Recognising complex social dynamics in natural resource management in Colombia 

Authors: 
Hannah Beardon (consultant), 
Kate Studd (WWF-UK), 
Mike Morris (WWF-UK)
Contents:
31. The conversatorio in context


52. The evolution of the Conversatorio methodology


73. The conversatorio: emerging methodological principles


94. Reflections on Change: how can we begin to understand the difference that the conversatorio has made?


115. Conservation as Social Change: Lessons from the Conversatorio




Introduction: a collective response to environmental degradation in Colombia

“The land, the landscape, our culture is power. It is our capital, our history, the inheritance of our future generations.” 

Lidoro Hurtado Quiñónez, Community Council leader.  

The mangroves of the Pacific coast of Colombia are areas of incredible biodiversity, with strategic importance for conservation, as well as inherent natural beauty and worth. They are also home to many small rural communities, mostly of Afro-Colombian descent, for whom the forests, rivers and seas are inextricably linked to both culture and livelihoods.  These traditionally marginalised communities have felt the pressure of social and economic changes taking place in the country and the region, including the degradation, contamination and overexploitation of the natural resources on which they depend.  However, other processes of social change have been generated, from within and through legal frameworks, which provide opportunities for more sustainable, equitable and culturally appropriate decision making around the management of these resources.   

This paper explores the development and use by these communities of the ‘conversatorio’, an inclusive process of decision making and planning for natural resource management, as facilitated by WWF Colombia and its partners.  The conversatorio seeks to establish a more holistic and culturally-appropriate response to external pressures and threats through the creation and formalisation of new negotiation spaces, and improvements in decision-making processes and relationships.  Specifically the approach seeks to build on existing local organisation and development processes, to facilitate local analysis and planning, and strengthen relationships and trust between different stakeholders in natural resource management.  This involves building stronger communication between different stakeholders, both to enable local knowledge and perspectives to be considered with equal weight and value in decision making, and also to enable construction and communication of new norms of social behaviour which favour equitable and sustainable development.  

The conversatorio: a process and an event
The conversatorio seeks to build a culture of negotiation, and the capacity of communities to analyse and understand environmental problems at local, regional, national and global levels, to take ownership of legal mechanisms and tools for the collaborative resolution of conflicts, creation of alternatives and sustainable management of natural resources.  Ultimately, the conversatorio seeks to build a shared responsibility within communities and with and between state actors for social, economic and environmental issues. This has its basis in strong negotiation and collaboration between local communities and those institutions with responsibility for management of local natural resources.  
The main event of the conversatorio is a meeting which brings together all the key stakeholders, including national and local agencies with remits covering environmental and social issues, research institutes, local authorities and community based organisations and representatives.  This is an opportunity for marginalised community groups to hold public institutions to account and demand action to protect or support their livelihoods and the sustainable management of the natural resources on which they depend.  Through negotiation and sharing of perspectives, participants in the conversatorio event are able to reach and sign agreements with the relevant authorities to address problems which threaten or obstruct sustainable and equitable management of natural resources.  This may be agreements for further research, for funding, for policy change or specific actions such as cleaning of hospital waste or building of sanitation infrastructure.

However, in order to enter into effective negotiation and dialogue, the community groups involved need to develop their own analysis of environmental pressures, alternative livelihoods, sustainable development challenges and opportunities, and relevant stakeholders.  They need to understand the roles and responsibilities of different stakeholders, what is being done and what could be done.  They need a collective vision for the future of the community and the ecosystem, in order to prioritise and plan collective action. The negotiation needs to be built on a collaborative and constructive model, of building solutions and alternatives, rather than hostile exigency.  
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The conversatorio event, while important and high profile, is only a tiny part of the process. Preparation to get to the point of effective dialogue and negotiation may take months or even years depending on the starting point of the capacity of local organisations and existing relationships.  During the preparation phase, capacity, knowledge, relationships and partnerships are built, and the different issues, interests, needs and alternatives are explored.  In many ways it is an open ended process, which develops and responds to issues, opportunities and challenges as they emerge, including different methods and tools, and involving different actors with a stake in a particular aspect of the process as appropriate. 
The process retains an identity through the facilitator, up to now undertaken by WWF Colombia, and incorporates as many different actors that are identified as necessary and willing to participate.  As such, both the capacity building and research of the preparatory phase and the commitments and actions arising from the negotiation are embedded within the plans and activities of a wide range of individuals, groups and organisations. This makes the process more sustainable, though also makes it impossible to demarcate the territory of the conversatorio, and makes each process unique.

1. The conversatorio in context
The conversatorio approach and process has developed in and for the Colombian context, and its unique ecological, political, social, legal and cultural history. With its incredible diversity of species and landscapes, it is a country of immense interest and importance in terms of conservation.  After Brazil, Colombia is the most biologically diverse country on Earth, host to around 10% of the world’s species including the highest number of known amphibian and bird species in the world, the second highest number of plants and freshwater fish species, and the third highest number of reptiles (WRI, 2000)
. United Nation figures for 2005 show 58.5% of the country covered in forest, providing an important opportunity for forest landscape conservation.  The country also enjoys rich agricultural land and water resources.

Often cited as one of the longest and most stable democratic republics in America, Colombia has both an elected president and a modern constitution, written in 1991.   The constitution incorporates various provisions for the protection of biological and cultural diversity, which are intended to guarantee the right to a healthy environment. Despite such efforts, Colombia continues to lose natural forest at a rate of roughly 200,000 hectares per year; more once illegal forest clearance is considered.  Activities such as timber extraction, mining, oil and gas exploitation, infrastructure expansion, plantation agriculture and illicit crops such as coca and opium poppy all contribute to deforestation and threaten biodiversity, and destabilise vulnerable mountain ecosystems which are the main source of freshwater.

The cultural and ecological protection afforded by the constitution is undermined by violence, institutional weaknesses and corruption.  Over a long history of internal armed conflict in Colombia, left-wing insurgents, inspired initially by social inequalities, were countered by right-wing paramilitaries with their roots in vigilante groups set up by rich landowners to protect their interests.  Drug-trafficking and other illegal activity such as arms sales and kidnapping both fund and fuel the armed conflict, and the civilian population are caught in the crossfire. Since 1985 an estimated three and a half million people have been displaced by violence (IDMC 2007), causing disruption to socio-economic life both in their original communities and those in which they settle. Meanwhile, forest is cleared for use to grow illicit crops of coca and opium, fumigations aimed at eradicating drug crops destroy surrounding vegetation, landmines destroy wildlife and threaten lives and livelihoods, and insecurity makes conservation, protection and monitoring of protected areas and community territories dangerous and challenging.
Colombia is also marked by its social inequalities and ethnic diversity.  Like many of her neighbours, Colombia evolved as a highly segregated society with a few wealthy families of Spanish descent controlling decision making and resources, and a majority of poor Colombians.  Colombia is not a poor country and a significant section of Colombian society are incredibly wealthy, but over 3 million Colombians live on less than $1 per day, and over half of the rural population live below the poverty line (UNICEF). Many of these depend on vulnerable and strategic ecosystems for their livelihoods, which in many cases are undervalued and poorly managed. 

The majority of Colombian people are mixed race, from Spanish, African and indigenous descent. According to the 2005 census, 10.6% of the Colombian population classed themselves as black and 3.4% as indigenous.  Indigenous and Afro-Colombian social movements have been gaining momentum in recent years generated by the 1991 constitution, which officially recognised Colombia as a multi-ethnic country, establishing, extending and restructuring indigenous reserves and providing Afro-Colombian communities the possibility of collective title to territories traditionally occupied in the Pacific region of Colombia.  To date, about 25% of the national territory has been titled as indigenous reserves known as ‘resguardos’ and in the Pacific region by 2003, 122 black territories, covering over 4.5 million hectares and representing nearly 300,000 people, has been titled (Offen 2003).  
Most of these ethnic territories are in the Pacific, Amazon and Orinoco regions and about 50% of remaining natural forest in Colombia is under the legal ownership of ethnic populations. Although there is little disaggregated economic data, social indicators such as education, literacy and child mortality are consistently lower for indigenous and Afro-Colombian communities, in particular those in rural areas dependent on natural resources (DANE 2006).   Because of this, indigenous and Afro-Colombian populations are those most affected by forced dispossession of their lands caused by political violence, as well as powerful economic interests such as petroleum exploitation, or simply the inability to make a decent living or gain access to basic health and educational services.  Thus, long term conservation of biodiversity in Colombia is intimately linked with the improvement of the conservation and sustainable use capacities of the Colombian rural populations of mestizos, indigenous and Afro-Colombians (WWF, 2003).  

The constitutional framework for participation:

In the Colombian context, conservation and social development are intricately intertwined, and yet so compromised by social and political problems. WWF Colombia’s view is that the creation of inclusive multi-stakeholder processes has been a necessary challenge.  Underpinning the opportunities for such a multi-stakeholder process is the 1991 Colombian Constitution which is widely accepted to have redefined the country; deepening democracy, recognising fundamental rights and creating the judicial mechanisms to enforce them, and expanding access to decision-making spaces traditionally the domain of the two principal political parties and the more fortunate economic classes.  
The government has come some way in creating the legal framework for realisation of this rights-based society. For example, Law 134 of 1994 determines participation in public administration as a right, and commits the State to support the organisation, funding and capacity of citizen’s committees (veedurías) to monitor the use of public resources and the availability of public services. The law also provides for public engagement in decision making to guarantee orientation of the state to common interests and social benefit.  

Mechanisms for individual action were also established, such as the right to 'tutela' under which immediate court action can be requested by an individual who feels that their constitutional rights are being violated.  However, the creation of a legal framework and political culture for the full realisation of the constitution has been a long and difficult process, still resisted by some traditional political sectors.  Inequality persists, powerful commercial, armed and illegal interests continue to influence decision making and the majority of people still do not have the capacity to use these mechanisms and influence decision making without support.  

2. The evolution of the Conversatorio methodology

WWF Colombia and partners have risen to the challenge set by the 1991 constitution, working to create processes whereby the potential for increased public accountability and citizen engagement can become a reality.  The conversatorio approach emerged and evolved out of the spaces provided by the constitution, and forged by various stakeholders in sustainable development in Colombia.  It has built on and added value to existing local level processes, and as such has taken the shape of the context where it has evolved and been applied. While many of the related processes and activities can be clearly made sense of in relation to the conversatorio event, where the negotiations and agreements take place, many tangents and parallel processes were also explored and supported.  As such it is not easy to describe or demarcate what the conversatorio is, and there is no clear start or end to the process.  

The first conversatorio process began in 1997 in the mangrove forests of the Pacific coast of Nariño.  Some of the poorest and most marginalised people in this area are the women who collect piangua, a native bivalve mollusc, from the mud among the roots of the mangrove.  While the species is in decline, in part due to contamination and destruction of its natural habitat, and in part from over-exploitation, the socioeconomic context continues to add pressure on the resource, as an increasing the number of people, including those displaced by violence, look to piangua extraction for their livelihood.  Despite being officially recognised as under threat of extinction in the mid 1990s, the piangua has continued to be freely collected and sold without any licensing or management.  

As an ecological region the mangrove forests featured in WWF Colombia’s strategic plans and interests, and their objective to support the maintenance of ecological integrity of forests and sustainable development of forest based communities. However, an important element of WWF’s work has always been to work with marginalised communities, and particularly in solidarity with management of ethnic territories, to develop capacity in areas such as participation in decision making processes, conflict resolution methods, legal and constitutional rights and responsibility. This was an area where the two agendas came together. 
As a predominantly Afro-Colombian area, the new provisions for collective title to ethnic territories had created a level of organisation and grassroots mobilisation which provided WWF with an opportunity for strong collaboration. Within the rural communities, community councils were being forged to manage collective lands and processes, with whom WWF was able to work to build capacity for equitable and sustainable management of natural resources.   One of the most groups identified during these processes to be most marginalised and most directly dependent on precarious natural resources was the piangueras, the (mostly) women who collect the piangua mollusc for a living.  While most of these women work independently, or in small family groups, groups and associations had been growing for some time amongst women who saw the potential strength and opportunities that unity could provide.  ASCONAR had developed as an association of groups in the Tumaco area in the south of the region, mostly urban based.  Prompted by a local women’s association, ASCONAR had developed a list of priorities to improve their lives and livelihoods, including some key issues around the protection of the species and its habitat. Along with the social organisation being generated in rural areas through the collectivisation of land management, this provided the context within which the first conversatorio evolved.

A third piece of the jigsaw was in the shape of ASDES, a social development consultancy who have been working since the 1980s to support  the rights of rural communities in Colombia to land, water, work, credit and housing through legal assistance.  Recognising the lack of culture for active citizenship, ASDES began to provide training on political and legal concepts and mechanisms, developing awareness of the principle of rights and correspondence, and the instruments which can be used to demand and deliver rights.  They piloted a conversatorio style event in the Colombian Caribbean island of Providencia around the issue of hotel development and local needs and culture.  Carmen Candelo, Governance and Livelihoods manager of WWF Colombia and native of the mangrove region, was able to bring these strands together, fitting the methods and approaches to the local context within the national legal framework, adapting the conversatorio negotiation process to the level of a community or ecosystem, with a focus on rights and accountability as a lever for collective action.   This broader interpretation of ASDES original conversatorio aimed to support the development of strong organisation and collective analysis at the level of poor communities in order to build capacity for collaborative and inclusive planning and decision making over the sustainable management of collective natural resources.  

Preparation and capacity building:

WWF Colombia, committed to the conservation of the mangrove forests and the resolution of environmental conflicts, took on a facilitation role, drawing a wide range of resources and actors into the process and mobilising stakeholders from the local to the national and international levels.  During the preparation phase WWF pulled together a team of consultants to support ASDES in capacity building, needs analysis, legal training, participatory research and analysis.  In the local area, WWF developed collaborative partnerships with community based organisations, including the pianguera groups and associations already active in defining the problem of the natural resource, the community councils who manage collective territories, and local NGO Chonapi. Other actors were brought in where it was clear that there was a match in interests or objectives, for example the Javeriana University rural development department, who were working on participatory exercises to build capacity for collective action and decision making around the use of natural resources.  Another example were INVEMAR, a marine research institute who had already planned to work on the piangua, but had yet to create firm action plans on the subject.   

The preparatory phase began with problem identification and analysis: work to recognise the causes of conflict and the opportunities for change, using participatory tools including mapping to examine past trends, present situation and construct of a shared vision for the future wellbeing of the community and natural resources.   Analysis of the environmental, political, economic, social and cultural context enables a better understanding of the local, regional and national reality in which decisions are made.   From this point, key issues for the conversatorio can be unpicked and relevant stakeholders identified.
 These include actors from public, private sectors, community groups, NGOs - anyone who need to be involved in the negotiation in order for the desired change to take place.  Their roles and legal responsibilities are investigated, their relationship to the problem and the solutions defined and how their existing plans and activities relate to the problems defined.  The relationships and power relations or levels of influence are analysed, in order to elaborate strategies and plans to strengthen or create relationships and engagement with different stakeholders.  An important aspect of the multi-stakeholder process is clarity and awareness of the diverse interests and objectives which motivate the different actors. This is the basis of strong and constructive negotiation.  

The community groups involved in the process developed their own indicators of preparedness for the conversatorio negotiations, including factors such as effective and legitimate representation and negotiation skills for all parties; equality of power relations and trust between parties; availability of effective and sufficient good quality information on the issues at stake for all those involved in the negotiations; when participation of all key stakeholders identified can be guaranteed. 

3. The conversatorio: emerging methodological principles 

The conversatorio process has since been applied by WWF and partners in four more areas of Colombia, where it has been used to promote collective action for resource management through building strong community capacity for participation and negotiation. In 2006 and 2007 three conversatorio processes focused on river basin ecosystems of the Guiza river of the Pacific piedmont of south-western Colombia (Nariño), the Ubate and Suarez rivers in the north-eastern Andes (Municipality of Fúquene, Cundinamarca), and the Coello river basin in Tolima.    A slightly truncated process using the same methodology was undertaken to strengthen the governance capacity of the Wounaan people of the Pacific coast of the Lower San Juan River in 2007.  In each case local organisations worked together with WWF, ASDES and consultants to build capacity for strong negotiations with different stakeholders, resulting in agreements and signed commitments from 10-15 key actors for sustainable and equitable natural resource and ecosystem management.   

Distinct issues, stakeholders and needs have emerged in each area from the participatory analysis, and therefore different tools, processes and events have been developed as part of the process.  However, constants and commonalities between the processes provide some fundamental principles in the methodology, which resonate with the propositions in the Rethinking Impact Challenge Paper.  

Generating action:

The conversatorio experience affirms the assertion that a systems approach enables knowledge to turn into action and ultimately more sustainable livelihoods. The conversatorio approach involves painstaking and time consuming work to build capacity, confidence and trust and create the conditions for these different interests and perspectives to be shared and knowledge co-created.  The event itself allows this knowledge to be translated into the blueprint for action, in the form of agreements signed and monitoring plans made.  By linking into existing social and community processes, and hooking work into legal and constitutional frameworks, the approach also supports diverse action and new forms of leadership for future plans and negotiations. 
Promoting inclusion:

Also deeply relevant is the assertion that research needs to deal with asymmetries of power.  This is fundamental to the conversatorio approach, and the reason both for the long and involved preparatory phase, and the complexity of change emerging. The process is open to include all the different stakeholders with an influence on the sustainability of the natural resource use, and seeks to enable plans to be based in recognition of multiple uses and values of a natural resource or ecosystem.  The great challenge, therefore, is to create spaces where power relations between different interests and stakeholders can to some extent be neutralised, or at least recognised and compensated for.  
An event like the conversatorio, where agreements are made and signed, could easily be made to exclude or bypass the interests of the poorest and most marginalised. The types of language used, the connections and relationships between actors, even the timings and locations, usually exclude the less powerful rights-holders and interests. The conversatorio event is shaped and directed by these traditionally less powerful, but central stakeholders to the management of natural resources. The empowerment of traditionally marginalised sectors of the community, while in no way even or comprehensive, is a key outcome of the conversatorio process. 
One of the central aspects of the approach is developing awareness and capacity for collective action.  Sustainable and equitable resource management requires collective decision making and action, and personal compromise or sacrifice in some cases. The conversatorio, working at the level of an ecosystem, includes exercises to explore these concepts. For example looking at the different needs and behaviours of people throughout a river basin, or in Nariño looking at how the price of a resource changes with the total amount captured and sold. 

Learning and adapting:

The conversatorio is an approach based in capacity building and sharing and creation of knowledge, as a basis for sustainable and equitable planning and development.  It is a responsive, reflexive, action learning approach which builds the conditions for the knowledge of local people to be given legitimacy and weight, in order to be effectively shared and combined with scientific, or expert, knowledge and research. It creates a space where different types of knowledge can be analysed and fed into decision-making processes.  

The process also provided opportunities for learning and development of the professionals and organisations involved.  The team learned a lot about making interdisciplinary work effective, “you have to be able to explain and defend your own discipline, and communicate that to the others really well.  This makes you very clear about your own role in the team and in the wider process.  It requires attitudes such as active listening, respect.”  New knowledge created fed back into the methodology, making it a flexible and responsive process. As the capacity of participants got stronger, their analysis more refined, and partnerships developed, the process continued to adapt to the new context to build a strong long-term process of change. 
 But crucially, the experience of working so closely with community groups led many of those involved to gain new respect for the depth and value of local and popular knowledge.  Several stories circulate about piangueras holding their own with experts, whether in workshops or in one case on the radio, in terms of knowledge about the piangua and the environment. And several of the consultants and professional organisations involved, talked about how their attitudes to, and relationships with, communities had changed from the experience. Most notable perhaps is the case of INVEMAR, the national marine research institute who conducted research with the piangueras on the breeding cycle and potential for conservation of the piangua. After this experience, they created their own process of ‘knowledge dialogue’ based on their positive experience of co-research with communities who live and work in the ecosystem.  
A multidisciplinary, participatory process:

The management of the process is on the one hand very fluid, allowing different actors to contribute to and own different parts of the process, but with a strong identity which is generated on the one hand by the local groups, and on the other by the coordination and facilitation role played in this case by WWF Colombia. Dynamic and committed individuals, both leaders and participants in the process, are key to its success. 

The potentially limitless scope of the process, as it responds to needs and issues identified through participatory analysis and incorporates diverse actors and stakeholders, requires a strong and flexible interdisciplinary research team.  In the case of the Nariño conversatorio, the team included ecologists, biologists, lawyers, sociologists, cartographers, economists, analysts, advocates, communicators - a range of disciplines to match the range of issues and capacity needs.  Consultants were employed to provide technical training, research or capacity to the process as needed, and other organisations contributed within their own remits and goals. The common goal of the conversatorio negotiations provided an opportunity for integration of the diverse approaches, specialisms and themes, and ensured that the multidisciplinary dialogue was effective. This supports the proposition that boundary objects, such as the conversatorio event, are important in order to create shared direction, synergy and collective action within a diverse group of stakeholders and researchers.  

The boundaries of the process are blurred as different actions and elements are integrated or embedded into the work of the various actors.  The style of facilitation allowed engagement with the plans, priorities and responsibilities of different stakeholders, as well as creating new processes and events.  This leads to what Pablo Ramos, integrated into the process through the Universidad de Los Andes, described as “neural networks, with different centres, individuals, organisations and sites emanating new approaches and attitudes and new models of leadership.”  

From the inside, out:
Through the conversatorio approach, WWF enters the debate through a particular group or groups of people, and subsequently enter into partnership with key local organisations, such as community councils, to facilitate analysis of key issues, capacity needs and stakeholders.  Through this process, appropriate resources and technical support can be mobilised, including research.  For example, in the Nariño conversatorio research was commissioned into the breeding cycle of the piangua, in order for the pianguera groups to establish better management strategies, which resulted in the greater awareness and commitment to the practice of leaving smaller piangua, and only collecting the larger ones who are no longer able to reproduce.  

4. Reflections on Change: how can we begin to understand the difference that the conversatorio has made?
The agreements signed and commitments undertaken during the conversatorio negotiation provide a set of reference points for subsequent monitoring of the effect of the conversatorio and changes to the use and management of the natural resources.  In each conversatorio process a monitoring committee has been established to ensure that the commitments are seen through, and continue negotiations to develop and implement follow-up activities.  This is an opportunity to monitor and build on changes in relationships, capacity and conservation.  
Some threads from the conversatorio process can be followed, to see the impact of training or organisation building, or to monitor the compliance of agreements and commitments made.  General achievements and results identified from the Nariño process included greater recognition by communities and institutions of the value of natural resources, greater visibility and participation of marginalised sectors, greater investment in the region, and improved knowledge exchange and sharing between stakeholders and strengthening of community capacity and organisation.  
However, just as the process is not easily demarcated, nor can the changes or the causes of change be understood in such a neat and linear fashion.  In many ways the challenge of this type of work is that impact and change are difficult to pin down and to attribute neatly, and deeper examination is needed to show up the nuances within this story of social change.  Ticking off the last completed agreement is not the end of the story.  Community organisations and local alliances need to continue to build their capacity to identify problems and alternatives and negotiate lasting solutions. 
In response to this awareness of the constraints of traditional evaluation methods, WWF adopted ‘Reflections on Change’, an approach to capturing some of the complexities of a multi-stakeholder social change processes, address the challenge of causality and attribution and open the door to action-learning.  ‘Reflections on Change’ generates a story as an outcome of a facilitated learning process, shaped and written up by an independent consultant to capture and explore the complexity of changes taking place and amplify the voices of those people involved in or significantly affected by WWF’s work, which might otherwise go unheard.  Dialogue with these and other key stakeholders is used not only to improve resolution of the bigger picture, but also to provide the stimulus for people to reflect on the way they work, to revisit and challenge underlying assumptions of their own, and those of the programme or organisation. This supports a learning cycle in which reflection and questioning allows a reframing of prior understanding or experience, and invites improvement to future actions. ‘Reflections on change’ is designed to be more like an open ticket for a journey than a final destination. 
The conversatorio process in Nariño was one of the areas chosen for the process, and the story was based on observations and comments from a wide variety of stakeholders, including piangueras and their neighbours, local authorities, research institutions and WWF staff, consultants and partners in the process.  Changes to the way people conceive of, use and manage the natural resources were identified, and then unpacked to bring out the different rates and conceptions of these changes.  Some of those most involved in the process could identify changes to the way they behave or organise, while many others in the community clearly continue to act in unsustainable and individualistic ways. Whereas some of the responsible institutions could point to agreements fulfilled, community groups were able to illuminate the detail, and the quality, of the actions.  For example, while a manager from the local office of the environment agency proudly claimed to have implemented agreements on residual waste, piangueras told a different story of drip bags and army munitions waste still washing up in the piangua breeding grounds. 

The reality that began to emerge through combining the different voices was one of very limited space for change or action.  Powerful forces at work in Colombia, illegal and legitimate, allied with armed forces, and combined with nepotistic and non-representative government, are the context which make the capacity building approach of the conversatorio necessary, but also limit the potential for impact.  This can be understood as ripples of change, with the most notable, strong and sustainable evidence of impact felt at the personal level, losing strength the more that external forces come into play.   The impact of the capacity building on the personal confidence and capacity of piangueras and community leaders could be clearly seen and heard.  They talked about ‘freeing their words’, learning to relate to people and to explain themselves.  The women themselves, the community council leaders and the local institutions recognised this as the basis for stronger negotiation and mobilisation.  

Some contexts seemed to be more favourable for this to amount to broader impact than others.  The biggest difference that emerged was between rural areas, where communities had strong organisation to manage their own lands, and urban areas where there was little chance of solidarity beyond small groups and governance was more remote. Communities living with in the national park had another ally in conserving the natural resources on which they relied.  However, other factors, including the orientation and personality of local mayors and leaders, also made a difference to how far the new capacity could translate to real sustainable change, equitable and sustainable management of natural resources, and socialisation of new types of awareness and behaviours.
At best, new community leaders have been emerging across the region with skills for constructive negotiation which enabled them to continue achieving positive change for their communities.  Carmelo Castillo was able to confront the district government over their plans for a school in his village, a building which was too small for the children it was to serve, without toilets, and made of a material which was not appropriate to the environment.  With the confidence, skills and knowledge he had gained through the conversatorio, not least the knowledge of who is responsible for what in government, he was able to get the plans changed to accommodate the needs of the community.  Mercedes Urrieta was standing in local elections when she participated in the reflection.  Like many other women, she spoke of how she had previously been embarrassed to talk to people she didn’t know, but has taken advantage of the learning opportunities provided throughout the conversatorio process, and now knows how to fight and get things done.  

This emergent community leadership is an important part of the process, and the sustainability of the approach, which is about changes in power relations and decision making processes.  In subsequent processes the development of inclusive, community-based political leadership has become a stronger element of the methodology.  Fabio Londoño, of ASDES, with WWF Colombia is currently looking at developing specific methodological tools and processes to encourage collegiate style governance capacity in communities, authority which truly represents collective community and is able to promote equitable natural resource management. 
Reflections on Change enabled both the importance and the limitations of this community leadership to be heard.  It also allowed conflict and competition to surface.  Changes in social relations, individual capacity and organisation will necessarily mean changes in power relations.  While some see this as a win-win situation, others see it as zero sum, in other words when one group or individual gains strength another must lose some.  Victor Candelo, mayor of El Charco in the North of the region, gave examples of how his administration could work with the strengthened pianguera sector to deal with the issues they had prioritised.  In other words, that the new capacity of the groups to prioritise and analyse, and to negotiate, strengthened the overall local capacity to build a better collective future.  

In Tumaco, the new interest in the issues of the piangua led to a situation of competition and division within the pianguera community, with two parallel processes engaging two separate sets of pianguera groups for similar aims, competing for the same resources and support.  The difference, according to those involved in the conversatorio process, was that their process was led and defined by the women themselves, and the other one was managed by professionals ‘on behalf of’ the piangueras, creating great distrust.   

What was clear was that the illustration of the process given in figure one is too simplistic.  Not everything was channelled into the conversatorio event, or negotiation.  Capacity gained made an impact at personal and family levels, between neighbours as well as stakeholder groups.  New awareness and skills generate their own processes, relationships and initiatives, not only among the community members, but other stakeholders in the process. For example, many of the consultants and institutions involved reflected on changes to their own practice and understanding of how they can work with communities. 
5. Conservation as Social Change: Lessons from the Conversatorio
Approaches to addressing conservation challenges could be classified according to a continuum from ‘resource-focused’ approaches at one end, where strategies aim to directly influence the resource and its management, and ‘social change’ approaches at the other, where strategies aim to influence the behaviours, norms and practices of individuals and institutions.  In simple, polar terms, conservation approaches vary according to whether people are perceived as a ‘threat’ to conservation, or part of the ‘solution’. The work of WWF Colombia generally, and the Conversatorios approach in particular, clearly fall into the latter category. The Reflections on Change story of the conversatorio experience highlights some of the issues and changes which emerge from an approach to conservation which places people at the centre of the process and allows the solutions to evolve and emerge there.  

As a global conservation organisation, working to tackle the global drivers of biodiversity decline and increasing consumption patterns (or footprint), WWF acknowledges social change as a key mechanism to deliver results. In a recent internal broadcast, WWF International’s Director General, Jim Leape, acknowledged that “everything we do is about social change” and in similar vein that “we are only successful in the long term in conservation if we are meeting the development needs and aspirations of local communities, and vice-versa, that conservation of natural resources is essential to sustained success in fighting poverty”. The increasing convergence between conservation and poverty, he argued, “needs to be a priority”, and “should be central for every programme”.
The nature of social change

This paper has demonstrated how progress towards conservation can be fundamentally defined in terms of changing institutional & social relationships. The conversatorio in the mangroves of Nariño aims to address the challenge of conserving the mangroves (particularly focusing on the piangua) by stimulating a process of social mobilisation and empowerment which evolved initially around a particular group of piangueras. The conversatorio process embraced the systemic nature of change, and was allowed to evolve in a multitude of different ways according to history, culture, opportunities and other contextual issues. The emerging changes have been shown to be messy and complex, and at any point in time or from any particular perspective, can have positive and negative dimensions, stimulating both conflict and cooperation amongst resource users and agents of change. 

Systemic approaches 

As a systemic approach, the type of conservation demonstrated through the conversatorio cannot be neatly ‘projectised’ with absolute outputs and targets defined from the start. The conversatorio process in Nariño emerged from, evolved with and embedded itself within local cultures, institutions and initiatives, and as such had no clear beginning and will have no clear end.  The changes are inevitably less predictable, but potentially more creative and appropriate, as the system evolves and embraces the unanticipated. 

As noted by WWF Colombia the conversatorio ‘goes from being an activity to being a process, a way of doing things. This means it is more sustainable. While the Conversatorio event is like the cherry on the cake, it only makes sense in terms of all the other work going on around and before it – other processes and experiences’
.
The conversatorio acknowledges and builds on the role of individuals, social networks and systems of social organisation to stimulate and normalise social change and through this to move towards equitable and sustainable resource management. The approach of stimulating change through capacity building, finding and working through community leaders and champions, identifying and responding to opportunities for change then becomes the focus of the work. The Nariño experience has also shown how the process can be both constrained by the institutional context, such as weak relationships, inequalities, competition and lack of will, as well as challenge and change some of these social norms, for example as the piangueras ‘find their voice’.
The evolution of the role of  WWF from one of project owner to facilitator requires readjustments, particularly as organisations are under increasing pressure to demonstrate their impact, and maintain a high profile with branding and publicity opportunities. WWF Colombia’s deputy Director, Sandra Valenzuela, observed that: ‘In many ways this inclusive approach makes the role of WWF Colombia difficult to explain or quantify, especially given the context, where the more common approach is for institutions to work independently of each other.  They aim to act as a catalyst for processes, not only through direct investment of resources and control of programmes of work, but through capacity building, information, training and networking. The organisation values its position as a facilitator, bringing different actors together, preparing them to work together, and creating linkages to support the construction of positive relationships, alternatives and solutions.  At its best, this creates a new dynamic in local areas where agencies responsible for aspects of sustainable development and conservation can identify and create opportunities, relationships and alliances between themselves and with community groups and other stakeholders’.  
Despite giving value to this, WWF Colombia acknowledges that to a large extent their own credibility and that of the conversatorio approach depends on the implementation of the agreements made, and the state of the mangrove. The Nariño experience shows that at this point in time the mangroves around the urban area of Tumaco are in a bad state. Does this mean that the process has not been worthwhile? According to those involved in the conversatorio process, this is certainly not the case, and they don’t define change in such simple linear terms. But there is an emerging trend in some parts of the conservation world to place conservation targets back at the centre of our work. WWF Colombia is perhaps responding to this agenda when they state ‘We need to constantly challenge ourselves to assure we are pushing forward outcomes that are relevant to our mission and targets, and incorporate elements in the training, capacity building and policy work that reinforces the commitment to conservation’. 
Organisational learning
 For WWF Colombia this way of working is continually evolving and deepening as they continue to strengthen community capacity to lead the social change process. Relationships with communities are changing and becoming more of a dialogue around agreements rather than just problems and requests.  ‘Now we are creating community leaders who can not only analyse and demand but later implement changes’. Within WWF Colombia there is broad buy in to the approach, but also an acknowledgement that they need to continually ensure that they address and analyse issues, actors and political processes in the external context ‘to perhaps bring them into the process, or address them at other levels.’ They acknowledge that they can’t solve all aspects of complex conservation problems through the conversatorio: ‘for example, engagement with some key stakeholders or on some key issues such as payment for environmental services may need separate and parallel processes that complement the conversatorio.’ They have ensured that within their organisation there exist spaces to reflect on learning, to internalise and make changes in how things are done. 
Indicative of this broad organisation-wide buy-in to the social change process is the response from different divisions of WWF Colombia about what they had learnt from the conversatorio process. The Communications team noted how they started to play a more central role in WWF’s engagement in the conversatorio, from playing an add-on support function to integration into the central work itself. They are now working to strengthen community capacity to produce their own communications and deal with the media. “When you work with people to tell their story you realise they are so capable of telling it themselves, in a much more engaging way.  It is what’s happening in their lives and they want a change.  Now communications play an active role in the conservation work of WWF, not only for reporting to donors.  Originally (we were) very brand oriented – (we have) changed a lot, with new experiences, and new people in there too.”  
Other staff noted that through their experience in the Conversatorio they have a better understanding of the multiple dimensions and perspectives that stakeholders will bring to a process, and the value of considering a wide range of views in their work. The policy team have noted from conversatorios in various locations that for any given environmental service, there are many actors who have only partial visions of a given resource. For example, in Fúquene they learnt that the river users upstream and downstream had different problems, but neither community could see the whole river system. They have used this learning while working on road projects, where they are trying to work with different communities all affected in different ways by the same road.

The view from WWF-UK

Conservation as a social process, through a systemic approach, does not lend itself well to conventional systems of project management and review and evaluation methods. Because of its focus on participatory analysis, the emphasis on facilitating dialogue and allowing those voices to determine which changes are important and why, Reflections on Change proved to be both a valuable and relevant approach to reflect on the conversatorio. 
The resulting story is revelatory for people sitting in WWF-UK who, as a funder of WWF Colombia’s work, are stakeholders as well as peers.  Too frequently we hear only successes from our programme evaluations and reports, often couched in terms of conservation ‘wins’ and with social changes expressed with a heavy dose of rhetoric and anecdote. As a member of the WWF Network, and as an organisation with its own set of programmes, we want to learn how to do things better and build a picture of, and indeed a case for, conservation as a social process. We want to use our influential position within the WWF network to ensure the words of Jim Leape quoted at the start of this section are turned into a reality, both within WWF and across the conservation community. We want to be able to share the complexities and messiness, the ups and downs of conservation with our own donors and supporters so they have realistic expectations and a respect for what we do. Reflections on Change is one way in which we can, without judgement, start to understand the realities of the conservation work which we support, champion and promote. 

References:

Offen, K. 2003. The territorial turn: making black territories in Pacific Colombia. Journal of Latin American Geography 2 (1): 43-73.)

Valenzuela, S.  2006 “Doing conservation in Colombia during the armed conflict: Utopia or reality?”  WWF paper

WWF Colombia 2007 “Colombian Forests: Source of life and livelihoods (2007-2011)” 

Fig. 1 - Basic conversatorio structure





Other stakeholders and interests





Accountable / influential institutions 





Facilitation 


and technical input





Community groups / processes





Follow-up:


Fulfilling and monitoring agreements.


Identifying further opportunities and needs.





Preparation:


Analysis: needs, issues, stakeholders.


Building: Capacity, relationships, 


confidence.





Conversatorio event








� More than 51,000 species of plants of which 30% are endemic to Colombia (and occur nowhere else on the planet), 1,821 species of birds (compared to Europe’s 500 species), 623 species of amphibians (the world’s largest number of frog species), 467 species of mammals, 518 species of reptiles, and 3,200 species of fish have been recorded in Colombia (there are only 150 in Europe), of which about 18 percent are endemic to the country.   


� For example, the conversatorio for integrated management of the Coello river basin included the following themes: Conservation / protection; availability/ treatment; use/ transformation; and community organisation.  





� From notes from the reflection exercise facilitated wth the WWF Colombia team as part of Reflections on Change.
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