, the situation today is totally different. If we go into
hiding we will be forgotten. The only means to survive in today’s
media-dominated society is to be noticed and recognized. The
ones without voice and statements are being neglected and
consigned to oblivion. We must make noise in order to be heard,
we are obliged to talk a language that will be understood, we
have to act according to protocol in order to be taken seriously.

But we must never forget where we came from, who we are,
who we represent, and what we want to be. We are indigenous
peoples who share a common belief that there is indeed a living
and beating heart at the center of the Earth ensuring the conti-
nued existence for all our peoples. We need to know our back-
ground to feel safe and proud where we are now, we need to
look back in order to know the way we are heading. Traditions
are the wisdom of the old ways which shall help us create a secu-
re future. There still is hidden knowledge and important messages
in the Tiger language. We need to listen in order to learn, but to fu-
Ily understand the content, we need a context to read it into. The
context is the culture and fraditions in the Rama communities. The
Rama people is a small group. Alone, they represent only a few,
but as part of an international indigenous peoples’ movement,
they - on the same footing, and along with all the others - re-
present values and wisdom that are only getting more and more
important in taking care of an ever more threatened Mother Ear-
th. Therefore the revitalization program for Roma language and
culture is so important, in order not to lose yet another indigenous
culture only to exist in history and a forgotten past.
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Apuntes sobre género, desarrollo
sustentable y manejo de recursos
naturales

Abstract:

Notes about Gender, Sustainable Development and the
Management of Natural Resources

This study presents a series of theoretical debates about gen-
der, sustainable development and natural resources; taking as ifs
frame of reference the dynamics and processes of rural develo-
pment and the struggles of indigenous peoples in Latin America
fo win sovereignty and self-determination over their lands, over
the last two decades. The central concern is the selection of key
elements for a better understanding of the particularity of rural in-
digenous women in a subsistence economy, the management of
natural resources and the political struggles for territorial confrol.

The study shows that women participate at a local level in a
different way from men, and that they are active in obtaining
what they consider important for the survival and reproduction
of their families and communities. Similarly, many of their mobili-
zations are inspired by a sense of justice and conftrol over natural
resources which are generally strongly disputed by third parties.
An example would be the Garifuna, Miskitu and Afro-descended
women of Cenftral America who have strenuously worked to de-
fend their fraditional territories and their rights to small-scale fis-
hing against invaders.

It can be clearly seen that, within these processes, women
press to create new mechanisms of internal communitarian re-
presentation in which they can play a more central role. Within
this context of political-environmental struggles, of socio-produc-
tive communitarian dynamics and local participation, the author
poses questions which are key to the understanding of the new
roles of rural indigenous women: Where are the women situa-
tede, What are their interestse, What are their environmental con-
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cerns¢, and, How is it possible to achieve environmental and gen-
der equity within the framework of social and political struggle for
confrol over natural resources?

Introduccion

El presente estudio tiene como propdsito presentar una serie
de debates tedricos acerca de género, desarrollo sustentable y
recursos naturales; ftomando como marco de referencia las di-
ndmicas y procesos de desarrollo rural y las luchas de los pueblos
indigenas por ganar soberania y determinacion sobre sus territo-
rios que han tenido lugar en América Latina en las Ultimas dos dé-
cadas. Nuestra preocupacion central es seleccionar elementos
claves para una mejor comprension de la particularidad de la
mujer rural e indigena en la economia de subsistencia, el manejo
de los recursos naturales y las luchas politicas por el control terri-
torial.

Este tema estd ubicado en el cruce de complejas tensiones
en las cuales varios actores estdn involucrados, como gobiernos
nacionales, agencias de cooperacién, organizaciones no guber-
namentales, inversionistas privados, especuladores, y por supues-
to las propias comunidades indigenas y Afro-descendientes. En
este contexto las mujeres — rurales e indigenas — son vistas casi
exclusivamente como miembros de sus comunidades, las que
a su vez son entendidas como unidades sociales homogéneas
poco diferenciadas internamente. Algunos autores argumentan
que esta perspectiva contribuye a que se reproduzcan las con-
diciones que limitan el poder de decision de las mujeres sobre te-
mas concernientes a la demarcacion territorial y a la restriccion
de beneficios por el uso y explotacion de los recursos naturales
(Agrawal, 1994; Deere, 2001; Jackson, 2003).

En referencia a lo anteriormente mencionado, trabajos acao-
démicos recientes sobre el activismo comunitario y politico de
mujeres negras, indigenas y rurales, muestran que las mujeres son
actoras locales que actuan claramente diferenciadas de los va-
rones y que ciertamente son activas para conseguir lo que ellas
consideran importante para la sobrevivencia y la reproduccién
de sus familias y comunidades. Muchas de sus movilizaciones son
inspiradas por un sentido de justicia y control sobre los recursos
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naturales que comunmente son fuertemente disputados por ter-
ceros. Un ejemplo de ello son las mujeres Garifunas, Miskitas y
Afro-descendientes de América Central, quienes han trabajado
de manera muy activa en la defensa de sus territorios tradicio-
nales y de sus derechos a la pesca artesanal en contra de los
invasores.

Dentro de estos procesos se ve mds claro que las mujeres pre-
sionan por la creacién de nuevos mecanismos de representa-
cién interna comunitaria en la cual ellas puedan jugar un rol mds
central (Trautmann, 2004; Acosta, 2003; CEIMM, 2002). Entonces,
a la luz de este escenario de luchas politico-ambientales, de di-
ndmicas socio-productivas comunitarias y de las acciones de los
actores locales, esimportante preguntar ;dénde estdn ubicadas
las mujeres?e, scudles son sus intereses?, scudles son sus preocu-
paciones ambientalese, y, 3cémo es posible lograr justicia am-
biental y equidad de género en el marco de las luchas sociales y
politicas por el control de los recursos naturales?

1. Organizando los debates

A fin de responder a las preguntas planteadas el ensayo se
organizard de la siguiente manera: abordaremos inicialmente
elementos de la literatura sobre desarrollo que fueron cuestiona-
dos por el feminismo ambiental y la economia politica feminista
durante los sesentas y ochentas; después explicaremos cémo
ciertas autoras desde ecofeminismo y la economia politica han
contribuido a la reflexion sobre los “varios roles” que las muje-
res juegan en las economias campesinas y la conservacion del
medio ambiente; posteriormente cerraremos con una discusion
sobre el activismo politico y/o ambiental de las mujeres rurales e
indigenas, asi como el impacto de la industrializacion y el neoli-
beralismo en las dindmicas de resistencia de los pueblos indige-
nas y Afro-descendientes de América Latina.

1.1 Viendo al desarrollo con ojos de mujer
En épocas recientes la literatura del desarrollo ha puesto én-

fasis en la incorporacién de las mujeres en los planes de manejo
de recursos naturales asi como en los proyectos de desarrollo que
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son inspirados en nociones de sostenibilidad. Treinta anos atrds,
curiosamente, muy pocos programas de desarrollo considera-
ban especificamente relevante lo que las mujeres, en general, y
las mujeres indigenas, en particular, podian aportar al desarrollo
de sus comunidades y/o el manejo sustentable de los recursos
naturales. 3Por qué este cambio? 3Cudles son los presupuestos y
objetivos que estdn detrds de este nuevo enfoque?

El enfoque de género aplicado al desarrollo y medio ambien-
te pretende resaltar la particular vision de las mujeres indigenas
en procesos de desarrollo comunitario y sostenibilidad de los re-
cursos naturales, bajo el entendido de que las mujeres no son de
ninguna manera marginales a los procesos de consumo, uso, des-
truccion, conservacion y/o regeneracion de los recursos medio-
ambientales. Las mujeres por el lugar que ocupan en la familia,
enla comunidad y la vida productiva de sus comunidades tienen
capacidades y limitaciones asi como intereses y preocupaciones
particulares. Con base en esa especificidad, las mujeres tienen
conocimientos y experiencias que pueden contribuir a un mejor
manejo de los recursos, y el ftomar en cuenta su perspectiva en
los proyectos conlleva dos ganancias: a) crear sociedades mds
equitativas en términos de género, y b) conservar mejor el medio
ambiente (Dankelman y Davison 1988; Dankelman, 2001).

Este principio representa sin duda un elemento muy importan-
te pararepensar el desarrollo, spero coémo es que se hallegado a
este punto de partida?, sde donde surgen estas nuevas perspec-
tivas y principios para identificar actores locales claves para el
desarrollo comunitarioe Los programas de desarrollo tienen toda
una historia de cambio de enfoques y objetivos que se ha dado
en parte gracias a las criticas externas y el andlisis de los errores
y aciertos desde el punto de vista de las ONG y movimientos so-
ciales. Los programas de desarrollo han tenido distintos efectos
en hombres, mujeres, ancianos, ninas y ninos; fambién efectos
enla economia y el medio ambiente que en unos casos han sido
positivos y en ofros negativos. Todo esto ha llevado a cuestionar
los presupuestos que inspiran las politicas de desarrollo y concluir
gue no todo lo que comUnmente se ha llamado “desarrollo” es
benéfico para todos y todas, bajo cualquier circunstancia.

Siguiendo esta logica, se han ido adoptando nuevas estra-
tegias para ayudar a contrarrestar lo que en el pasado provocd
la destruccion del medio ambiente y excluyd socialmente a los
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sectores mads vulnerables de las sociedades en Latinoamérica,
como son en este caso poblaciones indigenas y mujeres. Des-
de que alrededor de los anos setenta se empezd a dar la unidn
conceptual de la sostenibilidad con el enfoque de género, por
lo menos al nivel de las ideas, se inicié un gran debate en torno
a esos temas.

1.2 Desarrollo sustentable y medio ambiente

En los anos setenta hubo un reconocimiento mundial de la
crisis medioambiental (preocupacion global ante la desertifica-
cion, deforestacion, contaminacion de rios y aguas, infertilidad
de suelos, etc.), es decir, la destruccion de recursos naturales a
pasos acelerados (Braidotti. 1994:78). Esta conciencia ambiental
infrodujo elementos de critica al viejo concepto de “desarrollo”
practicado desde los anos cincuenta, el cual tenia un enfoque
productivista y descansaba en la nocion del crecimiento eco-
némico como sindbnimo de progreso. Es por ello que hasta hoy
en dia en los paises del tercer mundo “desarrollo econémico”
sigue significando para los gobiernos nacionales y el sector priva-
do la explotaciéon de recursos naturales/materia prima y la mo-
dernizacién de los sistemas productivos nacionales. Este objetivo
desarrollista en Latinoamérica ha inspirado prdacticas extractivas
sumamente destructoras de los recursos ambientales.

El concepto de desarrollo sustentable fue acunado por pri-
mera vez en un documento elaborado por la Comision Global
de Desarrollo y Medio Ambiente, fitulado “Nuestro Futuro Co-
mun”, The Brundtland Report (1987). Este documento contenia
una definicion inicial de desarrollo sustentable que desatd impor-
tantes controversias en los anos siguientes. El documento definia
desarrollo sustentable como aquel que logra la satisfaccion de
las necesidades de las generaciones del presente sin hacer peli-
grar los recursos que generaciones futuras usardn para satisfacer
las suyas.

Esta definicion trataba de conciliar varios procesos que has-
ta el dia de hoy han sido dificiles de conciliar: por un lado, a) el
crecimiento econémico, b) la conservaciéon de los recursos no
renovables y la reduccion de los indices de contaminacion por
la explotacion intensiva e industrial, y ¢) la inclusion de sectores
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sociales marginados en procesos relacionados con el uso de los
recursos naturales.

En este debate larelacién entre este modelo agresivo (medio-
ambientalmente hablando) de desarrollo, la pobreza generali-
zada en paises del tercer mundo y la degeneracion ambiental
empezaron a ser entendidas como fendmenos estrechamente
relacionados. Para algunos criticos, el concepto “desarrollo sus-
tentable” no se reniega de lo que habia sido entendido en dé-
cadas pasadas como ‘crecimiento econdmico”. Es decir, que la
dimensidon central de lo que modernamente se entiende como
“desarrollo” sigue significando una progresion en la acumulacion
de rigueza basada ya sea en la produccién de bienes y/o en la
explotaciéon de los recursos naturales.

Para los desarrollistas pro-medio ambiente, “desarrollo susten-
table” implica una intencidén de explotar recursos pero invirtiendo
al mismo fiempo en la conservacion de los recursos que necesi-
tan explotar. Los que han tenido el acierto de cuestionar la razén
por la cualla explotacién de recursos naturales no ha sido susten-
table carecen de poder politico para presionar a los gobiernos e
inversionistas por un cambio de actitud.

Otra critica a este enfoque viene de los conservacionistas del
medio ambiente, que abogan por la proteccion del mismo de
una manera radical, reprobando cualquier intervencion humana
ya sed para su uso o su explotacion. En esta perspectiva la dimen-
sion social del uso de los recursos naturales estd completamente
desechada. Para estos conservacionistas los principales agentes
de la destruccion del medio ambiente son las propias personas
que viven en proximidad con los recursos naturales. Cualquier in-
tervenciéon humana, por pequena que seaq, implica la destruc-
cion del medio ambiente. Es asi que, desde esta perspectiva, el
pescador artesanal y los barcos pesqueros podrian considerarse
causantes de destruccion ambiental.

De criterios radicales sobre la conservacion del medio am-
biente se derivan posiciones politicas conservadoras y reaccio-
narias sobre los sectores pobres en Latinoamérica. Para estos
sectores reaccionarios de paises del primer mundo la destruc-
cion del medio ambiente, especificamente la desertificacion y
deforestacion, es causada por la presion que las poblaciones
pobres del tercer mundo ejercen sobre los recursos suelo, bosque
y agua. Este juicio conducia a la culpabilizaciéon de las pobla-
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ciones pobres por la destruccion del medio ambiente global, y
acusaba directamente a las mujeres por no tener control de su
fertilidad y causar la explosion demogrdafica.

Es importante mencionar que estos puntos de vista y discursos
reflejan la disparidad entre el norte y el sur, y entre los planifica-
dores del desarrollo y los beneficiarios de los proyectos. Enton-
ces, los debates sobre desarrollo sustentable estdn enmarcados
dentro de una situacion politica mundial, y el desarrollo sustenta-
ble surge como una nocidén alternativa y mediatizadora entre la
problemdatica de la crisis medioambiental, el ritmo del desarrollo
(industrial y preindustrial) en los paises del tercer mundo, y las re-
laciones desiguales del norte y el sur.

Es asi que el desarrollo sustentable, tal como se ha definido,
puede dar paso a espacios de negociacion y procesos politi-
cos de mediacion. Sostenibilidad por ejemplo, significa interdis-
ciplinariedad de ciencias sociales, ecologicas y econdmicas.
El concepto de sostenibilidad puede inspirar procesos politicos
que prometan mediar y negociar los intereses de todos los in-
volucrados en el uso de los recursos naturales, esto es, los y las
comunitarios, las agencias de desarrollo, los gobiernos locales, 1os
inversionistas y, por supuesto, el medio ambiente. Esta mediacién
y negociacion requiere mucha voluntad politica de todos los in-
volucrados.

Hablar de sostenibilidad implica estar consciente de las des-
igualdades existentes en nuestras sociedades nacionales y re-
gionales, ser criticos ante el capital internacional e inversionistas
privados que quieren tomar ventaja de las condiciones de aisla-
miento de poblaciones pobres en el tercer mundo.

1.3 Reaccion al Desarrollismo Clasico y la vision negativa
hacia las mujeres

El propdsito de este segmento es mostrar los argumentos ne-
gativos en contra de la mujer en el desarrollo, lo cual es impor-
tante discutir para identificarlos cuando seamos testigos de su
Uso y podamos argumentar en su contra.

La vieja concepcion del desarrollo en los cincuenta presenta-
ba a las mujeres pobres como victimas, sin ninguna capacidad
para actuar ni voluntad de tomar decisiones. Segun este con-
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cepto las mujeres vivian en una condicion de sumision que las
hacia incapaces de tener voz propia. Dentro de la escala social
de desarrollo, las mujeres eran tenidas como la mds atrasada de
las sociedades pobres del tercer mundo.

Su posicion al final de la cadena de la modernidad se debia
a su condicion de pobreza, monolingUismo, aislamiento, al do-
minio de sus esposos, Y al hecho de ser limitadas por una cultura
tradicional. Esta vision modernizadora del desarrollo colocaba a
las mujeres pobres entre los sectores sociales mds excluidos y las
definia como los sujetos/objetos mds vulnerables de las politicas
de desarrollo (Mohanty, 1991).

Los programas que inicialmente empezaron a incluir a muje-
res como beneficiaras se limitaron a temas como la planificaciéon
familiar y el apoyo a actividades domésticas femeninas. Autoras
como Moser (1993) explican que la subestimacion de las mujeres
en la economia formal de las sociedades nacionales se debe all
hecho de que las mujeres, a causa de los condicionamientos de
género, se encuentran relegadas a la esfera doméstica y comu-
nitaria de la reproduccion social, representando asi poco impac-
to en la economia macro.

Conrespecto al medio ambiente, las antiguas visiones del de-
sarrollo situaban a las mujeres como seres irrelevantes en las ac-
ciones y temas de conservacion de la biodiversidad, ya que las
consideraban ignorantes de las leyes de la naturaleza e inclusive,
hasta daninas para el medio ambiente debido a su alta fertilidad
y la presidn que ellas ejercen sobre los recursos naturales para la
satisfaccion de las necesidades cotidianas de los suyos. Segun
Gururani (2002), esta perspectiva representa una visibn muy po-
bre del papel de la mujer en la economia de sus comunidades
y sus conocimientos sobre el mundo natural que la circunda. Es
aqui donde quiero introducir los aportes de las feministas a este
debate sobre el desarrollo y medio ambiente.

1.4 Ecofeminismo, sostenibilidad y mujeres

En respuesta a las ideas conservacionistas mencionadas an-
teriormente, desde los anos setenta han surgido varios contra-pa-
radigmas que desde el feminismo y el movimiento de mujeres del
tercer mundo han buscado articular una critica a las politicas de
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desarrollo. Autoras como Sandra Harding (2000: 240) y Rosi Brai-
dotti (1994:1-3) nos recuerdan que desde los anos sesenta y se-
tenta diferentes perspectivas han venido cuestionando la visidon
euro-céntrica, economicista y masculina del pensamiento vy la
prdctica del desarrollo. El fracaso de las politicas de desarrollo en
el tercer mundo aunado a la crisis ambiental ha sido clave para
demostrar las consecuencias negativas de la industrializacion y la
modernizaciéon como dos de los mds importantes procesos de la
occidentalizacion de las sociedades y economias fradicionales
(Braidotti, 1994; Escobar, 1995; Sachs, 1999; Shiva y Mies, 1993).

Una temprana critica feminista al desarrollo economicista y
productivista fue crucial para explicar como el trabajo femenino
-bdsicamente restringido a la reproduccion material de la uni-
dad doméstica- habia sido dejado fuera del recuento histérico
del progreso material de la humanidad (Harding, 2000: 245).

Desde la perspectiva ecofeminista el papel de cuidadoras
y reproductoras de la vida social le brinda a la mujer un valor
moral para denunciar la destrucciéon del mundo, que se debe
en exclusiva a la hegemonia masculina. En muchos senfidos, las
concepciones positivistas del conocimiento cientifico y el progre-
so material han devaluado y denigrado no sélo la contribucion
femenina, sino también la naturaleza y otras culturas que no son
occidentales (Harding, 2000: 241).

En este contexto la agenda de las luchadoras por la mujer y
el medio ambiente, como explica Vandana Shiva, se deriva di-
rectamente de las luchas diarias por la sobrevivencia y en contra
del impacto negativo de la destruccién del medio ambiente en
NiINOSs, Mujeres y ancianos, quienes son los grupos mds vulnerables
de las sociedades en el tercer mundo (Shiva, 1993: 371). Debido
a sus labores domeésticas: el manejo del agua, la preparacion de
alimentos y la recoleccién de lena, las mujeres sufren de manera
especial la degradacion ambiental.!

" “Probablemente ningln otfro grupo se ve mds afectado por la destruccion
ambiental que las mujeres rurales pobres. Cada sequia frae consigo largas ho-
ras de camino en busca de agua, madera para fuego y comida. No importa si
la mujer es vieja, jbven o estd embarazada: tareas cruciales domésticas deben
ser cumplidas diariamente. A medida que las condiciones ecolégicas empeo-
ran, las marchas y cargas de trabajo para las mujeres se vuelven mds y mds
largas y agotadoras” (CSE, 1985).



Sustainable Use of Natural Resources |83 |

Mujeres del sur y del norte comparten las mismas preocupa-
ciones sobre la destruccion del medio ambiente, explican Mies
y Shiva, porque ambas han mostrado una activa disposicion de
movilizarse en defensa de sus comunidades, de su medio am-
biente, de la salud de los seres queridos y de la conservacion de
todo lo que asegure la reproduccion de sus familias. Mujeres en
todo el mundo comparten el mismo sentido de preocupacion y
responsabilidad por preservar las bases de la vida (Mies, 1993:3).

Para el ecofeminismo la bUsqueda de modelos alternativos
de desarrollo es central, no sélo por la preocupacion de que la
naturaleza estd llegando al limite de sus capacidades a causa
de la explotacioén insaciable del sistema capitalista, sino porque
ofras formas y experiencias de vida fienen derecho a prosperar.
Este enfoque surgiod inspirado en la bUsqueda de filosofias y tradi-
ciones de pensamiento alternativas que intentaran revertir lo que
en el pasado provoco la degradacion del medio ambiente y la
exclusion de los sectores mds vulnerables de las sociedades del
tercer mundo (Merchant, 1995; Mies y Shiva, 1993).

En respuesta a los factores sistémicos causantes de la degra-
dacion, activistas como Vandana Shiva (1989) y Wanari Maathai
(1988) mostraron a nivel internacional la naturaleza de los mo-
vimientos sociales de las mujeres del tercer mundo. Las nutridas
movilizaciones en la India y en Africa prueban que las mujeres
campesinas e indigenas tienen un vinculo cercano con la natu-
raleza y que por ello son muy activas al movilizarse en razén de la
conservacion del medio ambiente de sus comunidades, las que
son amenazadas por la revolucion verde y la industrializacion de
la produccioén agricola.

Shiva ha denunciado que la industrializacion de la produc-
cién de alimentos no sdlo mina el equilibrio ambiental, sino que
también excluye a las mujeres de participar en sistemas moder-
nos de cultivo. La activista aboga por un regreso a los métodos
tradicionales de la agricultura de subsistencia como una alterna-
tiva para la producciéon agricola de exportacion, la revaloracion
del conocimiento tradicional de las mujeres campesinas y el sa-
neamiento del medio ambiente (Shiva, 1989).

Shiva (1989), Mies (1993) y Dankelman (1988) acunaron el lla-
mado “principio femenino”, el cual establece un vinculo bdsico
y primordial entre la mujer y la naturaleza. Este vinculo mujer-na-
turaleza estd basado en la idea de que ambas comparten la
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capacidad de producir vida. Las mujeres producen y reprodu-
cen vida no sélo en términos bioldgicos, sino tfambién en térmi-
nos sociales; ya que son ellas las encargadas de la reproduccion
social de sus comunidades. En conclusion, la vida de la mujer
estd organizada y guiada por principios de sostenibilidad vy re-
ciprocidad con la naturaleza. Para enfrentar el dano ambiental
debemos recobrar el principio femenino, el cual es defensor de
la diversidad, de la reciprocidad y el manejo diverso de los siste-
mas forestal y agricola.

En relacion a estos debates, Braidotti (1994), Shiva (1989), Ro-
cheleau, Thomas-Slaytery Wangari (1996), Dankelmand y Davison
(1988), entre ofras, contribuyeron teéricamente a una escuela de
pensamiento llamada Mujeres-Género, Medio ambiente y Desa-
rrollo Sustentable (WED/GED) que se alimenta de varios fuentes
tedricas como ecofeminismo, critica feminista a la ciencia, femi-
nismo ambiental y ecologia politica. Esta literatura, vasta y diver-
sa, brinda nuevas perspectivas a la problemdatica del desarrollo,
en la cual la participacion de las mujeres a nivel local, el empo-
deramiento y la revaloracion del conocimiento local juegan un
papel importante para el aseguramiento de la sustentabilidad.

Por ejemplo, Dankelmany Davison en su libro Mujeres y Medio-
ambiente en el Tercer Mundo: Alianza para el Futuro (1988) re-
sume varias tesis ya mencionadas y refuerza la idea central de
que las mujeres pobres juegan un rol central en la conservacion
y manejo diario de los recursos materiales. Dankelman y Davison
describen los diferentes trabajos que las mujeres asumen en el
manejo de la tierra, agua, bosque y energia. Para estas autoras,
las actividades diarias de las mujeres pueden ser aprovechadas
en funcién de la conservacion, preservacion y regeneracion del
medio ambiente.

Los criterios para considerar a las mujeres como Ias principales
agentes de conservacion ambiental se basan en los siguientes
supuestos:

1. Que las mujeres indigenas y ancianas son conocedoras
de la naturaleza, y es importante valorar su conocimiento
porque ellas representan una fuente de soluciones para
los problemas medioambientales.

2. Las mujeres rurales tienen un amplio conocimiento de la
naturaleza, derivado de su rol en las actividades domésti-
cas y de su cotidiano contacto con los recursos.
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3. Ese conocimiento es un saber muy sofisticado sobre diver-
sidad biolégica, tipos de semillas, tipos de plantas, tipos de
peces, curas con hierbas, etfc.

4. Este conocimiento se ha vuelto una revelacion, una fuen-
te de informacion para el desarrollo que antes se habia
subestimado.

5. Elconocimiento de las mujeres no estd viciado por influen-
cias externas como la modernizacion e industrializacion.
Es mds fradicional, mds auténtico por la marginalidad en
la que las mujeres viven, es frasmitido oralmente y no esta
orientado a la comercializacion, sino a la subsistencia co-
munitaria.

Por ser siempre mds responsables e inclinadas a trabajar en
funcién de los problemas comunitarios, las mujeres estdn dotadas
de una especial capacidad para ser potenciales agentes comu-
nitarias, comunicadoras y promotoras de salud. Sin embargo, ha
habido criticas a este supuesto y una de las principales denun-
cias es que esta forma de pensar es muy instrumental: “invierte
en las mujeres porque ellas son el mejor medio para conservar el
medio ambiente” (van den Hombergh, 1993:19).

En otro frente de discusidon, y en respuesta a los presupues-
tos donde la relacién de la mujer con la naturaleza es incuestio-
nable y evidente, quisiera comentar los trabajos de varios auto-
ras de habla inglesa como Cecile Jackson (1993), Bina Agrawal
(1994b), Maxime Molyneaux y Deborah Lynn Steinberg (1995)
quienes comparten la idea de que la relacién mujer/naturaleza
es arbitraria y que responde a determinaciones materiales. Por
ejemplo, Cecile Jackson ha argumentado en contfra de dos de
los presupuestos mds comunes en la literatura de mujeres, medio
ambiente y el ecofeminismo: afirma que el llamado vinculo entre
mujeres y naturaleza es muy problemdtico porque es esencialista
y determinista, y pone en duda que sea innato el que las mujeres
tengan compasion y preocupacion por el cuido y la conserva-
cion del medio ambiente.

Para Jackson ese es un estereotipo de género mds. Conside-
ra que el ecofeminismo carece de un serio enfoque integral de
las relaciones hombre-mujer, de un entendimiento de la cons-
truccién social y contextual de las relaciones de género entre
hombres, mujeres y medio ambiente. Para ella la preocupacion
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de las mujeres por el medio ambiente estd socialmente construi-
da y es un error asumir que ellas pueden desempenarse como
mejores promotoras de la conservacion del medio ambiente que
los hombres. Segun esta autora, hay que hacer mucho trabajo
de campo desde una perspectiva de género para documentar
las maneras reales de hacer uso de 10s recursos naturales que
existen en las comunidades.

Por su parte, Maxime Molyneaux y Deborah Lynn Steinberg
(1995) analizan varios puntos problematicos de la versidn del eco-
feminismo de Shiva y Mies. Molyneaux y Steinberg reconocen la
importancia de la critica que Shiva y Mies hacen a la ciencia oc-
cidental, al desarrollo “economicista”, a la destruccion del me-
dio ambiente y a la opresion sistémica de la mujer. Sin embargo,
ellas consideran que la dicotomia hombres-ciencia versus mu-
jeres-naturaleza es esencialista y no contribuye al avance de la
agenda feminista debido a que refuerza estereotipos de género
que han sido cuestionados largamente por el feminismo, como
el estereotipo de que la mujer estd mds cerca de la naturaleza,
es menos racional, es emotiva y sus pensamientos y acciones no
van mads alld de la esfera doméstica.

Molyneaux y Steinberg también piensan que Shiva y Mies, en
su defensa alas sociedades y alas mujeres del tercer mundo, han
idealizado alas sociedades fradicionales y alas no-occidentales.
Esta idealizacion es peligrosa porque subestima la complejidad
histérica de procesos de dominacién colonial y las relaciones de
poder internas que rigen a las sociedades en el tercer mundo. El
ecofeminismo de Mies y Shiva olvida ubicar histéricamente el gé-
nero vy las relaciones de poder, y, como consecuencia, fiende a
despolitizar la agenda de las luchas feministas del norte y del sur
a favor de un conservacionismo ambiental escasamente com-
prometido con la equidad de género (Molyneaux, 1995: 102).

Bina Agarwal (1994a:116), basdndose en un andlisis de las
experiencias de movilizacién por problemas ambientales de las
mujeres de India, argumenta que las acciones organizadas de
las mujeres estdn mucho mads ligadas a la sobrevivencia de la
comunidad que las de los hombres. Agarwal también critica all
ecofeminismo por decir que las mujeres pobres y las campesinas
del tercer mundo son todas iguales, sin tomar en cuenta géne-
ro, raza, clase y étnicidad. Es un error localizar la dominacién de
la mujer y la naturaleza en el campo de la ideologia porque se



Sustainable Use of Natural Resources |87 |

dejan de lado otras dimensiones de opresion y de entendimiento
de las condiciones materiales de la vida de las mujeres (1994a:
90-91).

El ecofeminismo de Shiva y Mies tampoco toma en cuenta de
manera seria las diversas perspectivas que las mujeres tienen so-
bre la naturaleza. No asi Bina Agarwal, quien, desde el punto de
vista materialista, hace un llamado a poner atencidon y estudiar
la reproducciéon, produccion y distribucion de las actividades co-
munitarias y el juego de las relaciones de género, raza y étni-
cidad como la base material de la interaccion entre hombres,
mujeres y el medio ambiente. Solo con estos lentes se podria sa-
ber la diversidad de las experiencias en el manejo de los recursos
naturales.

Agarwal llama a su campo de estudio “feminismo medioam-
biental” porque estd mdas preocupada por la inequidad de gé-
nero en el acceso y manejo de los recursos naturales que por la
conservacion del medio ambiente. Aboga por la transformacioén
de la divisiébn genérica del trabajo y la inequidad en el acceso a
recursos; si no es asi, los programas de manejo medioambiental
solo contribuirdn a incrementar las responsabilidades comunita-
rias de las mujeres y su carga de trabajo diario (1994a: 117).

Al igual que Jackson, Agarwal argumenta que algunos pro-
yectos de conservacion ambiental que tienen una visidon instru-
mental de la inclusion de las mujeres tienden a tener dos con-
secuencias muy recurrentes: por un lado relegan a la mujer a
cargos secundarios alejadas de la verdadera esfera de la toma
de decisiones, y por ofra, coloca demasiada carga de trabajo
voluntario sobre los hombros de las mujeres comunitarias (Jack-
son, 1993).

Hilando ideas con las anteriores autoras me gustaria mencio-
nar la contribucion de las corrientes del feminismo social y de la
llamada ecologia politica que han ido construyendo un nuevo
campo de estudio llamado Ecologia Politica Feminista que tiene
dos puntales temdticos y tedricos:

El andlisis social del vinculo de las mujeres y medio ambiente
que es determinado por los roles de género en la produccién
material y social de sus comunidades (Deere y De Ledn, 1987,
2001; Sen 1994; Arizpe, 1996). Esta es una perspectiva materialista
de la problemdtica.

Y el andlisis de la ecologia politica, que estd enfocada en pro-
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cesos de ftoma de decisiones, los contextos sociales, econdmicos
y politicos que determinan fuertemente las practicas ambienta-
les y politicas de uso de recursos (Peet y Watts, 1993). Rocheleau,
Thomas-Slayter y Wangari asumen el enfoque de género como
la variable de andlisis mds central que junto a los factores de
raza, étnicidad y clase, actUa en funcién de analizar los procesos
de cambio ecoldgico y también las luchas de hombres y mujeres
por sostener y hacer viables sus economias comunitarias en la
perspectiva de desarrollo futuro de cualquier comunidad (1996:
4).

El frabajo académico de estos autores aborda tres distintos
temas: la interseccidon del conocimiento de las mujeres rurales y la
rehabilitacion de la naturaleza; las responsabilidades y derechos
ambientales de hombres y mujeres; las politicas ambientales con
un enfoque de género, asi como la naturaleza del activismo po-
litico de organizaciones de base comunitaria.

Todos estos aspectos contribuyen en diferentes campos a un
mejor entendimiento de la complejidad de la localizacién de las
mujeres en temas comunitarios y ambientales. La experiencia co-
tidiana de las mujeres es esencial para el reforzamiento de las
conexiones causa-efecto entre fendmenos que no son evidentes
por si mismos (como el cdncer de seno y la contaminaciéon am-
biental).

En el caso de las mujeres rurales e indigenas del tercer mun-
do, su experiencia y conocimiento en temas ambientales y de
salud retan y cuestionan los paradigmas de la ciencia occiden-
tal acortando las fronteras entre los conocimientos tradicional,
formal e informal. Esta perspectiva aporta a la revaloracion de
las maneras en que las mujeres construyen un conocimiento que
habia permanecido subestimado.

Este tercer tema de la ecologia politica feminista infroduce
el enfoque de género para analizar una gran variedad de mo-
vimientos sociales que estdn preocupados por el cambio climd-
tico, el desplazamiento, la destruccion de medio ambiente en
comunidades pequenas y la cosificacion y comercializacion de
bienes naturales de uso comUn como agua, suelo, aire y bos-
que.

Tomando como punto de partida el involucramiento y ac-
tivismo de las mujeres en luchas colectivas por los recursos na-
turales, es posible discernir las causas y razones que descansan
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tras ellos y la manera en que se desarrollan. Las mujeres pobres
juegan un rol central en las organizaciones de sus comunidades
de base, haciendo reclamos politicos populares cada vez mds
conscientes de que existe una clara conexidon enfre globaliza-
cion, politicas ambientales gubernamentales y la destruccion de
la ecologia en comunidades locales.™

Segun la literatura citada, las comunidades tienden a mo-
vilizarse alrededor de temas como el acceso y distribucion de
recursos en contextos donde las condiciones medioambientales
estan entrando en crisis o llegando al limite de su sostenibilidad.
En casos extremos, la misma contaminacion y degradacion am-
biental es la que impulsa y presiona a las comunidades a cam-
biar su economia de subsistencia, e inclusive cambiar su residen-
cia. Cada vez mds comunidades locales estdn organizdndose
para reclamar recursos que estdn siendo expoliados o utilizados
por varios usuarios (entiendase aqui, privados y el gobierno). La
disputa por los recursos se da a varios niveles y, muy cominmen-
te, poderosos actores estdn involucrados.

Para las feministas ecoldgicas, las politicas ambientales estan
muy relacionadas con las injusticias sociales que viven dia a dia
hombres y mujeres pobres. Un ejemplo de ello es el desinterés de
las autoridades por los barrios pobres donde se vierten desechos
toxicos, por la expulsion de pueblos indigenas de territorios que
son decretados parques o reservas ecoldgicas, o por la construc-
cion de represas, que se realiza sin tomar en cuenta lo mucho
que éstas afectan el acceso al agua y la economia de subsis-
tencia de las comunidades campesinas. Todas estas situaciones
dan cuenta de procesos sociales y econdmicos estructurales,
pero también son resultado de politicas ambientales que direc-
tamente afectan a sectores de clase social baja y a comunida-

12 Rita Trautman en su trabajo sobre organizaciones de mujeres Garifunas en
Honduras, describe como las mujeres Afro-caribenas estdn profundamente pre-
ocupadas por la invasién de sus tierras tradicionales por campesinos ladinos y
mestizos. Ante esa amenaza, ellas se han organizado en cooperativas de pro-
ductoras para colectivamente cultivar en los territorios que estdn en disputa.
Para las mujeres Garifunas las raices de estos conflictos entre los indigenas y los
campesinos pobres invasores radica en que el gobierno rehUsa a implementar
un programa de titulacion que permita a los grupos indigenas y Afro-descen-
dientes tener un efectivo control sobre sus recursos. “La lucha por la tierra” V
Congreso Centroamericano de Antropologia. Managua, Nicaragua, Febrero,
23-27, 2004.
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des indigenas.

Poco a poco y en medio de negociaciones agitadas, las mu-
jeres rurales han tfomado conciencia de que son afectadas di-
rectamente por las decisiones gubernamentales sobre el medio
ambiente, porque muchas veces las politicas publicas reflejan
Unicamente los intereses de los gobiernos y de los inversionistas
privados. En ese sentido las organizaciones de base consideran
gue es necesario un cambio politico que cree las condiciones
necesarias para lograr una sustentabilidad de base comunitaria
que tome en cuenta el punto de vista de los hombres y las mu-
jeres.

1.5. Mujeres y Economia Politica

Esta seccion rescata el aporte de las feministas que inspiradas
en el marxismo y economia politica han analizado los aportes de
las mujeres en la economia comunitaria y el manejo de los recur-
sos naturales. Estos frabajos nos ofrecen indices y criterios para
mediir y visibilizar la situacién de las mujeres (Agarwal, 2002: 304).

Ellas ven la relacion de las mujeres con el medio ambiente
desde la éptica de sus roles de reproducciéon y produccidn en
sus comunidades. Los hombres y las mujeres tienen diferencias en
sus relaciones con el medio ambiente y en sus percepciones del
mismo, debido a que ambas se derivan de la division del trabajo
y de los roles asignados de acuerdo al género, los que varian de
acuerdo ala clase social, la etnicidad y la geografia. Desde esta
perspectiva, como ya hemos mencionado anteriormente, Ias
mujeres no tienen una especial inclinacién a preservar la natu-
raleza. Es decir, no idealizan la relacion mujer/naturaleza. Lo que
si hacen es explicar como las mujeres por su condicion de gé-
nero sufren la destruccién del medio ambiente de una manera
mdas cruda (por ejemplo, la escasez de agua para tomar, implica
para las mujeres mds horas de trabajo para trasladar el recurso).

Ellas estudian de que manera los procesos econdmicos, las
prdcticas sociales y relaciones politicas son directamente crea-
dores de inequidades de género e injusticias ambientales. Estu-
dios demuestran que los programas de conservacion ecoldgica
gue son disenados sin tomar en cuenta a la poblacion local pue-
denresultar profundamente injustos con las mujeres, los ancianos
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y los ninos. Y aqui cito un ejemplo, si hay una comunidad que
vive dentro de una drea boscosa que es sujeta a un plan de
manejo forestal donde las regulaciones fueron disenadas exclu-
sivamente por técnicos varones, las mujeres se ven obligadas a
caminar distancias mas largas para recolectar lena en las dreas
autorizadas.

Las injusticias econdmicas recaen sobre las mujeres, por lo
que sus estrategias para solucionar las necesidades de la repro-
duccioén de sus hijos se tfraducen en prdcticas que pueden o no,
ser destructoras del medio ambiente. Podria ejemplificar esto
con el fendmeno de la frontera agricola: las familias que vienen
buscando como vivir son victimas de una serie de injusticias es-
tructurales a nivel nacional, no tienen tierra, estdn desplazados,
y esa buUsqueda de un suelo donde vivir los lleva a realizar practi-
cas medioambientalmente destructoras.

Esta perspectiva busca el aporte de las mujeres a la econo-
mia comunitaria. Esto implica crear los instrumentos para medirla
y los marcos tedricos para visibilizarla. Por eso, autoras como Mies
y Moser se cenfran en la division social del frabajo comunitario,
los roles de género en lo productivo, reproductivo y comunitario.
Primero, en la esfera de la reproduccién social y bioldgica de
la familia; después, en la produccion econdmica (agricola, pes-
quera o forestal); y, finalmente, en la reproduccion de la vida co-
munitaria (educacién, labores voluntarias, salud) (Moser, 1993).
La division de estos tres planos distintos de participacion de la
mujer en la estructura social de sus comunidades permite visibili-
zar actividades donde la mujer tiene un peso fundamental.

La diseccion de esferas explicada permite un andlisis mas agu-
do de procesos de marginacion e inequidad de género como el
que hace Carmen Deere y Magdalena Ledn en su trabajo sobre
mujeres y derechos de la fierra en América Latina (2001). Ellas es-
tablecen que hay una relaciéon directa entre la distribucion des-
igual de la tierra, es decir, la marginal posesién de tierra por parte
de las mujeres y su condicion de pobreza.

El desigual acceso de las mujeres a la posesion de tierra se da
producto de tres distintas esferas que funcionan con idénticas
I6gicas: a. las politicas estatales sobre distribucion de tierra, b. las
leyes del mercado que desfavorecen a las mujeres como suje-
tas de crédito, compra y comercializacion; y c. las costumbres
sociales que tienden a marginar a las mujeres en los procesos de
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herencia de la tierra. Esto se da en sociedades rurales en general,
donde prevalece el régimen de propiedad privada.

El liboro de Deere también dedica un capitulo a las comuni-
dades indigenas en Latinoamérica, y nos dice que la propiedad
colectiva de las tierras y/o los recursos naturales, regida por for-
mas tradicionales de gobierno, no garantiza el acceso y uso de
los recursos de manera equitativa a todos los miembros de las
comunidades. Las mujeres indigenas estdn situadas en un punto
muy delicado de lucha porque por un lado se solidarizan con sus
companeros indigenas en la lucha por el reconocimiento de sus
derechos colectivos de posesion de la tierra, pero por ofro lado
también quieren tener propiedad de los recursos y desean que
sus derechos individuales sean respetados. Este tfema lo refoma-
remos en la seccidn siguiente.

1.6 Mujeres, derecho territorial y derecho consuetudinario

Este segmento complementa las ideas planteadas en la sec-
cion anteriorintroduciendo algunas reflexiones sobre las experien-
cias de la lucha de los pueblos indigenas por su determinacion
de gozar de derechos colectivos y territoriales. Varios autores ar-
gumentan que el marco legal para la auto-determinacién pro-
vee a los pueblos indigenas de las herramientas para lograr un
importante punto de partida para generar oportunidades, servi-
cios, control sobre sus recursos vy la reproduccion de sus culturas
(Gray, Andrew, 1998y 1991; Nietschmann, 1992). Sin embargo, en
América Latina hay varias experiencias de auto-gobiernos que
con grandes dificultades estdn implementando medidas para el
confrol y manejo de los recursos naturales, aunque los retos son
enormes por sdlo mencionar la invasion y avance de la llamada
frontera agricola (Acosta, 2003; Craig, 2005; Gray, 1998; Grin-
berg, 2003; Gordon et al., 2003). A pesar del gran universo de
literatura que se estd escribiendo sobre autonomias y territorios
de pueblos indigenas en América Latina, pocas investigaciones
abordan la problemdtica de las mujeres indigenas y su participa-
cion en estos nuevos 6rdenes de gobernabilidad indigena.

Por ejemplo, especificamente en el tema de mujeres indige-
nas y tenencia colectiva de la tierra, Deere y Ledn, en su and-
lisis, argumentan varias criticas alrededor de lo que ellas consi-
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deran “las dimensiones de opresion” que las mujeres viven a lo
interno de las sociedades tradicionales. Muy al contrario de lo
que ha sido argumentado por otros autores —evaluaciones po-
sitivas- en referencia al derecho consuetudinario y al lugar que
las mujeres gozan en las sociedades indigenas (Wangari, 1991;
GrUnberg, 2003; Vandana, 1988), Carmen Deere y Magdalena
Ledn afirman que en América Latina el reconocimiento de los
derechos colectivos no necesariomente garantiza por si mismo
que todos los miembros que componen la comunidad tengan
un acceso equitativo de los recursos. El andlisis de Deere y Ledn
transmite la idea de que dentro de toda sociedad indigena las
mujeres tienen una posicidn vulnerable en varios espacios, como
los son los érganos de gobierno comunitario, que son dominados
hegemodnicamente por lideres hombres que tienden a excluir a
las mujeres del control de los recursos naturales y las actividades
econdmicamente centrales para las comunidades.

Muy comuUnmente las mujeres son excluidas en los espacios
de representacion y toma decisiones. En términos de representa-
cion ideoldgica de lo femenino en las comunidades fradiciona-
les, Deere (2001), Aida Herndndez-Castillo (2002), y Tania Li (2002)
han analizado el determinismo bioldgico implicito que en las so-
ciedades indigenas se atribuye a las mujeres, senalando critfica-
mente que el rol reproductivo social y bioldgico asignado a las
mujeres comunitarias es ampliomente restrictivo de su participa-
ciéon en otras esferas de la vida publica y politica de sus comuni-
dades y organizaciones.

Por su parte, algunas intelectuales indigenas como Tarcila Ri-
vera (1999), Silvia Marcos (1991) y Mirna Cunningham (2003) argu-
mentan que el derecho consuetudinario y el sistema tradicional
de produccidén proveyeron en verdad un espacio y un rol digno
para la mujer, mismo que fue destruido o modificado por el pro-
ceso de colonizaciones. Sin embargo, el discurso de estas lideres
no es un nostdlgico llamado para retornar al pasado, sino que
en realidad refleja una gran preocupaciéon por el impacto de
la economia de mercado en las sociedades tradicionales que
tiende a ser complementada por una visidn propositiva del futuro
que viene.

En respuesta a la argumentaciéon feminista en contra del de-
recho consuetudinario y normativas tradicionales, antropdlogos
como Jorge Grinberg (2003) argumentan que las normas y fradi-
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ciones de las comunidades indigenas sobre manejo de recursos
naturales y los derechos de la mujer son muy variables. Grun-
berg describe como en Guatemala los g'anjob’ales, k'iche’s y
Garifunas siguen diferentes normas de residencia familiar y reglas
matrimoniales. Los garifunas —Afro-descendientes caribenos- son
matrilineales, y el lugar de la mujer en asuntos comunitarios es
muy importante, mientras que la principal actividad comercial
de los hombres es la pesca artesanal. Las mujeres por su parte
cultivan y estdn muy involucradas en procesos de negociacion
y de incidencia con el gobierno para obtener el reconocimien-
to de sus derechos de pesca vy fierra. Los andlisis académicos
de Trautmann (2004) y Thorne (2004) sobre el pueblo Garifuna en
Honduras coinciden con las aseveraciones de Grunberg.

En el caso de los pueblos indigenas guatemaltecos, Grinberg
explica las reglas de la herencia de la fierra que fueron de base
patrilineal; la Unica oportunidad que las mujeres tenian para ac-
ceder a la tierra era a través del linagje de sus esposos. Sin em-
bargo, con la guerra civil en Guatemala la masiva eliminacion
de hombres (y en menor medida de mujeres y ninos) causé que
muchas mujeres viudas se unieran para reclamar juntas sus de-
rechos de posesion de tierra a través de la ley consuetudinaria.
Estos grupos de viudas eran tan comunes y era tan fuerte su re-
clamo que hasta impactd en los Acuerdos de Paz (1996).

Este ejemplo de Guatemala muestra que las sociedades tro-
dicionales no son estdticas y que muchos elementos las modifi-
can, como una guerra civil inspirada en racismo y disputas por la
tierra, y también por la accién propositiva de las mujeres viudas.
El activismo de las mujeres indigenas guatemaltecas impactd dos
cosas: las leyes de usos y costumbres y las politicas nacionales de
distribucion de tierra (Grinberg, 2003: 96-102).'3

13 En la implementacién y regulacion de los Acuerdos de Paz en referencia a la
poblacién indigena desplazada por la Guerra claramente estd estipulado que
las mujeres (viudas, madres solteras y mujeres sin maridos) tienen el derecho de
poseer tierra. Decreto No. 24-99 May, 1999. (Deere and Ledn, 2001: 223)
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1.7 Cambios ambientales, deforestacion y mujeres indigenas
en América Latina

En esta Ultima parte del ensayo quiero introducir los aportes
que académicos de América Latina (antropdlogos, etndlogos,
etnobotdnicos, agronomos y gedgrafos) han hecho al andilisis de
la deforestacion, la agricultura de subsistencia y el manejo de re-
cursos naturales, con especial énfasis en la dindmicas de género
y de cultura. Arizpe (1996), Veldsquez (1996, 2000), Lazos y Pare
(1996, 2000), Valenzuela (2000), Dary (2002), integran un grupo de
estudiosos que por muchos anos ha estado dedicado al andlisis
de la economia rural, la economia de subsistencia de pueblos
indigenas, la etno-botdnica, la etno-foresteria, la modernizacion
de la agricultura y la degradacion ambiental. Ellos comparten
una serie de preocupaciones bdsicas, como, por ejemplo, que
los procesos de la modernizacion de la produccion agricola jun-
to alas reformas neoliberales (gubernamentales) de tenencia de
la fierra, no sélo han transformado la economia rural de casi to-
dos los paises en América Latina, sino también han afectado las
instituciones tradicionales, la cosmologia del pensamiento indi-
gena, la economia de subsistencia y las maneras en que la mujer
campesina e indigena participaba tradicionalmente en las acti-
vidades productivas y reproductivas de sus comunidades.

Las dindmicas profundas de cambio social, ambiental y eco-
némico han marcado, en comunidades locales rurales, la vida
de millones de campesinos mestizos, jornaleros agricolas migra-
torios, rancheros, indigenas, pescadores, recolectores, etc. Los
autores mencionados tfratan de armar una explicacién multi-fac-
torial acerca de cémo y porqué se estdn produciendo esos cam-
bios estructurales, como estdn respondiendo los actores locales
(hombres y mujeres) y cudles van a ser sus oportunidades para
continuar viviendo en sus mismos territorios y comunidades (quié-
nes van a tener que migrar, quiénes van a tener que quedarse a
cuidar el pedazo de tierra familiar o comunitario).'

14 En referencia a este punto, me gustaria mencionar el caso de las pescadoras
artesanales de la Cuenca de Laguna de Perlas, en Nicaragua. Autores como
Denise Lapoutre describen como el arribo de empresas pesqueras a la cuenca
durante los ochenta influyé directamente en la comercializacién de la pesca
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Con mucho detalle, Atrizpe (1996), Lazos (1996), Lazos y Go-
dinez (2001) y Pare (1993, 1994) describen como empezo a darse
la colonizacién del bosque tropical hUmedo en el sureste mexi-
cano, hace ya varias décadas, cuando el gobierno mexicano
promovid y desplazd abiertamente a familias rurales pobres para
facilitar la conquista de lo que en esos tiempos fue llamado “la
tierra de nadie”. En su andlisis de género hay una comparacion
de las formas de produccién y uso del bosque de los campesi-
nos mestizos e indigenas (Zona Totonaca). Basicamente ellos dan
cuenta de cémo la deforestacion y la colonizaciéon de la mon-
tana se da al par de la infroduccion de la ganaderia extensiva.
Este cambio en los sistemas productivos es la fuente de tensiones
entre campesinos migrantes (invasores) y las comunidades indi-
genas locales por el control de las fuentes de agua, de la tierra
y del bosque.

La ganaderia promueve una masiva tala del bosque asicomo
la eliminaciéon de las plantas medicinales y materiales artesanales
que las mujeres indigenas totonacas usaban. A través de las per-
cepciones sociales y culturales de mujeres y de hombres acerca
de la escasez de agua de lluvia, la infertilidad del suelo y la ex-
tincion de animales de montana, Lazos, Godinez (1996, 2001) y
Arizpe (1996) comunican un importante testimonio de como los
cambios medio ambientales son sentidos y evaluados desde una
perspectiva local.

Recientemente, y por influencia de la agenda de las organi-
zaciones no gubernamentales y los mandatos de convenios inter-
nacionales (sobre sostenibilidad medioambiental y derechos de

y el uso de lanchas con motor fuera de borda y el frasmayo. En ese escenario
las mujeres pescadoras se vieron desplazadas de sus actividades tradicionales
productivas por varias razones: ellas no eran capaces econdmicamente de ad-
quirir equipo moderno para la pesca y ésto limité a la larga su capacidad de
pescar producto y venderlo en el mercado. Después, con el uso de métodos
mds intensivos de pesca la poblacién de peces de la Laguna también se vio
afectada disminuyendo significativamente. Los métodos artesanales de pesca
permitian a las mujeres desempenarse econdmicamente como pescadoras y
habia mds control del recurso. Segun Lapoutre la tendencia hoy en dia entre
las mujeres de la Cuenca es que ellas son mds dependientes econdmicamente
de sus maridos y ya no practican la pesca. (Lapoutre, D. 1999. “La economia
domestica en Orinoco”, en Obando, V. et. Al. (eds.) Orinoco: Revitalizacion Cul-
fural del Pueblo Garifuna de la Costa Caribe Nicaragiense. URACCAN.
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los pueblos indigenas), mas y mds literatura producida en Amé-
rica Latina aborda temas de género ligados a la economia do-
meéstica, el poder local, las dindmicas de seguridad alimentaria
y la economia de patio, los derechos de propiedad intelectual y
material; la influencia de politicas econdmicas en las relaciones
entre los géneros y la interaccion hombres-mujeres y medio am-
biente (Vazquez Gutiérrez, 2000; Dary, 2000, Ortiz Gomez, 2004;
Lapoutre, 1999; Barbee, 1997; Gordon, 1991). En todas estas di-
ndmicas y espacios aparece recurrentemente el diagndstico de
que la vulnerabilidad de las mujeres indigenas se ha incrementa-
do debido alos riesgos que ellas corren en términos econdmicos,
ambientales, de salud y de su reproduccién como grupo socio-
cultural diferenciado.

Un ejemplo de lo anteriormente mencionado, es el trabajo
de Blanca Muratorio (1998) sobre comunidades indigenas de la
Amazonia Ecuatorial, en el cual se analizan los conflictos inter-
generacionales sobre las prdcticas y las identidades de género
que estdn siendo influenciadas por los cambios modernizantes
del mundo externo. Muratorio enfoca su atencion en los pensa-
mientos de mujeres ancianas y adultas que se dan cuenta de
que sus conocimientos y habilidades no son ya funcionales en
el mundo cambiante que rodea a su comunidad. Estas mujeres
mayores ven que las jovenes generaciones no estdn interesadas
en aprender de ellas el conocimiento tradicional porque éste ya
no responde a los retos que las jovenes estan enfrentando ahora
(migracion a los grandes centros urbanos como trabajadoras do-
meésticas, trabajo como jornaleras agricolas, prostitucion, etc.).

Las mujeres mayores ven como la influencia de programas
de gobierno, la economia nacional y la industria de explotacion
petrolera han erosionado las bases materiales de su economia
de subsistencia fradicional, eventos que van mds alld de lo que
ellas pueden conftrolar. Desde el punto de vista de las mujeres
mayores, la batalla por la reproduccion cultural -la cual estd muy
ligada a la reproduccién material- estd perdida.

Sin embargo, entre las mujeres jovenes hay una gran nece-
sidad de re-inventar y re-moldear la identidad indigena como
la variable central y eje de reproduccion de sus re-inventadas
comunidades (1998: 141). En suma, podria decirse que estas dos
posiciones consideran que la modernizacién y la monetarizacion
de las sociedades rurales ha incrementado la vulnerabilidad de
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la mujer, su dependencia econdmica del hombre, la exclusion
de las mujeres ancianas de modernos sistemas productivos y la
inclusion de mujeres jovenes en actividades productivas de la
agricultura industrial y cualquier otra opcidon econdmica que la
economia de mercado ofrezca (Barndt, 2002; Vazquez, 1995).

A la luz de estos aportes sobre la Amazonia ecuatoriana me
gustaria mencionar para el caso de la region Atldntica de Nica-
ragua algunos trabajos que se han escrito sobre mujeres y medio
ambiente y que hacen eco de algunos de los marcos concep-
tuales antes descritos. Por ejemplo, en un articulo pionero publi-
cado por la Revista WANI, Edmundo Gordon (1991) relata la ex-
periencia de investigacion dirigido por el CIDCA que analizd a la
participacion de las mujeres en la pesca artesanal de Laguna de
Perlas (Orinoco, Laguna de Perlas y Tasbapauni). El estudio anali-
z6 los roles de género, la division del trabajo en las comunidades
y como las mujeres participan en la economia comunitaria como
pescadoras artesanales. Este articulo estd inspirado en los prin-
cipios de la economia politica feminista y trata de derivar reco-
mendaciones para futuros proyectos de desarrollo productivos
que se asienten en la Cuenca de tal manera que se apoyen las
labores econdmicas femeninas y se resalte el aporte econdmico
y en especie que las mujeres hacen a la subsistencia de las co-
munidades (1991:66).

Hay ofro articulo publicado en WANI (1997) enel que  Ste-
phanie Barbee analiza a mujeres productoras agricolas de la
Cuenca de Laguna de Perlas. Este arficulo enfatiza el rol de las
mujeres en la reproduccion y produccion de sus comunidades.
Barbee menciona que en la Cuenca hay varios programas de
capacitaciéon para productores agricolas, y estos programas, de-
liberadamente, no incluyen a las mujeres en las capacitaciones
por considerarlas ajenas a la agricultura. Sin embargo, el ensayo
prueba como las mujeres participan activamente en el proceso
de cultivo y cosecha. Barbee explica como las mujeres produc-
toras agricolas de Laguna de Perlas viven una situacion de subor-
dinacién en el acceso a la tierra, orientaciéon técnica, programas
de asistencia econdmica y mecanismos de comercializacion.
Aunado a esa situacion hay una subestimacion de la contribu-
cion de las mujeres en la produccidén doméstica y la subsistencia
comunitaria. Su contribucion es invisible porque no aparece en
las estadisticas.



Sustainable Use of Natural Resources 199 |

El arficulo de Barbee dio a conocer muchos artficulos escritos
a principios y mediados de los noventaq, los cuales hablan de la
participacion de las mujeres Miskitas y Afro-descendientes de la
Cuenca en actividades agricolas y pesqueras, resaltando la falta
de atencion a las mujeres como agentes de producciéon a nivel
comunitario (Barbee, 1997: 21; White, 1992).

Trabajos mas recientes como el de Denise Lapoutre (1999)
dan cuenta, basdndose en datos histéricos, de un progresivo
abandono de las prdcticas agricolas y pesqueras entre las mu-
jeres debido al miedo por su seguridad personal, a la falta de
mercados donde colocar el producto, a la falta de apoyo cre-
diticio y al impacto de las remesas familiares que vienen del ex-
terior o de las zonas urbanas de la region. Este tfrabajo senala
que si continda esta situacion las tendencias negativas para las
mujeres y las comunidades de la Cuenca de Laguna de Perlas
son: a) agotamiento de los recursos pesqueros de la laguna; b)
abandono de prdcticas de autosubsistencia; c) monetarizacion
de las economias locales y dependencia de las remesas familia-
res; d) dependencia de las mujeres del ingreso monetario de 1os
varones (pescadores, embarcados y agricultores).

Conclusion

A manera de conclusion me gustaria refomar el mensaje
principal que se planted al inicio de este ensayo. El enfoque de
género aplicado al desarrollo y medio ambiente resalta princi-
palmente la vision de las mujeres (indigenas, Afro-descendientes
y campesinas) en procesos de desarrollo comunitario y sosteni-
bilidad de los recursos naturales, bajo el entendido de que las
mujeres no son de ninguna manera marginales a los procesos
de consumo, uso, destruccion, conservacion y/o regeneracion
de los recursos medioambientales. Las mujeres por el lugar que
ocupan en la familia, en la comunidad vy la vida productiva de
sus comunidades tienen capacidades y limitaciones, asi como
intereses y preocupaciones particulares.

He tratado de cubrir en el ensayo varias propuestas tedricas
y acercamientos que se mueven entre fres objetivos bdsicos: )
la creacion de sociedades mds equitativas en términos de gé-
nero, etnia y clase; b) la preservacion y conservacion del medio
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ambiente; c) busqueda de vias para el desarrollo comunitario
que respeten primeramente las formas de auto-determinacion
local (Dankelman y Davison 1988; Dankelman, 2001). Creo que
preguntas y propuestas especificas de investigacion deben de
ser retomadas para repensar los temas de desarrollo, medio am-
biente y género en las Regiones Autdnomas de la Costa Caribe
NicaragUense, como es el visibilizar el conocimiento diferenciado
de mujeres y hombres sobre el medio ambiente, economia de
subsistencia y desarrollo. Valorar lo que las mujeres saben sobre
los ecosistemas cercanos a su comunidad asi como su mane-
jo cotidiano, empoderarlas y apoyarlas en la busqueda de vias
alternativas de desarrollo que encuentren un balance entre la
reproduccion del equilibrio ambiental y la reproduccion de las
comunidades.

Los autores aqui mencionados nos invitan a albrir una discu-
sion sobre derechos colectivos de la tierra que pase por una re-
flexion de género, esto es, equidad e igualdad en el acceso a
los recursos tanto para mujeres como para hombres (derechos
de tfierra, de agua, de bosque). Las formas de gobierno indigena
se verdn fortalecidas con la participaciéon y los aportes de las
mujeres en tanto ellas traen consigo intereses, preocupaciones y
visiones que han estado tradicionalmente marginados. Este seria
un ejercicio de construccioén de justicia social desde las bases, de
abajo hacia arriba.

Otra recomendacioén derivada de este ensayo es la bUsque-
da de apoyo institucional (Estado y ONG) a esfuerzos de mujeres
en el procesamiento y comercializacién de sus productos, sobre
tfodo si son actividades que no son destructoras, medioambien-
talmente hablando. Promover la inclusidon de las mujeres en las
politicas econdmicas y proyectos de desarrollo fortalece la in-
dependencia de las mujeres y les ayuda a orquestar sus preocu-
paciones y luchas por el control de los recursos y por evitar la
destruccion del medio ambiente.

Los futuros trabajos de investigacion que retomen estas pre-
ocupaciones conceptuales y programdaticas impactardn positi-
vamente en el desarrollo de la region ya que brindardn elemen-
tos claves para la comprension de la particularidad de la mujer
rural, indigena y negra en la economia, en el manejo de recursos
naturales, la demarcacion territorial, en la autonomia comunita-
ria y el desarrollo regional.
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Otra contribucion de este ensayo es mostrar las distintas per-
cepciones que se tienen sobre el rol de las mujeres en la literatura
del desarrollo ya sea como victimas, o como protectoras del me-
dio ambiente; como agentes de la conservacion, como produc-
toras, o como activistas medioambientales, pero siempre como
actoras locales que son marginadas de la esfera de la foma de
decisiones y que estdn enfrentando dia a dia cambios profundos
en sus formas de vida.
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Indigenous Ecological Knowledge
and Marine Resource Management:
Perceptions within a Rama Community

Resumen:

Conocimiento Ecolégico Indigena y Manejo de Recursos
Maritimos: Percepciones dentro de una comunidad Rama

En este articulo se ha hecho un esfuerzo para presentar cono-
cimientos indigenas sobre el ecosistema en la comunidad Rama
de Punta de Aguila. El objetivo es de identificar y demostrar como
esta comunidad de pescadores estd utilizando y transmitiendo
sus conocimientos para el manejo y aprovechamiento de los re-
CUrsos.

La comunidad de Punta de Aguila recolecta langostas, tor-
fugas y peces de agua salada (de mar). Su subsistencia tam-
bien depende de ciertas actividades agricolas. Este articulo estd
enfocado sobre sus conocimientos sobre el ecosistema maritimo
y si estos conocimientos estdn siendo utilizados para propdsitos
de manejo. ;Como se estdn compartiendo estas percepciones,
ideas y creencias dentro de la comunidad?

El material presentado demuestra que esta comunidad indi-
gena tiene gran conocimiento sobre el ecosistema maritimo pero
a pesar de este conocimiento y pese al manejo, el sistema estd
amenazado por sobre explotacion pesquera. También se encon-
tré que desde afuera las operaciones pesqueras son vistas como
una intromisiéon y amenaza a los recursos naturales. Mientras que
la comunidad pueda tener conocimientos relevantes al manejo
de los recursos naturales y el balance del ecosistema, las autori-
dades de manejo ponen poca atencidn a esos conocimientos.
Estos conocimientos han sido una forma de interactuar con la
naturaleza y el ambiente para mejorar sus vidas y permanecer
en armonia con su Dios.
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Introduction

The sustainable use of renewable resources and the sustai-
nability of human society are closely linked. People are part of
the ecosystem and therefore also dependent upon it. This is no
less tfrue for the Rama than for other indigenous peoples around
the world. By bringing their communities into the formula resource
conservation is more likely to be ensured as communities are re-
servoirs of knowledge on what needs to be done and how.

The Rama people base their subsistence on fishing, agriculture
and hunting. This chapter focuses on their knowledge of marine
ecosystems and the interaction between man and nature and
conveys their perceptions, ideas and beliefs concerning their ma-
rine resources and ecosystems. The information is drawn from my
fieldwork among the residents of Punta de Aguila, which is a small
Rama coastal community of about seventy people.

For data collection, | combined secondary sources and field
work. | also did interviews with all the fishermen and fisherwomen.
A workshop was conducted fo inform the people about the im-
portance of the study; a tape recorder was used to record all
information given by the fishermen and by the community. The
fishermen also drew a map of their community’s fishing grounds.
The views of the people are presented here in their own words.

I begin with some general reflections on the issue of indigenous
ecological knowledge and resource management, and then |
present some of the ideas expressed by inhabitants of Punta de
Aguila on their relationship with nature. This is followed by their
perceptions of what is happening with their marine environment
and what is causing it to deteriorate, and ends with their views
on the need for resource management and the role of govern-
ment.

Indigenous peoples and their ecological knowledge

Indigenous ecological knowledge - or traditional ecological
knowledge - can be defined as “a cumulative body of knowled-
ge, practice and belief, evolving by adaptive processes and han-
ded down through generations by cultural tfransmission” (Berkes,
1999: 8). Due to its methodological character and how it is acqui-
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red and developed, indigenous knowledge may sometimes con-
tradict scientific knowledge. The two forms of knowledge are also
often generated for very different purposes. Therefore, scientists
and local people may disagree on what is causing problems of
resource degradation and how to go about solving it. Neverthe-
less, science and local ecological knowledge might be seen as
different areas of expertise that complement rather than conftra-
dict each other (Moller et al., 2004).

However, indigenous knowledge is vulnerable to external in-
fluence: it may get lost or exploited for purposes other than tho-
se that would benefit indigenous people. Therefore in order to
keep it alive, it is essential that they can control their knowledge.
Still, the identification and application of indigenous, ancestral
knowledge in concert with scientific knowledge in natural resour-
ce management must be part of a holistic approach to resource
conservation, management and sustainable use. The fact that
indigenous peoples around the world have been, and still are,
subjected to discrimination and exploitation makes this challenge
an urgent but a demanding one.

Indigenous people such as the Ramas have proven to be di-
sadvantaged and vulnerable to outside intervention and explo-
itation. Their particular needs, human rights, cultural identity and
aspirations for self-determination are generally disregarded in de-
cision making. They largely find themselves at the receiver’'s end
of public policy and have problems being heard in the political
process. In effect, little by little, day after day, indigenous people
on the Caribbean Coast of Nicaragua are losing access to their
communal land, seas and natural resources and, as a conse-
quence, losing their cultural traditions, including their ecological
knowledge. The measures in place concerning their rights of pro-
perty and exploitation of their resources are not effective.

Indigenous knowledge may make important contributions to
society and to environmental management. As we integrate such
knowledge, we are strengthening our knowledge of how to ma-
nage our resources. Indigenous knowledge is expressed through
art, language, folklore, religious activity as well as in oral traditions
associated with plants, fish, animals and features of the natural
environment. For instance, information from fishermen can give
indications about marine resources and fishery tfrends and also
act as a precautionary measure to environmental collapse. Their
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experience-based folk theories can also help resolve scientific de-
bates about the origins of such collapses (Neis and Felt, 2000). In-
digenous ecological knowledge has been accumulated through
regular, ongoing interaction with the environment that may span
several generations. “It is derived from the direct experience of
the labor process which is itself shaped and delimited by the dis-
finctive characteristics of a particular place with its unique social
physical environment” (Kloppenburg, 1991:528).

The integration of indigenous knowledge into resource mana-
gement depends on the empowerment of indigenous peoples
and their involvement in the management decision-making pro-
cess. Collaborative and community-based management can as-
sist in integrating environmental and resource management acti-
vities into peoples’ everyday lives. Fikret Berkes argues:

“It is assumed that indigenous peoples have only two op-
tions: to return to an ancient and “primitive” way of life or
to abandon traditional beliefs and practices and become
assimilated into the dominant society. Increasingly, indige-
nous groups have been expressing preference for a third
option: to retain culturally significant elements of the tradi-
tional way of life, combining the old and the new in ways
that maintain and enhance their identity while allowing
their society and economy to evolve. Traditional knowled-
ge has become a symbol for indigenous groups, in many
parts of the world, to regain control over their own cultu-
ral information and reclaiming this knowledge has beco-
me a major strategy for revitalization movements.” (Berkes
1999:168)

Incongruence between indigenous knowledge and the scien-
ce-based knowledge of management institutions may lead to
overexploitation and impoverishment in fishing dependent com-
munities. Many experiences in fisheries management and deve-
lopment point to a need to rethink and rework the approach.
Indigenous knowledge, in practice, can be useful in two areas:
for education and for the design and implementation of a sus-
tainable community-based resource management model. This is
no less true on the Caribbean Coast of Nicaragua as it is in other
regions.
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Perceptions of the marine environment

The Rama people have some of the richest natural areas in
the Nicaraguan territory. The region is green with fropical forest
and comprises a vast marine ecosystem with a rich variety of spe-
cies. But the cays and islands are more exuberant and also pro-
ne with species and a good habitat for different marine species.
Historically, the Rama have a strong and long-lasting belief in the
natural environment in which they live. Living with nature, sharing
a lifetime with animals and plants, being on the water and in the
forest and interacting with both gives them a perception of har-
mony with nature. These beliefs and practices are respectful of
nature and contribute to the conservation of biodiversity in the
local region. The nature of this knowledge, and the confidence
and respect it vests in people, is illustrated below:

Mr. Jim C.:
“My father used to tell me; when it raining and thundering
never go out at sea nor out of the house and worse play
with turtle, because if you go out at sea and thunder hit
you, you are dead man, and worse if you don't know to
manage the seaq, but if you are at home and you have a
turtle under your house, don't go near it, because if it bite
you it will never let you go until thunder rolled twice and
maybe fill the following morning it will let you loose, and
that is dangerous. This belief we still have, and our people
are very afraid of these things, which are a true saying.”

Mr. Eran G.:
“People think we are stupid when we talk about fish and
how they will smile at you. Listen: fish wise, and have di-
fferent ways of seeing us, they can perceive when some-
thing is not right with the person (poor). | remember my
mother said once a fish show her money. But the other sa-
ying is that when you dream with fish is a blessing because
it brings health and money to the family.”

Ms. Camela H.:
“I can identify a lot of animals on land and many in the
sea. Most of the time, my parents would teach me about
the environment. They don't talk often about what it may
contain in it totally, but | have faith in what | know and
don’t know. | know the ecosystem means everything that
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is in it but it is hard to distinguish many things in it.”

Ms. Juana O.:
“Faith is something strong, especially when you believe in
something. | believe in what | see. Faith moves mountains,
but most of all the little | know about species is becau-
se we see them everyday of our life. In our surroundings
many birds, plants, animals, fishes etc. but | can tell you
my knowledge never fools me. That is my weapons in life.
Knowledge is obtained by my parents and what | know
today because of them, showing and describing animals
are hobbies for me, but to say everything that is in the air,
seq, land, is difficult.”

Mr. Hassin C.:
“I can mention a lot of species in the sea and land, | can
recognize many but how many in the ecosystem it is hard
for me to say. My father taught me a lot about plants, fish,
natural factors (weather, rain etc).”

People also have ideas with respect to when to fish and not.
The right and perfect time to catch fish is when the sky is clear.
People have perceptions on how the weather, including the
change of climate, affects the return of the different species to
the fishing grounds. There are traditional methods of conservation
inherited from one generation to the next, as recognized by the
elders of the indigenous communities on the Aflantic Coast, but
some of this knowledge is perceived to belong to the community
and therefore not readily shared with outsiders.

Mr. Eneil C..

“It is not good to say all what you know about conservo-
tion method, because that is part of our knowledge and it
is something that we cannot share with strangers, who we
don’'t know and we are not certain what it will be used for.
It is something private and it will be no use to you to know
about our way of life in fishing. Something that is yours you
can not give away just easily, something that you possess
from childhood, yes, that thing name knowledge that li-
ves in you, it is yours, only yours, and it hidden inside each
members of our community, even if some may not realize
the importance of having such knowledge, but is also a
blessing.”

More and more, knowledge is being lost as a result of the dis-
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rupfion of traditional channels of oral communication. Neither
children nor adults spend as much time in their community as they
did before. Some people travel to the city on a daily basis to go
to school, to look for work, or to sell farm produce. Many young
people are no longer interested in, or do not have the opportuni-
ty to learn, tfraditional methods.

From abundance to scarcity

Men go out to fish early in the morning, even when the weather
is rough. In the evening some of them will gather in groups and
discuss the day’s events, how the fishing activity was, how much
they caught, how much they profited, and what they would do
to obtain a better result the following day.

Fisherman A:
“I will go out early when the fish are asleep so that | can
surprise them.”
Fisherman B:
“That's not the way, let us listen to the wind and see to whi-
ch side it blows and to prepare for a better harvest.”
Fisherman A:
“I found the Cay where the fishes them love to go, and
there | will be waiting for them. | promise anyone of you
that fomorrow will be the best day in my life. Today wasn't
my lucky day.”

Map of Punta Aguila fishing ground
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The map of Punta de Aguila, above, shows the community’s
fishing grounds: St. Marie Creek, Duck Creek, Alligator Creek,
Cane Creek, the Mountain of Christ Creek. The names are well
recognized within the community. These fishing grounds are very
rich with diverse species. Fishing takes place during the months of
September to November. Fishermen/women harvest the lagoons
for their subsistence and apply different fishing strategies: such as
not to fish on Sundays and to fish with hand lines. The fish from the
creek are only used for local consumption. Fishermen use harpo-
ons, while fisherwomen use lines with bait, both showing concern
for conserving the resource and anxiety that the resources are
dwindling.

Mr. Jose C, president of the community board in Punta de

Aguila:
“The indigenous people in history describe that they had
always fished, not for overexploitation, but only fish for ne-
cessity in the community. First they use to fish with harpoon.
Actually we are facing the ordinary fishing with the coloni-
zers, who are exploiting the fishery resources without taking
info consideration the respect of the indigenous people.
Hunting now is problem for us, because the colonizers take
over the land for agriculture activities, they will soon kick us
out of the water and land.”

The fishing grounds are now being claimed by some of the
colonizers in the community of Punta de Aguila which raises issues
concerning Nicaraguan legislation on land demarcation and rig-
hts to the resources. These claims are not accepted by the com-
munity of Punta de Aguila.

Reynaldo McCrea:

“Now they want to negotiate with us to use the natural
resources, but them (colonizers) only worried about explo-
iting the fish without thinking on tomorrow, they only think
on them belly. It is harder now to catch a fish than in those
days gone. One thing | miss is the shrimp from the river be-
cause it is so tasty, but now you can count the fish in the
lagoon. Anyhow we are still fighting to maintain the little
we have despite the war the colonizers are giving us ac-
tually.”

What used to be an abundant resource, that guaranteed a
steady supply of food, is now increasingly being threatened by
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over-fishing, largely as a consequence of the Rama fishermen no

longer being alone on their fishing grounds. For the fishermen of

Punta de Aguila, their catches are dwindling. In technical terms,

the “catch-per-unit-effort” or CPUE, has been plummeting over

quite some time now.

Mr. Rito H.:
“For me it is sad. | have my nets sometimes for a week and
not even a fish | will have in it. This situation is getting criti-
cal; we will soon have no rights to nothing. | have lived in
this community now for more than 40 years, but | still have
my beliefs of my older people, of how fish come and go,
specially when them don’'t know you, them can smell you
and them will know if you are from the community or not.”

Comment from a fisherman during the workshop in Punta de

Aguila:
“The way we do our practices of fishing is different than
any other community or vessels in the region. Now it is hard
because we have to buy more material, which is impossi-
ble for us because of our income, to increase our catch.”

Mr. Hipolito G, concerning the scarcity of the resource:
“In our old days, a lot of fish and lobster used to be playing
in the sea and lagoon. We used to catch lobster with our
hand without any kind of effort as you see today: big boat,
all kind of equipment, gears, gillnets etc. In this decade big
boats from different companies started wrecking the lobs-
ter - small and big, no matter the size of it - what have the
size it is good for them. Now to catch a lobster you have
to work hard. The lobster and fish ending now, where the
lobster them go no one knows”.

Mr. Patricio G.:
“Fishing is fun when there is a lot of fish in the sea, but now
there is not much left. The difference now is that when fish
used to be in abundance you will see them jumping out of
the sea like calling us to catch and that was fun - with all
kind of style they will do that activity, sometimes they wiill
jump in your dories and it wasn't necessary to throw a line.
In this decade you will waste your time setting your nets in
the sea. | think this problem is because everyone wanted
to fish as much as they can.”
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Ms. Maria M.:
“I am a woman and | fish also, from childhood | practice
the fishing activities, very nice to ride the sea and travel on
the lagoon. Things are different now: the lagoon changes
and the sea also. | fravel in my dories during the early mor-
ning, as | throw my line for fish, it is impossible to catch any.
The sun maybe hot and | will still be out there fishing. Some-
times | may sit for hours desperately waiting for a fish to pick
my line and not even one. Returning back home with an
empty dory is a shame for me, now fish are all gone.”
Mr. Reynaldo M. blames the fishing vessels from outside the
community and from abroad for the dismal state of the resource:
“Actually we are gathering to meet with all the rest of the
communities that belong to Punta Gorda, Monkey Point
and Punta de Aguila. Why? It is because we nofice that
the fish is getting scarce in the area. Many times the people
from Bluefields come to have meeting with us but it is often
no use; meeting and meeting, the more you tell them to
stop fish in the lagoon the more they come. The creek peel
that's why no fish in it and we are fighting hard to preserve
it. And the land worse - the same thing happen with the
seq, but they cannot finish the fish in the sea, even though
we find little fish and is because too much fishing boat from
different companies such as from Corn Island, Bluefields
and other communities. Punta Gorda Creek feeds all the
rest of creek in the community from old days fill now, but
now emerge this problem with the invaders...
...In times gone by Punta Gorda used to be fresh with fish
and no one touched it, then now Costa Rican men co-
mes and fishing in Punta Gorda. Can you go to Costa Rica
territory and do the same they will kick you out before you
reach to them. The government too is slow to act, but who
are suffering the consequence of all this messe We the
communities, only we who feels it knows it.”
Mr. Ronald R.:
“Icannot tell you much about the different species that you
can find in the sea and lagoon, as days goes by more and
more infruders comes into the seqa, lagoon and land; but
what | can say is that | don’t have that much knowledge
anymore about what you can find and what you cannot
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find in the sea. Once the ecosystem is altered everything
is lost. That effect we are feeling now, as we go out to fish,
everything is uncertainty.”

Living and growing up in indigenous communities is a way
to inherit knowledge and to believe in what you see and what
you do not see. However, this knowledge is threatened by the
growing level of conflict with the colonizers and with the different
fishery companies on the Caribbean Coast operating their vessels
on Rama fishing grounds. The conservation of the different spe-
cies has become the indigenous peoples’ main priority, in a world
that is changing towards new technology. This is also true for the
Rama. As indigenous people, they have knowledge of different
management applications and have experienced that their na-
tural resources are getting increasingly scarce, they see the ne-
cessity of a good management plan.

Mr. Jim C. comments on the need for conservation:

“Every year more divers go to the sea to fish lobster, and
it is because the price of the lobster is better than the fish,
so now we have an invasion of divers in the area. So we
need some kind of method to restrict the exploitation of
the lobster, because the one we use have good effective-
ness but the one the government put, that's the problem.
For example, during this year few fishermen sign a working
sheet for a company, them don’t give them any material
to catch lobsters, so we make the trap out of papta and
strip, which is good because the material it smelly and it at-
tract the lobster. We don’'t catch small one, only big one,
but the company we work for says, big and smallis ok, and
we know that is not right for the lobster.”

In the interviews and workshop conducted among the fisher-
men and others, very few of the inhabitants knew the technical
term “carrying capacity”. They do however refer to fishing “plen-
ty" or “a lot”. Community life depends on a healthy ecosystem
which supplies life-sustaining resources and absorbs waste, but
current growth and consumption patterns are placing increasing
stress on the ecosystem. Whereas my findings suggest that people
in Punta de Aguila are not aware of the importance of carrying
capacity they do recognize the importance of an abundance of
mature fish (spawners) and the production of new replacement
fish (recruitment). In this and other Rama communities, subsisten-
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ce fishing is still important even though there has been a decli-
ne in traditional customs. A factor in this could be that the lo-
cals now are more oriented towards the urban life of Bluefields,
making their tfraditional knowledge seem less important. Another
factor is the influence of new technologies and market access,
which makes traditional harvesting practices and conservation
methods less useful.

Perceptions of government regulation in the community

People on the Caribbean Coast do not agree with many as-
pects of governmental laws and regulations on development is-
sues. The community leaders are not included in the elaboration
of the different laws and regulations and in the decision making
processes. This is drawing more resentment and conflict with re-
gard to resource management. Interviews with the members of
the Punta de Aguila community suggest that they would be wor-
se off if they followed the rules of ADPESCA and MIFIC, which are
the government institutions in charge of resource management in
the area. Their interference is bringing a lot of controversy among
the inhabitants of the community, especially among the fisher-
men/women.

My study shows that 45% of the population in the community
is aware of the management regulations and the management
plan imposed by the government but, because they did not par-
ticipate in their creation, the community members disagree with
their implementation. According to my interviews 35% of those
who didn't answer the questionnaire are not aware of the mana-
gement plan. They all agree, however, that it has had a negative
effect on their fishing activities. People generally tend to disregard
a law that has not been properly explained, especially when it is
imposed by the government. The government demands that this,
and other communities, comply with the fishery law, which is not
wellreceived in the communities. The situation looks a bit different
from the position of the management institutions.

Mr. Danny S. from MARENA:
“The main objectives of this institution (MARENA) are to di-
vulgate the law and see that it is applied the right way.
We have different management plans, i.e. no one can set



Sustainable Use of Natural Resources 1119 |

net for turtle in certain time, due to the current of the sea.
As we had noticed, veda or no veda, the community is
still affected. Why¢ Because they just don't respond to the
rule. Actually we have the surveillance on shrimp vessels,
and this is certain agreement within the community and
institution, but for us it is a challenge. Other way, no one
stops them from their tradition of fishing because we are
certain about that, but without rules you will destroy the
ecosystem or the natural resource itself, but nevertheless
many communities claim that they are happy with the law
445 (Demarcation Law), the Autonomy Law 28 (which give
them strength to reclaim the natural resources), but all this
is just to be applied. We are now focusing on the youth to
make them understand the importance of the law.”
Rules have to be followed not only by people in the community,
but also by the institutions. Edgar C. from AdPESCA:
“In relation to the fishing sector, the fisheries law was appro-
ved in the Assembly in 2003 but, because the communities
did not take part in its elaboration and because they and
the relevant institutions have a different vision, it will be a
challenge to comply with it. Actually we have 2,500 arte-
sanal fishermen and 400 women that fish. According to this
data, the 10% is well organized and the rest are not, which
makes it difficult for them to receive help even though we
have different cooperatives. Many of them are organized
but are not functioning as cooperatives, they work indivi-
dually. The communities always see what the government
can do, but it is a responsibility of everyone, including insti-
tutions, government and communities. For 2005 we will im-
plement a 4 month veda, temporal closure of fishery, for
turtle and lobster and we know it will be a crisis, but this
is because the reproduction of lobster and turtle is in the
same month; despite the veda the communities still fish.”
Mr. Roberto C. from the Regional Government's Secretary of
Natural Resources, SERENA,:
“The autonomous government is administrating the no-
tural resources but those functions are centralized by the
central government; we need to get institutions ready for
decentralization. The law 445 is a law that brings adminis-
tration to property and natural resources, gives more right



I 120 Aprovechamiento Sostenible de los Recursos Naturales

to exercise land rights and is part of decenftralization. Admi-
nistrative level is a way of getting more participation from
the communities; how it will happen | don't know. We need
fo exercise the rules to have political stability.”

In response to a question about according open access to fishery

in Nicaragua and what the institution was doing to regulate it, Mr.

C.responded:
“Here no one give quotas but licenses. The licenses are gi-
ven out by the central government, which we should be
doing. They do it as a quota on lobster and shrimp, the go-
vernment hasn't implemented any quota as yet. We have
corruption here. We have boats with big dimension but they
are registered as artesanal boats. A management plan exis-
ted, butitis only been mentioned. AAPESCA at this moment
is monitoring vessels that have permission to fish and we are
coordinating activities to reduce the illegal fishing. We are
trying to regulate the fishery, that’'s why it is important to
impose certain rules on everyone.”
People within the indigenous communities of the Caribbean
Coast are well aware of the need of some form of regulation in
order to protect species that are threatened by extinction. One
important point that has come up in my interviews concerns the
traditional way of fishing; it is argued that people could shift at-
tention from threatened species to species that currently are not
being commercialized. Comment from the workshop:
“The fishery law is incomplete, we have seen no priorities on
the indigenous people for the administration of the resour-
ces. What we should have is a national indigenous com-
mission and an institution for indigenous development. We
should have an indigenous fund for the implementation of
economic activities in the communities.”

Mr. Rito H. (fisherman):
“They are discriminating now in our territory from the gover-
nment. They give permission to exploit our resources with this
foolish law. What | did was demand MARENA to put a stop
to if. | investigated these problems. Certain government,
such as the Regional Council, gives permission to people to
take out timbers and fish as they wish.”

Mr. Jose C.:
“I am not against the regulation from the government — no,
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not at all, but | think there are many factors that bother my
people, such as, how can them say we over-exploiting the
resources when them gives out all kind of concession to fo-
reign company to fish in the area? At this moment we are
facing problem with the famous fishery law. | read it but that
low it seems like it benefited certain sector.”

It is important for all indigenous fishing people to know the im-
portance of their knowledge and to share it with institutions that
can help bring sustainability to the natural resources, without ex-
cluding them from any influence on decision making. Indigenous
ecological knowledge is potentially a powerful instrument becau-
se it enhances the general knowledge base with regard to resour-
ce conservation methods and management. The Rama need less
confrontation with other user groups and the government agen-
cies responsible for resource management. Instead, they need
communication and consensus on how to improve management
for sustainable use.

Fishing confinues to be the main economic activity in the Pun-
ta de Aguila community; however, allowing open access to the
fisheries leads to drastic over-exploitation of their resource base.
As a consequence, there is a great need for a government mana-
gement plan. Nevertheless, as | observed, people in the commu-
nity disagree strongly with the current regulations imposed by the
government. They are not well acquainted with these regulations
and have not been involved in their making. As a result the com-
munities still cling to their own traditional ways despite their ineffec-
tiveness in curbing extraction levels and reducing outsider access
to the resource.

The fisheries management agencies on the Coast claim that
they do not want to prohibit the community from exercising its own
will. In general, they seem to agree that allowing people to partici-
pate in regulating access to the marine resources will ensure bet-
ter management. However, Nicaragua does not have a manage-
ment plan for the Caribbean Coast and this makes things difficult
for all involved. Although MARENA has negotiated several agree-
ments with the community, the results have been disappointing.
People in the community maintain, as we have seen, that they
are not aware of regulations concerning the environment and na-
tural resources. MARENA, on its side, claims that people do know
these regulations but that they prefer to ignore them in practice. If



I 122 Aprovechamiento Sostenible de los Recursos Naturales

nothing else, this demonstrates that communication between the
management agencies and the community could be improved.

The fishermen/women of Punta de Aguila perceive the veda
as a good management idea but other alternatives are needed to
safeguard the income of the community. The proposal for a 4 mon-
th veda during 2005 will have a high impact on the community’s
living standards. This is a challenge to the implementation of the
veda which concerns everyone, not just the community. Here, co-
management (Wilson et al., 2003) can be the right tool, since it
would improve the involvement of people in the communities and
establish the possibility for equal opportunity for all.

Concluding Remarks

In my study, | have tried to understand how indigenous people
interact with nature, what they know and how they get to know it.
The Caribbean Coast possesses rich but vulnerable marine ecosys-
tems. As the people in the Punta de Aguila community recognize,
these ecosystems need to be protected from over-exploitation.
With massive exploitation, and the fragility of the ecosystem, re-
sources are dwindling causing a less sure food supply and greater
poverty in the community. While indigenous ecological knowledge
comprises ideas about conservation methods, on its own it is hardly
fit as the only basis for conservation. New technology becomes an
issue; while it tends to improve their harvest, it also poses the threat
of over-exploitation. Indigenous knowledge and conservation the-
refore needs the support of scientific knowledge and government
institutions, including legally guaranteed rights to communal lands
and waters.

The different regulations infroduced by government are not ac-
cepted in this community and hence, not abided by. Decision ma-
king about natural resources should therefore include the indige-
nous peoples’ right to express their priorities. Agreements between
both parties are vital for a better sustainable management.

Even though the law establishes the prohibition of exploiting
certain species threatened by extinction, their commercialization
still continues in Bluefields and elsewhere. Conflicts over land and
sea tenure have emerged as the colonizers move into virgin Roma
land and this has led to confrontation and violence. Nicaraguan
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law gives exclusive rights to the communities when it comes to ta-
king care of their resources and administrating their use; but no-
thing of this has been achieved as the colonizers claim that as Ni-
caraguans they also have rights to share in the natural resources.
Furthermore, some of the colonizers have adopted a negative at-
fitude towards the Rama because they have not received lands
which they were promised by the government. This conflict, resol-
ved legally on paper, has yet to be resolved in practice.
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Fishery on Rama Cay: A Key Livelihood
Source

Resumen:

La Pesca en Rama Cay: una fuente clave de vida

La pesca siempre ha jugado un rol importante en la econo-
mia de las Costas de Nicaragua. Esto también es cierto para el
pueblo Rama. Este articulo resume la investigacion para mi tesis
de maestria cuyo objetivo era identificar alternativas para desa-
rrollar actividades pesqueras en la comunidad de Rama Cay (Jo-
seph 2002). Enfrega un resumen que describe la naturaleza de
la pesca; identifica diferentes especies comerciales dentro del
areaq; describe el potencial para el desarrollo del procesamien-
to de pescado, su almacenamiento y facilidades de fransporte;
ademds contribuye con informacion para los Rama acerca del
potencial en el mercado de sus productos pesqueros.

La pesca también es la fuente mas importante de adquisi-
cion de proteina animal en la comunidad (Rama Cay). Los Rama
pescan en riachuelos cercanos, en desembocaduras de los rios,
lagunas y en mar abierto. Usan canoas de madera; sélo unas
pocas estan equipadas con motores fuera de borda. Usan redes,
canas de pescar y nasas. Las mujeres lavan y limpian el pescado
en la laguna que estd altamente contaminada, y el pescado se
almacena en canastas sucias. El pescado se vende a diferen-
fes precios; los precios dependen del tamano y las especies. Los
compradores principales son Pesca Fresca, el Consejo de Igle-
sias Evangélicas pro Alianza Dominacional (CEPAD) y pequenos
compradores en los mercados. Los Rama también hacen proce-
samiento del pescado con valor agregado por salarlo, ahumarlo
y secarlo. La disponibilidad y acceso al capital de inversion en la
captura, procesamiento, almacenamiento, transporte y marke-
ting es muy limitado, y estas limitaciones son la razdn principal por
la que el desarrollo se paralice.
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Introduction

Fishing has always played an important role in the coastal Ni-
caraguan economy. This is no less true for the Rama people, for
whom fishing is essential for their survival. Today, however, their
fishing activities are under pressure for a number of reasons, some
of which will be discussed in this chapter. This chapteris based on
my master thesis research that was aimed at identifying alternati-
ve ways of developing fishery activities in the community of Rama
Cay (Joseph, 2002). The specific objectives of my study were to
a) describe the nature of fishing in the community of Rama Cay;
b) identify different commercial species in the areaq; c) assess the
potential for the development of fish processing, storage and
transport facilities for the community; d) assess the potential mar-
ket for their fish products in Bluefields and other areas, and; e) to
learn about previous fishery development initiatives among the
Rama.

The information was obtained during the period of June to the
beginning of August 2001. Some of the information was obtained
from non-governmental organizations such as the Dutch project
DIPAL (Desarrollo Integral de la Pesca Artesanal) and from the Uni-
versity of Tromsg-URACCAN program. Most importantly, however,
the study drew its data directly from talking to the Rama people
and their leaders, representatives of the fishery cooperative and
the women's organization. | also organized several workshops in
the community as part of the research process. | lived on Rama
Cay for three months while doing this research.

In what follows | will discuss some alternative ways of develo-
ping the fishing sector in Rama Cay and other adjacent commu-
nities. | will also provide information on fish species of economic
importance that are available to the people there and the osci-
llation in the prices that can be obtained for different species in
the different processing plants in Bluefields or nearby. | will also
describe the capacity and access to fishing boats (humber and
size of canoes), fishing gear and fish processing capacity in the
cooperative system, as well as provide information on different
fishery projects and activities in the community both past and
present. Finally | will offer some recommendations on different
development alternatives for fishery on Raoma Cay and some re-
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commendations on the processing, storage and transportation of
fish and fish products for the community’s fishermen's cooperati-
ve. This chapter will also touch on the subject of gender relations
and discuss briefly how men and women can work closer without
discrimination.

Fishery

The principal economical activity in the community of Rama
Cay is fishing. This is also the community’s most important source
for acquiring animal protein. The second most important activity is
a combination of fishing and agriculture. A partial monetary eco-
nomy exists (as money is needed to buy rice, oil, sugar and salt)
but mutual assistance remains an important part of the Rama
economic life, for such activities as building homes, digging we-
lls, clearing land and planting crops. The subsistence lifestyle of
the Rama is rooted in their detailed ecological knowledge of the
plants, wild animals and rich marine life of the coast. With their
historical navigating skills and knowledge of sea conditions, the
Rama have long been recognized as the best seamen on the
coast. There is no road connection between Rama Cay and Blue-
fields and so transport is by water. For fishing, as well as for other
activities that require tfransport, they use mainly kayak or dugout
canoes, called dories. These dories are constructed in the com-
munity. In addition to fishing for daily subsistence, fishing is also the
primary commercial activity of the Rama. On Rama Cay this acti-
vity is actually coordinated by a fishery cooperative. The clearest
commercial disadvantages that the Rama are facing in fishing,
agriculture and forestry are the lack of reliable transportation and
a means of processing their product, which makes them more
reliant on outside companies and the low prices they offer.

Fishing grounds: Both fresh and salt water fish species are caught.
The Rama fish in the nearby streams, river mouths, lagoons and
the open sea, and especially from the offshore cays. Fishing is a
daily subsistence activity for Rama Cay people and at all hours of
the day, but especially in the early morning, dories with sails made
from plastic sheeting and sticks can be seen coming or going bet-
ween the island and the fishing grounds. You can also hear the
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noise of children shouting and running to help the fishermen haul
in the dories, and the fishermen calling to their wives and yelling
how much fish they caught. According to the Rama, the most
popular fishing spots are Hone Sound, where Bluefields Lagoon
empties into the sea, and the mouth of Kukra River. Fishing is ca-
rmied out by men, women and children alike. They all use gill and
cast nets, harpoons, fish and lobster pots, hooks and lines but the
men Mmostly use nets and harpoons. The Rama also harvest shell-
fish. This is an activity that is done mainly by women. Shell fishing
gives women the opportunity to obtain money that is used to su-
pport their families. They harvest mainly oysters, cockles, ahi and
clams, as well as lobsters and crabs.

Fishing boats: The wooden dug-out canoe, the dory, with a plas-
tfic or cloth sail and paddle, is the most common boat used in
the Rama Cay community for fishing and transport. Most of the
dories have the capacity to carry two persons, only a few can
carry more, and they measure from between five to nine meters
long and fifty to eighty centimeters wide. Sixty three percent of
the dories in the community are in good condition, five percent
in regular shape, and thirty-one percent in bad condition. Out of
a total of seventy-three canoes only two or three are equipped
with an out-board engine.

Fishing gear: | interviewed 73 fishermen/women in order to disco-
ver the amount, type and condition of fishing gear used. In total
there are 321 pieces of fishing gear: gill nets, cast nets, long lines
and lobster tfraps. The community possesses 60 cast nets. There
are approximately 130 gill nets. There are 15 long lines in fotal, in
regular condition. The Rama Cay fishermen also catch lobster,
but for sale only. Within the community | was able to find 113 lobs-
ter traps owned by only four families. Aimost all of the traps are in
good condition. It should be mentioned that every fisherman, wo-
man and child possesses a hand line. Fishing gearis made and re-
paired in the community while the material is bought in Bluefields.
Each owner is responsible for repairing his/her own gear, but in
practice it is the housewife/fisherwoman that do it.

Fishing activities: Fishing activities take place at night. The fisher-
men leave their nets in the water for two to three hours. Some ac-



I 128 Aprovechamiento Sostenible de los Recursos Naturales

tually set their nets around 9:00 to 10:00 pm, then return to check
the catch the following morning. One of the main reasons why so
many fish are spoiled and need to be dumped is due to the fact
that the fish have been dead in the water for a long period of
time. In addition, the high concentration of protein accelerates
the decomposition of the fish resource. The catching of shrimps
is a two-person job. One person steers the dory, while the other
stands in the bow and repeatedly throws a cast net which sinks to
the bottom and traps the shrimp.

Shell fishing: Gathering shellfish (oysters, clams, ahi and cockles)
is both an important subsistence and commercial activity for the
Rama community. It is one of the principal and traditional foods
for the whole population on the Caribbean Coast of Nicaragua,
including the Rama. It also represents a good sale for the Rama in
the Bluefields market and to the people from the Pacific. Women
and children from Rama Cay do the marketing of this product
from corner outlets in Bluefields. It is possible to obtain more than
one hundred cordobas from each frip. Women are said to be
more skillful than men in marketing shellfish products. The fisher-
men say that they feel ashamed to do it; others say that it is be-
cause women are more patient and responsible than men.
Shrimps (Penaeus spp) are gathered during the dry season (March
to May) and are an important commercial item in Bluefields.
Shrimps are gathered from shallow waters in various locations in
Bluefields Lagoon. Gathering oysters (Crassostrea rhizophora) is
another essential sustenance activity for the Rama. The large oys-
ter shell mounds on Rama Cay provide evidence of this. In the
middle parts of the island, the ground itself seems to be made of
oyster shells and indeed, over the years, oyster shells have been
used repeatedly as land-fill for the low marshy area between the
two halves of Rama Cay. The southern part of Bluefields Lagoon is
shallow and contains a large number of productive oyster beds.
According to the Rama, the location of the oyster beds has shif-
ted over the years, due to hurricanes and other environmental
factors.

Marketing: For a long time the marketing of small-scale fish pro-
duction on the Caribbean Coast has been a generalized pro-
blem, discussed by the inhabitants of different communities and
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now by the inhabitants of Rama Cay. All products that can be
sold have to be exported and the experience of marketing fish
from the Cay indicates how this works at a local level. There is a
cooperative functioning in the community and most of the fish
caughtis sold to the cooperative. The leaders of the cooperative
are members of the community and responsible for buying the
product from the fishermen; they also have the responsibility to
wash, clean, ice and store the fish in small containers and trans-
port it to Bluefields, where it is sold. When the fishermen arrive in
the harbor with the fish, members of the fishing cooperative colla-
borate with the women's cooperative to wash, clean, weigh and
store the product. Much could be done to improve sanitation
in the way the fish are handled - the washing and cleaning are
done in the lagoon, which is highly contaminated, and the fish
are stored in unclean baskets, deep ice containers and in bowls
that are used for other activities. This is another problem that limits
the sale of sea food from the Rama to the different fish processing
companies in Bluefields or to other communities. In fact, this is one
of the main reasons for the low prices offered by the different pro-
cessing companies to the
Rama community’s fishing
cooperative.
Sales: Fish are sold at di-
fferent prices inside and
outside of the community,
and the price depends on
the species and size. For
example, in the communi-
ty prices will oscillate from
between 1 to é cordobas
per pound for fish and bet-
ween 15 and 30 cordo-
bas for shrimp. In the Pesca Fresca fish processing company in
Bluefields they also confirm that the price of fish depends on its
type and size. Pesca Fresca offers prices of between 3 to 8 cor-
dobas per pound for fish, 20 to 87 cordobas per pound for shrimp
and 145 cordobas for lobster.

The principal buyers for the Rama Cay fish production are the
Pesca Fresca fish processing company, the Consejo de Iglesias
Evangelicas Pro Alianza Dominacional (CEPAD), and small buyers
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in the market and some individuals in Bluefields. The processing
companies sometimes provide the cooperative in Rama Cay with
ice. The company distributes fish to local consumers, hotels and
restaurants in Bluefields and Managua, but most of the fish is desti-
ned for the US market. The selling of fish to the different processing
plants is conducted by the cooperative, which then takes it to
the processing companies in Bluefields. According to people and
cooperative members on Rama Cay, the cooperative has been
very beneficial fo both fishermen/women and to the community.

Fish processing: Salting, smoking and drying fish is a common
activity, done for local consumption and sometimes for sale in
Bluefields, but only if someone outside the community has orde-
red it. Salting, smoking and drying are conducted in arustic, unsa-
nitary way. The so-called non-commercial species, mostly catfish
or tarpon, are normally smoked. The Rama normally salt, smoke
and dry fish when the catch is good because that is when the fish
are often wasted because only a small portion is taken for home
consumption and what cannot be consumed that day is salted,
smoked, dried or discarded. The latter happens because of the
lack of electricity and because of the need for a sure market to
sell the fish product. The cooperative is there to buy the fish but it
cannot always sell it on to the next buyer, which is the processing
company.

Most of the fish actually caught by Rama fishermen/women
are in great demand by local consumers in Bluefields. A better
processing method, leading to a fresher product, might easily sa-
tisfy consumer preferences and would increase the revenue to
the fishermen by obtaining higher prices for fish from the external
market and would also stimulate them to catch more. Local con-
sumers have strong preferences for fresh fish; they will buy proces-
sed fish from fish processing companies only as a last alternative.

Fisherwomen: On Rama Cay, women are demanding represen-
tation and equal tfreatment, principally in the fishing sector. There
is a women’'s cooperative functioning in the community known
as the AMIR (Asociacion de Mujeres Indigenas Rama) group whi-
ch has the objective of making women more active, both within
and outside the community. Forty women were interviewed, all of
whom dedicate themselves to fishing in addition to fulfilling their
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role as housewives. Sometimes they go fishing with their husbands
and at other fimes by themselves or in the company of other fa-
mily members. They concentrate mostly on the collection of she-
lifish, such as oysters, ahi, clams, and cockles, in order to support
their families. Usually their fishing takes place when their husbands
travel to Bluefields or to the zone known as Big Hill to do some
agricultural activity.

The fishing cooperative: Previously, a Dutch organization was wor-
king with the Rama in order to improve the effectiveness of their
fishing cooperative. The so-called DIPAL (Desarrollo Integral de la
Pesca Artesanal) project was an integrated development pro-
ject which targeted small-scale fishing, mainly in the Pearl Lagoon
area. It is the cooperative that organizes the transportation of fish
from the Cay to Bluefields, a journey of approximately one hour
using a skiff with a 48 HP engine. The skiff, motor and 30 nets were
donated by DIPAL. According to the informant Danilo Rosalez,
the main objective of the project was to initiate group strategies
in communities ridden by conflict; another was to create solidarity
and to teach the community that they can survive if they work
as a feam through a co-management approach. This is why the
Rama Cay cooperative has the Spanish name Grupo Solidario
(Solidarity Group).

Discussion

When development projects are infroduced into the Rama
Cay community they may create competition and grudges
among community members and outsiders, particularly if the be-
nefits of the project are limited to a few members of the commu-
nity. On the other hand government or community leaders might
not be willing to give up power and control over possibly profi-
table resources. This can be one of the conflicting values which
communities in search of development need to confront so as to
make the best decisions for the sake and security of the commu-
nity members and to keep the resources sustainable over time.
On the other hand, even when the community leadership agrees
to share power and decision-making, the opinion of community
members or leaders is most often not taken into consideration by
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external change agents. Thus the community loses power over its
resources and the government or the investors become the con-
trollers. Fishery development and management must therefore
respect local leadership, facilitate community participation and
ensure local control — all of which is in accordance with indige-
nous and communal rights as stated in Nicaraguan law.

Michael Todaro (2000) holds that development is a process by
which people gain greater control of their own destinies. Com-
munity development happens when a process takes place within
a local community, usually, but not always, understood as the
geographical area where people carry out their day-to-day ac-
tivities. Control by the Rama people should also be a main goal
in fishery development and management projects in Rama Cay.
Christensen and Robinson (1980) identified three basic themes or
approaches to community development. The first is community
self-help, a process that works toward slow and sustainable chan-
ge and sees the role of outsiders (such as NGOs or universities)
as facilitators and educators. The second approach is technical
assistance, where the change agent is seen as an advisor or con-
sultant who works with the community leaders and administrators.
The third approach is the conflict approach, where the change
agent is seen as an organizer and the goal is a fundamental shift
in community power and the control of resources. These appro-
aches are also highly relevant for the development of fishery on
Rama Cay, as well as for other areas of Rama life.

The search for fish for food and economic growth has be-
come a fundamental topic world-wide, especially in third world
countries where the resources are available but the possibility,
ability and facilities to develop their use to obtain benefits are
limited or unknown. The availability and access to capital for in-
vestment in the capture, processing, storage, transportation and
marketing of small-scale fishery products by the people who live
on the Caribbean Coast of Nicaragua is very limited. Especially in
some communities, like Rama Cay, where fishing is the principal
activity and, in some cases, the only reliable source of existence,
these limitations are the main reason why development stagna-
tes. After analyzing the scarcity and, in some cases, absence of
facilities, some questions should be addressed. Does non-deve-
lopment occur because the people who live in the communities
are only interested in using the resource and have no interest in



Sustainable Use of Natural Resources | 133 |

(or knowledge about) conserving it or is it because of the way
government influences foreign donors and investors? There are
many unanswered questions which are all relevant to the Rama
situation and which may lead to confusing answers, maybe also
because development may mean different things to different
people.

Fishery development is often difficult and demanding. It can
prove to be complex, involving the government, fishing or non-
fishing communities, fishermen and women, investors, scientists,
environmentalists, and so on and the knowledge of local com-
munity members where the fishing development will take place is
important. Fishery development needs to take into consideration
the real needs of the community and not what donors think is
needed, therefore any development, in communities like Rama
Cay, must involve the people who live there from the very begin-
ning of the process. In many ways, Nicaragua is a classic case of
fishery development — or lack of it. Small-scale fisheries have been
a neglected sector in Nicaraguan fishery despite its importance
for the subsistence and employment of a large segment of the
coastal population. Nicaraguan authorities, supported by donor
agencies such as NORAD (Norway) and the World Bank, have
focused their support policies primarily on industrial fishing, which
produces lucrative export products, such as shrimp and lobster,
for the most part aimed at the US market. Therefore the fishing
industry has a dual pattern. On the one hand there are the most
sophisticated vessels and processing technology, fully in line with
HACCP" quality standards, while on the other hand there are
producers who employ the most rudimentary tfechnology, such as
dories with sails and paddles and the sun drying of fish and shrimps
under very unsanitary conditions. Extreme poverty is present in the
small scale fishery sector. It should not be a surprise that the indi-
genous communities, of which Rama Cay is a typical example,
are at the lowest level of the socio-economic spectrum.

The tendency to have multiple and conflictive objectives in
fishery development and management policy is a problem that
is calling the attention of many policy makers all over the world.
Fishery management is the integrated process of information ga-

15 HACCP - Hazard Andlisis of Critical Control Point: Arenas 1998.
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thering, analysis, planning, decision-making and the allocation of
resources as well as the formulation and enforcement of fishing
regulations. Fishery management authorities can control the pre-
sent and future behavior of interested parties in the fisheries in
order to ensure the contfinued productivity of the living resources.
But this control would also depend on the willingness and ability
of community members to work under a cooperative system with
the support of government and resource managers.

Recommendations

In accordance with the theories and facts presented above,
a number of initiatives should be taken in order to strengthen and
support the positive development already commenced with the
DIPAL project. Similar initiatives are needed for other indigenous
communities on the Coast as well.

1. Develop a co-management plan: First and foremost there is a
need to establish a plan or program to strengthen the overall
fishery management on Rama Cay. As stated throughout this
text, this should be developed in close cooperation with the
fishermen/women themselves. The following elements are es-
sential:

* Confinue strengthening the cooperatives and solidarity
groups.

* Strengthen contact with the regional and central fishery
authorities.

» Strengthen the relationship with essential buyers, such as
the fishing companies.

As the institutional base for this type of development is rather
weak on the Caribbean Coast there is also a need to develop
contact with an agency that could support the overall plan. This
could be an outside agency, but a far better strategy would be
to seek for cooperation between a local institution, which might
be one of the universities in Bluefields, e.g. the URACCAN or BICU,
and an outside NGO. It is crucial to find the necessary funding to
afford the basic elements in establishing this overall plan.
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2. Carry out resource assessments: The health of marine resour-
ces and exploitation levels available are not well known. The
work already carried out by DIPAL should be evaluated and
continued, specifically in relation to a possible infrastructural
improvement of the Rama capturing capacities.

3. Enhance present and potential market channels: There is a
need to work further on aspects related to possible market
channels for fish products from Rama Cay; new potential bu-
yers with different criteria should be invited to move in and
operate.

4. Improve quality lines and the basic infroduction of HACCP
principles: There is clearly a need to improve local knowledge
as to the production of fish and shellfish, an understanding of
the fact that one is producing foods for a market, and the
possibilities of having products discarded or, on the contra-
ry, accepted at higher prices. Related to this is the necessity
to carefully assess the need for further and better equipment
both in the area of the gear used in sea-going operations and
in the reception and processing of the product.

5. Clarify the relationships between Rama fishing activity and
other economic and cultural activities. There is a great need
to make an overall assessment as to what extent the workfor-
ce is being directed to the most beneficial economic activity
or whether other activities, not seen today, could be relevant.
It is also important to assess the challenges in relatfion to the
cultural activities now seen on Rama Cay, as well as the inte-
rrelationships between schools, museums and small-scale fis-
hery production.
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The Poverty Trap:
Defending the Rama Peoples’ Resource
Rights

Soein Senteft
Resumen:

La Trampa de Pobreza - Defendiendo los Derechos del Pueblo
Rama a los Recursos

Desde hace algin tiempo las comunidades Rama han es-
tado bajo una fuerte presion, desde el exterior, en varias dreas.
Poco a poco los Rama han estado perdiendo control sobre sus
tierras y sus recursos naturales. La falta de presencia reguladora
por parte del gobierno central y regional los ha dejado vulnera-
bles, ya que ellos no tienen los recursos para defender su territo-
rio y plataforma maritima. El conflicto no es sdlo sobre el control
de la tierra y recursos naturales, sino también sobre los valores;
como relacionarse con, hacer uso de y vivir con la naturaleza. La
confrontacion mds espantosa con el mundo exterior es con los
especuladores extranjeros que ven solo el valor econdmico de
sus tierras. En historias recientes, el tal lamado caso Tsokos, es un
ejemplo particularmente deprimente. La gente Rama estd muy
interesada por sus derechos comunales, y estdn conscientes que
su futuro como pueblo estd intimamente ligado al control sobre
su tierra y sus recursos naturales. Se han dedicado muchas con-
ferencias alrededor de esta problemdtica y la problemdtica de
la demarcacion territorial. Han expresado preocupaciones simi-
lares concernientes a la usurpacion de su territorio maritimo. Para
los Rama, al igual que otros pueblos indigenas, asegurar un de-
recho a la propiedad comunal no es una disposicion técnica en
manejo de recursos; es un derecho humano bdsico y una cues-
tion de justicia. Pero los Rama también han sido manipulados a
hacer fratos de los que luego se han arrepentido. Legalmente,
sin embargo, los Rama deberian estar en terreno seguro: en el
articulo 89 de la Constitucion Politica, el estado particularmente
reconoce la forma de posesion de propiedad comunal de los
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pueblos indigenas y comunidades étnicas de la Costa Atlanti-
ca, mientras que el articulo 180 garantiza la efectividad de su
forma de propiedad comunal. Pocos paises en el mundo tienen
una legislacion mads positiva, desde la perspectiva de sus pueblos
indigenas, que la que tiene Nicaragua. Por lo tanto, uno espe-
raria que el gobierno fuera de mds apoyo a las demandas de
los Rama, interveniendo contra especuladores como Tsokos. Sin
embargo, las autoridades han quedado pasivas.

Introduction

For quite some time now Rama communities such as Rama
Cay have been under heavy pressure from the outside on several
fronts. During the 1980s many people had to leave Rama Cay
because of the Contra war. Later, in 1988, a hurricane totally de-
vastated it, as happened to other settlements in the areq, inclu-
ding Bluefields town. In recent years, little by little, the Rama have
also been losing control of their land and natural resources as the
agricultural frontier is moving farther and farther towards the east,
thus engulfing Rama land.

The new settlers are Mestizo farmers arriving from the Pacific
side of Nicaragua'é. Their number increased during the 1990s af-
ter the war with the Contras. Now, when the Rama hunters are
out in the forest they often come across newcomers who have
started to clear the forest for pasture by cutting and burning trees.
This is a form of agriculture that the Rama do not practice them-
selves. When the Rama protest, they are met with weapons, and
when appealing to the government for protection they are rare-
ly heard (Mueller, 2002). Another cause for anxiety is the plan to
build an inter-oceanic double track railway, the so-called “*Canall
Seco"” - the dry canal. If this should ever be realized — and the Ni-
caraguan government seems to be eager to carry it through - it
will literally cut the Rama homeland in two (cf. Acosta, 2003; Gon-
zales, 2002). The announcement of this project has also brought
new settlers into the Rama area as they perceive new opportuni-
ties opening up.

From the west come the industrial trawlers — Nicaraguan or

16 For more on the agricultural frontier, cf. Gibson (1999).
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foreign — that operate without much restraint as to where, how
much and what they fish. Little is known about how much they
fish and what it does to the resource as inspections are rare and
impact assessments insufficient. The assessments that have been
done, mainly on the lobster and the shrimp, are far too old — da-
ting mostly from the 1980s. But from being at one with the seaq,
the Rama fishermen can tell that something is happening to their
marine environment. Marine resources are simply not as abun-
dant and easy to locate as they used to be ten or twenty years
ago. The Rama complain that the big trawlers are literally draining
the sea. Their only way to survive is to fish more, i.e. by increasing
effort. Furthermore, the Rama residing within the Bluefields Lago-
on, such as the fishermen from Rama Cay, have mostly retreated
into the lagoon itself. When they do occasionally go out into the
open seaq, if the weather permits, they have to face the coast-
guards, who are there not for their protection but to hinder the
trafficking of drugs, and the Rama fishermen therefore frequently
face suspicion and control.

The fishery provides only a meager income. When their fishery
fails, they have little to fallback on. The Rama are therefore among
the poorest of Nicaragua's poor, and Nicaragua is second only
to Haiti on the region’s poverty index. The Rama are poor in most
senses of the word: economically, politically and socially. They do
not have a strong voice when decisions are made pertaining to
fisheries and natural resource use and management. Their level of
formal education is low. Few Rama youths finish high school and
only one at the moment has a university degree. Knowing what
higher education can mean for indigenous peoples’ emancipa-
tion, the University of Tromsa-URACCAN program aims to improve
this situation.

Resource Use and Management

Although the need for effective management measures on
the Caribbean Coast of Nicaragua is great, the challenge is mas-
sive. As Mueller points out, in this part of Nicaragua there is a lack
of regulatory presence on the part of the central or regional go-
vernment, a lack of social cohesion among the region’s different
ethnic groups and between long-term inhabitants and new arri-
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vals, aggravated by the presence of large export-oriented busi-
ness interests (Mueller, 2002: 32). The Rama are experiencing the
consequences of this neglect on a daily basis.

University personnel and representatives from NGOs of various
origins often convey to the Rama the message of resource ma-
nagement and sustainable development, but the latter feel that
there is little they can do, other than to listen respectfully. Fish is
their staple diet, and by far their most important source of animal
protein; they eat fish almost every day, and without it they would
starve (see Joseph, this volume). In the Garrett Hardin account of
what is known as “the tragedy of the commons”, people are poor
because they over-exploit. In the case of the Rama, the process
works in the opposite way: if it is true that they over-exploit — which
| honestly doubt — they do so because they are poor. As Gibson
points out with regard to Nicaragua as a whole, “[iintensive de-
gradation need not be an externality (although it often is); the
decay may be completely internalized, yet unavoidable due to
subsistence requirements.” This, he argues, may again be the
consequence of poorly-distributed incomes (Gibson, 1999: 333).

Although the number of Rama families taking up fishing within
the lagoon has increased during the last ten years or so (men,
women and children all fish), the dismal situation they find them-
selves in is hardly one of their own making. On Rama Cay, their
main island settlement within the lagoon, there is not much else
people can do to make a living. All the men fish, but with the most
rudimentary gear: dugout canoes (outboard engines are rare);
simple hand-lines, harpoons, cast nets (for shrimp) and, in some
instances, gill nets (Joseph, this volume). Only a few can afford
lobster pots and they are therefore mostly excluded from partici-
pating in this most lucrative fishery in the area.

As a consequence, the Rama fishermen are simply not compe-
titive. Nor have they any means of defending their fishing grounds:
they can only withess what is happening, as when the inhabitants
of the Punta de Aguila, a community a couple of hours panga
(outboard motorboat) ride south of Bluefields, watch from their
beach as shrimp-trawlers operate in the bay, where they are not
supposed to be according to official management regulations. In
the lagoon, non-Rama fishermen, mostly supported by local com-
panies, fish with nets stretching up to a thousand yards. Without
doubt, this has affected the availability of the resource. No mana-
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gement plan for the Bluefields Lagoon has ever been developed
in order to bring fishing pressure to a sustainable level.

To my knowledge, the Rama have not seen the need for a
local, indigenous management system, i.e. rules restricting acce-
ss among themselves or norms pertaining to fishing practice, as
Bernard Nietschmann (2001) described in the case of the Miskitu
coastal communities in northern Nicaragua. In contrast, land de-
marcation claims are much more pronounced than those con-
cerned with the sea orlagoon. Nor do the Rama seem to practice
similar constraints with regard to what marine species they them-
selves are allowed to fish or consume, as have the Kuna people
in Panama portrayed by Verena Sandner (2003), which has been
maintained to have a conservation effect. The Rama eat the fish
they catch and cannot sell.

This does not mean that the Rama have a totally disen-
chanted relation with nature. As Mueller (2001:3) says, “[t]he ri-
vers, the forests and the sea are the storehouse of Rama history
and mythology, and are the places where spirits reside.” But, as
with the Kuna of Panama, | believe it is fair to say that the sea has
less mythological significance than the forest. The Rama relate to
their natural environment with a combination of respect and fear.
The first day in the open ocean, the fisherman pours seawater
over his face as a spiritual preparation for the challenge and he
avoids throwing stones into the ocean, so as not to call upon the
stfrong winds. Such proscriptions are common in most fishing cul-
tures. Students involved in the University of Tromsa-URACCAN pro-
gram, who have studied the conflict between the Rama and the
Mestizo campesinos argue that the land occupation is not just a
straightforward conflict of interest with regard to scarce resour-
ces. It also relates to social values and traditional perceptions of
how nature should be utilized. Noriko Tanka and Ivette Hernandez
(2003, p. ix) explain:

“The Mestizos practice a perception that is explained by

socio-economic factors to a certain extent. But the cultural

factors that influence the contact with nature are a strong
sense of belonging and a belief that it is the spirits of the fo-
rest that regulate the use of natural resources. Thus, there is

a difference between the traditions and an incompatibility

of cultural values. This is the reason for the conflict between

the Rama and the Mestizo.” (Translated from the Spanish).
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The Tsokos Affair

Lately, a new challenge has appeared: foreign entrepreneurs,
who see an opportunity for quick profit in coastal tourism. Clearly,
Nicaragua’'s beautiful and pristine coast represents another fron-
tier. In the Web-based magazine International Living one will find
vivid accounts of this:

“[IIf you're looking for a long-term investment, this is the
place to come. It's arguably the set of Caribbean islands
still “undiscovered,” as it were. They are pristine gems, sill
isolated from the tourist hordes — a limited commodity. And
that makes them valuable.” (Stevens, 2002:1)

Particularly attractive are the small cays with palm trees, white
sand, coral reefs and wildlife. One person has been particularly
far-sighted here. He is also the hero of the story in International Li-
ving, and has featured strongly in national and international news
media for some years now. Search out the name Peter Tsokos on
the Internet and you will find more information about this person’s
projectsin the area. Interestingly, the article in International Living is
conspicuously silent about the fact that this is indigenous peoples’
land and that a purchase would be legally problematical.

The indigenous peoples of the Caribbean Coast of Nicaragua
rarely possess formal fitles for their ancestral communal land'’.
Their land and waters, and the resources they harbor, are sim-
ply used in the supposition that they belong to them. However, in
many instances old titles have been proven to exist, often without
the local people’s awareness; the titles are owned by people
who often live abroad (many in Miami). Most of these title-holders

17 Communal lands are defined by law as those which “geographic[ally] are in
the possession of an indigenous or ethnic community, whether it is under fitle of
absolute ownership (dominium plenum) or not. It comprises the lands inhabited
by the community and those that constitute the traditional realm for their social,
economic and cultural activities, sacred places, forest areas for flora and fauna
reproduction and multiplication, boat building, as well as subsistence activities,
including hunting, fishing, and agriculture. Communal lands cannot be mortga-
ged, and are imprescriptible, inalienable and not attachable. (Law No. 445: Law
of the communal property regime of the indigenous peoples and ethnic com-
munifies of the Autonomous Regions of the Atlantic Coast of Nicaragua and of
the Rivers Bocay, Coco, Indio and Maiz.)
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have never occupied or utilized the land for any purpose. Many
of them are now deceased, or have lost interest in the lands. Thus,
titles (and lawyers who know how to trace them) are bought che-
aply, but can be sold again at sky-high margins. This has been
Tsokos' business concept. Information on how much one would
have to pay to obtain a private little island paradise is also on the
Internet, where he advertises (www.tropical-islands.com).'®

There is no question that, according to Nicaraguan law, these
cays are indigenous communal land. In Article 89 of the Politi-
cal Constitution, the State particularly recognizes the communal
form of property ownership of indigenous peoples and ethnic
communities on the Atlantic Coast, while Article 180 guarantees
the effectiveness of their form of communal property. Thus, one
would expect the government to intervene against speculators
such as Peter Tsokos, who is a non-Nicaraguan based in Miami.
However, the authorities have remained passive. Tsokos now has
control over a small neck of land in Punta de Aguila, which is the
community’s most beautiful spot. When | visited the community in
June 2003, only a small watchman's house had been put up. Now,
when the community members approach the property, they are
chased away with machetes. As we shall see, this is not the only
encounter the Rama have had with Mr. Tsokos.

Communal Rights

The Rama are intensely concerned with their communal rig-
hts. Numerous conferences have been devoted to this issue. On
every occasion that we have met with them, in informal conver-
sation as well as at a number of workshops in Rama Cay or at the
URACCAN campus, they have raised the land demarcation issue.
They have expressed similar concerns concerning the encroach-
ment of their fishing grounds. Project members and others have
applied GIS technology to map their area, both on land and at
sea. They have, as mentioned, also investigated Rama dealings

18 According to Maria L. Acosta of CALPI (Centro de Asistencia Legal a Pueblos
Indigenas), Tsokos bought property fitles to seven of the eighteen Pearl Cays for
US$ 30 000, while reselling them for up to US$ 490 000.
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with the agricultural frontier.

The Rama have good legal counseling. Thus, their voice is
out in the public, and they are not the only indigenous or eth-
nic group on the Caribbean Coast with similar claims. But they
have never themselves brought up how they lost the Pigeon Cays
at the mouth of the Bluefields Lagoon. Personally, | was surprised
when | first heard about it. | have talked to several Rama and with
others who know them well about what actually happened, and
there is no doubt that it is a touchy issue. | believe the following to
be fairly correct.

In 2002, Mr. Tsokos through his Bluefields lawyer, approached
the Rama Cay community council leader and struck a deal
without the community’s knowledge. When community residents
later discovered what had happened, the papers were already
signed, and they were left perplexed and discouraged. The lea-
dership realized the calamity and wanted the contract nullified,
but without success. Since then, this has been an extremely con-
tentious issue in the community, apparently something they do
not speak of readily when outsiders raise the issue. Mr. Tsokos has
a thirty year contract and rents the island for an annual sum of
1,500 US dollars.

The island used to provide shelter for the Rama when they
were out fishing. Now they are forbidden to go there. Many of
island’s precious trees have been cut, buildings have been erec-
ted, a wharf built, and tourists are being brought in. It also had lots
of coconut frees from which the Rama benefited. It is the story of
the Pearl Cays in the north happening all over again. There, local
fishermen who have always used the cays for shelter and for drin-
king water are now chased away by armed private guards.

How could the communal leaders do such a thing, when they
are so concerned with protecting their communal land from out-
side infrusion2 How could they sell theirisland for such a ridiculous-
ly low price? Firstly, we only know the official price. Everyone see-
ms to assume that transactions also occurred ‘under the table’.
Secondly, some say that this occurred under threat. The answer
may also be as simple as one observer's remark to me: “With poor
people you can do whatever you want.”
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Legal Framework

Thus, my story is not a very encouraging one. Rather, it lea-
ves a feeling of frustration and sadness. Life is harder when you
are poor and at the mercy of others with power, be they govern-
ments or private buccaneers. As a first priority, the Rama commu-
nity, as well as other indigenous and ethnic communities on the
Caribbean Coast of Nicaragua, needs to secure its basic rights'.
Until this happens, marine resource management will have little
meaning, other than yet another broken promise, if not another
example of outside domination. It should be noted that for the
Rama, as for other indigenous peoples, a secured right of com-
munal property is not a technical device in resource manage-
ment; it is a basic human right and a matter of justice.

The new Fisheries Law, enacted by the National Assembly in
May 2004, is without doubt a positive step, although it remains
largely silent on the interests and rights of indigenous peoples. But
then, in Nicaragua a very advanced legislation pertaining to indi-
genous peoplesis already in place. Nicaragua has not ratified ILO
Convention 169 concerning indigenous peoples, but their own
national legislation is no less progressive than this convention. In
fact, | know of no other country with such a positive legislative
framework from an indigenous peoples’ perspective.

However, enactment and implementation are two different
things. What people may agree on in principle, they disagree on
in practice. As new governments come and go there is a fenden-
cy for them to read different things intfo existing law and to feel
less than fully committed concerning their realization. This is hardly
a unique Nicaraguan tendency. In Norway, for instance, the go-
vernment is frequently criticized in this issue with regard to the indi-
genous Sami people (Jentoft, Minde and Nilsen, 2003). Norwegian
law is far less specific, by comparison, on Sami resource rights.

In 2001 the Inter-American Court of Human Rights ruled that
Nicaragua was not acting according to its own law in admitting

1% In Nicaragua a distinction is made between indigenous and ethnic commu-
nifies. The former refers to communities inhabited by people of Amerindian an-
cestry, who share a sense of idenfification relating to their aboriginal past, e.g.
the Rama, Miskitu, Ulwa and Mayangna; the latter category is settled by Afro-
Caribbean peoples, such as the Creole and Garifuna.
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outside firms to exploit forest resources in the Awas Tingni commu-

nity involving the Mayangna people (Acosta, 1998; Anaya and

Grossman, 2002). As one observer concluded,
“Iwlith this decision, the struggle of a single indigenous
community along the Atlantic Coast of Nicaragua has
become a victory for all indigenous peoples of the Ame-
ricas. This ruling requires every country in the Americas to
rethink the way it deals with indigenous peoples within its
borders,”
(http://www.indianlaw.org/awas_tingni_decision_09_
2001.htm).

One might assume that such a verdict would impel the Nicara-
guan government to change its ways immediately. For the Rama,
as yet, nothing has happened in consequence. They would still
have to fight their own legal battle, as the Miskitu, Creole and
Garifuna have had to do for many years in the Pearl Cays case.
| understand that the CBS “60 Minutes” program is investigating
the case of the Pearl Cays, and so is the BBC. Intfernational media
aftention may, of course, be helpful. However, the Rama and the
Miskitu should also have a much better case now that Parliament,
since 2003, has adopted alaw of communal property regime with
regard to indigenous and ethnic communities. Article 35 reads as
follows:

“The property ownership rights and historic occupation of
the indigenous and ethnic communities shall prevail over
the ftitles issued in favor of third parties who have never
possessed said properties and who have tried to occupy
them since 1987". 20

The Tsokos affair looms large behind this particular article. The
low as a whole is almost too good to be true. The indigenous
peoples of Nicaragua should now have sufficient legislation. They
could hardly ask for more. With regard to marine resources, Article
33 states:

“The indigenous and ethnic communities on the Atlantic
littoral islands, and cays, have the exclusive right to exploit

20| aw No. 445: Law of the communal property regime of the indigenous peoples
and ethnic communities of the Aufonomous Regions of the Atlantic Coast of
Nicaragua and of the Rivers Bocay, Coco, Indio and Maiz.
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the marine resources for communal and non-industrial fis-
hing, within the three miles adjacent to the coastline and
twenty-five miles around the adjacent cays and islands.”
It still puzzles me why the lagoons are not mentioned here.
But, that aside, the next obvious step now is implementation. So
far, the government has been dragging its feet. From promise to
action seems a long way. Law no. 445 obliges the government to
undertake a demarcation process on behalf of indigenous and
ethnic communities, for which these communities have been as-
king for a long time. It remains to be seen whether and how this
commitment will be put into practice. Environmental issues have
never been an issue of high priority for any previous governments;
other needs, such as economic ones, were always more impor-
tant (cf. Gibson 1999).

The Cost of Defense

Law no. 445 strengthens the position of the indigenous com-
munities if they choose to bring their case to court?’. On the other
hand, legal processes are tfime consuming (the Awas Tingni case
took seven years). The Pearl Cays case is sfill in the courts and has
been so for three years now (Acosta, 2002). The peninsula in Pun-
ta de Aguila, acquired by Tsokos, is also in the courts. Litigation is
expensive, and the Rama have no way of paying for the litigation
themselves. A lawyer would either have to do it for free or seek
finance from elsewhere. In the case of Pigeon Cay the Rama also
find themselves in a fricky situation, as they themselves may be
blamed for losing the island. Their leaders did something that is
forbidden, according to the new law, when they struck a deal
with Mr. Tsokos without the knowledge and consent of the com-
munity. Arficle 10 explicitly states that the Communal Assembly
must authorize such a transaction.

In Nicaragua, litigation of behalf of indigenous peoples has also
proven to be dangerous. Dr. Maria Luisa Acosta, who is involved
in our research program and who has served as the legal coun-

21 Here, a supplanting title existed in the possession of a family living in a neigh-
bouring community (Monkey Point). Legally, such a title states that you possess
the land as long as you occupy and use it. The family was long gone when the
fransaction with Tsokos was made.
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selor and litigator of the Miskitu, Mayangna and Rama people in
a number of communal rights cases, including those pertaining
to the cays, has had to pay a heavy price for her engagement.
One day she arrived at her home in Bluefields o find that her hus-
band had been assassinated. Readers of the Managua based
newspaper La Prensa will have read about this ordeal. Ms. Acos-
ta has fought a long struggle to obtain justice for herself and her
family, and much sfill remains to be done. The murder weapon
was found and identified, and two of the assassins were recently
given sfiff sentences. Who owned the weapon? — Mr. Tsokos' legall
representative in Bluefields. It is revealed that the killers were — Mr.
Tsokos' driver and bodyguard. Two Bluefields judges have been
removed, but Mr. Tsokos and his lawyer still go free.

Ms. Acosta is preparing to bring her case before the Inter-
American Commission of Human Rights, where it is now pending.
But in one way this ordeal has accomplished what was most likely
the intention: to scare off Acosta or any other lawyer who would
otherwise have been willing to take on cases defending the Rama
or other indigenous groups in Nicaragua.

The Need for Social Reform

It is against the backdrop of this harsh reality that the Costenos
are discussing the need for better management of their marine
and terrestrial resources. There is no doubft, as the marine biologist
Joe Ryan of the Maryland Center for Environmental and Estuarine
Studies clearly points out, that this part of Nicaragua is in urgent
need of strategies for sustainable fisheries and coastal zone ma-
nagement. Few would disagree that such a strategy must be
interdisciplinary, placing user groups at its centre and involving
them as co-managers (Ryan, no date). It also goes without saying
that secured rights for indigenous peoples such as the Rama are
a must. The legislation to protect the indigenous communities and
secure their resource base is now in place. For this, Nicaragua
deserves applause. As | have mentioned before, there are few
countries in the world that have such positive legislation from the
perspective of theirindigenous peoples as in Nicaragua. There still
remains, however, the matter of effective implementation.

All of these elements are essential pre-conditions for sustaina-
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ble coastal management, but | would argue that more is requi-
red. | have maintained that marine resource management wiill
not work without a supportive institutional, social and cultural
context that extends well beyond the management system per
se. In Nicaragua, as in many other developing countries, mana-
gement, to be effective, also needs a broader political, juridical,
economic, social and cultural reform. | think this is also why ma-
nagement success stories are so rare, because comprehensive
reforms are such along and wearisome haul, ridden with hindran-
ces and disappointments. Power and violence, corruption and
bureaucratic red tape are factors to be reckoned within resour-
ce management. They must be addressed on all fronts, including
within resource management itself. In addition, as long as people
are caught in the poverty trap, totally dependent on marine re-
sources for their meager income and food, they may have no
other option but to over-exploit. Management will not alone bring
them out of this trap; an economic and welfare policy beyond
the fisheries is also needed.
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The Political Ecology of Indigenous
Land Tenure in Caribbean Nicaragua:
Crisis and Opportunity in Rama Indian
Territory

(Gerald Rivewtone
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Resumen:

La Politica Ecolégica de la Tenencia de Tierra Indigena en el
Caribe Nicaraguense: Crisis y Oportunidad en el Territorio Indio
Rama

Los Indigenas Rama son actualmente confrontados con una
situacidn irénica con respecto de sus esfuerzos para salvaguar-
dar sus derechos colectivos sobre la tierra. En anos recientes justo
cuando las esfructuras de gobierno Rama han sido formalizadas
y fortalecidas, y justo cuando las estructuras procesales y legales
han sido establecidas para la demarcacion territorial indigena y
la titulacion de tierras en Nicaragua, el control fisico de los Rama
sobre su territorio se ha vuelto bastante tenue. Patrones tfradi-
cionales de sustenfo Rama han sido caracterizadas por un uso
ciclico y extenso de los ecosistemas de bosques, rios, estuarios,
lagunas y costas del sureste de Nicaragua. No obstante dentro
de diferentes partes de su territorio los Rama estdn confrontados
por un lado ante politicas de conservacion de la biodiversidad, y
por otro lado por una invasion de tierras y deforestacion facilita-
da por el Estado. En respuesta a estas y ofras presiones, los Rama
han sido forzados a ajustar sus estrategias de vida utilizando un
conjunto mds estrecho de recursos naturales dentro de una es-
fera territorial mds circunscrita y fragmentada. Paisajes alterados
y patrones de sustento afectan la base de las demandas terri-
toriales de los Rama. Este capitulo explora la relacion entre de-
rechos territoriales colectivos, pueblos indigenas, el Estado y las
cambiantes estrategias de vida de los Rama.
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Introduction

The indigenous Rama people of southeastern Nicaragua
have traditionally maintained a multilocal residence pattern that
combines coastal and riverine settlements. These different loca-
tions correspond to varied livelihood strategies including hunting
terrestrial and marine animals, fishing in rivers, lagoons and the
sea, harvesting shellfish, and practicing shifting cultivation. Thus, in
order to maintain their tfraditional livelihood, the Rama require ac-
cess to alarge expanse of healthy coastal and forest ecosystems.
Yet the Rama are currently in the midst of a paradoxical situation
with respect to their territorial rights. Just as a much-anticipated
and very tangible opportunity for indigenous territorial demarca-
tion and land titling is emerging in Nicaragua, the Ramas’ physi-
cal presence throughout much of their territory has reached its
nadir.

This chapter explores the dynamic and contested nature of
land tenure and indigenous rights in Nicaragua's southern Cari-
bbean Coast region. Land tenure is an issue of overarching poli-
fical, economic and cultural importance on the Coast, with both
the region’s indigenous peoples and large numbers of recently
arrived Mestizo colonists from Pacific Nicaragua hoping to obtain
land tenure security. Recent changes in Nicaragua's legal fra-
mework have created the potential for the Caribbean region’s in-
digenous (Miskitu, Sumu-Mayangna, Rama) and Afro-Caribbean
peoples (Creole and Garifuna) to obtain collective land titles. Yet
a variety of powerful actors including local elite, national politi-
cians, land speculators and newly arrived colonists have an inter-
est in opposing indigenous peoples’ land claims. Current political
struggles therefore hold important implications for the future of
Nicaragua's indigenous cultures and the lands that they inhabit.

Theoretical background

In all cultures, human relationships with the natural world are
mediated by social and political institutions. Among the most im-
portant of these institutions are the land tenure systems that deter-
mine how access to and conftrol of land and resources are han-
dled. Almost all societies have one or more scarce resources to
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which access and conftrol are somehow regulated, either through
customary practices and norms, or through laws and sanctions.
Land tenure systems are often portrayed in terms of one or more
dichotomies, e.g. individual/collective, private/public, formal/in-
formal, state/indigenous, or western/non-western. In reality, howe-
ver, property systems rarely correspond to such neat categories.
Especially in the developing world land tenure systems often con-
sist of a complex mosaic of western and non-western approaches
that strive to strike a workable balance between individual and
collective rights.

A common approach to understanding land tenure systems
by legal scholars is to portray property as a “bundle of rights”, that
includes the rights of use, exclusion and transfer (Maine, 1883).%
Recent land tenure studies complement fraditional conceptua-
lizations of property as a system of rules or bundle of rights with
more critical inquiries into the dynamic and contested nature of
property relations (e.g. Gururani, 2000 and Van der Haar, 2000).
Under these formulations, land tenure is inseparable from ques-
tions of power relations, and is the product of ongoing negotia-
tion by multiple social actors. A broad concept of power relations
accommodates both instrumental power, or “power over” (inclu-
ding structural power), and “power to”, or the ability of people to
work cooperatively toward a common end via communication
(Habermas, 1977; Wolf and Silverman 2001; Arendt, 1972). In this
light, human ecology is understood as fundamentally political in
nature, and people are understood as social actors possessing
the ability to shape the land tenure systems under which they live
(Bryant, 1992; Robbins, 2004).

In order to understand the current struggle to define land te-
nure in Caribbean Nicaragua, this chapter attempts to weave
together a discussion of the changing livelihood and land-use
patterns of the Rama with an analysis of the political dimensio-
ns of the colonization and transformation of the region’s tropical
rainforests. Current efforts to promote cultural and biological di-
versity in Caribbean Nicaragua are thereby situated in a broad
sociopolitical and historical context.

22 For a recent variant of this approach with a focus on common property, see
McKean (2000)
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The Ancestral and Present Territory of the Rama Indians

According to linguistic and genetic studies the Rama and
their Chibcha ancestors have inhabited southern Mesoamerica
for between 8,000 and 10,000 years (Torroni and Neel, 1994). A
number of archaeological sites in southeastern Nicaragua also
aftest to the region’s long history of inhabitation. The historical re-
cord, however, provides more clues than solutions to the mystery
of Rama ethnogenesis. The name Rama seems to have been
applied to southeastern Nicaragua's indigenous inhabitants from
the late eighteenth century onward. Prior to that a number of
indigenous peoples were mentioned as inhabiting southern Ni-
caragua and adjacent areas of Costa Rica including the Voto,
Melchora, Suerre, Guetar, Corobici, Guatuso, and Caribes. Rem-
nants of any and all of these peoples may have amalgamated
in the 17th and 18th centuries and evolved into the ethnic group
that is today the Rama Indians.

According to Rama oral history, their ancestors’ territory en-
compassed what is today Nicaragua's southern Caribbean re-
gion and extended from the Rio Escondido in the north to the
Rio San Juan in the south. Based on a reconstruction of historical
accounts, however, it is clear that the Ramas’ ancestral territory
may well have been much larger than is commonly considered.
For example, some of the likely ancestors of the Rama such as the
Votos, Melchoras and Caribes inhabited an area that extended
westward to Lake Nicaragua and southward to the northern slo-
pes of Costa Rica's Cordillera Central. Other peoples cited as pro-
bable ancestors of the Rama, such as the Corobici and Guatuso
Indians, inhabited what are today the northwestern highlands of
Costa Rica, and the southern shoreline and islands of Lake Nica-
ragua. Relic place names such as the Rama River and Ciudad
Rama suggest that the Rama may have also formerly inhabited
lands to the north and west of their present location.

The concept of ancestral territory, however, is subject to inter-
pretation and depends on how far back into history one considers.
In regard to their present land claims, the Rama have focused on
the core of their ancestral territory, areas that are either utilized
and inhabited today or were inhabited by recent generations of
Rama. The resulting territory encompasses the Caribbean coast-
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line, forested coastal plain and adjacent hills of southeastern Ni-
caragua, from Bluefields Lagoon and the Kukra River in the north
to the Rio Indio watershed in the south. The hills and coastal plain
are drained by numerous creeks and rivers that flow eastward
info the Caribbean, and are fed by the region’s copious rainfall.
The six meters of rain that fall in southeastern Nicaragua during
an average year make it one of the wettest places in the world.
With such abundant rainfall, the region’s soils are heavily leached
and are generally poor for agriculture, although the alluvial soils
of riverine areas are more fertile.
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The landscape of southeastern Nicaragua is a diverse mosaic
of lowland tropical forest, mangrove and palm swamps, coas-
tal marshes and beach ecosystems. Together with the adjacent
nearshore Caribbean environments such as sea grass beds and
offshore cays, the region is one of the richest and most ecologi-
cally intact in all of Central America. The region’s coastal waters
provide habitat for a diversity of marine life and are an important
migratory route for green sea turtles traveling between the nesting
beaches of Tortuguero to the south and the sea grass beds of the
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Miskitu Cays to the north. For species such as jaguar, tapir, green
macaw and harpy eagle that have become regionally extinct
throughout much of their former range in Central America, the
forests of southeastern Nicaragua represent one of the best ho-
pes for their survival on the isthmus. For this reason the Nicaraguan
government and United Nations have designated the entire re-
gion as a Biosphere Reserve, and the area has been identified as
a top priority for biodiversity conservation by the Meso-American
Biological Corridor project. The entire territory claimed by the
Rama overlaps with legally-recognized protected natural areas
of the Southeastern Nicaragua Biosphere Reserve. 2

The terrestrial portion of the proposed Rama Territory compri-
ses approximately 450,000 hectares. The northern edge of the
proposed territory lies just to the south of the city of Bluefields
(pop. 35,000), the capital of Nicaragua’'s Southern Aflantic Au-
tonomous Region (RAAS). The most important population center
for the Rama is the community of Rama Cay, located on a sma-
Il'island in the southern part of Bluefields Lagoon, 15 kilometers
south of the city of Bluefields. According to community leaders,
approximately 950 people out of the Ramas’ total population of
1500 have their primary residence on Rama Cay. In addition, sma-
I Roma communities such as El Coco, Zompopera and Punta de
Aguila are scattered along the region’s rivers, creeks, and coa-
stline. The predominantly Creole community of Monkey Point is
located within the proposed Rama Territory, 47 kilometers south of
Bluefields on the Caribbean coastline. The Monkey Point Creoles
have allied with the Rama and have representatives in the Rama
Territorial Government. Together the Rama and Monkey Point
Creoles are pursuing a single territorial land claim, in the context
of Nicaragua's new Indigenous Land Demarcation Law.

2 The area is recognized by the Nicaraguan government as the Southeastern
Nicaragua Biosphere Reserve, and by the United Nations as the Rio San Juan
Biosphere Reserve. The Southeastern Nicaragua Biosphere Reserve is comprised
of a number of protected areas, including the Indio-Maiz Biological Reserve, the
Cerro Silva and Punta Gorda Natural Reserves, and the Rio San Juan Wildlife
Refuge.
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Obstacles to legally establishing a Rama Territory

The Rama have encountered many challenges to their effor-
ts to assert their territorial rights, including: recurrent proposals for
a railway and oil pipeline that would pass through the heart of
Rama Territory; the sale of some of the most picturesque portions
of their land on the Internet by a tourism developer; the murder
of their legal advisor’s husband; and contfinual harassment, infimi-
dation and violence against the Rama by colonists and land spe-
culators. While this chapter emphasizes the political and social
dimensions of the colonization process, the remaining issues are
discussed at length in the book, Living in the Land of Our Ances-
tors: Rama Indian and Creole Territory on Nicaragua'’s Caribbean
Coast (Riverstone, 2004).

The most imminent threat to Rama Territory is the advance
of Nicaragua’s so-called agricultural frontier. Mestizo colonists
from further to the west — or “Spaniards” as they are called by
the Rama - are encroaching further into the Caribbean coastal
rainforests every year, and are driving the Rama out of their lands.
As is common throughout many of Latin America’s tropical forests
the advancing colonists clear the rainforest as they advance, first
planting crops such as corn and beans, and soon afterward con-
verting their plots to low-grade cattle pasture.

During the past ten years the invasion of the Ramas’ traditional
lands has intensified. Many of the areas traditionally used by the
Rama are now more or less populated by Mestizo colonists. The
Rama are quick to distinguish, however, between the “old Spa-
niards” and the “new Spaniards”. The old Spaniards (viejos vivien-
tes) belong to families that have lived in Nicaragua's Caribbean
region for a generation or more. Many of these families arrived
during the region’s banana and logging economic booms in the
early part of the previous century, and have lived alongside the
Rama for many years in relative harmony. To the contrary the new
Spaniards, or “invaders” as they are often called, have largely
arrived since 1990, following the resolution of Nicaragua's Contra
War. While a full census of the new arrivals has not been conduc-
ted, all evidence suggests that thousands of families have arrived
in the Ramas’ ancestral territory over the past decade.

The most recent wave of colonization is particularly harmful
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to the prospects of safeguarding a Rama Territory because it has
reached the last remaining areas that were previously inhabited
only by the Rama. Over the past few years colonists have ente-
red areas that were never setftled by the "old Spaniards”, such
as the watersheds of Wiring Cay Creek and Cane Creek, both
of which flow from the Cordillera de Yolaina into the Caribbean
Sea south of Bluefields Lagoon. The Rama are being driven out
of much of their land, especially in the northern portion of their
territory (in the Cerro Silva Natural Reserve) where the main part
of their population has been concentrated for the past century or
more. The areas that have received the least colonization, such
as the Rio Indio watershed, are both physically and socially dis-
tant from the principal Rama population center of Rama Cay.
Reaching these areas from the north entails arduous tfravel on the
open sea in small boats.

Throughout much of Rama Territory the land invasions have
been accompanied by intimidation and violence. Over the past
few years, Rama and Creole families have been physically attac-
ked at Western Hill, Wiring Cay and Monkey Point, and threate-
ned elsewhere. In many cases the colonists have been heavily
armed and aggressive, and the most common response of Raoma
families living on the mainland has been to retreat to Rama Cay
or Bluefields. In many cases conflicts have also occurred between
longtime Mestizo residents and new arrivals, or among the colo-
nists themselves. In November 2004, two Mestizos were killed by
other Mestizos along the Torsuani River. Following the incident the
Rama living along the Torsuani fled, and in the resulting climate
of tension, violence, and insecurity, they have been reluctant to
return to their agricultural plots along the river.

In recent years the presence of drug trafficking activities has
also had a complex and nefarious effect in Rama Territory. The
Caribbean Coast of Nicaragua lies along one of the preferred
routes for transporting South American cocaine to North Ameri-
can consumers.? Powerful speedboats ply the Caribbean Sea,

24 While | by no means claim to be (nor do | aspire to be) an expert on the co-
caine frade in Nicaragua, one can hardly overlook the role of the drug trade
when frying to understanding social issues on the Caribbean Coast. My unders-
tanding of the issue comes from conversations with locals, and to a lesser extent
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many heading from Colombia to Mexico or other destinations. In
an often recounted scenario, drug-trafficking boats that are flee-
ing pursuit by narcotics agents make emergency landings on the
Caribbean shoreline, where boats and cocaine alike are aban-
doned until they are discovered by locals or law enforcement
officials. In another scenario, when a boat is pursued its cargo
is dumped overboard and the occasional package washes up
on the beach. Typically when cocaine is found on the beach it is
discretely fransported along the coast or inland and is resold, to
be exported to more lucrative markets. A relatively small portion
stays on the coast and is consumed locally.

The sudden appearance of large quantities of valuable co-
caine, in what are otherwise remote and impoverished areas, has
major social impacts. Long stretches of the Caribbean shoreline
are inhabited only sparsely and intermittently, and mainly by ar-
med young men who dedicate themselves to “walking the bea-
ch” searching for a package of cocaine that has drifted ashore.
Here all of the negative attributes associated with illegal lucrati-
ve activities are present, such as greed, jealousy, fear, paranoia,
violence, reprisal and social instability. Those who are not lucky
enough to actually discover a package themselves, sometimes
resort to violence to obtain a share of the bounty.

Drug frafficking activity affects life not only along the coast,
but also along certain inland routes used by cocaine traffickers to
avoid detection by the police or Navy. The social instability that
has resulted from drug-related violence in traditional indigenous
areas has only reinforced the lack of law and order that followed
the 1980s Confra War. This situation of disarray has been capi-
talized upon by colonists who have entered the region from the
west. In Rama Territory this has occurred along the Wiring Cay
River, which was abandoned by the Rama following drug-related
violence, and further to the south near Monkey Point. An added
impetus for colonization in the Monkey Point - Cane Creek area
has been the prospect that construction of a rail line or oil pipe-
line beginning at the Creole community of Monkey Point could
soon convert the land along the rail corridor and pipeline into
high-value real estate.

Rather than merely being a spontaneous event led by the
most impoverished of Nicaragua's peasants, the colonization pro-
cess has been driven by land speculators who make a business
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of squaring off lots of 50 manzanas? or more in the rainforest, and
selling them to colonists from areas such as Nueva Guinea, Boaco
and Chontales. The internal dynamics of the colonization process
are difficult to document fully, but appear to involve political net-
works at regional and possibly national levels. Land speculation
and related corruption are notoriously difficult to document (Zoo-
mers, 2000: 70). Recently officials from the Rural Land Titling Office
(OTR)%* in Bluefields were reprimanded for disseminating fraudu-
lent land ftitles within Rama Territory.?” Indeed, a commonly held
belief on the Caribbean Coast is that high-ranking regional go-
vernment officials in Bluefields are working in collusion with central
government agency officials based in Nueva Guinea, from where
much of the colonization emanates. Rather than merely being
driven by pressure from farther west, the colonization process also
appears to be facilitated by political actors on the receiving side
of the agricultural frontier, on the Caribbean Coast.

The advance of the agricultural frontier is the culmination of
political economic processes that characterized Nicaragua's
development throughout the previous century. The frontier has
been widely recognized as a ‘political release valve’ that ena-
bled the application of an agro-export development model in
Nicaragua and other Central American nations (Larson and Ba-
rahona, 1999). During the 20th century an ever-growing number
of landless peasants resulted from the promotion of large coffee,
cotton and sugar plantations and cattle ranches by internatio-
nal donors and development banks (Brockett, 1998; Faber, 1993).
From the middle of the cenfury onward endemic conflicts bet-
ween large landowners and landless peasants in Pacific Nicaro-
gua were resolved by allowing the peasants to colonize forested
lands further to the east, sometimes with government assistance.
This process was exacerbated following the 1980s’ Contra War,

from articles that have appeared in the Nicaraguan press. While here | limit my
discussion to small-scale actors and local effects, there is ample evidence that
high ranking law enforcement and political officials on the Coast are themselves
involved in the cocaine trade.

25 One manzana is equal to .7 hectares or 1.7 acres.
26 OTR was formerly the Agrarian Reform Institute (INRA)
27 Acosta, M.L., personal communication, August 2005.
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when members of the Conftra forces or Resistencia were promised
agricultural lands by President Chamorro in exchange for laying
down their arms. The intractable issue was never adequately dealt
with and the situation has remained tense along the agricultural
frontier, with the ex-Resistencia remaining a potentially militant
force (Abu-Lughod, 2000). The disaffection and militancy of the
ex-Resistencia members has been capitalized upon by land spe-
culators and bureaucrats who have joined with the ex-fighters to
create a so-called “land mafia”. The speculators profit by organi-
zing and facilitating the invasion of the region’s forests and then
selling land, taking advantage of the relatively weak position of
the Rama and Nicaragua's Environmental Ministry.

In early 2005, the Rama Indian Territorial Government sought
assistance from the Nicaraguan Army and Environmental Ministry
(MARENA) to have recently arrived colonists expelled from indi-
genous lands near Monkey Point, the Wiring Cay River, and Cane
Creek. In response, the President of the Regional Council of the
Southern Atlantic Autonomous Region (RAAS) wrote a letter to
the Rama leaders arguing that the newly arrived settlers had a
right to settle the area, and could not be prosecuted and remo-
ved before the formal indigenous land demarcation process was
finished — a process that may take years. Yet because the area
in question lies within a protected natural area, the Cerro Silva
Natural Reserve, the colonists were clearly violating Nicaragua's
Protected Areas Law and it regulations. According to the regula-
tions, it is illegal to occupy a protected natural area following its
creation — 1990, in the case of the Cerro Silva Reserve.® In addi-
tion, while the Rama have not yet received a legal title to their te-
rritorial lands, according to Nicaragua’s 1987 Political Constitution
and the Aflantic Coast Autonomy Law, indigenous peoples’ land
rights exist nonetheless, and it is the government’s responsibility
to defend these rights (Acosta, 1999). Yet rather than opposing
the invasion of indigenous land and protected natural areas, the
President of the Regional Council was clearly advocating for the
interests of newly arrived colonists.

In a related incident, in July 2005, news began to circulate

2 See Arficles 59-62 of the Reglamento de Areas Protegidas de Nicaragua, De-
creto No. 14-99.
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among the Rama and within various institutions in Bluefields that
what appeared to be a dubious ‘Rama Indigenous Organization’
had formed, and was seeking the official recognition of the RAAS
regional government. The “Multi-ethnic Indigenous Peoples’ Or-
ganization Indio-Maiz Pro-community development of the Atlan-
tic Coast of Nicaragua™ (OPIMDECAN-AXCICAN) appears to be
comprised of a group of Mestizos from Nueva Guinea, the Depar-
tment of Rio San Juan and elsewhere who have come together
with the stated goal of pursuing land claims under Nicaragua's
new Indigenous Land Demarcation Law. The organization’'s go-
verning body was elected on January 19, 2005, at a meeting
held in Nueva Guinea. According to the minutes of the meeting
(which were disseminated to several government agencies and
eventually obtained by the Ramal), if the central government will
not accept the organization’s territorial demands within the Indio-
Maiz Biological Reserve, they are prepared to invade the Cerro
Silva Reserve with 5,000 families. At an assembly of the (authen-
tic) Rama Territorial Government held on Rama Cay on August 7,
2005, the minutes from the meeting of the newly formed "Indige-
nous Peoples’ Organization” were read aloud by a Territorial Go-
vernment leader to a mystified audience. When the names of the
newly elected organization’s leaders were read aloud, leaders
from the various Rama communities protested, stating that they
had never even heard of these people who were calling them-
selves Rama. It was noted, however, from the government-issued
identification numbers of the new organization’s leaders that se-
veral of them originate from the Department of Rio San Juan and
other departments of Pacific Nicaragua.

Given the relatively high profile of the authentic Rama Terri-
torial Government, it seems unlikely that the newly formed “In-
digenous Peoples’ Organization” will be taken very seriously by
most government agencies and other institutions. Mestizos trying
to pursue land claims in the guise of being Rama represent a mis-
guided effort and the organization would have great difficulty
pursuing land claims through legal channels. Yet the Rama have
expressed concern over reports that the President of the RAAS
Regional Council has been involved in a dialogue with the new
organization, and has also been frying to assist Mestizo colonists
by legally recognizing their new settlements. The settlements are
comprised of colonists who have recently arrived, cleared plots in
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the forest, and are seeking services such as schools, health clinics,
and potable water from government agencies and NGOs. Legal
recognition as a valid community can greatly assist the colonists
in their efforts fo aftract assistance and become permanently es-
tablished in the region.

The recent actions described above can be better unders-
tood in the context of ethnic and demographic changes on
Nicaragua’s Caribbean Coast. The ethnically diverse Caribbean
Coast was originally colonized by the English rather than the Spa-
nish, and the population was fraditionally dominated numerically
by indigenous peoples (Miskitu, Sumu-Mayangna, Rama) along
with Afro-Caribbean Creoles and Garifuna. Historically the citi-
zens of Caribbean Nicaragua have spoken different languages
(e.g. Miskitu and an English-based Creole) and have maintained
a strong separatist identity from hispanic Pacific Nicaragua. In
recent decades, however, as the country’s agricultural frontier
has advanced, Mestizos from Pacific Nicaragua have come to
comprise the majority population in Caribbean Nicaragua's two
autonomous regions (the RAAS and RAAN). For politicians on the
Caribbean Coast — especially in the RAAS where Mestizos compri-
se an overwhelming majority of the population — while it remains
important to espouse the rhetoric of Costeno autonomy, there is
a growing imperative to respond to the concerns of the Mestizo
majority. Since many of the Mestizos are recent arrivals, their top
concerns are often land tenure security and a desire to formalize
their settlements, in order to attract services from governmental
and non-governmental sources. By all appearances, powerful
players within the regional government are doing their best to
win the vote of the Mestizo majority and to undermine indigenous
land claims.

Another source of resistance to indigenous land titling in the
RAAS is the local Creole elite in Bluefields, some of whom own or
claim large properties within the area of the Ramas’ territorial land
claim. While the Indigenous Land Demarcation Law acknowled-
ges the rights of legitimate private landowners within areas clai-
med by indigenous peoples, the Creole elite appears to remain
wary of and resistant to indigenous land titing. Other than the
more blatant examples involving the President of the Regional
Council (who is himself a member of the Creole elite), up to now
this resistance has often been more subtle than overt, and is most
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apparent in ideological discourse. Casual conversations regularly
reveal resistance to ‘so few people controlling so much land’ and
continual references are made to indigenous peoples’ alleged
inability to manage the land and natural resources. On a more
tangible level, the desire of local elite to control and manipulate
the indigenous land demarcation process has been apparent in
institutional maneuvers, such as the appointment of local lando-
wners and politicians or their family members to important positio-
ns on technical and decision-making committees for the demar-
cation process.

While the specifics of the Ramas’ case are unique, similar sce-
narios have been repeated countless times in the developing
world as new geographic spaces and peoples are forcibly incor-
porated into capitalist market relations. Economic life, and the
current chaotic land tenure situation in Caribbean Nicaragua,
corresponds to what is often termed in Marxian circles “primitive
accumulation”:

“Primitive accumulation refers to the non-market transfer of as-
sets from non-capitalist classes to pre-capitalist classes who may
become capitalists over time. Historically, mechanisms of primifi-
ve accumulation have included. . . . outright theft, seizures of land
and expulsions of incumbent peasants . . . The classic example of
primitive accumulation was the English enclosure movement . . .
Non-market transfers of this type involve the powerful and the well
connected using the police, the courts, the land record offices
and frequently private armies of thugs to fabricate documents,
institute false cases, and directly use violence or the threat of vio-
lence to extort and wrench land from the politically weak . . . Far
from opposing the instability of land rights, local landed elite try
their best to exploit this instability for their own benefit...” (Khan,
2004: 97-99).

Territorial loss and changing livelihood and residence
patterns among the Rama

As was stated at the chapter’s outset, traditionally the Rama
have practiced a variety of livelihood activities including fishing
in coastal, lagoon and inland waters, horticulture or small-scale
agriculture, hunting and gathering shellfish. In order to carry out
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these diverse activities Rama families have typically spent diffe-
rent months of the year in different parts of their territory, and
maintain homes both in coastal and inland riverine locations. For
other activities such as hunting or canoe-building expeditions,
temporary camps are established for the duration of the activity,
and subsequently abandoned. The same areas may be revisited
every few years for a given purpose, and Rama Territory is filled
with such locations, often discernible only by the presence of a
few banana plants, palms or fruit tfrees, or sometimes by an aban-
doned shelter.?

This extensive use of Rama territory for multiple livelihood activi-
ties has been undergoing major changes in recent decades. The
Rama have largely responded to the progressive colonization of
their territory by Mestizo peasants and cattle ranchers by reducing
the sphere of their activities to a smaller and smaller geographi-
cal space. In general, hunting and agriculture have become less
common activities for the Rama, while fishing and gathering she-
lifish have become proportionally more important. The nutritional
effects of this transition are likely negative. In a recent United Na-
tions report on cultural diversity on Nicaragua's Caribbean Coast,
fishing is listed as the source of approximately 70 percent of the
Ramas’ income (PNUD, 2005: 157). While careful studies have not
been conducted to quantitatively document the shift in impor-
tance of economic activities, in interviews Rama elders regularly
mention such changes. While gathering oysters and shrimp and
fishing in Bluefields Lagoon and the sea have always been impor-
tant components of the traditional Rama livelihood, many from
the older generations lament that the youth are becoming over-
reliant on fishing and are not learning how to practice agriculture.
“Now ifs only we the older ones who plant. Them young ones only
want to fish, day and night.” As aresult, the Rama are undergoing
a similar process to that of Nicaragua's Afro-Caribbean Creoles in
the previous century, the progressive abandonment of the land
and agriculture in favor of fown life.® A similar effect was also

27 Similar livelihood strategies have been described among the Miskitu (Nietsch-
mann, 1973; Helms, 1978) and the Kuna (Helms, 1978).

30 See “Back to the Farm” by R.M. Hooker (1930) in Vernoy (2000:36), also reprin-
ted in Riverstone (2004)
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noted among the Honduran Miskitu by Dodds (1998) who found
that families that participated more actively in the market-orien-
ted lobster harvest deforested smaller areas and were less reliant
on agriculture.

Older Rama fishermen and fisherwomen report that along
with increased pressure on fisheries by commercial fleets and ar-
tisanal fishermen from Bluefields, the Rama themselves are also
overfishing. Based on anecdotal accounts, the predictable out-
come seems to be occurring: fewer large fish are being caught
in the Ramas’ gillnets, and they are having to switch to nets with
a smaller mesh size. Given the abundance of economic alternati-
ves that the Rama have traditionally been able to rely upon, they
have apparently developed little in the way of community-level
fisheries restrictions. The potential for community-level natural re-
source management is further hampered by the Ramas’ proximi-
ty to the city and the difficulty in controlling access by non-com-
munity members.

Having fishing, shrimp and oysters as economic options to fall
back on — af least in the short-term — has allowed the Rama to
adapt to the invasion of their hunting and planting grounds. It
may, however, have made the Rama more willing to accept the
loss of their lands, rather than assuming a militant stance against
colonists. Those Rama who sfill inhabit mainland communities are
acutely aware of and continue to resist the advancing coloniza-
tion. As will be described in the following section, the Rama as a
people are presently organizing to defend their land rights. Yet
many individual Rama seem more inclined to live as fishermen
and town dwellers rather than struggling to defend their land rig-
hts, especially young people who have grown up on Rama Cay
and know very little of the rivers and forests that comprise the Ra-
mas’ fraditional territory.

Thus while the colonization of Rama territory by Mestizos is un-
doubtedly the primary cause of the Ramas’ loss of control over
their land and natural resources, the Ramas' own response ap-
pears to some extent to have reinforced the process. In addition
to being pushed from their territory, other factors have served to
pull the Rama from their small communities along the rivers and
creeks toward their island capital of Rama Cay and larger towns
such as San Juan del Norte (Greytown) and Bluefields. Among the
most important of these factors is access to education. Seeing
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little future in fishing or agriculture, many Rama look to improved
access to formal education as one of the keys to their survival
and development. While primary schools, albeit poorly funded
and staffed, exist in communities such as El Coco and Punta de
Aguila, the Ramas’ only secondary school is located on Rama
Cay. Up to the present only the first three years of secondary
school have been available on Rama Cay, so in order to finish the
last two years, Rama students must go to Bluefields.

Living on Rama Cay, as opposed to riverine or more distant
coastal communities, also provides closer access to markets in
Bluefields. Many families from Rama Cay earn small cash incomes
by selling fish or shellfish that are marketed in Bluefields and using
the money to buy basic grains, salt, sugar, coffee and household
supplies. Others are employed as teachers, health clinic emplo-
yees, or obtain occasional employment or other benefits through
various development projects. During the previous decade a
number of Rama families relocated to San Juan del Norte to har-
vest lobster or pursue other economic opportunities. According
to many Rama, once families become accustomed to living on
Rama Cay or in Bluefields, they find the comforts of town such
as various manufactured goods and access to medical facilities
and shops difficult to part with.

The following typology lists the predominant residence patter-
ns of Rama families, which correspond closely to their livelihood
activities.

Rama Indian residence patterns:

1. Extensive use of multiple locations

2. Full-time riverine or coastal community

3. Bi-local Rama Cay/riverine community

4. Full-time on Rama Cay

5. Bi-local Rama Cay and a larger town (e.g. Bluefields, San

Juan del Norte)
6. Full-time in larger towns

The first pattern corresponds to the traditional and spatially-
extensive Rama livelihood strategy, in which families frequently
relocated to multiple sites for fishing, hunting, gathering, agricul-
ture and other activities. The second pattern is presently rare,
and is perhaps practiced by a few families who primarily stay in
coastal communities such as Punta de Aguila, Monkey Point or El
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Coco up the Kukra River. The third pattern has perhaps been the
predominant one among the Rama in recent generations, but
is becoming less common as agricultural areas are abandoned
due to colonization and violence. As a result, the fourth pattern
is becoming more common, especially for younger families with
no tradition of practicing agriculture. More and more families are
seeking a way to have their children educated in Bluefields, but
up to now only a few families have acquired the means or desire
to live full-time in Bluefields. Some Rama families have taken up
full-time residence in San Juan del Norte at the southern extreme
of Rama Territory, although with the decline of the lobster industry
it remains to be seen if these families will stay in San Juan or will
return fo Rama Cay and its environs.

Were it only for the phenomena discussed thus far, the outlook
for safeguarding a Rama Territory would be singularly bleak. As
the Ramas’ presence in the landscape has become more sparse
and tenuous, it has been easier for colonists o stake their claim.
Yet ironically, just as the Ramas’ hold on their land is at an ebb
their legal and institutional capacity for defending their territorial
rights and possibly reclaiming lost areas is increasing. This resur-
gence has been bolstered by changes in international and natio-
nal legal frameworks regarding indigenous peoples’ rights, and a
conjuncture of opportunities that has recently appeared for the
Rama.

Opportunities in the midst of crisis

During the past five years the Rama and their Creole neig-
hbors have made significant advances toward articulating and
advocating for their territorial land claims. A major turning po-
int for the Caribbean Coast’s indigenous and Afro-Caribbean
peoples came in 2003 when the Nicaraguan government passed
the Indigenous Land Demarcation Law (Law 445).3" While the At-

3! Law 445 is formally known as the “Law of the Communal Property Regime of
the Indigenous Peoples and Ethnic Communities of the Autonomous Regions of
the Nicaraguan Atflantic Coast and the Bocay, Coco, Indio and Maiz Rivers.”
(Ley del Réegimen de Propiedad Comunal de los Pueblos Indigenas y Comuni-
dades Etnicas de las Regiones Auténomas de la Costa Atldntica de Nicaragua
y de los Rios Bocay, Coco, Indio, y Maiz).
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lantic Coast Autonomy Law of 1987 has frequently been cited
as progressive legislation that provided for indigenous land and
resource rights, the Autonomy Law did not include an explicit
mechanism for the demarcation and titling of indigenous lands.*
Law 445 finally attempted to rectify this situation by establishing a
formal procedure by which individual communities of groups of
communities could seek collective land fitles. Law 445 was appro-
ved in response to a judgment against the Nicaraguan govern-
ment by the Inter-American Court on Human Rights in the case
Mayangna (Sumu) Awas Tingni Community versus Nicaragua. In
its findings the court ruled against the Nicaraguan government
for approving a logging concession in the Mayangna Indigenous
community of Awas Tingni, and ordered that Nicaragua develop
a legal process for safeguarding indigenous land and natural re-
source rights.

The new Indigenous Land Demarcation Law clearly recogni-
zes the rights of indigenous peoples and ethnic communities to
use, administer and manage their traditional lands and resources
as communal property, and guarantees land demarcation and
titing (Article 2). Communal land is broadly defined as the geo-
graphic area in possession of an indigenous or ethnic community,
and is based on a number of criteria, such as the extent of eco-
nomic and cultural activities, sacred areas and forested areas
necessary for the reproduction of flora and fauna. Under Law 445
communal land cannot be sold, seized by a bank, or taken by
the State or squatters due to abandonment (Art 3). In addition to
indigenous land rights the demarcation law also recognizes indi-
genous peoples’ right to continued access to marine resources of
the Caribbean coastal zone. 32

321 recent decades there has been widespread confusion in writings on the Au-
tonomy Law and indigenous rights in Nicaragua. For example, Brysk (2000: 256)
indicated that indigenous people control 47% of Nicaragua'’s land area through
Autonomous Regions, and rated the strength of Nicaragua's indigenous land
tenure as ‘good’. In reality indigenous people have held only limited political
power in the Autonomous Regions (especially in the RAAS) and hold land titles
only to relatively small and scattered areas.

33 For more in-depth analyses of the implications of Law 445 in Rama Territory see

the chapter by Acosta in this volume, as well as a recent article and book by
Riverstone (2003, 2004).
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In order to successfully navigate the legal land demarcation
process as specified by Law 445, the Rama have recently forma-
lized their Communal and Territorial Governments. While for se-
veral years Rama Cay and a few other Rama communities have
elected community-level governing bodies, this process has now
been formalized according to community-level statutes, and
the Community Boards have been registered with the Regional
Government in Bluefields. At the territorial level, the new twelve-
member Rama Territorial Government has been created, and is
comprised of two representatives from each of the six Community
Boards. The Territorial Government is also registered with the Re-
gional Government in Bluefields, and is the Ramas’ official legal
institution for dealing with external institutions during the land de-
marcation process. The most important decisions regarding land
demarcation and other territorial issues are made by the Territorial
Assembly, comprised of the full Directive Boards from each of the
Rama communities (approximately 48 people). The Rama also
have a representative on the National Indigenous Land Demar-
cation Commission (CONADETI), and another on the Regional In-
ter-sectorial Technical Commission (CIDT) of the RAAS, two bodies
established by Law 445 to help guide the demarcation process.

Now that a legal and institutional framework is in place to gui-
de the Ramas’ land demarcation and fitling procedures, a num-
ber of foreign donors have come forward to assist with different
aspects of the process. Current efforts emphasize three interrela-
ted aspects:

1. Strengthening the Rama Territorial Government. As a new insti-
tution, the Territorial Government is in need of strengthening in
various areas, such as project administration and accounting,
negotiation and conflict resolution skills. The Rama have often
expressed frustration at projects that have been financed on
their behalf but managed and controlled by other institutions.
Now that the Territorial Government and its Project Commit-
tee have been formalized, the Rama are beginning to mana-
ge their own funds and projects.

2. Conducting the formal demarcation process. Law 445 articu-
lates a six-phase demarcation and land titling process that
involves considerable technical work, and processes of nego-
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tiation and conflict resolution. The initial phase consists of pre-
paration of a Diagnostic Study that will serve as the basis for
the Ramas’ official land claim. While the Diagnostic Study is an
ostensibly tfechnical process, in reality it also holds important
political implications for the control of land and resources on
the Caribbean Coast. Work on the Diagnostic Study began in
2005, amidst a series of tense negotiations between the Rama
and central and regional government officials regarding who
will conduct the study, what methods they will use and what
pace they will work at. The National Demarcation Commission,
which is strongly influenced by powerful actors in the central
government and regional elite, has appointed a technical
team to assist the Rama. The Rama have also secured funding
from the Danish government (to be co-administered by the
Rama and the Danish NGO, IBIS) in order to contfract their own
technical team. In addition the regional university URACCAN
has secured funding from Conservation International’s Criti-
cal Ecosystem Partnership Fund (CEPF) to assist with the land
demarcation process. The Rama have maintained a position
that it is the Territorial Government that should play a protago-
nist role in the land demarcation process, and in August 2005
called for all of the available personnel and resources to be
consolidated as one technical feam that will produce a Diag-
nostic Study that when completed must meet with approval
from the Territorial Government.

Among the most contentious issues to be addressed during
the land demarcation process is that of how to handle non-
indigenous land claimants (third parties or terceros) within the
Ramas proposed Territory. This issue holds major implications
for which area the Rama will ultimately hold a land fitle to and
seems destined to be the source of conflicting interpretations
and much negotiation. Law 445 makes reference to indige-
nous peoples’ rights to areas that they have traditionally used
but also refers to areas that are actually used and occupied.
This distinction, between indigenous rights to a ‘historical ver-
sus a functional’ territory, has been a point of contention in
indigenous land struggles elsewhere in Latin America (Assies,
2000: 101). Similar challenges have characterized land resti-
tution efforts in transition countries of Eastern Europe, where
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a balance has been sought between honoring the rights of
pre-communist land owners and current occupants (Swinnen,
2001).

3. Defending Rama Territory. While the official land demarcation
process is getting underway, the invasion of Rama Territory
continues and in some areas has accelerated. Concurrent
efforts are thus needed not only to legally recognize the Ra-
mas’ land rights, but to also monitor and protect their territory.
Recent grants by the Ford Foundation, in addition to the CEPF
grant and IBIS project include components oriented toward
training forest guards and strengthening co-management
efforts in the Cerro Silva Natural Reserve, in the northern half
of Rama Territory. For the Ramas’ land demarcation and titling
to ultimately be meaningful, the Rama will need to work in
cooperation with Nicaragua's Environmental Ministry (MARE-
NA) and the armed forces, in order to monitor and defend the
joint protected natural areas and indigenous territory. For the
Rama, short-term territorial defense also entails opposition to
large-scale development projects in their territory. The cons-
fruction of a paved road that would link Bluefields to Pacific Ni-
caragua, via Nueva Guinea, would likely accelerate the colo-
nization process even further. The proposed project would be
funded by the Inter-American Development Bank (IDB), and is
consistent with the Plan Puebla-Panama macro-development
initiative. At a Territorial Assembly held on Rama Cay on April
20, 2005, the Rama reaffirmed previous statements opposing
all large-scale development initiatives in their territory, at least
until they obtain their territorial land fitle.

Conclusions

With respect to defending their ancestral land rights, the Rama
are confronted with both crisis and opportunity. A set of mutually
reinforcing factors has pushed and pulled the Rama from the hin-
terland of their territory to the coast, including the 1980s Conftra
War, violence at the hand of colonists and drug traffickers, and
the Ramas’ own responses to these threats. For the Rama who
have recently been driven from their land, and for those who still
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live from the land, the necessity of holding on to their territory is a
daily concern, and one that they are indeed willing to struggle for.
At least some of the Rama who have been driven from their land
have stated that they would return if the looming threat of violen-
ce could be removed. On Rama Cay there is also a growing con-
cern over the decline of the local fishery, and in response some
young families have expressed an interest in becoming establis-
hed on the mainland.

Yet currently the Ramas’ control over their territory is tenuous,
and defending southeastern Nicaragua's rainforests and indige-
nous land rights often seems to be an uphill battle. This is not to say
that uphill battles cannot be won, just that the magnitude of the
task should not be underestimated and that strategic approaches
will be needed. Powerful players in Nicaragua's existing political
and economic networks are profiting from the land grab in Rama
Territory, and have a great deal to gain by keeping land and re-
source tenure ill-defined in the region. These actors will likely resist
indigenous land demarcation at every stage of the process. An
additional risk is that the Indigenous Land Demarcation Law, whi-
ch lacks popular support in Nicaragua, may soon be overturned
in the Natfional Assembly.

In response to the many challenges that lie ahead, the Rama
Territorial Government is emerging as a key protagonist in the
lond demarcation process. While the Ramas’ cause is based on
both strong moral and legal arguments, their success will depend
in large part on their ability to build strategic alliances within local
and national institutions and international advocacy and donor
organizations.

Despite the many hardships that the Rama have had to sur-
mount during their history, in many respects they have remained
a free people. While having access to sufficient land for hunting,
planting and gathering plants and other materials has not made
the Roma wealthy in monetary terms, it has allowed them to su-
pport themselves rather than being fully dependent on the money
economy. With their territorial rights secured, traditional livelihood
activities will remain an option, and new economic opportunities
may arise, such as ecotourism, sustainable agroforestry or payment
for environmental services. Securing a territory of their own will help
ensure that the Rama can remain a free and dignified people into
the future, who can choose their own paths to development.
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ABU - LUGHOD, D. I. 2000 Failed Buyout: Land Rights for Contra
Veterans in Postwar Nicaragua. Latin American Perspectives.
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Activismo Indigena y Afro-descendiente
en el Territorio Rama?*

Resumen:
Indigenous and Afro-Descendent Activism in the Rama Territory

In Central America, different indigenous peoples and those of
African descent, confronted with marginality and discrimination
as well as with the precariousness of using formal political chan-
nels, have developed a broad repertoire of political strategies in
order to make their voices heard and their fundamental rights res-
pected by other civil society organizations and the State.

In this article, a case study in Monkey Point and the Rama terri-
tory on the Southern Caribbean Coast of Nicaragua is discussed,
where a group of community members managed to impede the
initiation of a macro-project — known as the Dry Canal Project
— which threatened to divide their territory with a railroad, viola-
ting their ancestral land rights and forcing the certain dislocation
of communities.

The research was conducted between 2001 and 2003 and
shows how the communities were able to affect the terms and
conditions of the project and participate in national discussions
about its execution by using a broad-based strategy of local and
regional networking, the mass media and the national autonomy
regulations, especially the Autonomy Law for the communities of
the Atlantic Coast which assigns special rights to the population
of this region of the country. The article pinpoints certain lessons
about how these communities have mobilized, showing the com-
bination of social strategies used involving formal and informal
mechanisms of political scope.

34 Este ensayo resume una tesis de Maestria fitulada “Conflict, Development,
and Regional Autonomy: A community-based social movement and the Dry
Canal Project in the Nicaraguan Caribbean Coast”, Departamento de Ciencias
Politicas, York University, 2001, Toronto, Canadd, 90 p.
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Introduccion

Este articulo analiza una experiencia de resistencia, articula-
cion politica y movilizacion social protagonizada desde 1997 por
dos comunidades localizadas en la Costa Caribe de Nicaragua
- la comunidad étnica de Monkey Point y el pueblo indigena
Rama — ante los intentos del gobierno nicaraglense y de dos em-
presas multinacionales, CINN y Sit-Global —en competencia entre
si— para llevar a cabo la construccion de una via interocednica
al Sur del pais, proyecto conocido como el Canal Seco.

Con el interés de situar el estudio en un ambiente mdas gene-
ral, la investigacion incluye una descripcion del contexto politico
en gue se ha desarrollado la movilizacion de dichas comunida-
des, incluyendo el régimen de autonomia regional; asi como los
aspectos relevantes en el tema de propiedad y dominio de re-
cursos naturales.

La investigacion incluye ademds el andlisis de la informacion
reportada en dos periddicos nacionales (El Nuevo Diario y La
Prensa) entre 1997 y Julio del 2001, respecto al reclamo de las
comunidades y el proyecto del Canal Seco. La idea fue identifi-
car la capacidad de la movilizacidn comunitaria y sus principa-
les agentes de apoyo para ganar espacios publicos noticiosos, y
definir una agenda de cobertura en los medios nacionales que
le otorgara legitimidad al movimiento en la opinidn publica re-
gional y nacional.

El estudio sugiere incorporar la capacidad de incidencia de
la accidon politica de las comunidades movilizadas sobre los me-
dios de comunicacién — especialmente los escritos — para ganar
credibilidad sobre los acontecimientos, y ampliar la utilidad del
concepto de articulacién politica a través de legitimar sus de-
mandas ante la opinidn publica regional y nacional. Ambos pro-
cesos permiten entender en una forma novedosa la habilidad de
los actores para ganar poder de influencia en el sistema politico
del pais, especialmente en lo que se refiere a la toma de decisio-
nes en entidades del gobierno, tanto de las agencias estatales y
ministerios — incluyendo el sistema judicial — como en los Consejos
Regionales Autdénomos y los gobiernos municipales.

Uno de los aspectos centrales de esta investigacion se rela-
ciona con los intereses y visiones en conflicto de los miembros
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del movimiento respecto a sus deseos y aspiraciones en el futuro
ante una eventual negociacion con el Gobierno sobre la reali-
zacion de la obra del Canal Seco. Por una parte se abordan los
conflictos de visiones entre los representantes de la comunidad
de Monkey Point y del pueblo Rama (incluyendo las diferencias
entfre los dirigentes y sus propias comunidades); y por otfro, de
parte de los representantes comunales y los miemlbros que con-
formaron la Comision de Apoyo, instancia compuesta por un gru-
po de organizaciones no gubernamentales creado en 1999 para
asistir a las comunidades en una serie de actividades relaciona-
das con la resistencia politica y la movilizacién social en defensa
de sus fierras comunales ante el proyecto del Canal Seco.

La investigacion observa que en el dmbito comunitario ha
existido una disputa entre los residentes y no-residentes Creoles
de Monkey Point respecto a los derechos y conceptos de pro-
piedad de la tierra — que se manifiesta en formas diferentes de
apropiaciéon sobre la propiedad comunal versus propiedad pri-
vada individual. Por su parte, entre el pueblo Rama existe un gran
sentido de apropiacion histérica del territorio Rama y una evalua-
cién de sus recursos, sin embargo se muestran acosados por la
invasion de colonos mestizos, lo que también da origen a nuevos
conflictos por el uso de la tierra. Entfre ambos grupos de repre-
sentantes comunales existen diferencias sobre el uso y el sistema
de derechos sobre el territorio Rama, asi como de los posibles
escenarios en una eventual negociacion con el Gobierno y las
empresas interesadas en el Canal.

Asimismo, existieron en su momento diferencias importantes
entre las comunidades y la Comision de Apoyo respecto a como
enfrentar las invasiones ilegales a las tierras comunales y la venta
de propiedades por parte de antiguos residentes en la comu-
nidad de Monkey Point, preocupaciones que fueron vistas por
las comunidades como cuestiones de corto plazo. Por su parte
la Comision de Apoyo, ademds de sus diferencias internas —esti-
los de trabajo y competencias entre ONG's locales, entre otras
— han tenido por lo general una vision mds de largo plazo, y mdas
general-abstracta con el proceso de fortalecimiento de la auto-
nomia regional. Estas diferencias se pondrian de manifiesto en la
forma como se disenaba la estrategia para promover los dere-
chos de las comunidades y lograr decisiones que favorecieran
sus demandas.
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La investigacion insiste que el movimiento social de base co-
munitaria que ha protagonizado el pueblo Ramay la comunidad
de Monkey Point ha tenido éxito en ejercer una presiéon positiva
sobre el sistema de autoridad estatal del pais como resultado
de un creativo proceso de construccion de alianzas y diseno
consensuado de estrategias politicas. Durante este proceso los
representantes de las comunidades y sus asesores identificaron
oportunidades y espacios legales derivadas de la legislacion del
régimen de autonomia y la Constitucién Politica, y elaboraron un
repertorio multiple de estrategias en varios niveles, muchas veces
en forma simultdneaq, para ganar influencia en el sistema politico
del pais, en los medios nacionales, las empresas interesadas en el
Canal Seco y el Estado de Nicaragua.

En el dmbito interno, el estudio presenta los diversos intere-
ses y tensiones dentro del movimiento derivadas de sus distintas
visiones sobre el desarrollo y de las interpretaciones que cons-
truyen acerca del funcionamiento de sistema politico del pais,
incluyendo del régimen de autonomia. Se argumenta que estas
contradicciones eventualmente podrian diluir el nivel de consen-
so politico que los representantes comunitarios han tenido desde
su formacién ante la eventual construccion del Canal Seco. Esta
dimensiéon es clave para entender y analizar posibles estrategias
de negociaciéon con las empresas y el Estado, asi como para va-
lorar la continuidad del consenso politico dentro del movimiento,
inclusive durante el proceso de demarcacion del territorio Raoma
recién iniciado.

El articulo contiene cinco secciones. La primera dedicada
a las referencias tedricas y el contexto politico en el que surgid
el movimiento de las comunidades. La segunda describe como
se origind el reclamo de las comunidades ante el anuncio del
proyecto del Canal Seco, incluyendo algunas caracteristicas bd-
sicas sobre los planes preliminares del ferrocarril, incluyendo su
posible impacto en las tierras de Monkey Point y sobre el territorio
Rama en su conjunto.

La tercera seccioén estd dedicada a analizar las circunstancias
por las cuales comunidades se agrupan como un movimiento
en coaliciobn con organizaciones no gubernamentales regiona-
les, nacionales e internacionales, las cuales proveerdn recursos
importantes para apoyar a las comunidades en sus reclamos, re-
sistencia e incidencia en relacion con el proyecto. Se hace refe-
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rencia aqui a sus principales logros tanto desde el punto de vista
politico como legal.

La cuarta seccién aborda el andlisis de los medios y la ca-
pacidad de incidencia del movimiento, considerando que esta
contienda pone en evidencia ciertos valores y vinculos de los
periddicos con los sujetos generadores de noticias. Se ilustra en
relacion con el acceso a los medios, la forma en que las comuni-
dades compiten con las empresas por la cobertura y el enfoque
que dan los medios al tema del Canal Seco.

La quinta seccion contiene el andilisis de los intereses y visio-
nes sobre el desarrollo de las comunidades y los miembros de la
Comisidon de Apoyo respecto a los escenarios de la negociacion
con el Gobierno. También se ilustran las tensiones internas deriva-
das de preocupaciones inmediatas de las comunidades y de las
visiones de mds largo plazo y generales que elaboran la Comi-
sion de Apoyo vy la asesoria técnica de las comunidades.

1. Articulacion politica: generando la movilizacion local
comunitaria

“Sin la Ley de Autonomia el proyecto del Canal Seco se hu-
biera hecho ya hace tiempo. La ley ha obligado a las empresas
multinacionales y al Estado a considerar el poder de decision de
las comunidades y del Consejo Regional Autdbnomo™ (Dolene Mi-
ller, Creole®)

Desde el punto de vista tedrico este articulo utiliza el concep-
to de articulacion politica en la teoria de los movimientos sociales
(Escobar, 1992: 78-80), infentando con ello construir un enfoque
explicativo de la accidon politica para analizar a los actores que
procuran alcanzar determinados objetivos estratégicos que les
son comunes. Los actores sociales consfruyen, en un proceso
conflictivo, bases politicas compartidas, el sentido de la accidén
y los marcos discursivos, fodos ellos cruciales para la identidad
politica y las metas del movimiento.

35 Dolene Miller se desempefiaba como coordinadora regional de CEDEHCA,
una organizacién caribefa que formaba parte de la Comisién de Apoyo a las
comunidades.
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La investigacion intenta demostrar como el conceptfo de
articulacién politica no solo representa la habilidad para crear
alianzas dentro del movimiento social y hacia otros actores rele-
vantes, sino su utilidad para mantener dichos compromisos — no
exentos de intereses en conflicto — ante los escenarios diversos
de su accidn social para el logro de sus metas de corto y largo
plazo. En este senfido se examina la relacion de las comunidades
con las organizaciones no gubernamentales y con dos medios
escritos nacionales; y coémo esta relacion ha influido en la credi-
bilidad del movimiento, el diseno de estrategias de incidencia y
el mantenimiento de la cohesién y unidad interna.

2. Autonomia regional: el marco politico y normativo para la
resistencia y movilizacion de las comunidades

Para entender la ruta de defensa legal y activismo politico
que siguieron las comunidades y sus asesores ante los planes de
construccion del Canal Seco en las tierras reclamadas por los
Rama vy los pobladores de Monkey Point, es importante conside-
rar el régimen de derechos autondmicos reconocidos por el Es-
tatuto de Autonomia y la Constitucion Politica. Este régimen de
derechos otorga a los habitantes de las regiones el derecho im-
prescriptible de proteccién de sus tierras comunales, las que no
pueden ser vendidas, ni gravadas. Aunque las tierras no estén
aun demarcadas ni legalizadas, los preceptos constitucionales
garantizan un estatus sui generis a los derechos de propiedad y
es responsabilidad del Estado protegerlos.

Ademdads del estatus legal de las tierras comunales, los pue-
blos indigenas y comunidades de la Costa a través de la Ley de
Autonomia tienen el derecho de contar con sus propias formas
de organizacion social y estar representados en entidades de
gobierno regional — los Consejos Regionales Auténomos y sus ad-
ministraciones — que son entidades politicas de composicion mul-
tiétnica con una serie de funciones publicas asignadas.

3¢ Acosta, Maria Luisa (2004), Régimen Legal de la Autonomia de las Regiones
del Caribe NicaragUense, por Maria Luisa Acosta (URACCAN-Editarte: Mana-
gua, Nicaragua).
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Entre estas funciones estan: a) participar efectivamente en la
elaboracién y ejecucion de los planes y programas de desarrollo
nacional en su region, a fin de armonizarlos con los intereses de
las Comunidades de la Costa Atlantica; b) administrar los progra-
mas de salud, educacidn, cultura, abastecimiento, transporte,
servicios comunales, etc. en coordinacion con los Ministerios de
Estado correspondientes; c) impulsar los proyectos econdmicos,
sociales y culturales propios; d) promover el racional uso, goce
y disfrute de las aguas, bosques, tierras comunales y la defensa
de su sistema ecoldgico; d) promover el estudio, fomento, de-
sarrollo, preservacion y difusion de las culturas tradicionales de
las Comunidades de la Costa Atldntica, asi como su patrimonio
historico, artistico, linguistico y cultural; e) promover la cultura
nacional en las Comunidades de la Costa Atfldntica; f) fomentar
el intercambio tradicional con las naciones y pueblos del Cari-
be, de conformidad con las leyes nacionales y procedimientos
que rigen la materia; g) promover la articulacion del mercado
infrarregional e interregional, contribuyendo de esta manera a
la consolidacion del mercado nacional; h) establecer impuestos
regionales conforme las leyes que rigen la materia.

Ademds de estas atribuciones, en 1995, mediante una refor-
ma a la Constitucion Politica, los Consejos Regionales obtuvieron
un poder de veto sobre las concesiones de explotacion de los
recursos naturales que el Estado nicaraguense otorga en las Re-
giones Autdnomas. Esta facultad le confiere un importante papel
al Consejo Regional en el proceso de aprobacion de los proyec-
tos que las empresas fordneas pretendan realizar en los territorios
de la Costa Caribe.

3. El proyecto del Canal Seco: La Amenaza a los Derechos de
las Comunidades

“El Canal Seco serd un enclave. Es un modelo de desarrollo
no factible para la Costa. No genera desarrollo para la gente, es
decir, no proveerd empleos estables ni productividad para nues-
tra gente” - José Guillén, Mestizo, ex concejal en el Consejo Re-

37 Comunicacién personal, Bluefields, Junio 2001.
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gional Autobnomo de la RAAS.¥

Una historia laberintica envuelve el ambiente en el cual las
empresas multinacionales se han venido disputando la construc-
cion del llamado Canal Seco. Las dos empresas, CINN-Canal In-
terocednico Nicaragua, fundado en 1995; y Sit-Global, fundado
en 1997, luego de la division del CINN, se han acusado mutua-
mente de trdfico de influencias, robo de los disenos técnicos y
soborno de funcionarios del Gobierno. El CINN ha acusado a Sit-
Global de robarse los disenos técnicos, y la ‘idea original’ del pro-
yecto, mientras que Sit-Global ha denunciado el supuesto plan
del CINN para ‘vender’ la concesion al capital global.

De hecho, Sit-Global ha sido presentada por sus ejecutivos
como una firma "“100 por ciento nicaraguense”, que “lucha”
contra el “capital fordneo” y las multinacionales representadas
por el CINN.*® Estas acusaciones mutuas se dieron a pesar de
que ambas empresas publicamente han reconocido sus vincu-
los con corporaciones multinacionales que eventualmente apo-
yaran el proyecto.* Hasta ahora el Banco Mundial ha negado
publicamente que haya aprobado fondos para los estudios de
factibilidad del proyecto.

De acuerdo con los disenos técnicos y modelos operacionales
sugeridos para la via ferrea, no existe ninguna diferencia significa-
tiva enlos planes de las empresas que compiten por el proyecto.
Ambas estdn de acuerdo en que Monkey Point, en la Costa Ca-
ribe, es el sitio apropiado para la construccion de las instalacio-
nes portuarias; sin embargo las empresas difieren sobre el punto
donde habrd de concluir la via férrea en la Costa del Pacifico.
La propuesta de CINN es construir una via de 337 kilbmetros de
extension que finaliza en Pie de Gigante, en el Departamento de
Rivas, cerca de las Costas con el Lago de Nicaragua. Por su lado
Sit-Global propone una via de aproximadamente 400 kildmetros
de extension, terminando en el puerto de Corinto, el puerto mads

3 Entrevista con Roberto Duarte, miembro de la Junta directiva de Sit-Global,
El Nuevo Diario, Junio 4, 2000, Managua, Nicaragua

37 El CINN es apoyado por inversionistas provenientes de China, Taiwdn, Japdn,
y Corea del Sur. Los estudios de pre-factibilidad fueron realizados por Novaport-
Vaughan, una empresa canadiense.
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importante de Nicaragua desde el siglo XIX.“

Los distintos puntos de terminacion del proyecto, a su vez, de-
terminan los montos totales del proyecto de inversion propuestos
por cada empresa. CINN ha presentado un total de inversion es-
timada en 2.6 billones de ddlares, mientras que Sit-Global anfici-
pa una inversion de 1.3 billones. ' Los estudios de factibilidad de
ambas empresas costardn aproximadamente 20 millones. CNNN
insiste que entre 1995 y el 2001, invirtid 10 millones en estudios de
‘pre-factibilidad’.

Desde 1998, El Nuevo Diario y La Prensa fueron atraidos por
la historia de la competencia por quien se quedaria con la con-
cesion para construir el codiciado Canal. Esta competencia ha
tomado lugar entre las dos empresas multinacionales, pero en
cada una de ellas participan reconocidos empresarios nicara-
gUenses, politicos de ambos partidos (el FSLN y el PLC) y altos
oficiales en el gjército de Nicaragua.

Eventualmente el proyecto del Canal Seco afectard las tierras
comunales ancestrales reclamadas y bajo posesion del pueblo
indigena Rama y la comunidad Afro-descendiente de Monkey
Point. Desde 1996 ambos grupos han organizado una movilizo-
cion activa con el fin de influir en el proceso politico y legal que
deberia concluir con la aprobacion del proyecto.

Aunque no se ha hecho una valoracién precisa de los posi-
bles impactos del proyecto sobre las comunidades indigenas y
negras, algunos representantes de organizaciones no guberna-
mentales han advertido que:

La zona de libre comercio y desarrollo vinculados [asociados
al proyecto del Canal Seco] desplazard a la comunidad Rama
y de Monkey Point que vive en ese territorio. Otras comunidades
indigenas Rama podrian ser afectadas por la construccion de
una red de caminos que sin dudas acompanara el Canal Seco,
incluyendo las vias que podrdn conectar Bluefields, Monkey Point
y Nueva Guinea. Estos caminos habrdn de atraer nuevos colonos
que incrementaran la deforestacion de la region y las prdcticas

“0 De acuerdo con Mueller (2001:31) “el Canal Seco es visualizado por sus pro-
ponentes como en nucleo de un gran modelo de desarrollo — de alli el nombre
de megaproyecto. El puerto de Monkey Point atraerd a nuevos residentes y
otras industrias y se convertird en el centro de una zona de libre comercio”.

4! Los datos monetarios se expresan en ddlares americanos
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insostenibles (Mueller 2001:31).

Hasta cierto punto ambas comunidades, lideradas por los re-
presentantes de Monkey Point, reaccionaron contra la interven-
ciéon potencial de las empresas sobre sus tierras comunales, que
amenazaban la depredacion de sus recursos. Sin embargo, en el
proceso de ejercer su activismo politico en la lucha por sus dere-
chos, han tenido que abordar otfros problemas cruciales directa-
mente relacionados con la preservacion de su identidad étnica.
Md&s aun, el Canal Seco no es el Unico proyecto que en la actua-
lidad amenaza al pueblo Rama y a la comunidad Monkey Po-
int. Otros procesos — culturales, politicos y econdmicos — también
han afectado el bienestar de las comunidades en el pasado, y
continuan estando presentes en la actualidad.* Sin embargo, los
miembros de las comunidades argumentan que, asociados al
plan de construir el Canal Seco, existe el riesgo de que aumenten
las invasiones sobre las tierras de las comunidades, y consecuen-
temente se incrementen los actos de violencia y delincuencia
contra los residentes del drea.*

4. Los reclamos y la movilizacion comunitaria: escalando y
articulando alianzas regionales y nacionales

Los representantes de Monkey Point reconocen que sus tierras
estan dentro del territorio ancestral reclamado por los Rama. Y
de hecho, este interés territorial comuin ha jugado un rol impor-
tante en la construccidén de consensos locales para enfrentar all
Estado y a las multinacionales que intentan violar sus derechos.

42 Entre otras, tréfico de drogas, violencia, el avance de la frontera agricola
durante los noventa y la guerra de la contra durante los ochenta, han causado
desplazamientos de las comunidades Rama y de Monkey Point y la explota-
cion incontrolada de los recursos naturales. Hoy dia, algunos ex-residentes de
Monkey Point y de Rama Cay se han establecido en Costa Rica, Corn Island y
Bluefields. Dolene Miller, comunicacién personal, Bluefields, Junio 2001.

43 Segun Fernando Wilson, un alto oficial de la Policia Nacional con sede en
Bluefields, “las acciones violentas contra la poblacion intentan intimidar y ex-
pulsar a la gente de Rama Cay y de Monkey Point de sus tierras. Estas gentes
no solo estdn interesadas en ocupar sus tierras, pero ademds estdn buscando
dinero y drogas. Hasta cierto punto es un drea de refugio para los delincuentes.
Comunicacién personal, Bluefields, Junio 19, 2001).
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En lo fundamental a ambas comunidades les preocupan
los posibles impactos del Canal Seco sobre sus tfierras, las cuales
solo han sido parcialmente demarcadas por el Estado Nicara-
glense (Hale, 1994). De acuerdo con Dana, los Rama poseen
11 fitulos de propiedad emitidos por el Estado a partir de 1923,
los que cubren un total aproximado de 2,134 hectdreas, aunque
dicho pueblo reclama 4,184 kilbmetros cuadrados o 418,400 hec-
tareas de tierra comunal continua - el llamado territorio Rama
(Dana, et.al, 1998; Mueller 2001). Adicionalmente, un drea impor-
tante de este territorio ha sido sujeto de una legislacion de zonas
protegidas aprobada por el Estado a inicios de los noventa, sin
consultar a las comunidades.* De la misma forma, las institucio-
nes de reforma agraria en Bluefields y Nueva Guinea han distri-
buido lotes de 50 hectdreas de tierra a ex-miemlbros de la resis-
tencia nicaragUense, como parte de los compromisos de paz de
los gobiernos del pais. Estas nofificaciones se hicieron dentro del
territorio Rama, sin consultarles y violando sus derechos funda-
mentales.

Un ano después de la formacion de CINN, la primera empresa
que mostré interés en construir el Canal Seco, las comunidades
Monkey Point y el pueblo Rama aunaron esfuerzos para oponer-
se a la iniciativa e iniciaron un proceso de resistencia y moviliza-
cion comunitaria. En 1996 se inici¢ inclusive un proceso de ‘au-
todemarcacion’ de sus tierras comunales con el fin de “detener
el avance de la frontera agricola” dentro de sus asentfamientos,
pero el Coordinador de Gobierno Regional — entonces aliado de
CINN - detuvo arbitrariamente la iniciativa.® Entre 1995y 1997,

4 Cuatro dreas naturales se encuentran dentro del territorio Rama: la Reser-
va Natural de Cerro Silva, Reserva Natural Indio-Maiz, la Reserva Natural Punta
Gorda, y el Refugio de Vida Silvestre de Rio San Juan. Adicionalmente, la Costa
Caribe fue declarada parte del Corredor Bioldgico Mesoamericano (CBM), fi-
nanciado a través de los GEF (Global Environment Facilities) del Banco Mundial.
De acuerdo con Arie Klop, coordinador de un Programa Holandes de Conser-
vacién Forestal (PROCODEFOR) ven la RAAS, “la concepcion del CBM es abso-
lutamente opuesta a la idea de construir una via férrea a fravés del bosque de
la regién”, Comunicacién personal, Bluefields, Junio 19, 2001.

4> De acuerdo con Pearl Marie Watson, dirigente activa de la comunidad de
Monkey Point, “el proceso de demarcacion no estaba directamente dirigido
impedir que se realizara el Proyecto del Canal Seco, sino que habia iniciado
para detener el avance de la frontera”, Pearl Marie Watson, comunicacion per-
sonal, Monkey Point, Julio, 2001.
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Map 1. Proposed Dry Canal Route Map 2. Histerical Extent of Rama Lands

Maps by J Muelier 11/99. (Basemaps ES® )

Map 3. Rama Settlements Near the
Route of the Proposed Dry Canal

el CINN llevé a cabo los estudios de pre-factibilidad en las tierras
de las comunidades y de forma simultdnea inicid negociaciones
con el Gobierno para obtener la concesion.

En el periodo de 1994 a 1997, ninguno de los términos de
las negociaciones fue compartido con las comunidades, sobre
cuyo territorio se realizaria eventualmente el Canal Seco (Acosta
2000:54). Las comunidades denunciaron que ni el Gobierno nica-
raguense, ni las empresas les consultaron acerca del proyecto,
sus posibles impactos, y especialmente como podria afectar el
estatus de sus tierras comunales y recursos, violando de esta ma-
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nera sus derechos reconocidos en la legislacion del pais.

En 1998 el Gobierno a través de un decreto cred una comision
conjunta, compuesta por representantes de la Asamblea Nacio-
nal y el ejecutivo, para que negociara los términos de la conce-
sion del Canal Seco, con el CINN.# En 1999 el Presidente Arnoldo
Alemdn remitié la propuesta de concesién a la Asamblea Na-
cional recomendando que el contfrato fuese aprobado a favor
de CINN, todo ello sin consultar a las comunidades durante el
proceso. Ante estos hechos, casi consumados, las comunidades
decidieron oponerse a la iniciativa legal del Presidente.*

Desde el inicio las comunidades no buscaron como oponerse
a la realizacion del Canal Seco. Md&s bien, objetaron las formas
como se intentd llevar a cabo desde sus primeros pasos, ésto es,
sin permitir y siquiera considerar la inclusion de las dos comunida-
des afectadas en el proceso de negociacion de la concesion
entre el Gobierno y la empresa. Adicionalmente, aunque la ley
confiere garantias de que la tierra comunal no puede ser sujeta
de expropiacion estatal, la iniciativa enviada por el Presidente
Alemdn recomendaba el cambio de esta provision de la ley.*
La iniciativa proponia que las tierras por donde eventualmente se
construiria el Canal Seco fueran tratadas como “tierras naciona-

46 Gobierno de Nicaragua, decreto numero 68/98. La Comisién fue denomina-
da Comision “inter-sectorial”.

47 E1 3 de Noviembre de 1999, las comunidades Rama y de Monkey Point — con
el apoyo de CALPI - infrodujeron un recurso de apelacién en contra de la ini-
ciativa propuesta por el Presidente de Nicaragua para otorgar la concesion al
CINN a fin de que éste construyera el Canal Seco. El Tribunal de Apelaciones
de Bluefields originalmente rechazé la apelacion. Las comunidades decidieron
entonces recurrir a la Corte Suprema de Justicia, la que en Agosto del 2000
admitié la orden al Tribunal de Apelaciones de Bluefields que debia atender el
proceso de apelacién “desde sus primeras diligencias, hasta la suspension del
acto”.

4 Comision Intersectorial (1999), Propuesta de Reformas al Segundo Borrador
del Confrato de Concesion entre el Gobierno de Nicaragua y el CINN, Mano-
gua.

4 La propuesta planteaba en la seccidn 14.2 que “en el caso de las propieda-
des que pertenecen a las comunidades de la RAAS, dado su estatus especial,
se podrd convenir con dichas comunidades afectadas que se establezcan
compensaciones a fravés de frabajos sociales y civiles (sic), fales como escue-
las, centros de salud, centros de recreacion, caminos rurales o cualquier otro
tipo de trabajos que puedan ser acordados entre las partes”, Ibidem, Pag. 9.
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les”, sujetas a la expropiacidon por motivos de inferés publico.#

Dadas estas circunstancias las comunidades decidieron no
oponerse directamente al proyecto, pero incrementar su poder
de negociacion ante el Estado y las empresas, a través de un
amplio proceso de lucha politica dentro del sistema judicial y
ante diversas agencias estatales, al fiempo que avanzaban una
estrategia de comunicaciéon ante los medios. Demandaron, en
concreto, que una parte esencial del proyecto deberia ser la
participacion informada de las comunidades en todo el proceso
de negociaciéon de la concesidon entre el Estado y las empresas
interesadas.*® Exigieron ademds que antes de iniciarse el proyec-
to, el Estado deberia hacer un reconocimiento a la propiedad
legal de las comunidades a sus tierras a traves de un proceso
de medicion, demarcacion vy titulacion; que incluyera garantias
para detener nuevas invasiones ilegales — de familias mestizas y
especuladores de fierras - sobre el territorio ancestral Rama, que
se habian apuntalado desde que se dio a conocer el interés de
construir el Canal Seco.

A pesar del cardcter pacifico de la resistencia comunitaria,
desde que fue anunciado el proyecto del Canal Seco, se han
incrementado las acciones violentas contra la poblacion local,
tanto en las comunidades Rama, como en la comunidad de
Monkey Point.®' A partir de entonces las comunidades organi-
zaron una campana regional de divulgacién sobre la violacion
a sus derechos, reuniéndose con organizaciones civiles y hacién-
doles saber al gobierno municipal y regional que se sentian ex-
cluidas, pero también tenian la determinacion de hacer escu-
char su voz.

S0 E| Convenio 169 de la OIT, la normativa del Banco Mundial sobre proyectos de
desarrollo en territorios de pueblos indigenas, la Constitucion Politica y el Estatu-
to de Autonomia, fueron todos ellos referencias legales y politicas utilizadas por
las comunidades para incidir en el curso de las negociaciones del proyecto.

SI'El 10 de Febrero de 1999 las comunidades de Monkey Point y el pueblo Rama,
a través de su asesoria legal iniciaron una demanda legal en contra de Percy
Spencer, Gary Loff y John Vogl. En 1998 Spencer, un politico local vendid a
Vogl y Loff, dos empresarios residentes en los Estados Unidos, 300 acres de fie-
rras reclamadas por la comunidad de Monkey Point. Spencer fundamentd sus
supuestos derechos de propiedad en titulos reales conferidos por el Estado de
Nicaragua cuando la Costa Caribe fue “incorporada™ a Nicaragua alrededor
de 1895-1900. El lote de tierra estaba localizado en la ruta propuesta para cons-
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En el contexto de la Costa ésto representd una nueva forma
de activismo, pues combinaba la accidon legal y politica organi-
zada, la incidencia en los medios y la resistencia local, es decir,
una nueva forma de ‘hacer politica’ desde las comunidades en
el contexto de la autonomia.>? El ‘uso’ de los medios de comuni-
cacion ha sido uno de los medios mds importantes a través de los
cuales las comunidades han mantenido informada a una amplia
audiencia y mediante la cual han ganado apoyo y articulacion
politica con redes de solidaridad nacionales e internacionales.

En 1999, representantes de ambas comunidades formaron un
comité que llamaron la Comision Mixta e iniciaron una serie de
acciones legales, politicas y sociales a distintos niveles del gobier-
no, juntando esfuerzos con organizaciones locales, universidades
regionales y partidos politicos costenos.>® Este activismo captod la
atencion de los medios nacionales de comunicacidén, en particu-
lar de los periddicos, La Prensa y El Nuevo Diario. Ambos mostra-
ron interés en el Canal Seco por su ‘relevancia histérica y mag-
nitud nacional’, que fue empezado a ser llamado oficiosamente
como el ‘'megaproyecto’.

52 *Hacer politica’ desde las comunidades fue un hecho notable y novedoso. El
esquema autondmico en su disefio dejd fuera el dmbito comunitario como un
espacio de poder y autoridad que pudiese arficularse a otfros niveles del siste-
ma autondmico: los municipios y los consejos y gobiernos regionales. Esta ‘au-
sencia institucional’ habria limitado desde 1990 a las comunidades de ‘hacer
escuchar su voz' en el desarrollo real de la autonomia. La movilizacidn Rama y
de Monkey Point, junto al caso de la Comunidad de Awas Tingni, que ganara
en el 2001 una demanda legal contra el estado de Nicaragua en la Corte Inte-
ramericana de Derechos Humanos, fueron dos casos que ilustraron la debilidad
en la aplicacion de la Ley de Autonomia y ofras normas legales en el ejercicio
efectivo de los derechos de los pueblos indigenas, pero también reflejaron el
activismo de las comunidades. Sobre el caso de Awas Tingni existe una vasta
literatura, remito al texto de sentencia: Corte Interamericana de Derechos Hu-
manos (2001), Caso de la Comunidad Mayangna (Sumo) Awas Tingni vs. Nicao-
ragua. Sentencia de 31 de agosto de 2001. San José, Costa Rica. La sentencia
de la CIDH estd accesible via Internet en el sitio de la Corte Interamericana, en
la seccién de jurisprudencia: www.corteidh.or.cr

53 Pearl Marie Watson, Allen Clair y Bernicia Duncan se desempefaban como
representantes de Monkey Point, mientras que Cleveland McRead, Abelardo
McRea y Basilio Benjamin representaban al pueblo Rama. De acuerdo con Au-
chter (2001:3): ‘Equal representation of the two communities would act as a
check so that no decision could be made concerning the Canal Seco without
agreement from both Monkey Point and Rama Cay representatives. This provi-
sion was creatfed in response to rumours that a letter of intent, dated 3 February
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“Our government doesn’t take us info account as Nica-
raguans. We live alone. That is why our struggle has been
known internationally, because we don't have anybody
inside our country interested in our community. We have
learned that we can’t even trust in our government in this
long process”>*

Allen Clair, resident from Monkey Point

Entre 1998 y el 2000, las comunidades recibieron el apoyo de
15 organizaciones no gubernamentales y dos universidades re-
gionales con sede en Bluefields.®®* En Mayo de 1999 se formd un
grupo de incidencia regional denominado la Comisién de Apo-
yo con el fin de “apoyar la lucha de las comunidades Rama y
de Monkey Point en contra del Canal Seco y evitar que fuesen
desposeidos de sus tierras comunales” (ver esquema).®

Poco tiempo después la Comision de Apoyo recibid la asis-

2000, had been written by 2 residents of Rama Cay to be sent to the CINN's Don
Bosco in support of the Canal Seco without any consultation with others, parti-
cularly any of the residents of Monkey Point” - “Igual representacién de las dos
comunidades actuaria como un control que asegurard que ninguna decisién
se tomard en relacion al Canal Seco sin el acuerdo de las dos comunidades de
Monkey Point y Rama Cay. Esta medida se tomd en respuesta a ciertos rumores
de que una carta de intencidon habia sido escrita por dos residentes de Rama
Cay y seria enviada a Don Bosco (representante de CINN) en apoyo al proyec-
to del Canal Seco, sin haberla consultado con los demds, en particular con los
residentes de Monkey Point”, Auchter, Craig W. (2001) “Where We Supposed To
Go? Inter-Community Organizing in Southeastern Nicaragua”, Department of
Political Science, Butler University, 16 p.

54 “Nuestro gobierno no nos toma en cuenta como nicaragienses que somos.
Vivimos solos. Es por eso que nuestra lucha ha sido conocida internacionalmen-
te, porque no tenemos a nadie dentro de nuestro pais interesado en nuestra
comunidad. Hemos aprendido que no podemos siquiera creer en nuestro go-
bierno en este largo proceso”. Allen Clair, residente de Monkey Point y miembro
de la Comisién Mixta.

5 Estas organizaciones eran la Asociacién para el Desarrollo y la Proteccién
Humana de la Costa Atidntica (ADEPHCA), el Centro de Documentacion e In-
vestigacion de la Costa Atldntica (CIDCA), el Centro de Derechos Humanos,
Ciudadanos y Autondmicos de la Costa Afldntica (CEDEHCA), la asociacion
Accién Medica Cristiana (AMC), el Centro de Asistencia Legal de los Pueblos
Indigenas (CALPI), el Instituto de Promocidn y Apoyo al Desarrollo de la Demo-
cracia (IPADE); y las Universidades URACCAN y BICU, entre otras organizaciones
regionales.

5 Comision de Apoyo (1999), press release, Bluefields.
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tencia de tres organizaciones civiles de incidencia — una de ellas
internacional, las que aportaron apoyo técnico y financiamiento
para la movilizacién de las comunidades.”” La Comisidn de Apo-
yo lanzé una campana regional y nacional de informacion a tra-
vés del acceso a los periddicos nacionales, y estaciones locales
de radio con el fin de sensibilizar a la opinidon publica sobre las
amenazas que se cernian sobre las comunidades de realizarse el
Canal Seco. También llamaron la atencion sobre como este pro-
yecto — y sus oscuros procedimientos para lograr su aprobacion
— constituian una amenaza para el régimen de autonomia de la
Costa, y para los derechos indigenas en general.

Las relaciones entre los representantes comunales (organizo-
dos en la Comision Mixta) y las organizaciones no gubernamen-
tales a nivel regional (organizados en la Comision de Apoyo) fue-
ron cruciales para el proceso de construccion de una coaliciéon
amplia, y sobre todo para la articulacion politica del movimiento
de resistencia basado en la comunidad, con otros actores socia-
les y politicos regionales, nacionales e internacionales.

Otro elemento fundamental fue el paso de un tema especifi-
co y singular — el proyecto del Canal Seco y sus posibles impactos
comunales —a otfros temas mucho mas comprehensivos y de tras-
cendencia regional, que tienen multiples implicaciones institucio-
nales, politicas y legales sobre la vida de las comunidades de la
Costa. Entre estos temas estdban el trafico de drogas, la delin-
cuencia, el avance de la frontera agricola, la deforestacion, las
especulaciones con las tierras comunales — y la necesidad de su
demarcaciéon y legalizacion — asi como la importancia de apro-
bar una legislacion operativa del Estatuto de Autonomia.*®

La oportunidad clave para la resistencia de las comunidades
de Monkey Pointy el pueblo Rama fue establecer en la mente de
muchas personas las asociaciones que derivaban del proyecto
del Canal Seco para la vida de las comunidades de la Costa en
general, y las posibles implicaciones negativas en el ejercicio de
los derechos de autonomia de manera especifica. En su conjun-

57 The Humbold Centre and NICANET, which are advocacy groups, and the non-
governmental Finnish Cooperation KEPA. The first two organisations contribute to
the movement with information services, while KEPA supports it with financial,
legal and informational services.

%8 Dolene Miller, comunicacién personal, Bluefields, Julio, 2001.
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to, el activismo de las comisiones Mixta y de Apoyo logrd vincular
las preocupaciones de las comunidades con los temas politicos
regionales y nacionales que ilustraban el pobre desempeno del
Estado nicaragUense en la promocion de la autonomia regional
desde 1990.

Marko Lehto, entonces coordinador de KEPA, una organiza-
cion no gubernamental finlandesa con sede en Nicaragua, y
que apoyaba a las comunidades comentaba que:

“nosotros nos unimos y apoyamos al pueblo indigena
Rama a través del proceso de demarcacion de la Costa
Caribe. Considerando sus implicaciones regionales — auto-
nomia regional, por ejemplo — el tema era bastante com-
plicado para los periodistas, asi que percibimos la necesi-
dad de contar con un caso especial que pudiese llamar la
atencién sobre el tema. En 1999 el caso de Monkey Point
y el Canal Seco salid¢ a luz publica. El Centro Humboldt
[una organizacidn civil nacional] nos presentd un proyec-
to para desarrollar un plan nacional de incidencia ante los
medios de comunicacidn, para apoyar los reclamos de
las comunidades. Nosotros le llamamos “campana de de-
rechos indigenas y el Canal Seco”. La Comisién de Apo-
yo se formd en Bluefields y nosotros contratamos a CALPI
[el Centro de Asistencia Legal de Pueblos Indigenas] para
proveer asesoria legal a las comunidades”.>”

A pesar de que el Estatuto de Autonomia fue aprobado en
1987 y los Consejos Regionales Autbnomos establecidos en 1990,
hasta el 2003 no se contaba con una legislacion operativa para
implementar los derechos colectivos especificos que la Ley de
Autonomia le conferia a las comunidades.®° En particular el tema
de la demarcacion vy fitulacion de las tierras comunales ha sido

%8 Dolene Miller, comunicacién personal, Bluefields, Julio, 2001.
%7 Comunicacién personal, énfasis nuestro, abril 2001.

% No fue sino hasta Julio del 2003 que el Estado nicaragiense, a través de la
Asamblea Nacional, finalmente aprobd una legislacién operativa que pudiera
implementar en sus aspectos especificos la Ley de Autonomia. La aprobacion
fue antecedida por al menos tres iniciativas sometidas desde 1993 por diver-
sos sectores de la Costa, incluyendo los Consejos Regionales y organizaciones
civiles, para reglamentar la Ley 28. Esta postergacion de un instrumento legal
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un asunto clave que hasta el 2003 no ocupd la prioridad de la
Asamblea Nacional, y sobre la cual los gobiernos nicaraguenses
no mostraron mayor voluntad politica. ¢!

Ante esta situacion, las organizaciones civiles y politicas regio-
nales frecuentemente protestaron el desinterés de los gobiernos
en promover los derechos de autonomia, lo que llamaron oca-
sionalmente la ausencia de un ‘estado de derecho’en la Costa.
Bajo este planteamiento estas organizaciones se han opuesto las
politicas estatales que han favorecido el despojo de las tierras
comunales por parte de familias campesinas — muchas veces
ellas mismas empujadas por grandes hacendados. Las organi-
zaciones civiles regionales también han enfatizado la necesidad
de contar con una demarcacion y titulaciéon de la tierra comu-
nal; han destacado la ausencia de espacios de participacion
politica en los gobiernos locales y regionales; y frecuentemente
han confrontado a las agencias estatales que permiten la incur-
sion de empresas fordneas a la region sin consultar a las comuni-
dades indigenas, propietarias de los recursos. Todos estos temas
han ocupado la agenda politica de un niumero importante de
organizaciones no gubernamentales en la RAAS.

Sydney Francis, director de ADEPHCA y miembro de la Comi-
sion de Apoyo, observaba que:

“la importancia de los reclamos de las comunidades de
Monkey Point y el Pueblo Rama es que subrayan como el
marco institucional de la autonomia, que garantiza a las
comunidades sus derechos sobre sus territorios, deben ser
respetados dentro de la iniciativa impulsada por el gobier-
no o por el capital extranjero™¢?

tan importante era percibida en la Costa como falta de interés politico y dis-
criminacién hacia la Costa de parte de los sucesivos gobiernos NicaragUenses
desde 1990.

¢No fue sino hasta inicios del 2003 que finalmente se aprobd en el parlamen-
to NicaragUense, la Ley del Régimen de Propiedad Comunal de los Pueblos
Indigenas y Comunidades Etnicas de las Regiones Auténomas de la Costa At-
ldntica de Nicaragua y de los Rios Bocay, Coco, Indio y Maiz, Ley N° 445 (La
Gaceta, Diario Oficial, N° 16, del 23 de enero de 2003).

2 Comunicacion personal, Mayo 2001.
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Producto del esfuerzo de incidencia — que hizo uso de amplio
repertorio de estrategias de lucha politica - las comunidades ejer-
cieron capacidad de influir y poner presidn sobre los procesos de
toma de decision en el gobierno municipal y regional, el sistema
judicial y sobre las empresas interesadas en el proyecto, asicomo
sobre la Asamblea Nacional. En la opinidon de Jerry Riverstone, un
geografo activista que contribuyd a realizar el etno-mapeo de
las tierras de las comunidades para documentar sus reclamos:

“las comunidades Rama y de Monkey Point y quienes les
han apoyado también obtuvieron logros concretos en
términos de incidir sobre el proceso mediante el cual la
propuesta de construccion del Canal Seco deberd pro-
seguir y ser evaluada. A fravés de la incidencia en el nivel
regional y nacional, asi como las acciones legales, las co-
munidades han dejado claro que tienen el derecho de
participar en el proceso de toma de decisiones alrededor
de cualquier propuesta de desarrollo que pudiese afectar
sus fierras comunales”¢3

No obstante, las estrategias de las comunidades y sus aliados
no se desarrollaron de forma lineal, y frecuentemente implicaron
contradicciones entre los miembros de las comisiones. Este fue el
caso cuando en 1999 el Consejo Regional de la RAAS discutio la
aprobacién de los estudios de factibilidad de ambas empresas
— CINN vy Sit-Global. En esta ocasion la asistente legal de las co-
munidades, con el apoyo del Grupo Juridico y de CALPI, cuestio-
noé el derecho del Consejo Regional para tomar decisiones en el
nombre de las comunidades.®

3 Jerry Riverstone, cuestio