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The Conversatorio: a space and a process for participation

Colombia is a country rich in natural resources, including agricultural land, water for irrigation, but poor in terms of socio economic pressures on communities, political marginalisation, effects of conflict in destabilising livelihoods and access to land.

Due to high levels of poverty, and therefore a lack of capital, communities living in the Department of Nariño in Colombia are critically dependent on the ecosystem services provided by natural resources and their own labour to support their livelihood needs. Communities in the Nariño Department living in mangrove areas are reliant on stocks of clams and fish, and small scale farming activities. Current levels of extraction of natural resources by communities living in these areas is unsustainable, and communities do not have the knowledge or capacity to apply better harvesting techniques that would mitigate against the inevitable decline in natural reserves.

The conversatorio process designed by WWF Colombia and partners, which began in 2003, aims to address different levels of engagement in sustainable management, with a particular focus on community capacity and public accountability.  WWF Colombia developed a partnership with local organisations of clam collectors, such as ASCONAR and ANCOPF, local NGO, Chonapi, and national training and research organisations such as ASDES, in order to facilitate the Conversatorio process.   

The conversatorio is both a space for negotiation and dialogue between different stakeholders in the mangroves, and a process of preparation, capacity building and empowerment.  The conversatorio in Nariño was a chance for a methodology to be developed and to evolve, bringing in new elements and actors as the need or idea arose.  There was a process of preparation and then a main conversatorio event gave the whole process of capacity building and investigation meaning and focus.  Outside of that linear understanding, however, the process is more amorphous with a large range of actors and participants, from different areas and organisations, involved in different events and elements of the process. 

WWF have provided direct training and support, but have also acted as a facilitator of the process, creating and strengthening relationships in order to build a strong and sustainable process of change. The conversatorio also drew on technical support from a variety of organisations and individuals working on conservation, rights and social development issues in the locality and nationally.  A core team of WWF staff and consultants led on different elements of the training and planning, sharing ideas and contributing specialist expertise to the entire process.  

The process has since been extended by WWF to three more areas of Colombia, dealing with the management of distinct ecosystems through strong community capacity for participation and negotiation. 

The conversatorio agreements included:

· The regional environment agency Corponariño, the national park Sanquianga and the local councils to undertake their distinct activities relating to classification and management planning for the mangroves, with participation of local communities.

· The local councils, health service and Corponariño to undertake planning for both hospital and municipal solid waste management.
· Research institutes such as INVEMAR and pacific Agenda 21 to undertake relevant research for the management of the piangua and the mangrove, with emphasis on the value of traditional and local knowledge.

· The rural development agency, INCODER, to support the control of the minimum size of capture of the piangua through communication, education and regulation.

· Local health authorities and councils to ensure basic health insurance and services, and develop relevant community health interventions, for the pianguero sector.

· Local education authorities and councils to develop proposals for ethnically appropriate education and development of Afro Colombian teaching capacity and inclusion of piangueros in regional literacy programmes.

· Local councils, rural development and agriculture agencies to provide technical and financial support to alternative livelihood and production projects that pressure on the ecosystem and resource, including a commitment of 150 million pesos from the environment ministry.

· DIAN, the national tax and customs agency, to collect data on the commercialisation of the piangua.

Whilst the conversatorios have shown positive effects on the ground, in terms of improving the quality of life and livelihoods of communities, increasing capacity of local institutions to fulfil their roles and governmental organisations and civil society to create a space for dialogue, the challenge has been to show the real effects of the entire process in a fuller way  that captures the wider experience of the complexity of the conversatorios, and some of the effects (intended and non-intended) of the  process.
Beginning in 2007, WWF decided to use the conversatorios as a case study in  a pilot initiative entitled ‘Reflections on Change’, to look critically and holistically at change processes that WWF programmes have stimulated and been affected by.  This initiative is done through a facilitated reflection and learning process at the programme level, involving a consultant working very closely with in-country programme staff and local stakeholders, to critically examine and unpack the complexity of change processes and capture issues such as who gains, who loses, and the role of WWF. This process of reflection aims to enhance programmes’ understanding of the complexity of the linkages between the environment and peoples’ lives, and how they are situated in the broader social, political and economic context. This process also aims to contribute to the learning of all stakeholders involved, and the development of a well-written “story” that acknowledges the voices and multiple perspectives of the people involved. 

Key Conversatorio partners: Afrocolombian communities and resource-users (small scale fishermen, clam collectors), Community councils, government officers, Local institutions, government extension services and regional environmental agencies.  
