Fundaexpresión - Colombia

PROGRESS REPORT

1.  Activities in the past period: what has been done and what will change 

1) Evaluate, in your own words, the activities carried out. For example: how did they go? Were they successful or did you experience any difficulties? Were there any interesting or unexpected outcomes? What was the response from the participants?

The numerous community meetings, training events, collective work-days and field activities, have demonstrated that the local people are committed to being an active part of the network of nature reserves in the Soto Province. The consolidation of the community-based network, which we have endorsed as Colectivo de Reservas Campesinas y Comunitarias de Santander, has confirmed that joint recognition and mutual support between communities creates a strong sense of territorial - cultural identity and extends the positive impacts of conservation beyond the boarders of the pilot conservation areas. One significant project achievement is this aroused self-conviction and belief of the participants in their own knowledge and capacities; the nature reserves have enhanced the local peoples’ awareness to conserve and protect biodiversity.

This has been greatly facilitated by the established pedagogical and organisational structure of the Campesino School of Agroecology, and the accumulated recognition of the community-based associations within the rural localities. Community-to-community exchanges have been fundamental, and have allowed us to share experiences and viewpoints on forest conservation with rural families situated in 4 Andean bioregions from the Santander department. In close collaboration with the rural associations, we are developing a clear agenda for action for this community partnership, which focuses efforts on the need to empower local people to protect these ecosystems, as an essential part of cultural and environmental patrimony.
Community meetings to facilitate project planning and activity co-ordination have been held on a monthly basis, which has allowed us to build-up a strong working relationship based on friendship and mutual support with the community leaders. We have also seen a great motivation within the rural youth and women’s groups, this has permitted us to build social alliances between women’s associations, and with regional schools and colleges, and we have also been privileged to receive educational visits to the nature reserves from national universities.

Project work to support and promote alternative production and marketing schemes with the rural associations has also been productive. This work has focused on multiplying community initiatives related to the sustainable use of agro-biodiversity (herbal medicines, biomaterials for packaging, native seed banks, ornamental plant nurseries, hen raising and diverse food processing techniques (fruit wines, maize products, chocolate), handicrafts and ecological construction techniques.

At regional and national level we have organized and participated actively in numerous social forums and institutional events that have focused on the issues of Water, Biodiversity and Ecosystem Conservation, the audiences have been diverse and with high attendance. This has also resulted in the consolidation of formal alliances: for example, with the regional environmental authority - CDMB to investigate and propagate endangered species of flora; and to be co-partners of national case-study investigations on agro-biodiversity and sustainable rural development. Also at an international level, we have been able to visibilise direct linkages of our community forest conservation work within platforms such as the Climate Change and Biodiversity Negotiations, Food Sovereignty and women’s environmental movements in Latin America.

2) In case planned activities have not been carried out (yet), explain the reasons. 

Field-visits and guided walks with the community leaders have allowed us to identify emblematic flora and fauna in each pilot area, we also have been concentrating efforts to develop ecological maps of the nature reserves (zonification, land-use, biophysical characteristics). These activities will facilitate the next project stage relating to the participatory design of a clear set of guidelines for sustainable use and management of the nature reserve areas. 

3) In case of problems that affected the progress of your project, explain what you will do to avoid such problems from happening again.

We have understood that the underlying causes of deforestation and forest fragmentation are immersed in complex cultural, social and economic contexts. Typically, institutional policies have created a concept of “conservation without local participation”, which has resulted in the displacement of peasant land-rights and their access to local resources. Economic agro-development models based on mono-crops have also eroded food sovereignty and the perception of forest ecosystems as a collective patrimony. The countries political and economic crisis has also historically marginalised peasant communities, particularly the rural youth. 

From this perspective, we have ascertained that the extension of community forest conservation work, requires sustained efforts and methodologies that raise community self-awareness with a strong emphasis on education, capacity-building and territorial identity. It has been interesting to see how community-to-community dialogue can progressively motivate more local families, so that they feel an active part of the forest conservation process in their rural localities.
4) Describe any new, unplanned activities that were undertaken in this reporting period. 

We have designed a market-tent which has been installed in different cultural fairs and public events to collectively promote the agroecological products of the local communities, as well as to visibilise the work and experience of the Agroecological School and the Network of Community-based Reserves. Moreover, the Botanic Gardens of Floridablanca have provided a kiosk for marketing of organic products, ornamental flowers and local handicrafts. The rural communities have established local marketing and battering schemes within their rural localities, as well as direct marketing of organic products to associations of communitarian mothers and groups of small-shops in the urban areas.
5) Are there any new activities, not mentioned in the original project proposal, which you would like to carry out in the remaining period to achieve the expected results? Please explain. 

Rather than new activities, we have foreseen the need to strengthen and invest more time and effort in certain project activities which are key to the sustainability and long-term results of the project: 

· Maintain and extend benefits of the 3-day community training sessions of the Campesino Agroecological School, in the next project stage we plan to hold 3 events. 

· Foster and disseminate monitoring work on flora and fauna, as part of the management plans in the nature reserve areas.

· Develop additional community planning meetings, exchanges and extend stakeholder dialogue work.

· Continue to support and encourage community marketing schemes (promotion, public-awareness raising, planning and cooperative alliances).

6) If you did not carry out certain activities in the past period as planned or if you are planning to carry out new activities in the next period, would this have implications for your budget? Please mention any (expected) changes in your financial report as well. 

We would like to kindly request consideration and approval of several top-ups in budget-line activities as indicated in the financial report. These budget re-allocations would allow us to enhance the activities prioritised in Section 5, and take advantage of a small budget surplus due to a favourable exchange rate in the first project instalment. 

2. Other comments and observations

· An important lesson and project achievement has been the mutual support and motivation that cross-networking (Lebrija - Floridablanca - Matanza) has achieved between the local people and community promoters within the pilot conservation areas, this has allowed the associations to reaffirm their technical and social skills for ecosystem conservation and management. 

· We have been satisfied to see how the organisational structure of the Campesino School of Agroecology has allowed project results to be disseminated to diverse rural localities, benefiting farmer associations from 14 municipalities of the Santander region. This has allowed us to better understand specific local contexts and threats to forest conservation and define guiding principles for the community-based network and the potential for replica of community nature reserves in the region.

· The “minga” or “convite” is a traditional element of indigenous and peasant rural society, and although it has been somewhat marginalised by recent development models, it is still present in many communities. During project work, these community work-days have revived a spirit of friendship and collaboration to complete specific tasks related to the nature reserves. Enhanced sensitivity to flora and fauna has also been promoted through cultural and artistic work (photography, painting, poetry, pottery, story writing).
· This project has provided interesting perspectives for conservation of threatened and fragmented areas of Andean forests in the north-eastern region of Colombia. Community leaders have been able to improve and enhance their traditional knowledge of agro-biodiversity, and to envision the forest as a patrimony, connected to spirituality, nature and water cycles, cultural identity, micro-climates, as a source of biomaterials, etc. 

