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PROJECT SUMMARY
United Women Artisans’ Association of Los Límites 
(ASOARTESANAS) operates in an area of northern Colombia 
which contains the last remaining population of cotton-
top tamarin monkeys. The cotton-top tamarin faces threats 
from deforestation and hunting, as well as human capture 
for sale in the illegal pet trade. ASOARTESANAS produces 
stuffed animal toys of the cotton-top tamarin, providing 
a new source of income while simultaneously raising 
awareness of the threats posed to this endangered species. 

Members also collect discarded plastic bags and transform 
them into handbags, generating income and reducing 
pollution. Women who previously had little employment 
now make on average USD 150 per month. This artisanal 
recycling activity has removed over three million plastic 
bags from local forests and streams. ASOARTESANAS 
conservation activities also include community outreach 
and training in alternative energy, including the use of clay 
woodstoves and biomass pellets.  

KEY FACTS
EQUATOR PRIZE WINNER: 2012

FOUNDED: 2004

LOCATION: Los Límites, Atlántico Department 

BENEFICIARIES: Over 150 members and their families

BIODIVERSITY: Cotton-top tamarin monkey
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The rural village of Los Límites is located in northern Colombia, 
on the border between the departments of Bolívar and Atlántico. 
The village is 50 kilometres north-east of Cartagena de Indias, 80 
kilometres south-west of Barranquilla, and 15 kilometres inland 
from the Caribbean coast. Formerly home to vast tropical dry forests 
set on rolling hills, the region is now largely deforested and used for 
commercial agriculture. However, a few patches of intact tropical dry 
forest remain in the area, and one of these is located close to Los 
Límites. 

Set in an economically marginalized area, Los Límites lacks sufficient 
livelihood opportunities to provide for the local community. It is 
common for community members, especially women, to live in the 
city of Cartagena and pursue low-wage jobs such as housekeeping. 
Incomes are spent primarily on subsistence needs and occasional 
trips back to the community. Those who remain in the village rely 
largely on natural resources to meet their daily needs. Gas stoves are 
generally beyond the financial means of community members, so 
women and children collect wood from the dry forests adjacent to 
the village for cooking.

The cotton-top tamarin

Tropical dry forests are important for their high biodiversity. The 
forests of northern Colombia are home to the endemic cotton-top 
tamarin (Saguinus oedipus, known locally as mono tití cabeciblanco), 
a small species of monkey typically weighing less than half a 
kilogramme. Cotton-top tamarins derive their name from their 
distinctive crest which resembles cotton falling around the head and 
shoulders. 

Cotton-top tamarin populations were once large enough to easily 
sustain themselves. However, in the late 1960s and early 1970s, tens 
of thousands of specimens were captured and transported to the 
United States for biomedical research. The IUCN Red List classified 
the cotton-top tamarin as ‘Endangered’ from 1982 until 2008, when it 

was reclassified as ‘Critically Endangered’ due to “a severe reduction 
in population, estimated to be greater than 80 per cent over the 
past 3 generations (18 years) due to destruction of habitat”. As of 
2010, the population remaining in the wild is estimated to be 7,300 
individuals. The urgent need to take measures against a further 
decline of numbers is clear.

There are three major threats to the cotton-top tamarin: habitat 
destruction, the illegal pet trade and local pollution. Logging of 
forests and their conversion to agricultural land has destroyed 98 
per cent of the original tamarin habitat. Colombia’s deforestation 
rate remains among the highest in the world. Moreover, tamarins 
have traditionally been captured for the illegal pet trade, often by 
local people who lack other options for income-generation. What 
remains of their habitat faces degradation from pollution, most 
notably through discarded plastic bags which, in addition to being 
aesthetically unpleasing, pose a genuine danger to wildlife. In the 
absence of a formal waste management system, most plastic bags 
in rural Colombia are thrown to the roadside or burned, posing a 
sizable environmental challenge to both people and wildlife. 

ASOARTESANAS

To address the related issues of lack of local livelihood options and 
declining tamarin numbers, Proyecto Tití, a local conservation group 
committed to the conservation of cotton-top tamarins, recruited 
15 women from Los Límites and provided training that allowed the 
women to create products from recycled materials. The hope for the 
initiative was that it would provide both local people and cotton-top 
tamarins with a brighter future. In 2004, this initial group of women 
formed the United Artisans’ Association of Los Límites (Asociación de 
Artesanas Unidas de Los Límites - ASOARTESANAS), a community-
based and community-led cooperative composed primarily of poor, 
rural women who previously had few educational or employment 
opportunities.  In 2006, ASOARTESANAS met the criteria to become 
a registered business in Colombia. 

Background and Context
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The group has since developed an innovative entrepreneurial 
project that empowers its members to generate income while 
simultaneously protecting the critically-endangered cotton-top 
tamarin and its forest habitat. In collaboration with Proyecto Tití, 
ASOARTESANAS has launched ‘eco-mochila’ and tamarin plush toy 
projects. 

The women members of the association collect discarded plastic 
bags and transform them into colourfully designed, hand-crocheted 
tote bags (eco-mochilas). This exercise removes plastic bags from 
the tamarin habitat, which were posing risks to the species through 
accidental ingestion and disease transmission, and simultaneously 
provides a source of income to ASOARTESANAS members. The 
association also produces and markets hand-made cotton-top 
tamarin plush toys for sale in national and international markets, 
which bring in income and also raise awareness of the plight to 
protect the cotton-top tamarin. 

The cooperative is composed entirely of members of the Los 
Límites community and has grown from 15 to over 150 members 
since its establishment in 2004. When ASOARTESANAS began, its 
15 members did everything from collecting the raw material to 
making the products, overseeing quality control and packaging 
and distribution. Now, with over 150 members, the association 
has engaged the entire community in plastic bag collection and 
created several artisan groups that are managed as small business 

cooperatives. These cooperatives have set up a governing structure 
that includes an elected Board of Directors, senior artisans and 
contributing artisans to provide leadership and long-term viability.

As ASOARTESANAS has grown, so too has its governance structure.  
The organization has had to adapt to accommodate its now 
150-strong membership. Among several adjustments that have 
been made, several individual artisan groups are managed as small 
business cooperatives, which are governed by an overarching 
Board of Directors. Senior artisans continue to receive training from 
Proyecto Tití on cotton-top tamarin conservation and environmental 
education strategies, business management, and the sale and 
marketing of locally-produced bags and toys. In turn, senior level 
artisans recruit and deliver skills training to new artisans to build the 
long-term viability of the initiative. 

By providing alternative sources of income, the ASOARTESANAS 
initiative helps to reduce pressure on tropical dry forests and the 
tamarins that live in them. It has also provided the women of Los 
Límites with meaningful livelihoods to help them raise their families 
out of poverty. Members are trained not only as artisans, but also 
as conservation leaders, spokeswomen, and businesswomen. 
Building their skills and confidence has helped to strengthen their 
voice within their communities and has brought an underserved 
and unrepresented population into the national and international 
spotlight.
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Key Activities and Innovations

The primary activities of ASOARTESANAS are the production of 
eco-mochilas from discarded plastic bags and cotton-top tamarin 
plush toys to raise awareness of the species’ endangered status. 
These activities provide livelihoods and much-needed sources of 
income to the women of Los Límites, while helping to protect the 
cotton-top tamarin and its habitat.

Turning waste into income

The women of ASOARTESANAS collect discarded plastic bags 
and crochet them into colourful tote bags they call eco-mochilas. 
Mochilas are a type of traditional bag made in Colombia, which 
the artisans of ASOARTESANAS reconceptualised and redesigned 
so they could be made from plastic. Proyecto Tití staff worked 
with a small group of women in Los Límites to develop the plastic 
crocheting technique. Each eco-mochila is made of between 100 
and 120 plastic bags and takes between three to five days to make 
by hand. 

Because Los Límites has no reliable refuse collection or recycling 
programmes, participating women go door-to-door in the 
community to collect used plastic bags.  Local awareness of the 
enterprise is high, and with no direction, children now collect plastic 
bags they find discarded in the community and the surrounding 
forests and bring them to ASOARTESANAS members.  The bags are 
cleaned and then cut into strips which are then woven to create the 
mochilas. This process removes plastic bags from environmentally-
sensitive areas where they pose a risk to wildlife and ecosystem 
functioning. 

The Association’s first order of 40 eco-mochilas came from the 
United States. The group now exports to the United States, Central 
America and Europe. Since the initiative began, millions of plastic 
bags that might otherwise have ended up in the local forest have 
been transformed into eco-mochilas.

Creating a tamarin proxy to raise awareness

The women of ASOARTESANAS also produce plush toy cotton-
tops. The intention behind the plush toys is twofold. First, to raise 
awareness of the plight of the endangered cotton-top tamarind, 
and second, to replace live tamarin monkeys as household pets. 
The plush toy provides an alternative to purchasing live animals 
and reduces the incentive for people to engage in the illegal pet 
trade. The product represents an innovation in Colombia, as it was 
the first of its kind to be produced and sold in the country. 

ASOARTESANAS holds awareness-raising campaigns during which 
local communities are taught about the devastating effects the pet 
trade has on wild population of tamarins. The monkey has become 
a great source of local pride and an honoured community symbol 
celebrated every year aince 2007 on ‘Cotton-top Tamarin Day’.

Reducing local impacts on forests

Working in close cooperation with Proyecto Tití, ASOARTESANAS‘s 
leadership has been instrumental in introducing fuel-efficient 
stoves in the region. These stoves, known as bindes, reduce the 
amount of firewood needed for cooking by two-thirds, decreasing 
pressure on local forests by limiting fuel wood collection. The 
association also promotes the production of fence posts from 
recycled materials (rather than wood) and the use of organic 
waste briquettes instead of firewood. Additionally, members act 
as conservation ambassadors, encouraging friends and family 
to stop using the forest in unsustainable ways. The artisans work 
with Proyecto Tití to measure the impact of these projects in their 
communities. The women have successfully pulled their families out 
of extreme poverty and decreased unsustainable dependence on 
key forest habitats for the cotton-top tamarin, helping contribute 
to its long-term survival.
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Impacts

BIODIVERSITY IMPACTS
ASOARTESANAS activities and interventions have had sizable 
environmental benefits in the region, for local ecosystem 
functioning as well as safeguarding the threatened population of 
cotton-top tamarins. The production of eco-mochilas and plush toys 
provides an income stream that does not depend on degrading or 
overexploiting the local environment, but instead helps to conserve 
it. This is noteworthy in a region where the local economy has 
historically relied on logging, hunting and other unsustainable 
extractive activities.    

Conservation of a flagship species

Since ASOARTESANAS began, there has been a marked reduction in 
reports of cotton-top tamarins being introduced into the illegal pet 
trade. In addition to producing the crafts sold under the association 
name, women artisans work within their community to police wildlife 
trafficking.  The once prevalent practice of keeping tamarins as pets 
has also reduced considerably. A focus on this flagship species has 
enabled the association and Proyecto Tití to more broadly promote 
conservation of the tamarin habitat. By raising awareness of the 
need to conserve the cotton-top, the project intends to conserve the 
remaining forest patches that provide habitat for an array of wildlife, 
including many migratory bird species that winter in Colombia.

The project has empowered the women of Los Límites to become 
active agents of change in local conservation and in transforming 
the local economy. Association members take great pride in 
knowing that their products contribute to the conservation of 
Colombia’s forests and wildlife and are proud to see their products 
sold in countries around the world. The eco-mochilas have been 
certified as ‘Wildlife Friendly’, and have successfully raised awareness 
of the plight of the critically-endangered tamarin. The artisans 
have become champions for forest conservation and are capable 
spokespeople for conservation efforts when they are selling their 

products. This empowering effect is arguably the initiative’s most 
important conservation achievement, rooting long-term ecosystem 
management in local capacity and innovation.

Despite these achievements, cotton-top tamarins still face persistent 
threats to their survival. Proyecto Tití works in less than 30 percent 
of the species’ range, with ASOARTESANAS the prime example of its 
positive collaboration with local communities. Habitat destruction 
throughout the remainder of the species’ range is rampant, stemming 
primarily from large-scale conversion of forest land for agriculture. 
The future expansion of alternative livelihood programmes such as 
the ASOARTESANAS model will rely on securing reliable markets for 
the crafts produced.

Additional environmental benefits

The eco-mochila project has removed more than three million plastic 
bags from an area that lacks sufficient waste management systems. 
With the expansion of the initiative, the women of ASOARTESANAS 



will continue to reuse hundreds of thousands of plastic bags 
every year. Other activities undertaken by ASOARTESANAS and 
Proyecto Tití also contribute to a healthier environment around 
Los Límites. The binde cooking stoves burn fuel more efficiently, 
reducing firewood consumption and exposure to smoke. ‘Tití 
Leña’ compressed briquettes, made out of organic waste, are an 
alternative to firewood.  A family of five that would normally burn 15 
logs per day to cook their meals will only use about five logs per day 
when they use a binde and none at all if they also have access to ‘Tití 
Leña’ briquettes. These activities complement the main activities of 
ASOARTESANAS to reduce deforestation in critical tamarin habitats. 

SOCIOECONOMIC IMPACTS
ASOARTESANAS has become a platform for the empowerment of 
por, rural artisans, particularly women, providing them with income-
generating opportunities that also contribute to environmental 
sustainability.  The network has grown to over 150 women. Without 
exception, before the association was formed members had few 
economic prospects. Through the production of eco-mochilas and 
plush toys, each member now earns an average wage of USD 150 per 
month. Without this, many members would have to travel to cities 
like Barranquilla or Cartagena to find work as domestic labourers – 
physically demanding, low-paid work that would take them away 
from their families. The eco-mochila and plush toy initiatives have 
provided women with income as well as flexible work schedules 
which allow for child care and household commitments. Members 
are able to choose their own hours, depending on pending orders.

A focus on women’s empowerment

Although some children and a few men help with the eco-mochila 
project, ASOARTESANAS is first and foremost an initiative run by 
women, for women.  The association provides a platform for women 
to gain a measure of agency in shaping the local economy and 
creating livelihood options to ensure the wellbeing of their families 
and the wider community.  It has also given its members greater 
financial independence.  Members have not only become successful 
conservation entrepreneurs, but have emerged as leaders in their 
community and spokeswomen on a number of environmental, social 
and political issues. Membership in the association has translated to 
improved social mobility too, as women who once rarely left their 
village now regularly travel to other communities in Colombia to 
share the story of their business.  

Training in leadership and business management has led to a 
proliferation of small-scale businesses. Local local women have 
gained knowledge on banking and accounting procedures and the 
skills to manage their finances. A knowledge sharing and exchange 
programme has been established whereby association members 
with advanced training help to train new members.

Revenues from activities have been reinvested into the community, 
leading to greater economic wellbeing but also to improved access 
to essential services. Improvements at the household level (e.g. 
purchasing of washing machines, refrigerators) have been matched 

by investments in education, child care and health.  Several women 
members have come together to establish a daycare centre for their 
children, where they receive supervision, an education that may 
have previously been beyond their means and three meals a day.  
This and other collective investments in education and public health 
have led to a decrease in malnutrition rates, as well as a notable 
reduction in general health problems.       

POLICY IMPACTS
As part of its activities, Proyecto Tití is engaged in efforts to develop 
the first protected area for cotton-top tamarins in northern Colombia. 
In 2012, in a positive development that owed much to the efforts 
of civil society conservation organizations like ASOARTESANAS, 
the Colombian government announced the creation of a regional 
protected area for cotton-tops. Members of ASOARTESANAS and 
their families are providing support and valuable input to the 
establishment of the reserve. 

The women of ASOARTESANAS played an instrumental support role 
in Proyecto Tití’s efforts to stop the construction of a regional airport 
for the cities of Cartagena and Barranquilla in 2010.  The airport 
would have increased threat to local forests and compromised 
the local community. Together, Proyecto Tití and ASOARTESANAS 
campaigned in their villages and spoke out to local and national 
media, arguing that the project was not in the best interests of 
local communities or cotton-top tamarins. The campaign brought 
ASOARTESANAS a considerable amount of publicity as a legitimate 
force for positive environmental and economic change in the region. 
Concerns about the cotton-top tamarins featured prominently in 
local and regional coverage on the airport project. The message even 
attracted international attention as a US-produced documentary 
film ‘Cotton-top’ (or ‘Cabeciblancos’, 2010) featured members of 
ASOARTESANAS explaining the benefits of their initiative and the 
dangers posed by the airport. This campaign – as well as a prohibitive 
projected budget for the airports construction – led the Colombian 
civil aviation authority to deem the proposal ‘not viable’ in 2011.

8
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Sustainability and Replication

SUSTAINABILITY
In addition to earning a good income for their families and 
contributing to conservation, the enterprising members of 
ASOARTESANAS have been trained in savings and investment. As 
just one example, the cooperative saved enough money to buy a 
plot of land for the construction of a conservation centre that serves 
both as a workshop for artisans and a learning centre for cotton-top 
tamarin conservation. The centre opened its doors in August 2010 
during the ‘Cotton-top Tamarin Day’ celebration in Colombia. 

In the aftermath of the global economic crisis, ASOARTESANAS 
experienced decreased demand for its products. In response, the 
cooperative is in the process of exploring new markets and working 
with local and national partners to test new product marketability. To 
adapt to market demand for less expensive products, ASOARTESANAS 
now makes bracelets, smaller tote bags, and customizes products for 
organizations and conventions. International assistance was sought 
via the Emerging Wildlife Conservation Leaders (EWCL) initiative, 
a leadership programme for mid-career conservationists that 
executes conservation campaigns for endangered species. EWCL 
was approached by Proyecto Tití for help in finding new markets for 
eco-mochilas, and has so far used social networking sites, events, 
and media exposure to identify these opportunities. 

REPLICATION
To date, ASOARTESANAS has trained more than 300 women and 
removed more than three million plastic bags from local forests. 
Senior artisans train new artisans in a replication model that has 
allowed the association to grow from a membership of 15 women to 
the current network of 150. 

Veteran artisans of ASOARTESANAS have travelled to other 
departments in Colombia, including Santander, Bolívar, Córdoba, 

Choco and Huila, to deliver workshops on how to make eco-mochilas. 
Workshop participants learn not only how to crochet with plastic, 
but also small business management skills. 

ASOARTESANAS members also share their experiences regionally 
and internationally and have catalysed a global eco-mochila 
network. In 2006, they invited six women from Costa Rica, Nicaragua 
and Panama working with the Wider Caribbean Sea Turtle Network 
(WIDECAST) to visit Colombia and learn how to make eco-mochilas. 
On returning to their home countries, each of these women initiated 
their own eco-mochila project to generate income and conserve 
sea-turtles, which are often harmed when they eat discarded plastic 
bags floating in the ocean. 
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Outside of Latin America, ASOARTESANAS was invited to share its 
programme with communities in Madagascar where plastic bag 
waste is a major problem and poses a threat to lemurs.  

PARTNERS
Proyecto Tití: ASOARTESANAS was established in close collaboration 
with the local non-profit conservation group, Proyecto Tití. This NGO 
has worked since 1985 to protect the critically-endangered cotton-
top tamarin of northern Colombia, engaging rural forest communities 
to create sustainable development activities as an alternative to 
deforestation and illegal capture of tamarins. Proyecto Tití provided 
initial training to the founders of what has become ASOARTESANAS, 
and continues to provide financial and technical assistance to the 
cooperative on request, to ensure that it is effectively managed and 
fiscally sound. 

One example of their on-going engagement is the construction 
of the community conservation centre. ASOARTESANAS saved the 
money to buy the land for the centre, while Proyecto Tití helped 
raise funds for construction by facilitating outreach to national and 
international donors. The conservation centre is co-managed with 
Proyecto Tití, which allows the organization to continue to train new 
community leaders and manage this important community resource 
effectively. 

US Fish and Wildlife Service - Wildlife Without Borders: Through 
Proyecto Tití, ASOARTESANAS has been assisted by the US Fish and 
Wildlife Service (FWS) Wildlife Without Borders funding mechanism. 
The FWS has contributed USD 78,385 (in addition to USD 48,560 in 
leveraged funds) to ‘expand sustainable development activities for 
rural communities in order to reduce forest resource extraction in 
cotton-top tamarin habitat’.

Local government authorities: ASOARTESANAS work has attracted 
the attention of local government authorities.  The association 
has been able to foment healthy relationships with the regional 
environmental authority (CARDIQUE) as well as with Colombia’s 
National Learning Service (SENA).

MBAs Without Borders and Rollins College: This organization 
artnered with ASOARTESANAS to conduct market analysis for their 
artisanal products. 

Wildlife Friendly Enterprise Network: The network certified 
ASOARTESANAS’s eco-mochilas as ‘Wildlife Friendly’.

Walt Disney Company: The world-famous media giant partners 
with ASOARTESANAS to sell eco-mochilas and bracelets at Disney’s 
Animal Kingdom and Disney’s Vero Beach Resort in the United States. 

Barranquilla Zoo: The zoo partners with ASOARTESANAS to sell the 
cotton-top tamarin plush toy. 
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