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Preface
I started this research project out of the idealistic though genuine ambition to learn more about the many
different realities that exist in human – nature relationships. Through a course of events that a friend of
mine would call Serendipity, I came across the MIMAC project. Intrigued by the very few stories about the
Wayuu and their territory that I could find online, I could not wait to find out more.
As the whole world was brought to a halt by the Covid-19 pandemic, my time in Colombia abruptly ended.
I did not get the chance to perform the research I envisioned, would have wanted to have so many more
conversations, would have wanted to ask so many more questions.
In this thesis I speak of Wayuu ontology or Wayuu life worlds, even-though my field data on this is very
limited. I am aware of this. Back in the Netherlands, while trying to compile my data into a story that
would make sense, I continued following Colombian news. One day, I came across a little commentary by
Wayuu anthropologist Weilder Guerra. It was titled Lo que el viento se llevó; Gone with the wind. He was
criticizing the way large wind energy corporates were conducting inadequate and unjust consultation
procedures in Wayuu territory. ‘These are not simple disagreements’, he writes. ‘What is at stake are
ontological conflicts, conflicts about what exists. The indigenous territory reflects a narrative that only the
Wayuu understand. In the formations of hills and rocks, movements of mythical beings and human
ancestors are recorded and the memorable events they starred are brought to the present. […] As history
has taught us, no one should be allowed to construct their paradise through other one’s hell”.
This little piece reminded me that the ontological difference I suspected was in fact a reality in the area,
and it motivated me to continue writing and thinking. I do not have the means and data to describe and
outline these ontologies, how they come into being or how they are enacted. Rather, this thesis aims to
grasp the implications of this difference. It seeks venture points for dealing with this difference and how
to use it as a means of self-reflection. The arguments I make in this thesis should thus be seen as adding
to the many debates in global conservation rather than as conclusive statements about the MIMAC
project.
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Glossary of Spanish & Wayuunaiki Concepts
Anás

Well-being (Wayuunaiki)

Anasü

Visible world in which Wayuu social life takes place (Wayuunaiki)

Artesanías

Handicrafts (incl. bags, hammocks, bracelets, sandals)

Artesanos

Craftsmen and women

Chinchorro

Wayuu woven hammock

Consulta previa

Legal consultation process required for intervention and development within
indigenous territory

El corral

Corral. Central concept within Wayuu mythology

Hospedaje

Lodging, guesthouse

Juyá

He who rains. Mythical Wayuu being associated with rain (Wayuunaiki)

La red de la vida

The web of life

Líderes

Wayuu spokespersons to non-Wayuu actors

Mesa de Pesca

Regional Fisheries decision making platform facilitated by MIMAC

Mochila

Wayuu woven shoulder bag

Paisaje

Scenery, surroundings

Pastos marinos

Sea grasses

Pescador

fishermen

Pülasü

World of Wayuu spirits and mythical beings. Can be accessed through dreams
(Wayuunaiki)

Pulowi

Mythical Wayuu being associated with terrestrial and marine wildlife
(Wayuunaiki)

Rancheria

Wayuu settlement

Resguardo

Legally recognized indigenous territory

Seres marinos

Marine beings

Trupillo

Emblic tree of La Guajira, used for numerous ends by the Wayuu
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Chapter 1. Introduction
What nature could mean and other big questions in conservation
Throughout history the way ‘we’ view nature, what nature means to ‘us’, - and with we and us I mean
scholars, students and other readers that have grown up in Western societies like I have – has taken on
many forms. In the face of the universally felt ‘global ecological crisis’ of the Anthropocene, we envision
a world where ‘humans and nature thrive together’1. While conservation was first considered to be
concerned with ‘protecting’ natural areas from ‘human’ threats, there now appears to be a growing
realization that humans, especially rural communities around the world, are an intrinsic part of
ecosystems (Mace, 2014). Instead of ‘keeping people out’, ways are sought to conserve nature in
cooperation and harmony with the people that inhabit these environments. Natural areas providing
valuable ‘ecosystem services’ are now often referred to as ‘complex social ecological systems’,
emphasizing that ‘humans are being put back into nature’ (Berkes, 2004).
To the Western conservation community, this may have been a novel realization. But, many of these
communities, often indigenous, were never ‘out’ of any ecosystem. In fact, they might not even consider
themselves distinctly apart from nature. They may greet their ancestors in trees, mountains or seasonal
winds. To some, humanity may not be limited to the human body but is just as well found as a condition
in animals (Descola, 2013). These indigenous communities are not only greatly dependant on their natural
environment for daily sustenance, their environment may in fact constitute a reality that may be different
from ‘ours’. When conservation actors enter their territories, declaring it a National Park, installing new
rules, reconfiguring access to natural resources, not only their livelihoods, but their actual life worlds may
be in jeopardy.
Within the social sciences, it were scholars of ontological theory that suspected the instance of these
alternate realities. They argue for the denomination of reality, life world or ontology over culture, as
putting these worlds away as different cultural perspectives leaves a way out for policy makers or
conservationists to not take these perspectives seriously (amongst others: Blaser, 2014; Kohn, 2015;
Sullivan, 2017; Viveiros De Castro, 2015). This turn to ontology added a new dimension to the field of
political ecology. Political ecology studies how landscapes have been formed by social forces. Backed up
by ontological theory, political ecologists in the critical conservation sciences have described numerous
cases in which indigenous realities have been (albeit unintentionally) misunderstood, repressed or
sidelined by hegemonic scientific (neoliberal) truths (e.g.: Blaser, 2009; Bormpoudakis, 2019; De La
Cadena, 2010).
This has lead to a renewed emphasis on indigenous rights and de-colonialization in conservation (IPBES,
2016; IUCN, n.d.; United Nations Declaration on the Rights of Indigenous Peoples, 2007) As a result,

1

Nicely reflected in the initiative Thrive Together (https://thrivingtogether.global/) including organisation like
WWF, The Nature Conservancy, Greenpeace, Conservation International, UN Environment Programme, and about
a 150 more.
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governments, (international) conservation programmes and NGOs are seeking ways to develop equitable,
collaborative, preferably community led, projects to ensure environmental protection and sustainable
resource use. However, these projects are imagined in many different ways. Conservation and
development workers may be driven by a participation ideal hoping to engage local communities in long
lasting conservation efforts. Furthermore, one may question whether NGO’s acting on behalf of local
communities might just be comprising the ideals or wishes of the communities they represent (Agrawal
& Gibson, 1999; Brosius et al., 1998; Tsing, 2011). The crux of the issue at hand is as follows; conservation
programmes may be developed following imagined ideals of community, traditions and participation.
Often, they are based on the assumption that traditional ways of life guarantee sustainable resource use
as it is defined by conservation programmes. Moreover, such participation projects remain hard to
evaluate and lasting engagement of communities appears quite hard to accomplish. Any participatory
conservation project struggles with big, complex questions; When is a project truly participatory? How to
ensure long lasting community engagement? Whose ideals, concerns, interests are really represented and
how? How should conservation success be defined?

1.1 Research Objective & Questions
The above questions are too big for a humble thesis as is the one you are reading. What I can do is apply
insights and theory from ontology to a specific case to see how this can be of (practical) use to a
conservation plan that is still in development. Thereby adding to a growing field of literature that seeks
not only to understand, but rather to acknowledge and capacitate radical alterity. This thesis aims to add
to the explorations of ‘how to work with and across difference’ .
The overall research question to this thesis then becomes;
What does it mean to take on an ontological approach, and how can it be of value to community
conservation projects?
I tackle this question by closely analysing the development of a conservation plan for a coastal area in La
Guajira, northern Colombia. This conservation plan is developed by a project called MIMAC. MIMAC
stands for Manejo Integral Marino Costero, which translates to: Integrated Marine and Coastal
Management. MIMAC is tasked with the development and implementation of an integrated conservation
plan for an area that will soon receive a protected status. Integrated, because it should not only guarantee
the conservation of the area’s unique ecosystems, is should also allow for the conservation of the
indigenous Wayuu culture. The Wayuu are Colombia’s largest indigenous population, and the protected
area will be located within their territory. As to properly incorporate their views and wishes, a number of
consultation moments were created. Within seven communities that were interested in collaboration
interactive workshops were organised. The aim of these workshops was to provide the communities with
some basic ecological knowledge on ecosystem services, as well as to identify focal points for capacity
building. The idea was that, following these workshops, capacity building programmes would be offered
that would instigate more sustainable practices amongst the Wayuu people.
In this thesis, I use my observations of this set of workshops to analyse the interaction between the Wayuu
people and the MIMAC staff. My research strategy formed as follows; first, I needed to understand the
10

political ecological context in which these workshops took place (chapter 5). Second, I closely recorded
which methods were used to engage the Wayuu participants, what was said during the workshops and
how this was formulated in the reports that were drawn up after the field visit (chapter 6). Third, I
contrasted the conservation framework of the MIMAC project with the way I think the Wayuu may relate
to their environment, while also contemplating whether proposed interventions will or will not resonate
with Wayuu life worlds (chapter 7).
Reflecting upon my observations through ontological theory, I argue for a caution when interpreting the
sourced information obtained in said workshops. Following the dilemmas presented earlier in this
introduction, this study will show how easily important issues may be overlooked when interpretations
about another culture, or another ontology, are made.
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Chapter 2. Research Context
Concepts in conservation studies, (marine) protected area’s in Colombia & the MIMAC project
As to properly situate my research within the global context of conservation studies, I feel it is important
to provide an overview of natural conservation trends in general. As this thesis studies a coastal
conservation programme that strives to include a local indigenous community through participatory
methods, I should first explore the concepts of community and participation in more detail. Understanding
the complexities attached to participatory community conservation projects will further emphasize the
relevance of this study. After having done so, I start outlining the setting of this research. First by
introducing the reader to the national context of Colombia. Being one of the most biodiverse and
culturally diverse countries on the planet, Colombia has 59 official National Parks. 26 of those parks are
located within indigenous territories (PNN, 2021). Today still, indigenous communities are fighting for
their rights. Zooming in further, I present the province of La Guajira, introducing it’s unique ecosystems
and it’s characteristic, somewhat mysterious, Wayuu people. Finally, I can then situate the MIMAC Project
in this context, outlining its objectives and strategies.

2.1 Conservation Studies; An Overview
Writing about nature conservation, I have come to realize, is complicated. The very definitions of the
words ‘nature’ and ‘conservation’ are not straightforward at all. As I aim to make clear throughout this
entire thesis, what is considered ‘nature’ is culturally, or even ontologically, determined. So, even when
there is a certain consensus that a given area needs to be ‘conserved’ or ‘protected’, what this in fact
entails will differ in the eyes of each involved actor or stakeholder. Yet, throughout history, hegemonic,
‘Western’ models and conceptions of conservation have dominated the natural world.
Going back in history, all the way to prehistoric times, the origins of the concept of conservation were
more concerned with sustaining food supplies and other human needs instead of preserving pristine
nature. In fact, research indicates that ancient populations often tended to deplete local resources, to
then move on to a next plot of abundance. But then, as settlements grew larger and less mobile, accessible
wild areas became scarcer and the first game populations became overhunted. Herewith, in the 18th
century, started disputes over access to forest lands and hunting grounds. Not surprisingly, these were
usually won by the aristocracy or elite (Western & Wright, 1994).
The first conservancies or reserves appeared mid 19th century, of which the Yellowstone National Park
became most iconic. The earliest advocates of the conservation of this national park intended to protect
the wild and the natives inhabiting it (Spence, 1999). However, many different perspectives on
‘wilderness’ started to revolve around the Park’s establishment. In the eyes of those valuing the park as
pristine and monumental, the Native Indian way of life was seen as a ‘threat’ to the natural ‘wilderness’
(Smith, 2004; Spence, 1999). This eventually led to the relocation of American indigenous communities to
reserves. Yellowstone became a ‘park without people’, a means of conservation that is today still known
as the “Yellowstone Model” (Fortwangler, 2003; Spence, 1999). Ever since, this model; fencing of large
area’s to protect this idea of wilderness from ‘human threats’ has been applied throughout the world. In
12

many cases, native, indigenous or local communities had to make way for these parks. Colonialism and
nature conservation had become intrinsically related (Adams, 2003).
However, these top-down approaches of so-called ‘fortress’ conservation did continuously proof
themselves ineffective. Aided by a growing movement demonstrating global North-South inequalities
(Western & Wright, 1994) an increasing interest in more inclusive, participatory, programmes emerged
(Agrawal & Gibson, 1999; Berkes, 2004; Mace, 2014; Matarrita-Cascante et al., 2019; Sirimorok &
Rusdianto, 2020; Western & Wright, 1994). In these ‘new’ participatory programmes, conservation
objectives are often coupled with development goals attributed to local (indigenous) communities
(Berkes, 2004; Matarrita-Cascante et al., 2019).
Berkes (2004) relates this growing interest in participatory, community conservation to a wider conceptual
shift in applied ecology. He points at a shift from reductionism, towards the recognition of the world and
its ecosystems as complex adaptive systems. Whereas in a reductionist view, ecological phenomena were
seen as a sum of simple systems, complex adaptive systems are characterized by non-linearity,
uncertainty, self-organisation and are highly influenced by matters of scale. Recognizing these attributes
strongly affects how an ecosystem is, or should be, conserved or managed.
Importantly, seeing an ecosystem as a complex adaptive system implies that humans cannot be
considered separate from it. Assuming people as mere stressors, users, or managers, denies the
innumerable, intricate, dynamic interactions between nature and human communities. Especially to those
societies, whether indigenous or not, that have long histories within a certain environment, a strict
‘nature/culture divide’2 as we know in ‘the West’ might not apply. Local communities are perceived to be
intertwined with their environment. Ecosystems then become complex social-ecological-systems, in
literature often shortened to SES (Bennett et al., 2017; Berkes, 2004; Botto-barrios, 2020; López-Angarita
et al., 2014; Ostrom, 2009; Villamor et al., 2014).
This is no less true for the conservation perspectives and management of (Marine) protected areas
(MPAs). Although MPA effectiveness and success is still largely evaluated by ecological indicators, an
increasing number of authors is stressing the significance of underlying social issues and indicators (Agardy
et al., 2003; Bustamante et al., 2014; Ferse et al., 2010; Gonzalez-Bernat et al., 2019; López-Angarita et
al., 2014; Ramirez, 2016; Shackeroff & Campbell, 2007). The inclusion of fishing communities in the
development of conservation plans, the use of their traditional, ecological knowledge and strategies such
as adaptive co-management are more and more applied in MPAs. Globally, MPA design is becoming
increasingly community focussed (Botto-barrios, 2020; Ferse et al., 2010; López-Angarita et al., 2014).
What then, does community participation actually mean? As to create a more profound and demarcated
understanding of this trend in conservation, I here discuss the concepts of ‘community’ and ‘participation’
separately.

2

I will elaborate on this nature/culture divide in Chapter 3
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2.1.1 What makes a community?
Throughout the history of the social sciences, there exist many writings on the conceptual meaning of
‘community’, questioning what constitutes a community and how it may drive social change. Within
community conservation literature, most often, the residents of the area that will be subject to the
conservation and/or development programme are referred to as ‘the community’. However, every actor
or stakeholder involved may interpret this community differently (Matarrita-Cascante et al., 2019).
Scholars writing about community conservation often base their interpretation of the community on
basic, unifying, aspects such as size, (geographical) space, and common interests or shared norms
(Agrawal & Gibson, 1999; Matarrita-Cascante et al., 2019).
In their oft cited and critical review on the role of community in natural resource conservation, Agrawal
and Gibson (1999) point out that interpreting a local community as a homogenous social structure often
comes with a set of assumptions about its motives, interests and capacities. For example, communities
are frequently presumed to be the best managers of local resources, assuming that they have a long term
need for them and possess more knowledge about these resources than other involved actors. Since
protecting a resource is considered to be in the interest of a community, it is believed the community will
do so. Another assumption is that, when not actively involved in conservation management, communities
will use their resources destructively. This too implies that involving communities in resource
management or conservation, will eventually turn them into good stewards of the environment3.
Assumptions like these paint a somewhat mythical, romanticized image of a local (indigenous)
community, living in harmony with their surrounding natural environment.4 Especially contrasting earlier
dominant paradigms of privatization, state control and fortress conservation, such a vision is alluring.
Moreover, such an ideal image can be used as a powerful leverage point in negotiations within
conservation arena’s (Agrawal & Gibson, 1999).
Yet, as the literature on community conservation grew and evolved, several authors have pointed out that
this mythical vision of a community is elusive and deceiving (Agrawal & Gibson, 1999; Berkes, 2004; Ferse
et al., 2010; Matarrita-Cascante et al., 2019; Premauer & Berkes, 2015; Singleton, 2000; Western &
Wright, 1994). The assumption of a community being a homogenous group of residents undermines the
social complexity, the many interactions and differences between people that even a small community
holds. Firstly, communities do not appear to be spatially fixed, as people move in and out of them,
interacting and building relations with external actors (Berkes, 2004). Secondly, local power structures
and political arrangements highly influence strategic interactions amongst community members (Agrawal
& Gibson, 1999). Communities often consist of many different actors, with differing interests, differing
norms and values, varying levels of power and even varying worldviews.
To be short, the romanticized view of small, integrated, homogenous communities does not persist in
reality, and may not provide a substantial foundation for community conservation policies and

3
4

Addition by Agrawal and Gibson (1999): ‘-… (If only the state and the market would get out of the way)’. (p.633)
I am not stating this is never the case.
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management. Instead, communities should be regarded as complex, multidimensional, social-political
networks, that hold some shared norms or objectives, which may change through time.

2.1.2 The participation ideal
A general definition of community participation could be; ‘- a process where the residents of a community
actively engage in their own development’ (Matarrita-Cascante et al., 2019). Participatory conservation
then implies that local communities are – in some kind of way- involved in the management of their local
natural resources. But when can conservation truly be called participatory? And who eventually gains
from such participatory practices?
Participation, just like community, is an ambiguous concept. Once again, its definition is highly contextual
and will be different for each actor involved. To begin with, there is a difference in the perception and use
of participation by those who facilitate or enable it, and by those who are invited to participate.
Participation projects therefore, should be regarded with a certain caution. For the facilitator,
participation might just merely have an exhibiting function, legitimizing their project with buzz words like
‘inclusive’ and ‘particpatory’. It may also serve as a means to enhance project efficiency and reduce costs
by including or hiring locals in achieveing project goals (Cornwall, 2008; White, 1996). For those that are
invited to participate, it might be an opportunity to be informed about - or to even have a say in – planned
activities within their living environment. There may be material incentives, e.g. labour in return for food
or cash. Ultimately, people might take initiative themselves to start mobilizations ‘from the bottom up’,
actively challenging extant power distributions (Arnstein, 1969; Cornwall, 2008; White, 1996).
Several typologies to depict these different froms and dimensions of participation have been developed,
using ranges starting at non-participation towards what can be called full, just, or effective participation.
Arnstein (1969) uses the term ‘tokenism’ to depict forms of participation in which community members
are indeed invited, informed and maybe heard. However, how much and which information is actually
shared is dubious. The ‘heard’ opinions appear to lack power and agency to actually alter predetermined
plans and decisions. Cornwall (2008) points out that the participatory activities Arnstein linkes to the
tokenism category; informing, consultation and placation, are often focal points of participation
programmes of development organizations.
At the top of the ladder, participation takes on forms in which participatory initiatives arise from the
community itself and in some cases, may be able to alter existing configurations of power. Community
members are then included in the the development, decision making and management of programmes.
Participaton now becomes transformative, empowering and a potential driver of social change (White,
1996). Although true transformative participation, or self-mobilization (Cornwall, 2008), can be supported
and facilitated by external actors, it should start bottum-up. Yet, paradoxially, self-mobilization is often
seen as an end goal by NGOs or development agencies, while the local community may have other direct
intersets (White, 1996).
This assumption that full participation is a community’s pursued ideal, disregards the many reasons for
people not to participate. They may simply not have the time, most likely because they are occupied with
sustaining a decent livelihood. They might be uncomfortable, or unfamiliar with the setting and format of
15

the activities. Or, they may be insecure about their own capcities to participate. Furthermore, people
may actively choose not to participate because they may in fact not feel connected to the targeted
community. In other respects, the concept of participation may have an entirely different meaning to
them, and this cultural, or even ontological, difference is not recognized by programme developers.
Finally, based on earlier experiences, people may just have little confidence in the planned activities, or
have simply lost interest due to participation fatigue (Cornwall, 2008).
Evidently, the concept of participation is inherently political. Questioning who takes part, in what, in which
ways, and on whose terms is crucial. It should then also be noted that any participatory programme will
affect local community dynamics. Participation processes themselves may in fact reproduce or reinforce
already existing power distributions, inequalities or conformities of subordination.
Processes of participation take a lot of time, investment and their outcomes and secondary effects cannot
always be predicted. What has become clear in this section is that participaton may not always be the
answer to making conservation and or development projects more inclusive and effective. As Peter Oakley
powerfully formulates;
Participation...cannot merely be proclaimed or wished upon rural people in the Third World; it must begin
by recognising the powerful, multi-dimensional and, in many instances, anti-participatory forces which
dominate the lives of rural people. Centuries of domination and subservience will not disappear overnight
just because we have ‘discovered’ the concept of participation.
(Oakley, 1991. p.4)

2.1.3 Effective community conservation: frameworks for success?
Knowing that communities are complex, heterogenous social structures, and that participation needs time
and may not even always be in in the interest of a local community – what guidelines do we then have for
success? The literature on local community conservation cases is extensive. Many successful and
unsuccessful cases have been described. Attempting to capture some common ground, some common
denominators for initiatives to succeed and persist, many authors have tried to construct general
community conservation frameworks (Matarrita-Cascante et al., 2019; Ostrom, 2009; Seixas & Davy,
2008). Such frameworks would serve as a means to accumulate local, isolated knowledge (Ostrom, 2009).
However, as Ostrom stresses just as much, these frameworks should not strive towards a one size fits all
policy blueprint. Instead, they can help to understand the complexity of local SES. They could serve as a
tool not to eliminate complexity, but rather to analyze and curb it.
Analyzing these frameworks goes beyond the scope of this thesis, yet some general, but crucial, points
can be distilled from them. First and foremost, local authority and property rights are often linked to the
success of participatory conservation programmes. Research indicates that communities have greater
incentives and motivation to participate when they are allocated legal authority over their resources
(Matarrita-Cascante et al., 2019; Ostrom, 2009). However, usually, at the establishment of (Marine)
protected areas such restructuring of local institutions and divisions of power does not take place.
Additionally, the relationships between the community and its resources ought to be understood well.
The importance of a resource for local livelihoods will determine how a community (or local residents
individually) will manage this resource. For example, the implementation of catch-quota may not work
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when a local fishing community greatly depends on these fish to make a daily living. Ostrom (2009) states
that when a community depends on a resource for a substantial part of their livelihood, they will be more
inclined to participate in sustainable conservation activities. Yet, one could question whether poor
communities will actually adopt such a long term, sustainable vision, when they struggle for food (fish) on
a daily basis. Furthermore, as I already brought up in the introduction, scholars of ontology studies have
illustrated cases in which a fundamentally different lifeworld of an (indigenous) community has
constituted their relations with their living environment and the resources they use (among many others;
Blaser, 2009; Descola, 2013). Rules and restrictions based on Western ontologies will then simply not
make sense.

2.2 (Marine) Conservation in Colombia
With a coastline of 3.531 km (INVEMAR, 2020) running along the Pacific ocean as well as the Caribbean
sea, including 12 departments, 49 municipalities and over a 100 islands (CCO, 2018), Colombia has a
maritime territory of nearly 930,000 km2 (CCO, 2018; INVEMAR, 2020). This wide span of oceanic and
coastal space accounts for about 50% of the country’s national territory. Colombia’s waters house
numerous ecosystems such as mangroves, coral reefs, and seagrass beds. These ecosystems are not only
of high ecological value in terms of biodiversity and endemic species, they also play important roles in
coastal protection and climate change resilience. Simultaneously, Colombia’s Caribbean coast is the
nation’s epicentre of economic development, with quickly developing sectors like tourism, commercial
fishing, export, and especially mining and energy (CCO, 2018; INVEMAR, 2020). A major part of Colombia’s
population lives at the Caribbean coast, concentrated around the cities of Cartagena, Barranquilla and
Santa Marta (Geo-Ref, 2021). Directly and indirectly, all these people thus depend on the ecosystem
services provided by these coastal areas, albeit in their occupation and income or in food provision.
Conserving these essential ecosystems while simultaneously fostering sustainable economic development
is one of Colombia’s main current challenges. The above mentioned ecosystems are under increasing
pressure such as climate change, overexploitation, invasive species, (industrial) development, pollution,
and illegal activities (Díaz & Acero, 2003; INVEMAR, 2020; Ramirez, 2016). As one of the most biodiverse
countries in the world, and in light of these threats, Colombia has ratified quite a number of international
conventions (including (UNCED-2, UNFCCC, SPAW, CBD) which are said to form an important basis to the
nation’s national conservation and sustainable development policies (CARDIQUE et al., 2016; CCO, 2018;
Ramirez, 2016). Especially after committing to the Aichi Targets by the Convention on Biological Diversity
(CBD)5 Colombia has seen a proliferation of declared national parks. More specifically, In order to live up
to these international ambitions, the number of official Marine Protected Areas (MPAs) in Colombia has
5

Aichi Target 11 specifically, states that ‘ by 2020, at least 17 per cent of terrestrial and inland water areas and 10
per cent of coastal and marine areas, especially areas of particular importance for biodiversity and ecosystem
services, are conserved through effectively and equitably managed, ecologically representative and well-connected
systems of protected areas and other effective area-based conservation measures, and integrated into the wider
landscape and seascape.’ (CBD, 2010.p.9)
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more than doubled over the last two decades (Congreso de Colombia, 2015; Ramirez, 2016). Currently,
Colombia has 43 registered MPAs of several categories, which should protect 13.8% of its total marine
area (RUNAP, 2018) The formation of effective, integrated and extensive regional as well as national
systems of (M)PAs has become the focal point of the country’s conservation strategy (CARDIQUE et al.,
2016; CCO, 2018; Congreso de Colombia, 2015; CONPES, 2010).
While Colombia’s recent efforts towards achieving the global Aichi targets and SDGs are remarkable, the
other side of the coin is that many of Colombia’s (M)PAs appear to be no more then so-called ‘paper
parks’. Actual MPA-enforcement is reported to be weak and the lack of community inclusion and
participation is perceived to be the cause of numerous conflicts between local park authorities and its
actual inhabitants (Botto-barrios, 2020; Jentoft & Saavedra-Díaz, 2017; Jiménez & Saavedra-Díaz, 2019;
Ramirez, 2016; Saavedra-Díaz et al., 2016; Saavedra-Díaz, Rosenberg, & Martín-López, 2015)

2.2.1 Community participation & indigenous peoples
Most (M)PAs in Colombia fall within the IUCN’s categories of Strict Nature Reserve, Natural Monuments
or National Parks. All of these prohibit any use of the local resources or any kind of sourcing activity.
National parks in Colombia are managed by the government, still in a strict top-down manner. In many
cases, this meant people living in or in the periphery of these parks were denied access to areas that used
to sustain their livelihoods (hunting forests, fishing grounds). Ever since the initiation of such conservation
efforts in the seventies, park inhabitants have been in conflict with governing authorities (De Pourcq et
al., 2019).
Especially indigenous minorities had been struggling to claim the rights over their ancestral and sacred
territories. When the national constitution was revised in 1991, 84 indigenous groups were officially
recognized. The 1991 constitution promised to recognize the multicultural and multiethnic nature of
Colombia’s population. It reinforced collective territorial rights for indigenous communities in the form of
resguardos. A resguardo grants absolute collective property rights to the communities it encompasses.
They are inalienable, imprescriptible and non-seizable (inalienable, imprescriptable, inembargable)
(articles 63 & 329 (MADR, n.d.)). Communities within resguardos needed now to develop their own
management plans (or indirectly; Life Projects, see Blaser, 2004), regaining their autonomy over natural
resource management, education and health (MADR, n.d.). Around that time, Colombia too ratified the
ILO Convention on Indigenous and Tribal Peoples, No. 169. Therewith, any form of exploitation or
development within indigenous territory required a fair process of free, prior and informed consent,
known as consulta previa.
However, this did not actually diminish the number of conflicts. Consulta previa’s are often not carried
out properly, or executing stakeholders find ways to work their way around them. For instance; the state
only grants territorial rights over terrestrial areas. Hence, a to be declared PA that encompasses a marine
or coastal area does not officially require a consulta previa (Ramirez, 2016).
In the year 2000, the former conservation paradigm focussing on conserving ‘pristine nature’, to which
human factors where inferior, appeared to shift towards an approach recognizing natural areas as socioecological systems (Duran, 2009; Premauer & Berkes, 2015) The natural parks installed by PNN often
overlapped with indigenous resguardos, leading to numerous conflicts between park authorities and
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communities (Premauer, 2013; Premauer & Berkes, 2015). Looking for ways of installing forms of cogovernance, PNN launched the ‘Política de Participación Social para la Conservación’, better known as
‘Parques con la Gente’ or the Parks & People policy. This policy recognized the significance of social aspects
in conservation. It aimed to diminish the number of conservation conflicts and to establish an
environmental governance model that would include all relevant stakeholders in the conservation of any
Colombian National Park. Since then, PNN started communicating this message through environmental
education and outreach projects for park inhabitants. Local/indigenous community members were
assigned formal functions and research projects more often incorporated the local population.
Furthermore, indigenous communities were stimulated to organize themselves into associations and
cooperatives and so gain strengthened positions in local stakeholder platforms (Duran, 2009; PNN, n.d.).
In some cases, the People & Parks policy appeared to have brought park authorities and local communities
closer together (Premauer, 2013; Premauer & Berkes, 2015; Ramirez, 2016).
Around the same time, the Política Nacional Ambiental para el Desarrollo Sostenible de los Espacios
Oceánicos y las Zonas Costeras e Insulares de Colombia (PNAOCI) was adopted by the Ministry of
Environment. This policy was centered around MPAs as primary tool in coastal and ocean conservation
and development. The policy introduced the concept of integrated coastal zone management; which is
defined in the document as focussing on ecosystem conservation while taking socio-economic factors into
account and actively involving all relevant stakeholders. This approach was meant to promote compatible
and sustainable development of all marine and coastal productive sectors (MMA, 2000). According to
Ramirez (2016), the policy did in fact encourage regional governments to come up with long term
integrated coastal zone management plans.
This may be reflected as well in the increase in declarations of so called DRMI’s (Distrito Regional de
Manejo Integrado). This is the only type of protected area (corresponding to IUCN category IV) in which
the sustainable use of resources is allowed, as long as it does not harm biodiversity (CORPOGUAJIRA,
2019; IUCN, 2008; Ramirez, 2016). DRMIs require active involvement of the inhabiting populations of the
area and are now increasingly used by regional governments and regional environmental authorities (i.e.
CARs : Cooperativa Autnomico Regional) to implement community participation models. Nevertheless,
CARs still generally use a top down management approach. Actual integration and true participation of
stakeholders in (M)PA planning, management and monitoring remains limited if not extremely difficult
(De Pourcq et al., 2019; Duran, 2009; Jiménez & Saavedra-Díaz, 2019; López-Angarita et al., 2014; Matera,
2016; Ramirez, 2016; Saavedra-Díaz, Rosenberg, & Martín-López, 2015).

2.2.2 Challenges & research
Evidently, Colombia’s greatest conservation challenge is to move from a long list of ‘paper parks’ to natural
areas that protect their rich biodiversity and ecosystem services as well as their inhabitants in a
sustainable and harmonious manner. Even-though Colombia has made a significant contribution to
international (marine) conservation targets, and the national developments towards integrated
conservation policies are promising, it is crucial that (marine) conservation actions now move beyond
numbers and statistics, and actually target (M)PA effectiveness and long-term sustainability.
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Despite the appearance of a more integrated approach in policies there still appears to be a lack of
adequate incorporation of socio-economic factors in MPA planning. Probably, this is due to a lack of
insight in these factors, such as an understanding of community resource management, a reliable
estimation of community resource dependency or use and transmission of traditional (indigenous)
knowledge. Local contexts at (M)PA establishments are highly affected by historical, cultural conditions
and complex realities (De Pourcq et al., 2019). Such dynamics take time to be thoroughly understood.
Furthermore, the implementation of participatory mechanisms and methods highly depends on the
worldviews, motivations and capacities of people with governing positions. It may even be stated that
generally, the traditional ‘command and control’ paradigm still prevails amongst personnel of (M)PA
governing authorities (Ramirez, 2016). Changing such paradigms is hard and takes time. Still ever-present
influences of paramilitaries, drug-trafficking activities, violence and corruption further complicate many
local and regional contexts.
Finally, differences in perceptions between, and even within, local or indigenous communities and other
involved stakeholders are often highly underestimated (Jiménez & Saavedra-Díaz, 2019; Saavedra-Díaz,
Rosenberg, & Martín-López, 2015). In any stakeholder platform concerning any conservation project,
perspectives on crucial concepts such as conservation, participation, adaptation, resilience, sustainability
and many others, may have many different meanings to many different actors. The understanding of
these different worldviews, these different perceptions of problems and solutions is of crucial importance
to regional authorities in developing community-supported management plans and participation
programmes (Saavedra-Díaz, Rosenberg, & Martin-Lopez, 2015).
Although many cases of conservation conflicts and clashes between peoples and parks have been
described, literature on the governance of marine protected areas in Latin America, Colombia here in
particular, is still scarce. The here often cited authors Ramirez (2016) and Saavedra-Diaz (2015, 2019) (and
their colleagues ) are some of the few that have recently conducted large scale – long-term social studies
within several fishing-communities along both the pacific and Caribbean coast. Their works provide a
detailed insight in the heterogeneity and diversity of problems fishing communities face in conserving the
availability of – and access to their natural resources. They also highlight that such social science conducts
are highly important in developing adequate participatory conservation schemes.

2.3 The Wayuu of La Guajira
This case study is set in the most northern department of Colombia, La Guajira. La Guajira is characterised
by its desert that runs right into the Caribbean sea, interceded here and there by mangrove deltas. When
driving along the Caribbean coast towards the North-East, the landscape changes quickly. Crossing the
bridge over the Magdalena river, which is the natural border between the departments of La Guajira and
Magdalena, is as if entering a completely different world. Where in the Palomino region the coastal road
is lined with lush palms, fruits an flowers, at the other side of the bridge, the soil is barren and trees
become more scarce every kilometer. La Guajira is located in the rain shadow of the Sierra Nevada de
Santa Marta, which with an altitude of 5700 m, is one of the highest coastal mountain ranges in the world.
This, together with the ever blowing, strong coastal winds, give the region its arid, desert-like conditions.
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Due to the hostile conditions, the area is hardly developed and very sparsely inhabited, except for the
indigenous Wayuu people. Never truly colonised by the Spanish, La Guajira has been their territory for
ages. An estimated 380.460 people recognize themselves as Wayuu (DANE, 2019), making it Colombia’s
largest indigenous population. The majority speaks their traditional language Wayunaaiki6 (or a dialect
thereof), but younger generations increasingly know Spanish as well. Apart from fishing and a little
agriculture, tourism forms an increasing source of income to the Wayuu. Travelers are intrigued by the
Wayuu unique way of living. Especially their colourful artesanías, handicrafts, which are traditionally
woven by Wayuu women, have become world famous.
Wayuu territory extends from the department of La Guajira into the north of Venezuela. On the Colombian
side of the border, most of Wayuu territory is officially recognized in resguardos. However, traditionally,
Wayuu society knows very little political organisations or representative authorities. Its system of
governance and therefore too, its cooperation with state – and other- external actors is confusing and
challenging (Avilés, 2019; Cavalier, 2013; Guerra, 2018)7.

Figure 1. Location of La Guajira. La Guajira is the most Northern department of Colombia. Its shores line the
Caribbean sea in the North, and it boarders Venezuela in the East. Punta Gallinas, a small settlement on the Northern
shore marks the most northern point of South America. Taken from (Devoción, 2017).

6
7

Belongs to the Arawak linguistic family
More on Wayuu governance systems in Chapter 5 and 7
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2.3.1 Wayuu worldviews
The Wayuu have adapted their lifestyles to the heat and aridness of the desert. The hostile conditions
dictate the Wayuu way of life. No wonder they are often referred to as Gente del Arena, Sol y Viento,
People of the Sand, Sun and Wind. It should be noted that Wayuu culture did not develop in isolation (as
is often assumed with indigenous cultures), but has many influences from early encounters with the
Spanish, who are believed to have reached the shores of La Guajira not long after the Wayuu arrived there
from the South (Premauer, 2013). Nevertheless, Wayuu worldviews are described to be intrinsically
related to their natural surroundings. Even while their culture is increasingly infused with external
(Western) forces, these traditional beliefs still play an important part in Wayuu society (Guerra, 2018;
Premauer, 2013).
To the Wayuu, there exist two worlds that are interrelated. Anasü, is the visible, every-day, physical world.
This were the physical body is present and social life takes place. Pülasü, is the invisible world of the dead,
the ancestors, mythical beings and spirits. Pülasü affects what happens in Anasü. While shamans can
communicate with the spiritual world intentionally, every individual can connect to it at night, through
dreams. In dreams, spirits or deceased relatives visit those who inhabit Anasü, giving them moral advise
or dictating concrete actions or instructions regarding disputes, crises and resource management. Not
following the instructions given in dreams can have dramatic consequences (Guerra, 2018; Premauer,
2013). The invisible world, and dreams, thus have a significant impact on Wayuu norms and everyday life.
The two most important characters of these dreams and in Pülasü are Juyá (male, ‘he who rains’), and
Pulowi (female, ‘water spirit’ but also ‘deer charmer’). Juyá roams around the territory, fertilizing the
earth after periods of drought. Occasionally, he visits his wife Pulowi (when it storms he has made her
angry). She is the owner of both terrestrial and marine wild fauna. Pulowi may be the most powerful
mythical being in Wayuu cosmology. She has the power to punish, sometimes even in the forms of illness
and death, when Wayuu disobey her or mistreat her pets (Guerra, 2018; Premauer, 2013).
The Wayuu mainly survive on pastoralism. Pastoralism is an important aspect in Wayuu worldviews, its
cosmology has formed around it. Disputes are settled, payments are made, and social status is determined
with chivos, goats. The symbolism of el corral, corral or pen, even extends into the marine environment.
As this thesis is centred around coastal Wayuu communities, this is important. To the Wayuu fishermen,
every creature on land has its equal in the sea. Hens are lobsters, goats are fish, grazing cows are grazing
turtles and jaguars are sharks. The coastal waters and their seagrass beds are considered an ‘invaluable
and inexhaustible corral’ (Guerra, 2018 p. 87). This notion, together with the governing powers of Pulowi,
are believed to greatly influence fishermen’s practices and resource management.
These marine corrals that coastal Wayuu depend on are facing numerous threats. Due to increasingly
eminent effects of climate change, the area is getting dryer and dryer, putting more pressure on the living
conditions of the Wayuu. Illegal fishing practices and pollution have diminished the local stocks. Some
authors point at changes within the Wayuu communities that appear to be leading to a loss of local culture
and increasingly irresponsible fishing practices. The little research that is done in the area points at the
negligence of the government and lack of environmental education as main causes (Martinez, 2011;
22

Saavedra-Díaz, Rosenberg, & Martín-López, 2015). Additionally, ongoing increase in development along
the coast and a rapidly growing tourist industry may also have significant effects.

2.4 Introducing El Proyecto MIMAC
As the coastal ecosystems of La Guajira are under threat, the Colombian government has made it priority
to protect increasing stretches of the northern coastline. Soon, an area spanning around the two most
Northern Bays of the country, Bahía Honda and Bahía Hondita will officially be declared DRMI (Distrito
Regional de Manejo Integrado) (see figure 1). As described in section 2.2.1, this means that the area will
be protected, but that sustainable exploitation of its resources will be allowed within prescribed
regulations. The declaration of this DRMI is in line with the here above mentioned consolidation of SINAP
and its subsystem of Marine Protected Areas. The area boarders the in 2014 established National Park
Portete-Kaurrele (PNN, 2019). It is thus important that conservation efforts between the two Parks are
harmonized.
With the general objective to conserve the ecosystems and biodiversity of the area in such a way that the
ancestral culture and overall well-being of the Wayuu people is safeguarded while their territory is
developed sustainably, the development of an integrated conservation plan started in 2019. The German
Gesellschaft für Internationale Zusammenarbeit (GIZ) supports the Colombian Ministry of Environment in
this process. Under the name of MIMAC (Manejo Integrado Marino Costero) the GIZ put together a small
project team of biologists, of which some have extensive field experience in the project area. The
biologists of the project team are working closely together with local knowledge institutes such as
INVEMAR8, ECOVERSA9 and the University of Magdalena. Another important data source is the local
knowledge of the fisherman of the area, which is obtained in interactive workshops. Over the course of 4
years, until 2023, the MIMAC team will put together an integrated conservation plan, focussing especially
on securing good relations between local actors and the Wayuu communities and on developing
programmes based on legal participation mechanisms. The regional environmental authority,
Corpoguajira, will eventually be responsible for the executive management.
Local municipalities have acknowledged the need to join forces in overcoming the current struggles and
pressures La Guajira is facing. However, it should be noted that it is unclear who these municipalities
actually represent. The Wayuu communities in the area may see the probable DRMI declaration as a threat
to their territorial rights and fear to be excluded from the areas where they obtain their livelihoods. Hence,
the installation of small working groups or administrative areas where the fisherman can count on
technical assistance and the strengthening of local institutional capacity are important focal points to the
MIMAC Project (CORPOGUAJIRA, 2019).

8

National research institute of coastal and marine ecosystems. http://www.invemar.org.co/web/guest/quienessomos
9
Independent non profit consultation cooperation in environmental services.
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figure 2. Map of the DRMI Bahía Honda & Bahía Hondita. The red line delineates the boarders of the protected
area. The National Park Bahia Portete- Kaurrele is located in the South-West corner. Red dots indicate the location
of Wayuu communities. Taken from (CORPOGUAJIRA, 2019).

2.4.1.Ecological conservation priorities
While the land may seem barren, the waters along the coast are extremely rich and productive. The
upwelling of deep sub-tropical waters, especially in the months between January and May, give the region
the highest plankton production of the Caribbean sea (Díaz & Acero, 2003; INVEMAR, 2020). Unique
ecosystems such as mangrove patches, seagrass beds and coral reefs provide the region with vital
ecosystem services. Mangroves for example, function as refugees for fish populations, are an important
source of wood and are protecting the coast from erosion. The seagrass beds, apart from being rich fishing
grounds, contribute to the overall resilience of the area through sediment stabilization and nutrient
cycling (Díaz & Acero, 2003).
These diverse marine ecosystems provide a wide range of habitats to animal species of high conservation
value, such as the Pink flamingo (Phoenicopterus roseus), the endangered American crocodile (Crocodylus
acutus), Spiny lobster (Panulirus argus) and 4 species of sea turtles ; the Hawksbill (Eretmochelys
imbricate), the Green (Chelonia mydas), the Loggerhead (Caretta caretta) and the Leatherback turtle
(Dermochelys coriacea), all listed as having a critical conservation status (CORPOGUAJIRA, 2019).

2.4.2 Objectives & strategies of MIMAC
The MIMAC project elaborated a long list of ecological as well as social conservation objectives with
associated indicators and activities. The conservation objectives specifically target those areas that are
most valuable and representative to the region’s natural heritage. The project descriptions clearly state
that in order to achieve its objectives, ‘ - communities located within these ecosystems should adhere to
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the set management goals. Yet more than imposing and guarding, it is necessary to persuade and concert;
defining mutual responsibilities and finding shared objectives’ (CORPOGUAJIRA, 2019).
Through activities like capacity building programmes within Corpoguajira it is aimed that, eventually,
executing actors will take well informed decisions with regard to territorial legislation, climate adaptation
and integrated management. Strengthening local communities’ participation mechanisms is also part of
this strategy. The concepts to the integrated management programme ought to be developed in a
participatory manner.
An important aspect of this participatory approach is the installation of the so called Mesa de Pesca
Artesanal. The Mesa de Pesca is an envisioned joint decision making platform that should bring together
and mobilize all relevant small scale fishing actors of the region. Its aims are to delineate actions, initiatives
and perspectives on sustainability and the future of fisheries in the region and promote visibility of all
relevant actors as well as the use of traditional knowledge. One of its major focal points at the moment is
the declaration of a so called ZEPA (Zona Exclusiva de Pesca Artesenal) as already in place in the coastal
waters of Choco, on the Pacific Coast (FAO, 2017). This safeguards the Wayuu waters against (foreign)
industrial fishers. It prohibits the use of impactful, large-scale fishing methods. Three local roundtables
are to be installed to give a participatory voice to fisherman of the communities around Bahía Portete,
Bahía Honda and Bahía Hondita.

2.4.3 Current phase
When I started writing this thesis, the MIMAC Project had been running for about one year. Consulta
previa’s have been carried out with the communities within the to be declared DRMI. Within the
delineation of the DRMI there are 39 Wayuu communities (of which 22 are fishing communities). So far,
MIMAC has established good relations with four communities within the area to start a capacity building
programme. Relationships with other communities are being worked on; however, this is a long process.
In the selected communities, there is relatively little internal conflict and there is at least some sort of
organisational structure in place. Most Wayuu communities are centered around one main source of
livelihood, either tourism, fishing or weaving. For the fishing communities, capacity building will focus on
increasing local knowledge as well as identification and implementation of more sustainable fishing
practices. Tourism enterprises will be stimulated to create un plan de negocios verdes, green business
plans. Capacity building programmes for them would be focused around possibilities in eco-tourism. To
the weaving communities, capacity building would focus on developing ways for knowledge sharing, so
that their ancestral weaving culture would be preserved. Additionally, opportunities for better sales and
a stable sources of income would be sought. Finally, MIMAC also approaches several primary schools,
planning to assist them in the development of a programme called PRAES (Proyectos Ambientales
Escolares; Educational Environmental Projects), which aims to increase environmental awareness
amongst students, teachers and parents.
In order to define at which specific issues these communities need capacity building, interactive
workshops with the families of these communities were carried out during the field visit in March of this
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year10. An intervention plan based on the findings of this field visit has been developed, capacity building
workshops focussing on integrated and participatory management have started within Corpoguajira and
the first few meetings of the permanent members of the Mesa de Pesca have taken place. However, due
to the worldwide Corona Pandemic, access to the communities is no longer possible at the time of writing.
The progress of the here described action-lines is now hard to predict.

Figure 3. Overview of most important ecosystem services as indicated by MIMAC. Translation: 1. Fishing stocks. 2.
Refuge for migratory birds. 3. Habitat of the American crocodile (Crocodylus acutus). 4. Pastoral grounds for livestock
(sheep and goats). 5. Zones for recreation and tourism. 6. Nesting grounds for turtles. (Image provided by MIMAC)

10

More on these workshops can be found in Chapter 4
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Chapter 3. Theoretical Framework
From political ecology to political ontology
In developing my research, political ecological literature in critical conservation studies has been an
important venture point for me to understand the context of my case. Studying how an integrated
conservation plan comes into being in cooperation with an indigenous population asks for a framework
that can provide guidance in studying alterity. It requires a framework that seeks explanations to why
people behave the way they do, to why participatory efforts may work out or not. I therefore take on a
political ecology going on political ontology approach. In this section, I provide a theoretical background
to this approach, aiming to provide a comprehensible interpretation to the theory of ontology and its
applicability in conservation studies.

3.2 Political Ecology Becomes Political Ontology
This study departs from a political ecology perspective. Political ecology is a very diverse and
multidisciplinary field affected by influences of (I.A) Anthropology, Sociology, Environmental History,
Political Science and Geography. In a broad sense, political ecology studies how a natural environment
and it’s inhabitants have been affected by historical trajectories of power, politics and social dynamics.
Political ecology seeks to understand the complex relations between nature and society, analysing the
distribution of natural resources and how this impacts environmental health as well as sustainable
livelihoods (Watts, 2000).
Scholars of political ecology usually preform in-depth case studies, with high consideration of temporal
and spatial scales. Taking on a political ecological lens implies looking for explanations why people threat
the environment the way they do (or are forced to do so). This is based on the central premise that, where
resources are distributed unequally, this generates inequalities in income and wellbeing, which may lead
to practices of environmental degradation (Robbins, 2012).
The field of study emerged in the 1970’s, when scholars of cultural studies and political economy
recognized that these frameworks failed to thoroughly address the effects of power and political histories
on environmental practices. Thereby, to political economy, the effects of different conceptions of nature
or the effects a natural environment could have on societies was largely disregarded. (Adams & Hutton,
2007; Blaser & Escobar, 2016; Robbins, 2012; Stott & Sullivan, 2000). Blaikie’s work on soil degradation,
in which he analyses how small scale farmers are influenced by capitalistic and political forces that
influence their decision making processes and iterate their land management practices paved the way for
a more politically sensible approach to environmental problems and conservation (Blaikie, 1985; Blaikie
& Brookfield, 1987; Blaser & Escobar, 2016; Stott & Sullivan, 2000).
Political ecology became widely practiced to study ecological distribution conflicts (Martinez-Alier, 1995).
But apart from analysing conflict, it can be a useful approach to explain why environments change and
how or why social identities associated with these environments change with them. More specifically,
Robbins (2013) attributes the applicability of political ecological research to (I.A.) the possibility for
community collective action, diversity of environmental perspectives, causes and effects of political
corruption, and the relationship between knowledge and power. It is therefore highly useful too, to
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scrutinize the implications and effects of global conservation trends as well as local conservation
programmes (Adams & Hutton, 2007).
In early political ecological works, the environment and culture were, however influenced by one other,
still regarded as separate entities. It was generally assumed that through science, ‘the one reality out
there’, could be accessed (Blaser & Escobar, 2016). But through time, political ecology became
increasingly influenced by post-colonial theory and post-structuralism (Blaser & Escobar, 2016). Authors
came to realize that the way nature itself is understood is inherently cultural as well as political (Escobar,
1999), and that the scientific frameworks that were generally applied constrained or smothered the
construction of alternative, local, environmental narratives (Stott & Sullivan, 2000).
Through emerging currents such as the Actor Network Theory (by e.g. Latour) and Deleuzian philosophy
a new generation of political ecologists appeared to form. This new stream suspected that, in
environmental or conservation issues, the assumed nature/culture divide on which Western science is
based, might not be universally applicable. Non-Western and indigenous societies that often form the
subject of political ecological studies, know the world in ways that may be fundamentally different from
the epistemological grounds on which these studies were based. In other words, environmental issues do
not revolve around one reality that is to be discovered, rather, they encompass and come into being
through different realities, that is, different ontologies. Although these local, (indigenous) ontologies have
been under attack for ages, and have likely been affected by Western influences, they persisted as
something not reducible to a universal modernity (Blaser & Escobar, 2016).
This is were political ecology becomes political ontology. What becomes the focus of study are the powerladen negotiations of what is allowed to exist; which ontologies are allowed to be enacted and on whose
terms. Political ontology is concerned with the conflicts, but also the new possibilities, that arise when
ontologies clash, interact, and/or blend.
The above may be hard to follow for readers that are not familiar with the terminology of ontology. As an
intermittent clarification; the Wayuu whom I introduced in the previous chapter may know a reality that
is different from the epistemological, scientific, grounds on which the MIMAC project is based. Put bluntly,
in the development of an integrated conservation plan, different worlds may be at play. A political
ontology approach studies how these different worlds are enacted, are made visible, how they interact
and to what extend they are recognized.
In the next section, I zoom in on the emergence of the concept of ontology, contrasting the Western
nature/culture divide with other relational ontologies.

3.3 The Ontological Turn
Over the last few decades a so called Ontological Turn has stirred the social sciences (o.a. Escobar, 2007;
Holbraad & Pedersen, 2017; Kohn, 2015). In a most general sense, this meant a shift from epistemic
discussions of; how are things to be known? to ontological questions on: What is there to be known?
Especially within the critical conservation studies, the ontological turn gained traction. This may be
attributable to the fact that the ontological turn could be seen as a realization that anthropology, (with
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it’s ethnographic methods), failed to truly facilitate progressions in the issues of conservation described
in the introduction of this chapter. Inclusion of local communities and defining conservation success
remain contested affairs, in the face of the pervasive global ecological crisis, anthropology seemed to be
reaching its conceptual limits. These limits being the anthropocentric approach of Western science , or
Western epistemology, which failed to capture the agency of those things non-human (Kohn, 2015).
This realization started with authors like (I.A.) Latour, Descola, and Viveiros de Castro, who all, in their
own ways, describe a socially constructed dualistic approach to nature and culture in the ‘Modern West’.
In this dichotomy, everything human is distinctively separated from everything non-human (i.e. the
natural environment). Throughout Western history, nature has been perceived in numerous ways; as a
wild force to be conquered, battled; as a fount of natural resources, there to be exploited; as aesthetic
and pristine, to be preserved (see also section 2.1). Hence, the way we see, perceive, nature appears to
be culturally determined (Kohn, 2015). Recognizing this, Latour (2004) poses a very critical argument to
the field of political ecology; stating that “Political Ecology has nothing to do with Nature” (p.5). With
which he means that even though political ecology studies are often used as leverage in political struggles
over access and distribution, it fails to recognize that this ‘nature’ that is to be distributed or protected is
determined by ‘Western’ science, professions and protocols. In short, in the Western, globalized world,
nature is understood through science. Therefore, how and by whom this science is produced should be of
intrinsic concern to political ecology (Latour, 2004). I bring this up so as to highlight that this idea of nature,
understood through the fundamentals of science, is at the core of most (many, the majority, all!?)
conservation projects such as the one described in this thesis.
But, in Descola’s (2013) words; ‘- this modern West’s way of describing nature is by no means widely
shared.’ (p. 30) In Beyond Nature and Culture, he describes how many peoples around the world relate to
nature in fundamentally different ways. To some peoples (e.g. in the Arctic North of America) humans
come back as animals (which are in turn hunted. Mortality thus becomes imperative to the sustenance of
human life). Or, to other peoples, physical elements such as rivers, rains, and winds are directed by spirits,
that may answer or react to human behaviour or practices. In his work, Descola describes four generic so
called ontological armatures (after Blaser, 2013) (figure 4). Although this ironically is a simplification to
illustrate the wide diversity in ways to view the world, it makes very clear that Western Naturalism (i.e.
nature/culture divide) is just one way of perceiving, of experiencing reality.
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Figure 4. Four Ontological Armatures. Structural representation of how other peoples relate to nature, or
experience reality. (Animism is mostly attributed to Far North, and South American peoples, Totemism to the
Aboriginals of Australia and Analogism to peoples in Asia. Naturalism prevails in the modernist West. Detailed
description of these four generalities goes beyond the scope of this thesis.) Taken from Blaser (2013), but after
Descola (2013).

These fundamentally different conceptions of what is real, of what exists and how this relates to each
other are referred to as ontologies. Put in a dictionary definition for clarification:
“- any way of understanding the world must make assumptions (which may be implicit or explicit) about
what kinds of things do or can exist, and what might be their conditions of existence, relations of
dependency, and so on. Such an inventory of kinds of being and their relations is an ontology.”
(Scott & Marshall, 2009. p.531)
The idea that people enact, perform, and live in different ontologies, different perceptions of what is real,
has led authors to repel the idea of a universe, i.e. one world with different views (different cultures11) to
11

The premise of ontological difference may be challenged by stating that ontology ‘just goes deeper than culture’,
but may in fact just be another word for it. However, multiculturality comes from the idea that there are different
views on a single world. Multiculturalism thus requires mono-naturalism (Latour, 2004). Multiculturalism does not
support the possibility that there may be other worlds, other realities out there.

30

it. Instead they argue for the possibility of a pluriverse. A pluriverse implies the existence of multiple life
worlds, multiple realities, that exist alongside each other, but are not reducible to one (Blaser, 2014; De
La Cadena, 2010; Escobar, 2016, 2020).
The possible instance of a pluriverse has implications. Firstly, it means that, if different worlds cannot be
reduced to each other, if different worlds are incommensurable, certain ways of life may never be truly
understood by other ontologies. This may then lead to misunderstandings, or: uncontrolled equivocations
(Viveiros De Castro, 2004), where interacting stakeholders think they are talking about the same thing,
but do not realize that they both have completely different understandings of the issue. Works by Blaser
(e.g. 2009, 2013b, 2016), De La Cadena (2010), and others, describe cases in which such equivocations
have been at the core of conservation conflicts. Such equivocations may explain why conservation
agreements do not work out as expected, why local communities do not ‘participate’ or at least not in the
way ‘that was expected from them’.
A second implication is that the interaction of different ontologies, implies a political arena. In other
words, where different life worlds interact, and their alterity is not mutually understood or acknowledged,
some ontologies may be repressed (or only allowed to a certain extend) by other, more powerful ones.
When, for example, ontological difference is put away as a cultural perspective, this makes way for what
Blaser calls (2013) ‘reasonable politics’. In the political arenas that are conservation projects or resource
conflicts, cultural differences are acknowledged, but only to the extend that they do not interfere with
the destined plans for the to be conserved or exploited natural area. In these settings, although different
perspectives are tolerated, the hegemonic nature/culture divide of the modernist West, will always claim
that ‘universal science’ is epistemologically superior over ‘cultural interpretations’. In science, the
existence and agency of other-than-human beings such as spirits, ancestors, or other supernatural forces
are simply a matter of beliefs and, hence, untrue. The life-worlds of involved communities are thus
generally put away as unreasonable, or even symbolical. Put simply, the lifeworld of ‘the other’ (often:
the indigenous) is not taken seriously. In the same way, the integration of Local/Indigenous Ecological
Knowledge in conservation policies is, despite a growing interest in this topic, still problematic (Briggs &
Sharp, 2004; Dam Lam et al., 2019; Shackeroff & Campbell, 2007).
A marine protected area, such as the area in La Alta Guajira, is an exemplary realm where different
ontologies may be enacted and meet. In other words, the to be established MPA will have different
meanings to different stakeholders, and the extend in which these meanings are understood and accepted
will affect the success or failure of the participatory projects that MIMAC has started to implement.
While in the field, and no less while writing, taking on an ontological approach has been a tool of reflection
to me as an aspiring researcher. Not only in constantly questioning how things may be different than they
appear, but also in recognizing my own ontological assumptions and interpretations. This too came with
a certain caution to not let an ontological explanation become a dead end, where ‘things will not work out
because people have different ontologies.’ Rather, I tried to use this approach to contemplate how
interactions between (and within) different ontological realities might lead to positive outcomes or
learnings; controlled equivocations in the words of Viveiros (2004), or, as Anna Tsing (2011) calls these;
productive misunderstandings.
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To global (marine) conservation, such an ontological sensible stance may generate new perspectives on
participatory methods and success. It might be part of an adjusted definition of what conservation means,
or should mean. Conservation and development projects still consider science-based knowledge as
paramount to any other forms of knowledge (Anderson et al., 2013; Pauwelussen, 2017). This excludes
the possibility of multiple accounts of what is real, different ways of knowing the natural area (sea, forest,
mangroves etc) and the creatures that inhabit it. The serious consideration that there may be different
ways of knowing that traverse categories as dictated by scientific frameworks could only benefit
conservation policy. Reflection is needed upon who suffers and who benefits from conservation programs;
which worlds get prioritized, or allowed, over others. It is of political concern to recognize these different
realities, ontologies, especially in striving to develop programs that are inclusive and participatory
(Anderson et al., 2013; Pauwelussen, 2017).
To sum up, ontology becomes a term that manifests the possibility of different theories of existence, and
that these should be taken seriously, without subordinating them to the one reality of universal science
and so putting them off as cultural perspectives. The turn to ontology comes forth out of the search for a
means to appreciate and capacitate difference (Kohn, 2015), without trying to mould it into hegemonic,
Western accepted way of life. It does not so much provide us with a methodology to truly understand the
‘other’, rather it could offer direction in accepting, placing and relating to radical alterity.
In the context of indigenous research and conservation projects, ontology is regularly used to draw a
distinction between a local indigenous community and (intruding) Western actors. Although this has been
the point in this theoretical section, ontologies appear to be not so distinctly delineated. Reality is a lot
messier, as will appear from the case study of this thesis. I will come back to this later on in the discussion.
For now, I trust I have provided a comprehensive description of the theory of ontology, the possible
existence of multiple ontologies in a pluriverse and the implications thereof for conservation projects.
Before setting of to the desert of La Guajira, I first present my methodological approach. In the next
chapter, I briefly discuss my choices in (scientific) methods and describe what it took to prepare myself
for the field.
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Chapter 4. Methods
Critical ethnography, positioning myself in the field, and laminating fish

This is the methodological chapter of this thesis. I found that the best way of portraying the different
actors involved in the MIMAC project and their (ontological) backgrounds and stories appeared to be in
the form of an ethnography. Yet, a traditional anthropological ethnography did not appear to entirely
suitable. In what follows I corroborate my choice for a so called critical ethnography, followed by an
account on positionality. I then outline the practicalities of my research set-up and the workshops
organised by MIMAC.

4.1 Critical Ethnography.
I started preparing this research planning to write an ethnography, the actors involved in the MIMAC
conservation project being my subjects. In a very general sense, ethnography entails a cultural description
and analysis where meaning is generated through interpretation. Ethnographers acknowledge the
inevitability of normative bias in fieldwork, yet the convention is that any such bias should be squelched
as much as possible (Thomas, 1993). However, as I advanced in my research, I found that I could not write
about a population that has a known history of marginalization, about contested concepts such as
participation and ontological inclusion, without making value laden judgements. Furthermore, taking on
a political ecological approach (as described in the previous chapter) implies that when studying a
conservation project like MIMAC, I will have to consider the historical, political context in which the
project is set. This makes writing about it political too. Although this thesis is not a political or activist
statement, I cannot claim neutrality.
Rather, this study is a critical ethnography. Critical ethnography aims to bring underlying dominating
structures and dynamics to light. Instead of describing ‘what is’, critical ethnography is – “a reflexive
process of choosing between conceptual alternatives, making value laden judgements of meaning and
method to challenge research, policy and other forms of human activity” (Thomas, 1993. p.4). To be clear,
such a critical approach does not necessarily mean ‘to criticize’. The aim of this research is not to write a
critique on MIMAC’s work. It should be acknowledged that the MIMAC project is run by a team of highly
engaged professionals, continuously reflecting on the development and execution of their ‘integrated
approach’. What this study does is to bring to the surface and analyse the dynamics that occur when
humans with different ontological backgrounds interact, myself included. Such critical reflection, I believe,
should be an integral part of any development or conservation programme.
A critical ethnography then, questions common-sense or taken for granted assumptions, not just
describing ‘what is’ but ‘what could be´ (Madison, 2005; Thomas, 1993). Instead of repressing bias and
striving for neutrality, critical ethnography makes explicit the way knowledge was produced and so the
identity of the researcher becomes an inherent part of the research, thereby adhering to ‘the ethics of
accountability’. I interpret this as taking a more humble stance in evaluating and producing social and
anthropological theory. According to Madison (2005. p.8), critical ethnography:
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“-is the move to contextualize our own positionality, thereby making it accessible, transparent, and
vulnerable to judgement and evaluation. In this way, we take ethical responsibility for our own subjectivity
and political perspective. [..] Doing fieldwork is a personal experience: we are inviting an ethics of
accountability by taking the chance of being proven wrong.”

4.2 Positionality.
Initially, this constant reflection on my own identity, my positionality, within this research (that I brought
myself into) could make me quite insecure at times. Despite my genuine interest in my topic; the
complexities of conservation-projects, the theory of ontologies and the lives of the Wayuu people, I very
much doubted whether this was my story to tell. As a white, blond, young, European female, raised and
educated within Western modernity, I thought (and do still think) I would never be truly able to
understand and represent the complexity and reality of my research context. However, the works and
experiences written by authors like Manning (2018), Sundberg (2003, 2005, 2006, 2014) and Haraway
(1988), who build their work upon feminism and post-colonial theory, encouraged me to go on. Noting
that my ‘Otherness’, my Western presence in the field, would definitely affect my findings, I also learned
to value my identity, my situated knowledge, as a legitimate part of my research. As Haraway (1988)
states; ‘Vision, is always a question of the power to see’ (p.585), from which I take that my observations
and interpretations do not only follow from what I am able to see as a result of my embodiment
(Sundberg, 2005) in the field, but also from how I wish to see, following from how I choose to use my
knowledge and reflect upon my acquired insights.
I found out about the MIMAC-project through the Leibniz Centre for Tropical Marine Research (ZMT),
while looking for marine conservation projects that would value a social approach. After having stated my
interest in the different notions of conservation and the Wayuu perspective in particular, I was invited to
the MIMAC office in Santa Marta. I was welcomed within a team that consisted mostly of trained
biologists. Although they highly appreciated a social approach to their project, I initially found it
challenging to clearly explain my research intentions and methodology (also due to shortcomings in my
Spanish). In the weeks before the 10 day fieldtrip I spend many days in the small, heavily airconditioned
office in the busy centre of Santa Marta. Getting to know the project, its staff members and officedynamics over lunches in the café around the corner, (where we would watch the news on a small
television, ironically discussing the spread of the Coronavirus, each day comparing the amount of cases of
the Netherlands to that in Colombia.)
Soon, I got introduced to the facilitator from GITEC-Consulting who would lead the workshops with the
Wayuu. She was a trained sociologist and had extensive experience working with communities for Parques
Naturales Nacionales (PNN). She made a great effort to incorporate my research objectives in the
exercises she had planned for the communities. Practical preparations for the workshops came down to
the last minute. The weekend before the departure to La Alta Guajira I spend long days and evenings with
the team preparing all the material we needed. Cutting and laminating hundreds of fiches with different
fish species, searching the internet for images that we thought would resonate with the Wayuu to explain
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the variety of ecosystem services and collaging posters that would resist 10 days of abrading wind and
sand. During these evenings I observed how ecological and socio-pedagogical knowledge were combined
to compose a well thought-out workshop programme. Through my talks with the MIMAC staff, particularly
during these last evenings, I learned a lot about La Alta Guajira and the way of life of the Wayuu. This may
too have shaped my findings. Had I entered the field through another organisation, my story would have
been different.
While I slowly eased into my role within the MIMAC team, it was during the workshops with the
communities where the contrast of my ‘otherness’ was sharpest. There were only few moments that I
could personally interact with the Wayuu individuals. Mostly I had to accept the awkwardness of being
the ‘observer’. At the beginning of each workshop, I would introduce myself as a student from the
Netherlands, there to learn more about conservation and the Wayuu way of life. I had no choice but to
accept the fact that I had very little means to influence their opinion of me. I decided to embrace my
irrefutable position of difference and tried to record what happened during the workshops as closely and
truly as possible.
It was with our Wayuu translator Nilsa, and with our hostess in Pusheo, Yuli, that I was slowly able to work
across this difference. During the long drives between communities with Nilsa, and during the evenings in
hospedaje Marlene with Yuli, our positions of difference could make place for a shared curiosity in ‘the
other’. Simple conversations about our studies, about our cultural traditions and hilarity when trying to
teach each other words from our own language created space for some common ground. Although my
time in the field was significantly shortened and my contact with these girls abruptly ended due the
sudden impact of the Corona Pandemic, Yuli and Nilsa helped me begin to understand the multiple
dimensions, differences and contrasts within Wayuu ontology. Through these interactions I was reminded
to continuously adjust and question my findings and interpretations of what I saw in the field. To me this
was a clear illustration of how positionality and reflexivity is (or should be) an iterative, ever-ongoing
process (Manning, 2018).

4.3 Gathering & Analysing Data
I acquired most of my data through informal talks with the MIMAC project staff and through participatory
observation during the workshops with the Wayuu communities. During this fieldtrip, I was part of the
project team, here and there assisting in the facilitation of the exercises and every now and then allowed
to ask questions. My method of observation was therefore participatory rather then naturalistic. In total,
I spent about five weeks with the MIMAC project, of which 10 days in La Alta Guajira, the rest in the office
in Santa Marta.
During the workshops, I wrote my fieldnotes in a mixture of Spanish, English and Dutch, as the
conversations went fast. Not using a laptop (no use in an area where there is hardly any power and a lot
of sand), I had to rely on the speed of my pen and quick translation abilities. The workshops were held in
Spanish, although the majority of the Wayuu participants only speak their own native language,
Wayuunaiki. The Wayuu translator, a student from the university of Uribia with experience in social35

environmental projects, thus had a crucial role as interlocutor. Working across different languages
inevitably means that things may have gone lost in translation.
During the evenings, I would work out my fieldnotes in my diary, making a clear distinction between the
notes from the workshops, and my other, more personal, experiences of the day. During my time in Santa
Marta too, I maintained the habit of keeping a diary of my talks and experiences during office days.
After the fieldtrip, I worked out my notes in an intermediate- preliminary findings report. I categorised
important quotes and themes in an Excel file.12 Yet, during the writing phase I repeatedly turned back to
my diary, to see if my quotes could also be interpreted differently.
To further familiarize myself with my research setting as well as to place my observations within the local
context, I researched news-articles, ethnographic literature and project reports from the area. MIMAC
provided me with extensive background information on the development of their strategy. My primary
literary source on Wayuu mythology has been the book El Mar Cimarrón, by Weilder Guerra (2018).
Finally, although this thesis is about the conservation plan of a Marine Protected Area, it does not only
include data obtained in fishing communities. The project area includes some communities that are
located more land inwards. Although not directly adjacent to the sea, they too are affected by it. Here,
the main means of sustenance are weaving and tourism activities. While in the field, I learned that these
communities are highly interdependent in the exchange of resources and services. My data thus includes
observations made during workshops with fishermen, artesanías, tourist enterprises, and educational
centres.

4.4 The Workshops
The field visit took place from the 25th of February until the 5th of March, 2020. The aim of the workshops
that were organised during this visit was to cooperatively construct an actual panorama of the Wayuu
livelihood activities and relate this to the marine and coastal ecosystem services of the area. This would
then allow for the definition of key intervention points for capacity building activities, which are meant to
increase sustainable use of Wayuu territory. The methodology employed in the workshops was based on
the GIZ Capacity Works guide (GIZ, 2015) and further elaborated by an associated consultor from GITEC13.
The project area around Bahía Honda houses 39 communities, 22 of which are fishing communities.
Following earlier held consulta previa’s, a small selection of communities was made for further
intervention activities (see table 1 and figure 5). Selection depended on the expressed interest in
cooperation by the community leaders. Eventually, seven workshops took place during the field visit; two

12

I used this report to determine key issues to explore in a next field visit. I also identified key-individuals that I
would have liked to approach for interviews. After the first field visit, it was agreed that individual interviews with
me, the Wayuu and the translator could be organised. Unfortunately, it never came to this.
13
GITEC-IGIP GmbH: https://www.gitec-consult.eu/en/
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with fishermen, two in educational centres, two with tourist enterprises, and one with a weaving
community14.
Table 1. Overview of workshops, communities and participants
Type of community

Fisherman

Tourism

Artesanos

Location

Date, 2020

Total

Women

Men

28-02

52

15

37

01-03

18

8

10

Punta Gallinas
(Hospedaje Luz Mila)

29-03

5

Pusheo
(Restaurante Marlene)

03-03

8

5

3

Kalapuipa

03-03

2

17

9

Bahía Hondita 2

27-02

8

7

Pasadena

02-02

10

5

67

79

Bahía Hondita 2
Wallirajao (Bahía
Honda)

Educational Centres

Total

Nr. of registered participants

7

59
(+44 children)

48
(+33 children)

216
(+77 children)

5

The workshops were adapted to each community, but all consisted of the following elements.
1. Outreach: educational games and exercises about Wayuu territory and its ecosystem services.
2. Value Chain Analysis: Constructing a cadena de valor together with the participants of their
enterprise (tourism) or activity (artesania, weaving).
3. Obtaining local ecological knowledge (LEK): using large maps and images, fisherman indicated
where they fish on which species, provided information on the abundance of stocks, indicating
perceived threats and major climatic changes.
4. Reflection: evaluating which aspects of their activity/territory participants value most, where they
think improvement is needed. Reflection on sentiments and valuation of practices.
Further explanation can be found in table 2.

14

An additional , bonus workshop was organised in in the fishing community Bahía Hondita 2. This workshop was
an initiative of the University of Magdalena and tackled methods of citizen science and turtle conservation. This
workshop was mainly educational and not part of the official MIMAC programme. It’s data was therefore not
included in this study.

37

38

Table 2. Overview of interactive workshop exercises.

Figure 5. Approximate locations of visited communities (as listed in table 1.). Map taken from (CORPOGUAJIRA,
2019), and edited by me.

Figure 6. Collated frieze. Posters used in environmental outreach on Wayuu territory .
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Figure 7. Game of the Web of Life. Participants were handed out foto’s that represented important links and
dependencies within the ecosystems and associated services of Wayuu territory. Picture taken during the
workshop with the community of Bahía Hondita 2.

Figure 8. Explaining ecosystem services. Picture taken during the workshop with the community of Walirajao.
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Figure 9. Value Chain Analysis. Interactive creation of overview weaving activities with the community of Kalapuipa.
On the composition of notes, post-its and images stands a traditional mochila.

Figure 10. Methods of acquiring LEK. On the left, a circular calendar on which the fishermen of Wallirajao indicated
which species they catch when, as well as when certain climatic events occur. On the right a multidimensional flower.
Created with the fishermen of Bahía Hondita 2. Showing the offer of certain species at the local coral reefs and rocky
seafloors. Size of the petals represents offer, striped area represents the estimated percentage that is fished.
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Figure 11. Conservation Values. MIMAC facilitator discussing the drawings of students and teachers of the
educational centre of Bahia Hondita 2. They were asked to draw what they value in their environment and how they
care for these aspects.
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Figure 12. Reflection Exercise. Using a recognizable Wayuu profile, workshop participants were asked reflexive
questions on their livelihood strategies and environment. How they value their actual practises and how they
envision the future. On the left the answers of fishermen of Wallirajao, on the right answers of the teachers of
Pasadena.
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Chapter 5. Unfulfilled Promises
The political ecological context of MIMACs community conservation workshops
We have just finished a very long, but very interesting, interactive workshop with the fishing community
in Wallirrajao. More than 3 hours we have spent on the little veranda of the rancheria’s15 communal house.
Compared to the surrounding homes made of cactus stems and trupillo16 branches, the building looks fairly
new. Tired and slightly overwhelmed by the amount of information and insights the fisherman and their
families have given us, our facilitator pronounces some closing words and promises to be back with followup activities soon. As I shake hands and say thanks to Bertha, the most assertive pescadora17 of the
community, she fiercely nods at the beautifully woven, colorful mochila18 I bought a few days earlier from
a lady in another community. ‘Next time, you bring me one of those mochilas’ she snaps when I turn to
walk away. Her comment may very well just have been a joke. Yet, as our car drove away through the dust
an awkward feeling had made a knot in my stomach. Bertha had wittingly emphasized my position as a
white, blond, privileged, foreign, researcher that I had been struggling with how to fulfill from the moment
I began this project.
**
In this chapter, I attempt to illustrate the highly complex political ecological context in which the
community conservation workshops by the MIMAC project are set. As I stated in chapter 3; taking on a
political ecological lens implies looking for explanations why people threat the environment the way they
do (or are forced to do so). This includes exploring the effects of historical trajectories of power and
political influences the Wayuu have experienced. In this chapter I show that, even before any workshop
has started, reactions and expectations of the Wayuu may be affected by their turbulent history and
negative experiences with external actors entering their territory. Hereby shedding some light on (what
may have just been a casual comment) remarks as heard from Berta. I will provide a very brief historical
and demographic perspective. I will elaborate on the ongoing tensions between the Wayuu and external
actors, showing how the Wayuu are continuously marginalized by both the state and large multinational
corporations. Then, I will briefly touch upon the issue of corruption. Finally, after having added a short but
important disclaimer, I will conclude by stressing the importance of the acknowledgement of this context
to the community conservation work this thesis will further analyze.

15

Rancherias are small settlements. The Wayuu live with their extended families in a small huts, made of trupillo
branches and (seafloor) mud.
16

Prosopis Juliflora. Emblematic tree of the landscape of La Guajira. The tree is used to its full potential, as food for their goats,
as a medicinal plant (a.o for curing broken bones), in handcrafts and in the construction of houses and fences.
17

fisherwoman

18

Colorful bags that are sold all over Colombia. Popular to tourists, but also an important part of Wayuu culture. Owning a lot
of high quality woven items is a sign of wealth and status within the communities.
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5.1 A Turbulent Past
The history of the Wayuu is tainted with conflict and clashes, in the colonial past with the Spanish
conquerors, now with large extraction companies, the national government, and; the environment.
Ironically, the Wayuu are said to have fled the ‘harsh environment’ of the Amazon rainforest about 2000
years ago, only to inhabit what today is maybe Colombia’s most hostile ecosystem; the warm and windy
desert of La Guajira. The Spanish never truly succeeded in colonizing the Wayuu people. Some sources
say this is due to their strong resistance and rebellion against outsiders, while others contribute this
success to their adaptability to foreign influences, and clever adoption of a contraband trade (Avilés,
2019). Either way, to this day, the Wayuu people have been fighting for their territory and resources.
Tourist and travel websites generally describe La Guajira as an isolated world, where the indigenous
Wayuu culture is still ‘unspoiled’, where the man fish and herd their goats in harmony with the nature
gods and the women weave extraordinary mochilas and chinchorros19 using colours and patterns that they
have seen in their dreams and are passed on from generation to generation. The Wayuu are oft described
to be wary to outsiders, generally difficult to cooperate with.
La Guajira (and especially La Alta Guajira, the northern part) is certainly remote. But it is not isolated.
Subtle signs and elements of Western culture show that globalizing forces too have trickled through to
the Guajiran desert. Starting centuries ago, when missionaries reached the rancherias. Small churches can
be spotted in the communities and Wayuu are still increasingly converting to Christianity. In fact, the
majority of the Wayuu population today is believed to be Christian (Planta, 2016). More recently, the
remote, characteristic and intriguing landscapes have been discovered by adventurous tourists and
backpackers. This has caused some families to move away from pastoralism or fishing, starting simple but
lucrative hospedajes20, restaurants and tour operations. Although the increase in tourism has brought
some economic welfare to the region, it has also put increasing pressure on already very limited resources
such as water, electricity and food while also drastically increasing the problem of plastic pollution and
waste dispersal. Lastly, another dynamic creating an influx of cultural diversity is the stream of Venezuelan
refugees. Many of those are Wayuu, but not all. Especially large cities such as Riohacha and Manaure
know high numbers of Venezuelan refugees. In sum, the Wayuu are a very heterogenous people, with
many different backgrounds, levels of education, of traditionality, and so on.
Rather than isolated, the people of La Guajira seem neglected. Although they are Colombia’s largest
indigenous population (DANE, 2019), they are also the poorest and most marginalised (DANE, 2019 Avilés,
2019; Planta, 2016). It is not only the institutional chaos of both the national and regional government
and authorities that has caused this problematic state of the population. Long existing corruption, from
19

Elaborately woven hammocks. These are often the only piece of ‘furniture’ found in a Wayuu residence, hung up in the shade
or inside the small houses made of wood and cactus trunks. Wayuu use them for sleeping, and lounging during the day, waiting
for trucks to pass by. To tourists, they are generally sold for over 200 dollars. When worked on consistently, it takes about 3
months to weave one chinchorro.
20

Lodgings. Generally consisting of a little restaurant and a trupillo-made roof under which to hang your hammock.
Chinchorros are rented out instead of beds. As the tourist industry is evolving, some more luxury hospedajes now
provide rooms for rent.
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the very local to regional and national level stalls any form of progress or development, leading to great
inequalities amongst the Wayuu population as well as persisting criminality and drug-trafficking (o.a
Avilés, 2019; Planta, 2016; Tretiakov et al., 2020).
One of the most influential of such corrupt forces is the presence of extractive (multinational) companies.
One of the world’s largest coal mines is located in the south west of La Guajira (see figure 13). The mining
project known as El Cerrejón is jointly owned by large transnational corporations from Switzerland, the
UK, South Africa and Australia21 and has been operational since 1970. Its activities in the region are highly
controversial. Many records have been written about the destructive effects the mine has had on the
surrounding environment and communities (o.a. Both Ends, 2009; Sherriff, 2018; Wilde-Ramsing et al.,
2012; World Development Movement, 2013). The Cercado dam that has been built for the project in the
Rio Rancheria has deprived numerous communities of their vital source of water, in a region that is already
ridden by extreme droughts. River water that still reaches the communities is contaminated. The area
knows high rates of child-mortality and malnutrition (Bonet-Morón & Hahn-de-Castro, 2017; Sherriff,
2018).
Although these direct effects do not reach as far towards the communities in the northern part of La Alta
Guajira, where this study is set, the Cerrejón company is a highly powerful stakeholder in the political
arena of the region. The mine is directly linked to Puerto Bolívar (located within the Bahía Portete-Kaurrele
National Park), from which the coal is shipped to the rest of the world (mainly the USA and Europe)22. This
port is completely owned by the same consortium of companies that own the Cerrejón mine (Both Ends,
2009; Wilde-Ramsing et al., 2012). Cerrejón has a significant power on the communities in the area
around Puerto Bolivar, and was involved in the declaration of the national park of Bahía Portete-Kaurrele
(personal communication MIMAC staff, February 18th 2020), which as I mentioned in chapter 2 borders
the MIMAC project area. Although a thorough analysis of the issue of corruption in general (and
specifically the influence of) goes beyond the scope of this thesis, it is important to acknowledge it here.
I will also refer to it briefly several more times later on, as it is crucial in understanding the interaction
between Wayuu people and conservationists.
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Glencore/Xtrata (Switzerland), Anglo American (UK/South Africa), BHP Biliton (UK/Australia).
The USA and Europe are the most important buyers of Colombian coal. In 2008, exports to the Netherlands accounted for 22%
of all Colombian coal exported. (SOMO, 2012)
22
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Figure 13. Location of the El Cerrejón mine and its connection to Puerto Bolivar. Puerto Bolivar is located in Bahía
Portete, just south of Bahía Honda and Bahía Hondita. (Felipe Osorio, Inter Press Service, 2013)

5.2 Consulta Previa’s
The abominable circumstances around the Cerrejón area are just one example of the marginalised state
of the Wayuu people. Another is the inaccurate and unjust manner in which important legal processes
such as Consulta Previa’s are carried out in the region. As mentioned in section 2.2.1, any project to be
carried out within indigenous territory requires a consultation process, known as consulta previa23.
Several examples can be found in the region of projects that did not execute this process in its entirety,
or neglected its outcomes. Already during my first introducing talk with the MIMAC team, I learned that
this was a major issue in the establishment of the Bahía Portete-Kaurelle national park. The consulta
previa process was supposed to be conducted with 22 communities within the concerning area.
Eventually, only six signed in the final stage, the other 16 refused. The ministry decided to push through
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The Consulta Previa is a 4 stage process. 1: Pre-consulta (informing) 2: Apertura (initiating) 3: Identification impactos y
mediadas de manejo (identification of impacts and management strategy) 4 Protocolizacion (finalizing plans of action & signing
of consent)
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the declaration regardless (personal communication MIMAC staff, 18 feb 2020). In the official
management report by PNN and MADS (Ministerio de Ambiente y Dessarollo Sostenible; Ministry of
Environment and sustainable development), this ratio is presented as if eight communities were
consulted, out of which six complied. Interestingly, the motifs for disagreement that are presented in the
report include the lack of confidence in the government due to negative experiences in the past:
“Among the reasons why agreements could not be made, one of the most notable was the lack of
confidence in the state and its institutions, which is a product of negative experiences in the past with
similar cases, also where agreements could not be reached. ”
(PNN, 2019. p. 29)
Ignoring the resistance voiced by the majority of the communities resulted in a series of conflicts between
these communities and PNN and the government. Part of MIMAC’s strategy is to also assist in the
management and conservation activities of the Bahía Portete-Kaurrele park, as the two protected areas
are adjacent and harmonization of management as well as knowledge sharing would be beneficial.
However, the tension between the communities and the park authorities has made it particularly
complicated to work in the area.
Another, more recent example of controversial consulta previa’s can be found with renewable energy
companies. Quietly, La Guajira may soon have become Colombia’s most important supplying region of
green energy. The incoming winds from the sea are getting stronger as an effect of climate change, and
wind energy companies from all over the world have noticed. By 2030, about 65 wind parks should be
generating more energy than the country currently uses. The first nine should be fully operative by 2022,
and licences for the following 12 are in process (Ochoa Suárez, 2020). Eventually, these wind parks will be
spread out over an area that is for 98% Wayuu territory, affecting over 600 communities, as predicted in
an extensive study by Indepaz (González Posso & Barney, 2019) .
Wayuu Leaders complain that the consulta previa’s executed by companies that are already operating in
the area fail to give them adequate insights in the effects the wind farms may have on their territory.
“- they simply state what they are going to do. They tell the small things they will give as compensation,
but this is not in proportion with the real value of what they will take from here”.
(Armando Custodio Wouriyu Valbuena, líder Wayuu– quoted in : Ochoa Suárez, 2020)
Companies and national authorities are criticized for threating a consulta previa as a mere administrative
formality, instead of an effective way of generating participation and including communities in the
processes that affect their territory (González Posso & Barney, 2019; Guerra, 2020).
“Here, government officials just come to check whether there has been a yes or no answer to the consulta
previa, without actually inquiring whether the process had been participatory or consultation had been
adequate, in line with the political and social reality of the community."
(Wouriyu, quoted in Ochoa Suárez, 2020)
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5.3 Wayuu líderes
The previous sections described how the presence of external actors and neglection of just and complete
juridical processes has led to a deeply rooted sense of distrust. What further complicates interactions or
cooperation with the Wayuu is the precarious issue of corruption and how this manifests itself within the
communities. Local organisation of the Wayuu is not straightforward. Having read different ethnographies
and heard different stories, I still do not fully understand the local governance system (I elaborate a little
more upon this in chapter 7). Generally, Wayuu lands are owned by extended families. These familyowned territories may encompass several rancheria’s, together forming what I refer to in this thesis a
‘community’. What happens on these family-territories, or ‘Wayuu homelands’ (Premauer, 2013) is
determined by a community leader, sometimes referred to as Uncle (Premauer, 2013). Although Wayuu
society is matrilineal, and woman have powerful positions within families, these uncles are usually older
males. Having an eminent status, this community leader traditionally solves disputes, is in charge of
natural resources and grants access to the homeland to strangers (Premauer & Berkes, 2015).
However, with the establishment of legally state-recognized resguardos (and a more and more
diversifying array of external actors entering Wayuu territory) indigenous representatives and legal
authorities were needed to communicate with the state. Yet, Wayuu society does not know such a
representative authority. So to fill this gap, young leaders, who knew Spanish and had a sufficient
understanding of these political processes, emerged. These leaders became known as Líderes (Mancuso,
2006; Puentes & Reverol, 2007). These Líderes became spokespersons of Wayuu communities in
negotiations with external actors meaning to undertake activities within Wayuu territory, and work to
obtain state funds for health and education projects (Mancuso, 2006; Premauer, 2013). Outsiders tend to
mistake these Líderes for traditional community leaders, making the Wayuu governance system even
more confusing and incomprehensible.
Nevertheless, MIMAC thus needs approval by a líder to organise its workshops within a community.
However, it occurs that these new Wayuu líderes may be prone to using their prominent status to their
own benefit (Cavalier, 2013). Funds that may be donated by developmental organisations or state
agencies are not always shared equally with the community. Líderes expect a clear (monetary) reward for
their cooperation. The MIMAC personnel has witnessed several of such occasions (personal
communication, several conversations in February and March 2020).
The next section will present my observations of a meeting with a líder of a community in which MIMAC
wished to organise a workshop about sustainable tourism, aiming to identify where MIMAC might be able
to strengthen local entrepreneurial skills which would then benefit the conservation of the local
ecosystems as well as Wayuu culture:
**
We are meeting the líder Juan Carlos and his son in a hotel in Uribia. Once he is seated in one of the plastic
chairs on the patio and is served a drink, one of our facilitators starts introducing MIMACs intentions and
objectives in their characteristic and persuasive manner. Juan Carlos listens carefully, nodding his head
every now and then. His son (or assistant) seems to understand the project quite well and askes relevant
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questions concerning the sustainability aspect of the workshop. However, once Juan Carlos is asked if he
has time to receive us in his community the next week, the conversation turns increasingly tense. His first
response is that that would be fine as long as he has time, but that that will probably not be the case.
When the MIMAC staff try to add a little persuasion, with help from Nilsa, the Wayuu translator, his
resistance only grows. Clearly, Juan Carlos is not interested. “Reuniones, reuniones, reuniones!” he calls
out. He sighs that he keeps on going to these meetings but they never result into anything.
He owns a restaurant but has problems with his employees. They are always tired and never stay for long.
The women in the kitchen are increasingly having health issues. He needs a bigger kitchen he says, but
none of the agencies he has ever talked to was willing to give him that. It appears that he may be confusing
MIMAC with other projects. The facilitator tries to remind him that their first meeting was only half a year
ago, and that this project is a process of a couple of years. He tries to convey that it is crucial that this
project is carried out in mutual understanding and sincere cooperation. It was never the idea that MIMAC
would just make a donation to the community, or as Señor wishes, just provide a bigger kitchen, as that
will not solve his problems. The facilitators make another attempt at illustrating the importance of the
project in the long term. How they wish to prevent the tourist industry in the region from becoming too
strenuous on the environment, the paisaje24, and local resources. They list examples of ways to set up a
tourist business that preserves local ecosystems as well as local culture, which tourists would adore. But
the líder seems to have stopped listening. Although he in no way appears to be preparing to leave or does
not make an effort to end the conversation, we seem to have reached a dead end. His son has fallen silent.
**
This anecdote is in no way meant to accuse this líder of corruption. I cannot know that. But scenes like
these did lead to our conversations on the issue. The MIMAC staff were quite frustrated after this meeting,
sighing about the ‘what’s – in- it- for- me attitude’ this man seemed to have. In their article on cogovernance with the Wayuu at Makuira park (a little more land inward from the MIMAC project area),
Premaur & Berkes (2015), briefly touch upon the intercommunication between Wayuu, conservationists
and park authorities. They note that the Wayuu generally expect practical outcomes. Reciprocity is an
important social norm in Wayuu society, and is practised in many different ways (Guerra, 2018). It appears
that this expectation to be reciprocated makes that most interactions with non-Wayuu are approached
as transactions (Premauer & Berkes, 2015). This attitude might have its origins in the contraband trade
that gave the Wayuu access to food and arms during times of colonialization (Avilés, 2019) and may have
characterised Wayuu- non-Wayuu interactions throughout history. These social tendencies are important
to note when attempting to understand the complex context in which the encounters between
conservationists and Wayuu described in this thesis take place. However, another take on this anecdote
may be that what it actually exhibits is two different conceptions of the kind of help or intervention that
is needed towards prosperity.
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Paisaje means landscape or scenery. To the Wayuu this represents the characteristic features of their desert,
including the trupillo trees, cacti, endemic species and presumably also the elements of Pülasü that are visible in
the landscape. When asked what they wished to conserve, the majority children of the two educational centres
named ‘el paisaje!’, drawing their houses and trees.
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Although I do not have sufficient data and means to fully develop a solid argument, I speculate that the
consistent trivialisation of consulta previas as well as corruption within and outside Wayuu communities
are just some of the forces that may underlie the ‘unsustainable’ ecosystem management that the
Guajiran desert and coast seems to suffer from. The inadequate consulta previas allow external
development projects to dislocate Wayuu settlements, deny them access to certain parts of their territory
(Guerra, 2020) or deprive them of vital resources such as water (Avilés, 2019). Corruptive forces further
increase inequalities within Wayuu society. This increases stress on the livelihood strategies of many
Wayuu. In the struggle to obtain a decent livelihood and make ends meet, Wayuu may engage in
ecologically detrimental practices such as the illegal trade in sea cucumbers (Forero et al., 2013) or turtles
(Barrios-Garrido et al., 2020; Martinez, 2011). Hoping to catch more fish to sell, pressure on fish stocks
may increase. In short, what I am trying to convey, is that the Wayuu appear to pushed into
marginalization, while being expected to survive in an environment which offers relatively few resources
to begin with25.

5.4 Compliance
So far, I have aimed to convey the precarious relation between the Wayuu and external actors. How it all
started back in colonial times, and how things are still tense today. The examples described above concern
interactions between the state, multinational corporations, conservation programmes and the Wayuu
people. They illustrate how the Wayuu are locked into a marginalised position and explain the origins of
the lack of trust in governing authorities and external actors. Even when development programmes are
started, these are often not finished or designed sustainably. These experiences may well explain the
indifference of some individuals towards the proposals for cooperation in the communities.
A testimony by a high spirited teacher during a workshop that was held at the educational centre in the
community of Pasadena memorably illustrated this. The Centro Educativo Pasadena is a primary school
(class 1 to 5) and is at the centre of a number of rancherias, some of which are half an hour away by foot.
The school counts about 90 kids. To the question of whether they ever received help from the government
or municipality she replied;
‘The problem lies with compliance. Projects are presented and offered but often not completed. 4 or 5
years ago, the Ministry once donated 20 laptops. But when their batteries ran out, we did not have enough
power to charge them. Then, they promised us solar panels. These never came. ‘
(personal translation, march 2nd 2020, Pasadena)
She concluded her account with;
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Another illustrative example is the problem of plastic pollution. Areas around Wayuu rancheria’s and cities are
literally covered in countless plastic bags. Because of growing industries more and more material enters La Guajira,
yet there is no effective waste management system. Nevertheless, mechanisms underlying Wayuu littering
practices and potential solutions could a topic for another research project.
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‘Agencies should not just come and present a project. It is important that [they ; the kids/ we; the
community] are included in the processes of developing these initiatives, so that the capacities in the
community are strengthened. We need to learn to understand these processes.’
(personal translation, march 2nd 2020, Pasadena)
The aim of the workshops I attended in the communities was to identify focal points for capacity building.
To be clear, during these visits it wasn’t yet determined what would be the exact follow up activities by
MIMAC in these communities. Therefore, in light of the latter account, I felt that the facilitator should
have been extremely cautious in the promises that were made to the attendees. Any unfulfilled promise
or announcement might further deepen any distrust or skepticism.
In this chapter I have shown that the workshops analysed in the rest of this thesis take place within a
complex political ecological context. A context that has been characterised by a long history of repression,
struggles for territory and vital resources, political neglection and where corruption may be found on
many different levels. This has led to a deeply rooted distrust in governing authorities and has
characterised the way many Wayuu interact with outsiders. When looking at community conservation
workshops and how these may facilitate ontological interaction, it is important to be aware of this context.
It may help in interpreting the arduousness of conservation and development projects. Or, it may just
increase an understanding into why people react the way they do.
However, I cannot make it clear enough that these are generalities. As I have mentioned in the beginning
of this chapter as well as in the theoretical framework, the Wayuu people, and so the communities
involved in this project, are very diverse. Meaning that they all have different backgrounds and social
motives, even though they share the same indigenousness. In the workshops I have attended and in the
brief encounters I have had with the Wayuu people I have met individuals that were very motivated and
interested in sharing their perspectives and knowledge. People that were eager to hear MIMACs
objectives and were critically engaging in the facilitated discussions. Fisherman were fervently sharing
their ecological knowledge, owners of hospedajes were passionate about showing Wayuu culture to their
guests and teachers expressed heartfelt motivations and visions about the future of their communities.
The context described here does not only affect the Wayuu communities, it also affects how the MIMAC
staff design and facilitate their project. Even more so, it too affects how I, as an aspiring researcher,
interpret my observations.
Now, trusting that I have illustrated the setting of the project that this thesis actually tackles in enough
detail, I will go on by zooming in on the conservation workshops organised by the MIMAC project. Next
chapter closely analyses facilitation methods, their effects and subsequent interpretations of obtained
responses.

52

Chapter 6. Reinstating Pulowi del Mar
Implicit ontological politics; “guiding the unknown into acceptable formats for conservation”
In the previous chapter I provided a rough political ecological context in which the participatory
conservation workshops of the MIMAC project are set. I argued that it is important to be aware of this
context in order to understand the reactions and responses that arise during these workshops. In this
chapter I zoom in on how these workshops were facilitated. I demonstrate that the results obtained in
the workshops at times appear to be – unconsciously- steered towards a format that fits conservationist
expectations. Certainly, the facilitators involved had a thorough understanding of the Wayuu culture,
norms, habits and history. But therewith comes an already preinstalled valuation of which of these aspects
are important to conserve. Using insights from Blaser (2016) combined with my own observations, I
question the effects this may have on the eventual conservation program.

6.1 Rhetorical Questions?
Earlier, in chapter 2, I discussed the many different meanings, motivations and perspectives that revolve
around any participatory (conservation) project. Gathering a community in a participatory workshop
asking for their input is no guarantee for a truly participatory process. I do not want to go as far as using
Arnstein’s (1969) terms such as non-participation and tokenism (see section 2.1.2), as I do not doubt
MIMAC’s true aim to develop a conservation plan that includes and strengthens the Wayuu communities
within the DRMI. However, I will argue that the outcomes of the workshops tend to be, albeit
unconsciously, guided towards results that were pre-envisioned by the facilitators.
Blaser’s contribution to John Law’s book ‘Modes of Knowing’ (2016), illustriously analyses this dynamic.
He describes a community participation workshop organized with the Yshiro people in Paraguay. The
stakes at this workshop are different from those at the MIMAC workshops, however, the positions of the
involved actors, the methodology and aims are very similar. The workshop Blaser describes was the result
of a dispute between the indigenous Yshiro and the Paraguayan government. A national park had been
established within Yshiro territory, but without just consultation and proper inclusion of the Yshiro
communities. Facilitated by an NGO, the workshop should capture the visions of the communities and so
harmonize the Yshiro development needs with the conservation plans for the area. Blaser’s observations
during the workshop showed how, even with the best efforts of the translator and facilitator, critical
aspects of the accounts of the Yshiro leaders could hardly be grasped without getting lost in translation.
Still, they were simplified into categories and clear roadmaps that would eventually consist of concrete
actions towards desired scenario’s. For instance; a concern about their obstacles to hunting and fishing
for subsistence was categorized as ‘generating economic alternatives’. Likewise, worries about the fact
that ‘animals are being left without a home’ got the label: ‘protecting natural resources’.
Through these simplifications, indigenous testimonies were shaped to fit into a clear nature/culture divide
(see section 3.3), thereby losing crucial connections through which indigenous people know, experience
and perform their territory. In this chapter, I will not yet go much deeper into this ontological disjunction
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and its implications. I will first comment on a statement Blaser makes, even before presenting his
anecdotes. Namely that; the –
‘Participatory methods like those deployed in the workshop are fundamentally instruments of planning.
What distinguishes them is that they are staged in such a way to evoke a feeling of involvement in the
‘target population’; or such, at least, is the expectation’.
In other words, essentially; a community participation workshop can be seen as a tool to ply the visions
of a, different (indigenous), population into something that is workable for conservationists, something
that fits the already pre-determined conservation plan (Howitt & Suchet-Pearson (2006), present a similar
analysis). Let it be clear that this is not happening out of mal-intent (at least in my experience with MIMAC,
and I assume in many other cases the same). My argument here is that without recognizing this, important
aspects might be missed, lost, or conclusions may be drawn too hastily.
Let me describe in a similar fashion as Blaser did, my observations of the workshops I witnessed in La
Guajira. In all the different communities a set of exercises was carried out in which the inhabitants of the
community gave information on how they go about their livelihoods. Through interactive exercises, using
a lot of tape, colorful notes and images (see description and images in chapter 4) overviews were created
of aspects that needed change and capacity building.
**
One of these workshops took place in the very small community of Shukulepain. This community was said
to have never before received any external intervention or help. It was the first time a participatory
workshop of this kind was organized. The participants appeared to be a mix of fisherfolk and both craftswomen and men26. However, the content of the prepared workshop was focused on their artisanal
activities. The workshop took place in a little hut on top of a hill, overlooking the bay. The branches out of
which the hut was constructed gave little shelter from the roaring wind. Our facilitator and translator had
to raise their voices for their words not to be blown away.
After the usual educational game on ecosystems and biodiversity (see table 1, chapter 4), a discussion was
started on the community’s traditional weaving techniques. The women had all brought their collection of
mochilas, sandals, unfinished chinchorros and hats, proudly presenting their creations to us visitors.
Traditionally, the figures and patterns that the Wayuu women weave into their products symbolize
elements from their natural environment. It is said that the symbols come to them in dreams. It is also said
that weaving was an important social activity in Wayuu society.
The facilitator asked the women where they usually weave. They answered they weave in and around their
homes, in between chores. They always weave whenever they have time. When they go to another

26

In this community, both men and woman practise weaving. The woman mostly make mochilas and chinchorros,
the men fabricate woven sandals, out of old tires and string. However, for men, weaving is generally an alternative
activity to fishing.
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rancheria, they take their weaving gear. If they have to wait somewhere, they weave. ‘So’, the facilitator
confirmed, ‘you do not have a communal workshop where you weave together?’ The answer was no.
Then, the facilitator wanted to know where the women got their inspiration for their patterns and symbols.
‘We weave the patterns that we have learned, the patterns that we know. If we go to another community
and we look at somebody else’s work, we also get some inspiration.’ – ‘But’, the facilitator asked, ‘what
about the meaning of the symbols?’ ‘Do you see them in your dreams?’ ‘How do they represent the
environment?’. It remained silent after the translator asked the women this in Wayunaaiki. Then again;
‘We weave the patterns that we know, the patterns that we were thought.’ The facilitator looked around
the audience and asked, “How would you like it if we would help you compose a book with all the patterns
and symbols that you know, so that they don’t get lost? This tradition is important to you right?” Some
women nodded, nobody denied this.
**
The rest of the workshop continued to show that quite some aspects of the weaving tradition of the
community were getting lost. An un-finished chinchorro was shown, there was only one older lady that
still knew the stitch with which it was made. It remained unclear why such knowledge wasn’t passed on.
But what was evident was that to this community, weaving had become a means of sustenance, more
than a social, cultural tradition.
Overthinking that afternoon, I was wondering whether the women of the community would have
suggested the same intervention actions, if the facilitator hadn’t suggested a book of symbols and even a
communal weaving workshop. Did the facilitator put these words in the mouths of the woman of
Shukulepain? The audience did not deny any of the suggestions that were made, but neither did they
literally urge for them. Certainly, weaving is an important tradition to the Wayuu, but why is this detailed
knowledge not passed on the way it used to be? And do these communities really need external help in
order to keep these traditions alive?
The workshops held in the fishing communities of Wallirajao and Bahía Hondita 2 left me with similar
questions. In both these workshops, as a final exercise, the fisherman were asked what the sea meant to
them. Using a large image of a Wayuu pescador, fisherman, the facilitator would ask, pointing at the
pescador’s heart; “ – y desde el corazón, como se siente el pescador? Que significa el mar para el?” (How
does the fisherman feel in his heart? What does the sea mean to him?) (see table 2, chapter 4) The idea
behind this exercise was to get more of an impression about the Wayuu vision on conservation, and their
relation to their environment, setting off from the assumption that the Wayuu foster a deeply rooted
connection to the sea, based on ancient beliefs and myths (as described in section 2.3.1 and o.a. (Guerra,
2018; Premauer, 2013; Sánchez, 2005). However, the responses revealed little of this. If anything, the
short answers revealed how heavily these communities depend on their catches for their daily food;
“The sea provides us with food” (A pescador in Bahía Hondita 2, February 28th 2020)
“The sea is like a mother to us, who cares for us and feeds us.” (Pescador Roberto in Wallirajao, march 1st
2020)
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Maybe the most indicative was:
“The Sea is our ATM” (A pescador in Bahía Hondita 2, February 28th 2020)
When the fishermen of Wallirajao were asked how they feel when they are at sea; the translator
summarized the several murmurings in Wayunaaiki as;
“When at sea they only hope for a good catch – only hope to obtain more fish. When they succeed they
can go home relieved, because then they can feed their family. When the catch is good they are happy,
when the catch is bad they are sad.”
In both communities, the facilitator tried asking about the Wayuu god of the sea; Pulowi del mar. “But
you believe in Pulowi right?” no one denied this, but there came no clear response to how this faith shapes
their relation to the sea and its resources.
In his work El Mar Cimarron, Weilder Guerra, an anthropologist (and currently politician) who has a Wayuu
background himself, provides an elaborate narration of fishermen’s stories and myths about seres
marinos , marine beings. The goddess Pulowi del Mar is described as a hyperfeminine creature, who will
punish those who take too many of her animals. Especially turtles and lobsters, who are believed to be
her favorites, but are also of high economical value. According to Guerra, fishermen from many different
communities generally tell the same story in which Pulowi takes the lives of two brothers, who tried to
harpoon a baby turtle. This myth is seen as fundamental to the Wayuu system of access and regulation of
marine resources (Guerra, 2018 p.89-94).
If this is true, one could reason that the respect for the wild sea, invoked by Pulowi, would leave the
Wayuu with a humble and responsible attitude towards its ‘conservation’. However, the results of the
workshops with the two fishing communities did not show such a direct link. While the exact effects of
the fishing practices of the communities on the local stocks remain debatable, especially lobster is said to
be heavily fished. Fisherman say that over the years, the stocks have gone down. The responses of the
fishermen were interpreted as them needing help with developing sustainable fishing practices. However,
during the workshops exercises, I have not heard concrete (technical) questions about this, other than
expressed worries about the future and the search for an alternative livelihood.

6.2 Re-Invoking a Culture?
After the field visit a report was made containing all of the results of the exercises. It also contained a
description of the desired profile of a fisherman, if they were to achieve sustainability in their livelihood
activities. This profile included the following statements:
“ It is required to re-invoke the marine culture in the coastal villages. To rescue the cultural values of fishing,
which is a pre-hispanic activity with symbolical values to the Wayuu culture.”
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“Respect to Pulowi del Mar within the Wayuu communities should be rescued, as she punished humans
when they exceed their extraction.”
(taken from report that was compiled after the workshops, unpublished. P.21-22)
My first reaction to reading these statements was a slightly uncomfortable wonderment of whether it is
morally justified for external actors to state that certain aspects or beliefs of an indigenous culture should
be rescued or restored. Indigenous cultures, like any other culture, are never static. Is preserving this
‘desired’ culture really the task of projects like MIMAC? If these cultural aspects or beliefs are vanishing –
if they really are- isn’t it more important to look into why this is happening?
Moreover, the statements quoted here did not come from the communities directly. They are
interpretations made by the facilitators. Similar to what happened in the workshops with the artesanos,
it appears that the facilitators commence these workshops with pre-set expectations of what should be
conserved. The evidence has then only to be collected from the community itself. Blaser refers to the
participatory workshop as a methodology to ‘guide the unknown into acceptable forms’, which can be
understood and amended to governmental intervention.
Blaser does point out, and I would like to stress this too, that this is not something that happens out of
mal-intent. In fact, it is inevitable when people with different cultural –ontological- backgrounds interact.
Blaser adds that participatory workshops, like the ones discussed in this thesis, can in fact help both
(conservationist) organisations and indigenous communities to gain a ‘realistic understanding’ of the
context in which their developmental and or conservation objectives are set.
Nevertheless, I would argue that recognizing this dynamic (i.e. the guiding of or focus on pre-envisioned
results) is important to recognize. Ignoring or denying this might cause important aspects, accounts or
demand from the community to be left unnoted. It may divert attention from underlying problems or
issues that are actually at stake.
In the next chapter, I build further upon this argument. Looking deeper into the conservation objectives
of MIMAC and the Wayuu communities, where they differ and what implications these differences may
have.
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Chapter 7. La Red de la Vida
The web of life: ecosystem services vs social relationships?
In the previous chapter I argued that during the community workshops, responses may be steered
towards expected results apt to MIMAC’s conservation strategy. Before elaborating on this in the
discussion, I use this chapter to present the contrasting ontological grounds of the Wayuu participants
and the MIMAC project. I postulate that the modes of intervention following from the interpretations of
the results of the workshops may not resonate with the Wayuu way of life. I question whether the
scientific framework of ecosystem services, which forms the basis of MIMAC’s strategy, is fully applicable
to Wayuu ontology. Looking closer to Wayuu social organisation and systems of self-governance, I doubt
whether MIMACs envisioned organised fisherman’s associations are an apt solution.
To an outsider, the workshops held in the communities appeared very successful in engaging all the
attendees. Every workshop I attended attracted many visitors. When for example, workshops were held
that targeted the fishermen of a community, entire families would be there. Woman, elderly, youth and
children would all sit through the entire programme. Even though it were usually only a few witty, vocal
individuals that would dominate the discussions, the rest of the audience, assumingly being less confident
in Spanish, would listen attentively during the several hours of exercises. The facilitators made a great
effort out of making sure everyone was heard. Fishermen, artesanías, restaurant owners and teachers
were all very keen on sharing their knowledge, their visions, worries and dreams. Without a doubt,
attendance and participation during these workshops was high. (However, to these communities the visit
of the MIMAC project team is an event out of the ordinary, and the provided snacks might have added to
the attraction.) The question remains whether the obtained results from these workshops will eventually
result in an effective capacity building programme that aids both the Wayuu and MIMAC’s conservation
objectives . If initiatives and solutions are thought up that seem participatory and resonate with MIMAC’s
conservation ideal, but do not fit into the life-worlds and local customs of the Wayuu, who in the end
benefits?

7.1 Ecosystem Services
MIMACs conservation programme is largely based on ecosystem health and ecosystem services.
Ecosystems should be in balance and resilient to change. Social activities and resource extraction should
ideally be done in such a way that does not compromise ecosystem functioning. Otherwise, the Wayuu
would risk losing the ecosystems they so closely depend on. So, in order to make sure this
interdependency was well understood by the communities, each workshop started with a set of
interactive exercises that illustrated the significance of the local ecosystems. One of these playful
exercises was called; la red de la vida, the web of life. It aimed to show how all typical species known to
the communities; the corals, sea cucumbers, birds, turtles, fishes, mangroves, and of course, fishermen
themselves, - are connected and affect each other. Laminated images of keystone species and habitats
were handed out randomly amongst the participants. Next, the facilitator would start by connecting all
different images in the audience. ‘Who has the Robalo (fish; Centropomus undecimalis)? Ok, where does
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it live? Right, in the mangroves!’ With a long piece of string the person holding the Robalo image would
be connected to the person holding the Mangroves image, and so on, until the string had formed a chaotic
web crisscross through the audience, literally forming a web of life. Then, one of the participants holding
an image would be asked to sit down. This would make the line move in the hands of those he or she was
connected to. These people too had to move to the ground. Soon, everyone in the web of life would be
down. With quite some laughter and joking around in Wayunaaiki, the ecosystem had collapsed.
This exercise was an effective way to show the communities how they are intrinsically part of their
environment, and how important it is that they care for it in a sustainable way. Most participants may not
have been familiar with the exact, scientific, concept of an ecosistema, ecosystem, they all knew very well
what the relations and connections between all species and ecosystem elements were. As they literally
live of their environment, this exercise was obviously not difficult for them to understand.
But what if the participants were invited to design their own web of life? What would have happened?
How would it have looked? Would the fisherman have created a different web than the artesanos, than
the kids in the classrooms or the entrepreneurs? During the workshop that was held amongst the
students, teachers and parents of Bahía Hondita 2, one of the facilitators was giving an explanation on the
significance of pastos marinos, seagrass beds. To make sure everybody would understand the Spanish
pastos marinos, he tried to use the word he knew for it in Wayunaaiki. This caused a little confusion. One
of the elders present then explained that that word was actually used to refer to dead seagrass beds.
Sediment from seagrass beds is used by the communities in the construction of their houses. They had
another word for seagrass beds that were alive. A web of life as created by the participants themselves
might have revealed more of such subtle multiplicities. What other elements or species may they have
named? What other feedback mechanisms or relations would they have described?27
I am posing these questions to stress that the Wayuu might feel connected to their direct surroundings in
a different way, a way that may not fit the ecosystems services paradigm. As I briefly described in section
2.3.1, the Wayuu know two worlds, Anasü and Pülasü, the world of everyday life and the world of spirits.
Pülasü affects what happens in Anasü. Therefore, they might value the different aspects of an ecosystem
differently. Even more so, they may position themselves within the ecosystem differently, having a
different conception of how they influence and are influenced by their environment. This insight suggests
how environmental outreach could be different if it were to exchange perspectives and environmental
knowledge.

7.2 A New Mentality
One often seen mechanism in community conservation, in line with the ecosystem services paradigm, is
the establishment of -in this case fisherman’s- associations (Basurto et al., 2013; Howitt & Suchet-Pearson,
2006; López-Angarita et al., 2014). In Colombia, with the ‘Parques con la Gente’ policy that Parques

27

The question remains of course whether such an exercise would actually have provoked any response.
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Nationales Naturales (PNN) adopted in 2000 (see section 2.2.1), motivating local (indigenous)
communities to organize themselves in associations and cooperatives became integrated in PNN’s
strategy (Duran, 2009; PNN, n.d). This would, so was the idea, strengthen stakeholders’ negotiating
position in regional platforms. Additionally, local governance and co-management would be a lot more
structured and easier to organize. This did lead to better relations between park authorities and
(indigenous) communities in Colombia (Duran, 2009). Globally too, cooperatives and associations have
led to successfully defined cases of community conservation (Basurto et al., 2013; Seixas & Davy, 2008).
However, in Colombia, the formation of fisherman’s associations or cooperatives is not yet an established
practice and fishermen often have not acquired strong negotiating positions in decision making platforms
or co-governance arrangements (Jentoft & Saavedra-Díaz, 2017; Ramírez, 2017) In a widespread study
carried out in small-scale fishing communities along both coasts of Colombia, Saavedra-Diaz et al. (2014)
compared different social perceptions of local leaders, experts and fisherman on pressing fishing issues.
The weakness of local organisation and therewith the lack of willingness of local fisherman to associate or
organize themselves was ranked as a major concern by local leaders and fishing experts28. Meanwhile,
artisanal fishermen themselves were more concerned with destructive fishing methods and the increasing
number of (foreign) fishers. Although this does not tell us much about the local case of La Alta Guajira, it
is a slight clue that the local organisation ideal as experts would like to see it, may not fit every community.
During the visit to the communities within the DRMI, the lack of local organisation was apparent in many
ways. Associations or cooperatives were not seen within any of the communities; not with fishermen,
artesanos, nor with tourist enterprises. Apparently, fisherman are wary to form associations due to
negative experiences with the management of received resources by líderes in the past (personal
communication MIMAC personnel, march 2020). During the workshops, it appeared that the Wayuu
fishermen, despite their extensive knowledge on local species and ecology, did not really have clear ideas
on what interventions were needed in their communities to guarantee the sustainability of their stocks.
One of the conclusions drawn up in a report after the first field visit was that;
“- the strategy of Capacity Development could lead them to sustainable fishing in both the natural and
economical sense. To achieve this, it would be essential to change the aptitudes and attitudes of the
fisherman. They need a new mentality [mindset] in order to develop themselves into entrepreneurs.”
(taken from report that was compiled after the workshops, emphasis by me, unpublished. p.21)
Based on this field visit, in this same report, the fishermen were described to show weak leadership skills,
to be ‘receptores de ayudas’, receptors of aid and projects that are organised by third parties. They have
little to no interaction with other institutions, and therefore little insight in their organisation and
operation. Moreover, they are reported to be pessimistic about the future of artisanal fishing. They did
not explicitly acknowledge their own impact on the loss of marine resources nor did they assume they
would have to change their own mentality.
28

PNN was not mentioned in the study
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The ideal level to which the fisherman should be brought in order to arrive at sustainable resource use is
then presented as a precondition in which the fishermen are united in associations (or, if they do not want
to, they know at least how to establish a family business). They are organized and know how to function
within a local network as well as to participate in local round-tables, so that they may reach sustainable
practices in conjunction with regional institutions and organisations. They will formulate and develop
projects themselves and will participate in the formulation of the management plans of PNN Portete and
the DRMI of Bahía Honda and Hondita. Additionally, they will have obtained leadership skills, knowing
how to speak in public. Having lost their shyness, they will have become excellent negotiators.
Of these new associations, representatives will then be chosen to attend the local roundtables of the
Mesa de Pesca (see section 2.4.2). This joint decision making platform should mobilize and converge all
relevant fishery-actors in the region. At the time of writing, there had been already a number of initial
meetings among the permanent actors. Considering the institutional turmoil in Colombian fisheries
(Jentoft & Saavedra-Díaz, 2017) this is a promising development. However, as also admitted by the MIMAC
personnel, finding representatives to the communities will be quite a challenge (personal communication,
August 2020).
The ideal profile of the sustainable minded, associated fisherman as presented above perfectly fits into
the institutional system and conservation strategy as presented by PNN and MIMAC. However, when
taking a closer look at the organisational system of the Wayuu, it may not seem as suitable.

7.3 Self-Governance & Kinship
As said, the Wayuu are reported to be wary of forming associations. The Wayuu do not have decentralized
organisations that represent their views and rights as a people (Premauer & Berkes, 2015). In fact,
according to Guerra (2018. p.29) there are no traditional political organisations or entities within Wayuu
society at all. The Wayuu governance system is a system of self-governance, largely based on the practice
of reciprocity and dependent on family-relations.
Wayuu society is divided in clans. People from the same clans share a common ancestor. There are about
27 clans within Wayuu ancestral territory (Premauer, 2013), but these never act as a collective (Guerra,
2018). The Wayuu associate according to matrilineal extended family. Each such family owns a collective
territory, or homeland. Their institutions of rights for ownership, resource management and access are
organized according to this system of extended-family territories (Guerra, 2018; Premauer, 2013). The
territorial sense of the Wayuu is strong. For fishermen specifically, their territory extends towards the
coastal waters that are adjacent to the lands of their ranchería. The sea that is in front of them, is
considered theirs (Guerra, 2018. p.68). If fisherman from other places wish to access these waters, they
should ask for permission. (How exactly borders are defined out at sea is not really known, however, it is
too based on kinship (Guerra, 2018. p.67).) In fact, in her extensive study on Wayuu land governance,
Premauer (2013), concludes that rather than monitoring their actual resources, Wayuu focus on
monitoring user boundaries, constantly overseeing who enters with which intentions.
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During my short stay within Wayuu territory, the strong family affiliations within Wayuu communities
were confirmed in each community visit. In the workshops that were held with local tourist enterprises
for example, the strong affiliation to relatives became apparent in multiple ways. Both enterprises that
attended a workshop, (i.e. hospedaje Luz Mila at Punta Gallinas and hospedaje Marlene at Pusheo, see
table 1) were entirely formed by (extended) family members. The owner of the Luz Mila hospedaje
described their business as their proyecto de vida, life project, that they wish to hand over along
generations, as it had been over the last 25 years. When asked how they worked together with the rest
of the community, it became apparent that they hardly had any alliances other than businesses/operators
owned by their own family members.
What happens within Wayuu territories, what resources are taken, who enters etc., is all traditionally
determined by community leaders, but now too by Spanish speaking líderes. In their analysis of the cogovernance system in place at the Makuira National Park (within Wayuu territory) Premaur & Berkes
(2015) describe how in communication with external actors these líderes function as spokespersons to
their community. However, they cannot take decisions on behalf of the families they represent. Chances
are that this dynamic too applies to the communities around Bahía Honda & Hondita. This would further
complicate the formation of (fishermen’s-)associations and relations within and with these.
Beginning to understand how the Wayuu organise themselves, how their governance system mostly
depends on family-relations and that the formation of political organisation is not engrained in Wayuu
society, it becomes hard to assume they will easily unite into associations as proposed by MIMAC, so that
they can participate in the Mesa de Pesca.
How then to ensure Wayuu participation within the conservation plan? And, why would the Wayuu even
participate? What is in it for them? Premaur & Berkes (2015) point out that, in contrast to Western
perspectives, the Wayuu conservation vision is based on social relations. That is, social relations amongst
each other, but traditionally too to super-natural beings and ancestors. Whether their resources are
managed ‘sustainably’ depends on these relations. As I mentioned briefly in chapter 5, the Wayuu
normative system is centered around reciprocity. In the interaction with external, non-Wayuu, actors,
they expect concrete compensation for their cooperation or participation. In the case of the Makuira Park,
Premaur & Berkes had this defined as ‘-the exchange of items of value’. However, other tangible options
may indeed be capacity building programmes (like MIMAC plans to offer), or territorial protection. In that
respect the declaration of a ZEPA (Zona Exclusiva de Pesca Artesenal) (see section 2.4.2), would be a very
significant effort. Depending on the eventual premises and regulations, a ZEPA could increase the
recognition and valuation of Wayuu territory.
So far, I have shown that the ecosystem services conservation paradigm may be different than the way
the Wayuu relate to and manage their environment. Although my observations during the workshops
cannot tell me much about Wayuu ontology, interpreting them from the perspective of the works of
Guerra (2018) and others (Planta, 2016; Premauer & Berkes, 2015; Riaño-Alcalá, 2015; Sánchez, 2005)
insinuates that the Wayuu affiliation to their environment and resource management is largely
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determined by social and spiritual relations. All in all, it seems that MIMACs objective is to conserve the
ecosystems of La Alta Guajira as well as the local traditional Wayuu culture. The Wayuu, on the other
hand, wish to maintain their territories, to conserve their paisaje, their landscapes, in such a way that they
can maintain a steady source of the essential resources that they can make a living of.
In this fore-last chapter, I have postulated that some envisioned conservation ideals may not always
resonate with the life-worlds, customs and norms of the local population. I have contrasted the
differences between the conservation paradigm of MIMAC and the possible life world of the Wayuu. At
first sight their conservation objectives may not seem so diverging, better yet, I do not think they are.
However, the underlying motivations are different. In the chapters of this thesis, I have only been able to
slightly touch upon these differences. A better comprehension of the different conservation paradigms
and underlying motivations may increase the mutual understanding of both parties.
In the discussion that follows hereafter, I will reflect back upon the insights posed in these chapters,
putting them in perspective of the theoretical approaches of ontology and participation.

Figure 14. Drawing of Wayuu Clan Signs. The blue symbols surrounding the Wayunaaiki to Spanish translations
represent the Wayuu ancestral clans of La Alta Guajira. Painting in the large comedor of hospedaje Luz Mila, at
Punta Gallinas.
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Figure 15. Workshop gathering in Wallirajao. Fishing families gathered in the shade of the communal house,
listening to the MIMAC facilitators.

Figure 16. Rancheria of Wallirajao. Impression of surroundings and living conditions in the La Guajiran desert.
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Chapter 8. Concluding Discussion
“What gets conserved, with whom, and on whose terms?”
This thesis contemplated the idea of community participation in bio-cultural conservation. Scrutinizing a
set of participatory community workshops with the indigenous Wayuu people of La Guajira, thoroughly
analysing how these were facilitated and how their results were interpreted, led me to illustrate how
different ontologies are enacted as well as (unintentionally) modified, or customized even, in order to fit
into preeminent conservation paradigms.
To recall; in these workshops, staff and associates from the MIMAC project taught the visited communities
about the significance of the ecosystems within their territory. Through interactive exercises focal points
for capacity building programmes were then identified. Finally, with the use of reflection exercises, the
team tried to get a more in-depth understanding of the conservation and cultural values and perspective
of the Wayuu people. The insights gained from these workshops would then inform an integrated,
participatory conservation plan for the soon to be declared DRMI.
In the previous chapters, I highlighted the importance of the political ecological context in which these
workshops were set (chapter 5). Interaction between conservationists and Wayuu only lasts for a couple
of hours during these workshops; however, the reactions and responses by the Wayuu may be shaped by
a long history of repression and marginalization. Building trust then becomes quite a challenge. I went on
to argue that responses obtained in these workshops risk to be evoked through rhetorical questions, in
which conservation values or wishes are suggested before they had been mentioned by the workshop
participants themselves (chapter 6). Finally, I questioned the solutions that were then proposed,
wondering whether they would adequately fit into Wayuu life worlds (chapter 7).
In this final chapter, I discuss the dynamics and insights found in the previous chapters in light of the
earlier presented theoretical realms of participation and ontology. Recalling my initial research question:
‘What does it mean to take on an ontological approach, and how can it be of value to community
conservation projects?’, I work towards a practical answer. Eventually, this discussion also provides space
for some critical notes and reflections on my study.

8.1 Experiencing Incommensurability
Let’s recall why I write about ontologies. As discussed in the theoretical framework, numerous authors
point to the recent ‘ontological turn’ in social theory (Escobar, 2007; Holbraad & Pedersen, 2017; Kohn,
2015), especially galvanizing the critical conservation sciences (Blaser, 2009, 2013a, 2014; Bormpoudakis,
2019; De La Cadena, 2010; Sullivan, 2017; Viveiros De Castro, 2015). To a political ecology approach in
particular, the notion that different people(s) do not have different views on a single world, but instead
see and enact multiple worlds in the same place at the same time, i.e. a ‘pluriverse’, rather than a universe
(Blaser, 2013a, 2014), comes with numerous implications. Because, if we do actually find ourselves within
a pluriverse of worlds, which of these worlds earns most right of existence and expression, soon becomes
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a matter of power and colonial history. Thus, ontological issues are often political. Some authors do refer
to this as ‘an ongoing war of worlds’ (Viveiros De Castro, 2015) (I personally am not fond of the use of this
metaphor, as I will explain later on). In conservation studies, growing attention has been brought to cases
in which dominant (c.q Western) ontologies are imposed upon (indigenous) peoples who may enact
different worlds (Blaser, 2009; De La Cadena, 2010). Or, in more subtle contexts, where local ontologies
are reshaped or moulded to fit into plans and projects emerging from dominant, more powerful
ontologies (Blaser, 2016; Howitt & Suchet-Pearson, 2006)
I found such a similar (though not as dramatic) dynamic in my study of the MIMAC workshops. In chapter
6 I described how the responses obtained in the workshops with the Wayuu communities appeared to be
interpreted just so that they would fit conservationist perspectives of conservation, seemingly based on
the somewhat romanticized premise that traditional customs of local people are tantamount to
sustainable resource use (see section 2.1). It is not my intention to aggravate and criticize this. However,
based on my experiences with the MIMAC team, I will defend the many nuances and complexities that
can be found in local cases. I argue that what I here call ‘the moulding of ontologies’, is a dynamic that
takes place without deliberation. Aligning my findings with the theory I presented in chapter 3, I will show
here how easily this may happen.
The MIMAC project is highly committed to developing and executing an integrated conservation plan.
Some of the staff I met had long time experiences in the La Guajira region, and were well familiar with the
Wayuu culture and way of life. They were not unfamiliar with the concept of ontology either. Through
legal commitments (such as consulta previas) as well as through building good relations with the
communities within the DRMI, opportunities to hear and incorporate Wayuu views and perspectives are
created. Even more so, like I described earlier, pedagogic exercises were incorporated in the workshops
to gain a more in-depth understanding of Wayuu conservation values.
Yet, these exercises, as I described in chapter 6, seemingly did not work out as expected. Accounts on
fishermen’s profound relation to the sea and her fish, to Pulowi and her pets, or on the symbolism
embroidered in the mochilas so dedicatedly woven by artesanos, stayed out, even-though we were
convinced such visions (as written by Guerra (2018)) must be there. Instead, short answers were given,
which in fact all indicated the hardship of providing enough food to survive.
I can think of many explanations. First of all, the struggle for survival is real, so who cares about symbolic
accounts? Secondly, the exercises may not have been adequate enough, the questions may have been
unclear or the setting not right. Third, as I tried to illustrate in chapter 5, divergent expectations or issues
of trust may have been at play. However, in the end what happened during the workshops may exemplify
the ‘incommensurability’ of different ontologies. It may exemplify just what is meant by enacting different
worlds rather than different views on a single world.
Ontologies are said to be incommensurable because the fundamental structure or ordering of ‘things’, of
‘what exists’, is radically different. Examples of such alternate structures are laid out by the four
ontological armatures proposed by Descola (2013) (see section 3.3). This too emphasizes that cultural
difference does not suffice. Neither, is incommensurabilism the same as relativism; ‘it is about the depth
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of the difference between the two cultures being compared’ and taking these differences seriously
(Sullivan, 2017. p.222). Based on this, one could reason that what was tried to be attained in the reflection
exercises, is actually not possible. What happened in these exercises is that we (I?) expected to find an
equivalent to an element of (MIMAC’s, my?) ontology, in Wayuu ontology. The simple questions used in
the exercises, and the limited time of interaction with the communities did not allow for this. If ontologies
are incommensurable, they are not directly comparable. In hindsight, what this exercise unintentionally
appeared to have become was a quick tool to validate the proposed intervention actions by MIMAC.
When Blaser (2016) closely analyses the facilitation, or actually, guidance, during a participatory workshop
with the Ecuadorian Yshiro, he portrays the ‘participatory methodology’ as a tool to guide the ‘unknown’
(i.e. the Yshiro ontology/notions of a good life) into something knowable and amendable, into acceptable
forms, for governmental intervention. I would comment that this phrasing; amendable and acceptable
forms, still suggests some kind of deliberation process, It suggests a moment of judgement; ‘this we
accept, and this we discard.’
I doubt this takes place. Rather, I think facilitators may recognize elements during these workshops that
fit their conservation views, their expectations of what they had expected the indigenous view would be.
Almost like the translation app on our computer, we translate from another ontology to our own. And in
translation, things get lost, a process known as uncontrolled equivocation (Viveiros De Castro et al., 2004).
And yes, following Blaser, accounts given during participation workshops are then indeed guided,
selected, moulded and made fitting to the conservation plans that are being developed for the area. But
not only because this is convenient, or because it ‘helps-to-tick-the-participation-box’, but mainly because
this is the best they (conservation staff) can do to include local communities.
My analysis so far leads me to argue that the nobility of the taken for granted pillars in community
conservation such as participation, capacity building and institutional strengthening, tends to disguise
their cultural (ontological!) specificity. These concepts of conservation and resource management are
rooted in Western ontology. An ontology implying the universal applicability of scientific knowledge, in
which nature is to be managed by humans.
If this wasn’t clear yet, I emphasize here that this of course transcends the case study of the MIMAC
project. This is an exemplification of the effects of continuing ‘deep colonialization’ (Howitt & SuchetPearson, 2006). Issues in conservation show how inevitable these effects are. Although avoiding this is
hardly possible, growing awareness through the reflection on case studies as tackled by this thesis may
aid the development of ‘de-colonizing’ methods.
Howitt & Suchet-Pearson (2006) profoundly illustrate the implicit cultural assumptions to resource
management by discussing the methods of institutional strengthening and capacity building in light of
ontological pluralism. They argue that the process of institutional strengthening is never neutral. Where
a conservation or development program makes arrangements to include indigenous institutions in
decision making platforms, the included (strengthened) institutions are to conform to Eurocentric (in this
thesis: Western) assumptions and standards. The proposition of fishermen’s associations as described in
chapter 7 is a clear example of this.
67

The same goes for the implementation of capacity building programs. Generally, this is associated with
education and training of indigenous people so that they meet the criteria of ‘successful management’
according to Western ideas of development and environmentalism (Howitt & Suchet-Pearson, 2006). This
recalls the ideal, sustainable-minded and entrepreneurial fishermen, as envisioned by MIMAC in chapter
7. Capacity building programs, so say Howitt & Suchet-Pearson, risk to impoverish the ‘unruly pluralism of
cultural diversity’, as external conservation or development actors select which cultural practices are to
be conserved, and which aren’t.
Howitt & Suchet Pearson’s (2006) analysis strongly underpins the findings I presented in this thesis.
However, I too vividly remember the account of the teacher I presented in chapter 5. She emphasized
how she wished to see that external programs properly included her community in the development of
their actions. She wished to understand such processes. And so, capacity building to be able to negotiate
and cooperate with external actors seems inevitable. Evidently, community conservation programmes
need to work towards a re-definition of the taken for granted concepts of capacity building and
institutional strengthening.

8.2 The Homogenizing Equivocation
In light of the above, and following the ontological turn, it may seem as if we can do nothing but accept
that inter-ontological communication will be partial at best. When a conservation project enters
indigenous territory, we seem to inevitably end up with the ‘precautionary principle’ Blaser (2016. p.83)
leaves us with;
‘This is that some-things are better left unknown/undone or at least un-interfered with. This precautionary
principle is hard to digest for ‘academic knowledge’ and kindred practices like ‘participatory methods’, for
which more knowledge is always better.’
Although this may be true for many cases, in multiple ways, it also feels like a dead end. It underscores
the stark opposition that is often drawn in literature of the intruding modern29 versus the indigenous
other (in which the first represses the latter). This antinomy works well in writing. It does get the important
message across of the imminent workings of power to which interacting ontologies (and those who enact
them) are subdued (Howitt & Suchet-Pearson, 2006; Viveiros De Castro, 2015). But I feel this warnomenclature could also work counter-productively. In many cases, the opposing ‘enemies’ are not so
distinctly divided. Blaser too does recognize this, and refers to this as ‘the homogenizing equivocation’:
“The “homogenizing equivocation” would assume that political ontology postulates as homogeneous the
multiple experiences of indigenous peoples, on the one hand, and of the modern West, on the other. What
we must bear in mind here is that one of political ontology’s concerns is how to operate in a terrain
dominated by conceptions of an all-encompassing modernity” (Blaser, 2013b. p.553)

29

The ‘Western’ conservation project, the governmental interference, National Park authorities.
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This all-encompassing modernity thus tends to mask all the other possible alternative life worlds enacted
and produced by indigenous peoples (and other actors!). I bring up this homogenizing equivocation
because I realize that in my writing too, it may seem as if there are two opposing worlds at play, while in
fact what is at stake is the wide spectrum (a pluriverse!) of realities revolving around the MIMAC project.
In chapter seven I contrasted the ecosystems services approach adopted by MIMAC with the Wayuu
lifeworld, based on reciprocity and social relations. The concept of ecosystem services (ES), brought into
the world by Constanza, may very well be the most used approach in environmental management,
conservation and environmental policy over the last few decades. The ES approach views natural
ecosystems as vital sources of resources, products, services to humans, and therefore they need to be
valued (in terms of social or spiritual capital, but mostly in monetary terms) (Costanza et al., 1997). Being
so widely accepted and omnipresent in conservation, the implicit choices that are made in its use and
framing may have faded. ES comes forth from a neoliberal approach to conservation, and the concept in
itself is highly political (Kull et al., 2015), meaning that in its application often new markets may be created
and power-relations may be reconfigured. Access to what used to be common or public goods may
suddenly determine who gains and who loses. Associated practical tools, such as Payment for Ecosystem
Services (PES), have been criticized or at least challenged to be over-structuralist, tending to oversimplify
human-nature relations as well as neglecting social diversity and local power relations (Van Hecken et al.,
2015). I did argue in chapter seven that the ES approach by MIMAC might fail to recognize fundamentally
different conceptions (or habits) of natural resource use by the Wayuu. Therefore, some of the proposed
solutions may not completely resonate with the way of life in the communities.
Nevertheless, the ontological contrast between ES and indigenous worlds may not have to be as
discordant as some authors may suggest. Firstly, because indigenous communities are not immune to
capitalism/neoliberalism entering their territories. For centuries, new forces, new markets (think tourism,
wind energy, mining) have entered Wayuu lands, altering and affecting their life worlds in many ways,
towards modernity or else.
Wayuu ontology nor any other ontology is static and clearly delineated. Ontologies are enacted in
practices (Mol, 2002), constantly reshaped through encounters, and may in fact (even though they are
incommensurable) overlap! To go even further, people may enact different ontologies at the same time
or, maneuver in and out of different worlds (what Pauwelussen (2017) calls amphibiousness). What I am
trying to make clear here is that many Wayuu may in many different ways find themselves moving around
in altered, modern worlds. (The extend to which their ancestral life world still determines this, or how
their ontology is actually assembled remains unknown).
Furthermore, although the MIMAC conservation framework may be based on frameworks defined as
neoliberal I put into question to what extend these principles actually shape the personal conservation
perspectives of the MIMAC personnel. In my research I didn’t have the chance to explore this in depth.
Moreover, I wonder how different the personal visions on conservation of all the different actors involved
in a project like MIMAC would actually be. True, these projects operate within restricted, imposed
structures determined by targets, limited resources and time-frames. But within these structures, I feel
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the individuals that do the executive work are driven by what they consider to be ‘good for nature’, and
operate with a lot of respect for the local communities.
The point that I wish to make I think comes down to this: while the incommensurability premise of
ontology helps political ecologists to understand and bring to light the implications of conservation
policies and programmes on local (indigenous) communities, it does not do justice to the manifold and
diverse alliances and inter-cultural (inter-ontological) encounters that actually take place between
members of indigenous communities, conservation workers, scientists, activists, students and so many
others. Continued, though considerate, efforts to work across the many differences, should eventually
lead to better practices. As formulated by Tsing (2011. p.81); ‘Both global knowledge and knowledge that
travels around the globe are improved by dialogue across difference.’ It is this what makes the specificity
of an ethnographic case so relevant, as it may serve as a stage to show the many variations within modern
as well as indigenous ways of worlding (Blaser, 2013b).

8.3 Looking for an Ontological Approach; Practical Recommendations
What do I propose, then? How can an ontological approach be of practical use to projects like MIMAC?
So far, an ontological approach appears to be an attitude rather than a tool to be used in conservation.
Authors writing about ontological (conservation) issues have made numerous claims to fellow
anthropologists, ethnographers and political ecologists. Ontology is proposed as a ‘heuristic device’
(Holbraad & Pedersen, 2017) a mode of self-reflection that forces us to doubt the adequacy of our own
concepts and interpretations. Together, these stories alert us to the fact that our own ontological
assumptions may be different than those of our interlocutors. Thereby, adopting a (political) ontological
approach means a certain commitment to the pluriverse (Blaser, 2013a, 2014; De La Cadena, 2010;
Escobar, 2020).
Such a commitment entails the following. First of all, it is not about striving to describe a most accurate
story of what is happening; instead, it is about telling and accommodating the different stories that coexist, are entangled but cannot be simplified into one narrative (Blaser, 2013a, 2013b, 2014). Second, it
requires to look past the modern nature/culture divide, accepting the possibility of more-than-human
assemblages in which the agency of animals, things or super-natural beings is taken seriously (Blaser,
2009; De La Cadena, 2010; Todd, 2014).
Translating these moral, noble intentions into practicalities remains a challenge. What can the many
biologists, policy makers, conservation and development workers do with this? In the conversations I had
with the MIMAC staff, and in which I tried to outline my intentions of working within the ‘ontological
turn’, I repeatedly got the response; “Well, that’s interesting, but how can you turn this into a herramienta,
a tool, that I can use?” I have tried to translate the above into tangible steps. Surely, all I can do here is to
provide nothing more but a start.
To begin with, I suggest a caution to the use of universally accepted (modernist) frameworks (such as the
ecosystem services approach). Taking into account the assumptions and the (political) contexts that
formed the foundations to these concepts, their possible implications to subjected communities should
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be recognized (investigated). A message to policy makers would then be to reconsider ‘what is real’,
meaning that ontologies should be taken literally rather than symbolically (Todd, 2014). This does sound
challenging, but it would be a start to prevent local (indigenous) ecological knowledge (LEK) to be selected
and moulded into policy frames that in fact do not adequately accommodate it (Dam Lam et al., 2019;
Shackeroff & Campbell, 2007; Todd, 2014). Naturally, this can only be achieved through collaborative and
participatory research with the subjected communities, in which the rules and conditions for such
research are set by LEK-holders themselves. Trans-disciplinary research teams in conservation projects
and (marine) protected area management are crucial hereto (Shackeroff & Campbell, 2007).
Furthermore, project implementation should principally be focussed on self-determination and
autonomy. In his recent Pluriversal Politics, Escobar (2020) applies the commitment to a possible
pluriverse to several case studies. He introduces autonomous design as a principle to safeguard the selfdetermination of communities. He reminds the reader that ‘- every community practices the design of
itself: its organizations, its social relationships, its daily practices, its ways of knowing, its ways of living,
its relationships with the environment, and so on.’ (p.142). Autonomous design then implies that the
conditions are created for the continual self-creation (of communities), while simultaneously ensuring
‘successful structural coupling with their seemingly ever-more globalized surroundings.’ Put simply, I
would interpret this as ‘do not interfere too much’. While respecting local forms of governance (or the
lack thereof), focus should be on supporting community-led initiatives. This means empowering those
individuals that function as changemakers or interlocutors30, so that they can mobilize their communities
in a manner true to their way of life.
As a final, and maybe most important point, I would like to convey that the crux of adopting an ontological
approach lies in an openness to continuous self-reflection of those involved in conservation (and/or
development) work. To MIMAC specifically, this aspect should be an important part not only of their own
practices, but also of the community participation workshops they provide to other institutional actors
such as Corpoguajira (who will eventually be in charge once the MIMAC project ends). Despite the
scientific paradigms or the institutional paradigms in which conservation projects are set, one should
repeatedly evaluate what can be done within these structures (and if they may possibly need change!).
With great attention to local (political-ecological) contexts and the workings of ontological difference, one
should continuously be asking; ‘what are we conserving, with whom, and on whose terms?’

8.4 Some Final Words on Writing about Ontological Difference
I need to pose a few final critical reflections to my work. First of all, in the anecdotes that I describe in this
thesis, I have placed myself outside of the scene, writing through the perspective of the observer. I have
tried to make this clear in chapter 4 on methodology, but will repeat it here again. Although I had a mostly
observing role during the workshops in La Guajira, I was definitely part of the scene. Hence, my presence
did affect my subjects. The reflection exercise (see table 2) was invented by the facilitators to create an
30

Yet one should be cautious here that empowering certain initiatives or individuals within communities always
has an effect on the already existing power dynamics or prevailing inequalities (see also (Singleton, 2000)).
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extra opportunity for me in the workshop programme to gather data. The results were supposed to
function as a starting point for further interviews.31
Secondly, I feel obliged to admit that my data to this study is limited. This research solely analyses what
happens during community conservation workshops and how the obtained responses are then presented
and translated into reports. It is thus far from exhaustive. A more complete ethnography on the dynamics
of ontological difference would have needed more interviews with all involved actors, including more
interaction with the Wayuu communities. I have only been able to make a gist towards understanding
their diversity of worldviews, dreams and ambitions. The same goes for my time with the MIMAC staff.
Finally, and especially during my stay in Colombia (but also upon returning to the Netherlands) I often
doubted about the relevance of all this philosophizing about ontological difference. Experiencing the
harsh conditions of life in the desert left a deep impression on me. After visiting the fisherman of
Wallirajao, I wrote in my diary:
I wonder if I should actually be looking for ontological differences in conservation values. Of course people
want to care for their environment here – but they are so dependent on the climate, weather, the catches,
that it is more a matter of life or death to them. To ask ‘what the sea means to them’ seems like an obvious
– senseless - question then.
I was wondering whether supporting the communities with potable water wouldn’t solve many of their
problems. I wondered if, despite different ontological groundings, once living conditions would be slightly
enhanced, the Wayuu would threat their environment in a way that would be more in line with the
conservation ideals set by MIMAC. Of course, it is not that simple.
Not all conservation issues are ontological. It is important to realize this. ‘What does ontological difference
matter’, I was asked more than once, ‘when both the Wayuu and MIMAC benefit from healthy fish stocks?
This is a fair question, and the preservation of healthy fish stocks is in fact a shared objective. However,
discussions on what is perceived as a healthy stock, how it should be cared for, and which measures should
be taken, might just become ontological…
I have come to realize that looking for an ontological approach feels futile just as much as it is crucial.
Futile because it feels like access to basic human needs such as shelter, food and water should be values
that surpass any ontological world. Yet at the same time who has access to what may just be a result of
the unfolding of ontological differences, where some worlds have more power than others. Finally,
completely abandoning the possible existence of multiple worlds, of a pluriverse, means denying that
things could be different. It would mean to abandon the most central premise of anthropological ethics:
‘always leave a way out for the people you are describing.’

31

(but due to the sudden COVID turn of events, these were never conducted).
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Epilogue. A Note on Climate Change
The Wayuu notion of a good life, of well-being, is called anás. Anás means to alternate between the
different traditional Wayuu livelihoods. To be able to live sufficiently of livestock, fishing and weaving,
while maintaining prestige within Wayuu society. Anás is too related to the availability of water.
Abundant water grants healthy livestock, successful harvests, and allows for the fulfillment of social
obligations such as reciprocity. Water allows for live, for growth.
Spending only 10 days in La Alta Guajira, it quickly became obvious to me that climate change is the
greatest threat to the Wayuu way of life, to Anás. Wayuu society is shaped – and battered - by the
elements. As the strong winds blowing from the sea determine the direction of the trupillo branches, they
must certainly too affect the people that have been living on the coast for ages. As recorded by Guerra
(2018), the Wayuu know and name at least eight different winds that blow over their lands, some of them
being associated to mythical feminine or masculine creatures. The winds are typical to five different
seasons32.
In the fishing communities I visited, the fishermen were asked to indicate the climatic changes they have
experienced over time. Using a very large poster of a cyclical calendar and a lot of laminated fiches with
suns, mar de lleva – high seas, winds and rainclouds, the fishermen could clearly illustrate how the seasons
had changed over the last 50 to 10 years. Each time, this exercise triggered a lot of reactions. Clearly,
winds were stronger and more prevalent. The long dry summers are lasting longer than before and the
moderate rains that used to fall in April and May stay out.
At the end of the workshop with the fishermen of Bahía Hondita 2, the MIMAC facilitator held a final
plenary discussion on the calendar-exercise. The large poster was pinned to the wall, and the different
fiches patched all over it showed a clear shift in seasons. The facilitator asked the crowd if they were
familiar with the concept of climate change. When no direct answer came, s/he tried again by asking if
they every heard about the concept on the news. ‘What news are we going to hear!?’ one of the more
vocal fishermen cried out. ‘No temenos nada aqui!’; ‘We have nothing here!’.
This is of course not entirely true, and this comment should not be taken literally. Yet it stuck with me as
a metaphor to the crooked workings of climate injustice. It accentuates how a people that live so relatively
far away from modernity, with a carbon footprint that actually is negligible, are now expected to quickly
‘better’ their practices so as to adhere to climate change adaptability and resilience.
The fishermen do need the winds to fill their sails and carry them out to more open waters. A fishermen
in Wallirajao explained how the light rains would bring them good catches, as the raindrops would lour
the fish to the surface. When the winds get too strong however, the seas get too high for their little boats
32

1.Iiwa: moderate rains April-May. Joutai: long summer – June -August. 3. Juyapu: intense rains – September –
November. 4. Jemiai: cold – December – January. 6. Joutai: short summer – February – March. (Guerra, 2018. p.60)
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to go out. Now that Joutai, the large summers, are lasting longer all of La Guajira has been confronted
with extreme droughts over the last few years, leaving its population even more vulnerable to hunger,
malnutrition, economic instability and child mortality.
When I started writing this thesis MIMAC was beginning to explore climate change adaptation
interventions in order to strengthen the communities’ resilience to these rapidly changing conditions.
However, this is not easy. Actual research on climate change effects in the region is scarce and options for
livelihood diversification are very limited.
After the workshop that was held with the fishing families of Wallirajou had been brought to a closing, a
small discussion arose. The facilitator, thinking out loud and searching for possible alternative sources of
income for this community asked whether they practiced sembrar, referring to agriculture. As we were
surrounded by nothing but sand, the response was that they did not really, there was no water… Bertha,
who I introduced before, called out;
‘Well, in the end it may be best if you would just give us a water mill.’
The provision of fresh (potable) water, is not part of MIMACs project trajectory. Their work is on ecological
conservation and social capacity building, and for good reason. Yet, a quote like the latter is significant in
multiple ways. It illustrates the discrepancy in expectations by the workshop participants that I briefly
touched upon in this thesis. It could start a discussion on the identification of actual development aid –
requests, which is a hot topic in development work in general. Above all, Bertha’s quote tells me that,
from a conservation perspective, these communities may well receive extensive capacity training and
environmental outreach, but as long as they do not have access to basic living conditions, I doubt
‘sustainable’ change will come.
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Figure 17. Fisherman leading the MIMAC team the way to Wallirajao, carrying the catch of the day.
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Summary
This thesis studies the development of an
integrated conservation program to a Marine
Protected Area (MPA) in La Guajira, Colombia.
Analogue to global trends, Colombia’s (marine)
ecosystems are facing numerous threats.
Following ambitious national as well as
international conservation targets, the country
has seen a proliferation of MPAs over the last
two decades. Promising as this may sound, the
effectiveness of these protected areas is highly
debated. Weak enforcement as well as conflicts
between local communities and governing
authorities make that many parks are often
referred to as paper parks; they are protected on
paper, but in reality, not much happens. In great
part, this is due to the lack of, or improper
inclusion of local, often indigenous, communities
in conservation management.
The MPA that is the focus of this thesis spans
around Colombia’s two most northern bays,
Bahía Honda & Bahía Hondita. This remote area
houses numerous unique ecosystems, such as
mangrove patches, seagrass beds, and coral
reefs. It is too home to the indigenous Wayuu
people. The Wayuu are highly dependent on
local natural resources such as fish and wood.
Furthermore, Gods and Spirits associated with
the natural environment greatly influence
Wayuu daily life. Although their cosmology has
been significantly shaped by Western influences,
it cannot be reduced to the same. As the MPA is
installed within their official territory, Wayuu
collaboration and consent is required.
In an effort to ‘move beyond paper parks’, the
MIMAC (Manejo Integrado Marino Costero)
project was launched. This is a collaboration
between the German GIZ, the Colombian
Ministry of Environment and the regional
environmental authority of La Guajira. MIMAC is
tasked with the development of an integrated
conservation plan for the MPA. Integrated,
because it aims to conserve the area’s vital
ecosystems, but should too safeguard and

conserve the local Wayuu culture. MIMAC is
currently exploring how to best include the
Wayuu communities, how they can be properly
engaged, what stimulates their participation and
what their conservation responsibilities should
be.
In conservation studies in general, the inclusion
and participation of local communities is a
contested issue. NGO’s and conservation
projects envision a participation ideal, in which a
local community is passionately engaged and
actively participates in the conservation and
management of its own natural resources. This
often appears to be based on the premises that
the traditional resource management practices
of local communities are inherently sustainable,
as well as that these communities are naturally
willing to participate. However, reality may
diverge from this ideal. Political ecologists point
at the political context underlying certain
environmentally
destructive
practices,
explaining how historical trajectories of power
shape human-nature relations. Scholars of
political ontology further argue that the human
– nature relations of many indigenous
communities appear to have fundamentally
different ontological groundings as compared to
the Western worldview on which many
conservation projects are based.
These fundamental differences in ontology, in
the perception of what is real, are at the roots of
many conservation issues. Yet, as Western
ontology generally dominates, the different
realities of indigenous communities are often
overlooked, disregarded or even repressed.
In an effort to not just understand, but rather to
acknowledge and capacitate such presumed
different ontologies, I analyze the specific case of
the MIMAC project in light of (political)
ontological theory. Thereby contributing to the
global debate on community conservation as
well as to MIMAC’s ongoing efforts to develop a
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just and fair collaboration with the Wayuu. The
guiding question to this research is thus; ‘What
does it mean to take on an ontological approach,
and how can it be of value to community
conservation projects?’
I tackle this question by closely analyzing a set of
interactive workshops with the Wayuu people,
facilitated by MIMAC. During these workshops,
focal points for capacity building programs were
to be identified. I consider a) how the political
ecological context affects relations between
MIMAC personnel and the Wayuu (chapter 5), b)
what methods are used in facilitating these
workshops (chapter 6), and c) how the responses
of the Wayuu are presented afterwards, and
what planned interventions follow from this
(chapter 7).
I show that the MIMAC workshops take place
within a complex political ecological context. A
context that has been characterized by a long
history of repression, struggles for territory and
vital resources, and where corruption is said to
occur at many different levels in many different
forms. This has led to a deeply rooted distrust in
governing authorities and has characterized the
way many Wayuu community leaders interact
with outsiders. Inadequate consultation
processes in the past in a neighboring National
Park have made it extra challenging for MIMAC
to operate in the area.
Closely observing what happens at these
workshops, I find that, although unintentionally,
responses of the participants tend to be steered
to fit the conservation ideals of the facilitators.
The use of rhetorical questions leads towards
affirmation of conservation priorities as deemed
important by the facilitators. I question whether
it is up to external actors to determine which
cultural values should be conserved and which
shouldn’t.
The conclusions drawn up in the report following
the workshops include that faith in the Wayuu
god of the sea should be restored, as she would
condemn unsustainable resource usage. At the

same time, the Wayuu institutional organization
and capacity is reported to be weak. It is thus
proposed to provide capacity building programs
that would strengthen leadership and
negotiation skills, so that fishermen-associations
can be formed. These associations would give
the Wayuu a stronger participatory position at
decision making platforms in the area.
Further analyzing these proposals I point at the
different mechanisms for resource management
by both the Wayuu and MIMAC. MIMACs
conservation plan, like most conservation
projects around the globe, is based on an
ecosystem services approach. Ecosystem
services are valued and accredited to elements
of an ecosystem according to the service it
provides to society. Social activities and resource
extraction should ideally be done in a way that
does not compromise ecosystem functioning.
Logical, because otherwise the Wayuu would risk
losing the ecosystems they so closely depend
upon. However, the Wayuu system for resource
management is largely based on maintaining
good relations with community and family
members as well as with spirits and gods. I
postulate that the Wayuu may position
themselves within the ecosystem differently,
having a different conception of how they
influence and are influenced by their
environment. In short, rather than monitoring
their actual resources, the Wayuu focus on
monitoring user boundaries, constantly
overseeing who enters with which intentions.
I argue that without recognizing such
differences, proposed intervention methods
such as establishing fishermen’s associations
may not resonate with Wayuu life worlds. In a
concluding discussion, I stress on the Western
ontological grounds that are at the base of
management interventions such as capacity
building and institutional strengthening.
Through development and or conservation
programs, indigenous ontologies are molded and
shaped to fit into these Western institutions.
Consequently,
alternating
worldviews,
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narratives or ontologies that do not fit these
standards, tend to get sidelined. I do emphasize
that this does not happen out of malintent.
Rather, it is an exemplification of the effects of
continuing ‘deep colonialization’, which
transcends specific projects like MIMAC.
I therefore call for a caution in adopting
universally accepted (modernist) frameworks
(such as the ecosystem services approach).
Taking into account the assumptions and the
(political) contexts that formed the foundations
to these concepts, their possible implications to
subjected communities should be recognized
(investigated).
Furthermore,
project
implementation should principally be focused on
self-determination
and
autonomy,
a
commitment referred to as Autonomous Design

as proposed by Escobar (2020). This would
include a redefinition of the management
concepts capacity building and institutional
strengthening. Composed not through the
studying of indigenous communities, but with
them. Finally I convey that the crux of adopting
an ontological approach lies in an openness to
continuous self-reflection of those involved in
conservation work. Despite the scientific
paradigms or the institutional paradigms in
which conservation projects are set, one should
repeatedly evaluate what can be done within
these structures and if they may possibly need
change! With great attention to local politicalecological contexts and the workings of
ontological difference, one should continuously
be asking; ‘what are we conserving, with whom,
and on whose terms?’
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Resumen
Este tesis estudia la creación de un una área
marina protegida (MPA), en la categoría Distrito
Regional de Manejo Integral (DRMI) en La
Guajira, Colombia. Siguiendo las tendencias
globales, los ecosistemas marinos de Colombia
están amenazados. Siguiendo ambiciosos
objetivos nacionales e internacionales de
conservación, el país ha visto una proliferación
de MPAs en las últimas dos décadas. Aunque
esto suena prometedor, la eficacia de estas áreas
protegidas es muy debatida. La débil aplicación
de la ley, así como los conflictos entre las
comunidades locales y las autoridades
gubernamentales hacen que muchos parques se
denominen como parques de papel, lo cual
significa que las áreas están protegidas en papel,
pero la realidad es que no se hace ningún
progreso. En gran parte, esto es debido a la falta
de una adecuada inclusión de las comunidades
locales, a menudo indígenas, en la gestión de la
conservación.
La MPA que es el foco de esta tesis abarca las dos
bahías más septentrionales de Colombia, Bahía
Honda y Bahía Hondita. Esta remota área alberga
numerosos
ecosistemas
únicos,
como
manglares, pastos marinos y arrecifes de coral.
También, es el territorio del pueblo indígena de
los Wayuu. Los Wayuu dependen en gran
medida de los recursos naturales locales, como
el pescado y la madera. Además, la vida cotidiana
Wayuu en gran medida está influencia por dioses
y espíritus asociados al medio natural. Aunque su
cosmología ha sido significativamente moldeada
por influencias occidentales, se mantuvo
distintivamente diferente. A medida que la DRMI
se instala dentro de su territorio oficial, se
requiere su colaboración y consentimiento.
En un esfuerzo por "ir más allá de los parques de
papel", se puso en marcha el proyecto MIMAC
(Manejo Integrado Marino Costero). El proyecto
es una colaboración entre la GIZ alemana, el
Ministerio de Medio Ambiente de Colombia y la

autoridad ambiental regional de La Guajira.
MIMAC tiene la tarea de elaborar un plan de
conservación integrado para la DRMI. Integrado,
porque su objetivo es conservar los ecosistemas
vitales de la zona, pero también salvaguardar y
conservar la cultura Wayuu local. En este
momento, MIMAC está explorando la mejor
manera de incluir a las comunidades Wayuu,
cómo pueden comprometerse adecuadamente,
qué estimula su participación y cuáles deben ser
sus responsabilidades de conservación.
En los estudios de conservación en general, la
inclusión y participación de las comunidades
locales es una cuestión que genera controversia.
Las ONG’s y los proyectos de conservación
conciben un ideal de participación en el que la
comunidad
local
participa
activa
y
apasionadamente en la conservación y gestión
de sus propios recursos naturales. Esto a
menudo parece basarse en las premisas de que
las prácticas tradicionales de gestión de recursos
de las comunidades locales son inherentemente
sostenibles, así como que estas comunidades
están naturalmente dispuestas a participar. Sin
embargo, la realidad puede diferir de este ideal.
Académicos en ecología política señalan el
contexto político subyacente a ciertas prácticas
ambientalmente destructivas, explicando cómo
las trayectorias históricas de poder dan forma a
las relaciones entre la naturaleza y el hombre.
Académicos de la ontología política sostienen
además que las relaciones humano-naturaleza
en muchas comunidades indígenas parecen
tener diferencias fundamentales ontológicas en
comparación con la cosmovisión occidental en la
que se basan muchos proyectos de
conservación. Estas diferencias fundamentales
en la ontología, en la percepción de lo que es
real, están en la raíz de muchos problemas de
conservación. Sin embargo, como la ontología
occidental es la generalmente dominante, las
diferentes realidades de las comunidades
indígenas a menudo son pasadas por alto,
ignoradas o incluso reprimidas.
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Con el objetivo de no solo entender, sino más
bien reconocer y capacitar estas supuestas
diferentes ontologías, analizo el caso específico
del proyecto MIMAC a la luz de la teoría
ontológica (política). Contribuyendo así al
debate
global sobre la conservación
comunitaria, así como a los esfuerzos en curso de
MIMAC para desarrollar una colaboración justa y
equitativa con los Wayuu. Por lo tanto, la
pregunta que guía esta investigación es la
siguiente: "¿Qué significa adoptar un enfoque
ontológico y cómo puede ser valioso para los
proyectos de conservación comunitaria?”
Abordo esta cuestión analizando de cerca un
conjunto de talleres interactivos con el pueblo
Wayuu, facilitados por MIMAC. Durante estos
talleres, se debían identificar puntos focales para
la estrategia de desarrollar programas de
fortalecimiento de capacidades. Considero a)
cómo afecta el contexto político-ecológico a las
relaciones entre el personal del MIMAC y los
Wayuu (capítulo 5), b) qué métodos se utilizan
para facilitar estos talleres (capítulo 6), y c) cómo
se presentan después las respuestas de los
Wayuu, y qué intervenciones planificadas
derivan de esto (capítulo 7).
Muestro que los talleres del MIMAC tienen lugar
en un complejo contexto político-ecológico. Un
contexto que se ha caracterizado por una larga
historia de represión, luchas por el territorio y los
recursos vitales, y en el que se dice que la
corrupción ocurre en muchos niveles y de formas
muy diferentes. Esto ha provocado una
desconfianza muy arraigada en las autoridades
gubernamentales, y ha caracterizado la forma en
que muchos líderes Wayuu interactúan con los
forasteros. Los procesos de consulta previa
inadecuados en el pasado que ocurrieron en un
Parque Nacional vecino han dificultado aún más
la actuación del MIMAC en la zona.
Observando de cerca lo que sucede en estos
talleres, he encontrado que, aunque de forma no
intencionada, las respuestas de los participantes

tienden a ser dirigidas para adaptarse a los
ideales de conservación de los facilitadores. El
uso de preguntas retóricas conduce a la
afirmación de las prioridades de conservación
que los facilitadores consideran importantes. Me
cuestiono si corresponde a los actores externos
determinar qué valores culturales deben
conservarse y cuáles no.
Las conclusiones del informe tras los talleres
incluyen que se debe restaurar el respeto por la
diosa Wayuu del mar, ya que esto condenaría el
uso insostenible de los recursos. Al mismo
tiempo, se informa que la organización
institucional Wayuu y su capacidad son débiles.
Por lo tanto, se propone ofrecer programas de
desarrollo de capacidades que fortalezcan las
habilidades de liderazgo y negociación, a fin de
que se puedan formar asociaciones de
pescadores. Estas asociaciones darían a los
Wayuu una posición participativa más fuerte en
la Mesa de Pesca Artesanal de la zona.
Analizando más profundo estas propuestas,
señalo los diferentes mecanismos de gestión de
recursos naturales tanto de los Wayuu como del
MIMAC. El plan de conservación de MIMAC, al
igual que la mayoría de los proyectos de
conservación de todo el mundo, se basa en un
enfoque de servicios ecosistémicos. Los servicios
ecosistémicos son valorados por y acreditados a
elementos de un ecosistema de acuerdo con el
servicio que presta a la sociedad. Idealmente, las
actividades sociales y la extracción de recursos
deben realizarse de una manera que no
comprometa el funcionamiento de los
ecosistemas. Lógico, porque de lo contrario, los
Wayuu correrían el riesgo de perder los
ecosistemas de los que dependen tan
estrechamente. Sin embargo, el sistema Wayuu
para la gestión de recursos se basa en gran
medida en mantener buenas relaciones con los
miembros de la comunidad y la familia, así como
con los espíritus y dioses. Postulo que los Wayuu
pueden posicionarse dentro del ecosistema de
forma diferente, teniendo una concepción
distinta de cómo influyen y son influidos por su
entorno. En resumen, en lugar de supervisar sus
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recursos reales, el Wayuu se centra en
monitorear los límites de los usuarios,
supervisando constantemente quién entra con
qué intenciones.
Sostengo que, sin reconocer tales diferencias, los
métodos de intervención propuestos, así como
el establecimiento de asociaciones de
pescadores, pueden no resonar en los mundos
de la vida Wayuu. En una discusión final, subrayo
los motivos ontológicos occidentales que se
encuentran en la base de intervenciones de
gestión, como la creación de capacidad y el
fortalecimiento institucional. A través de los
programas de desarrollo y/o conservación, las
ontologías indígenas son moldeadas y formadas
para encajar en estas instituciones occidentales.
En consecuencia, las cosmovisiones, narrativas u
ontologías alternativas que no se ajustan a estos
estándares, tienden a quedar marginadas.
Insisto en que esto no ocurre por mala intención.
Se trata más bien de una ejemplificación de los
efectos de la continua "colonialización
profunda", que trasciende en proyectos
específicos como MIMAC.
Por lo tanto, hago un llamamiento a la prudencia
a la hora de adoptar marcos (modernistas)
universalmente aceptados (como el enfoque de

los servicios ecosistémicos). Teniendo en cuenta
los supuestos y los contextos (políticos) que
sirvieron como base de estos conceptos, deben
reconocerse
(investigarse)
sus
posibles
implicaciones para las comunidades afectadas.
Además, la ejecución de los proyectos debe
centrarse
principalmente
en
la
autodeterminación y la autonomía, un
compromiso denominado Diseño Autónomo
propuesto por Escobar (2020). Esto incluiría una
redefinición de los conceptos de gestión, como
creación de capacidades y fortalecimiento
institucional. Compuesto no por el estudio de las
comunidades indígenas, sino con ellas. Por
último, transmito que el quid de la adopción de
un enfoque ontológico radica en la apertura a la
autorreflexión continua de quienes participan en
el trabajo de conservación. A pesar de los
paradigmas científicos o los paradigmas
institucionales en los que se establecen los
proyectos de conservación, se debe evaluar
repetidamente lo que se puede hacer dentro de
estas estructuras, y que quizás haya que
cambiarlas. Prestando gran atención a los
contextos político-ecológicos locales y al
funcionamiento de las diferencias ontológicas,
habría que preguntarse continuamente: "¿qué
estamos conservando, con quién y en qué
términos?"
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