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ASSOCIATION OF INDIGENOUS AND
PEASANT PRODUCERS (ASPROINCA)

Colombia

PROJECT SUMMARY

KEY FACTS

Based in the northern Caldas region of Colombia, the
Association of Indigenous and Peasant Producers (Asociación
de Productores Indígenas y Campesinos - ASPROINCA) is a
community-based organization that works with close to 350
indigenous farming families to diversify their agricultural
production in an environmentally responsible manner.

EQUATOR PRIZE WINNER: 2008
FOUNDED: 1995
LOCATION: Southern Colombian Andes

A key objective of the association is ending local dependence
on coffee production. The initiative promotes sustainable
agricultural practices and encourages the recovery of
native varieties of beans, maize, panelera cane, and fodder
plants to increase household food security. ASPROINCA also
trains farmers to harness biogas from animal waste, thereby
relieving pressure on surrounding forests for firewood. The
adoption of sustainable eco-agricultural practices preserves
the area as a critical micro-watershed that serves the rural
peasant communities of Riosucio, Supia and Qunchia.

BENEFICIARIES: 350 communities
BIODIVERSITY: 70 native food seeds, Andean forest reserves
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Background and Context

The municipality of Riosucio is located in the northwestern sector
of Caldas, Colombia. The landscape is marked by an undulating
topography, while the area enjoys a diversity of climates, from
the warm banks of the Cauca River, to the highlands where the
Risaralda River originates. The surrounding Andean forests, however,
face steady and mounting pressures and are gradually receding.
Ranching, land conversion for agriculture (for export crops such as
coffee), and logging are the primary drivers of deforestation in the
region. Urbanization, rural environmental degradation, and the
depletion of water sources have further contributed to the instability
of ecosystems.

Peasant Producers (ASPROINCA) evolved. ASPROINCA is a legally
registered environmental organization comprised of 350 indigenous
families located in the northwest of the Andean Caldas region of
Colombia. ASPROINCA also works indirectly with the rural peasant
communities of Riosucio, Supia and Qunchia who depend on the
micro-watershed that defines the region. Its vision is local people
diversifying their production and reducing their dependence on
external markets. The association recovers the productivity of vital
resources, promotes alternative conservation and development
models, and creates collective working and meeting spaces to avoid
the destruction of local culture. Importantly, ASPROINCA is dedicated
to defending community territory and promoting community-based
natural resource management strategies, including for conservation
activities and food production, to enable greater food security and
self-sufficiency. The association prioritizes the skills and knowledge
of local smallholder farmers, while also encouraging the uptake of
new agricultural techniques.

Local agricultural systems
The structure of land tenure in Caldas has always been based on
family production units: small farms of between one and three
hectares. Farmers have traditionally engaged in agriculture – crops
that are adapted to the cold weather – and livestock rearing. The
domestication of lands in the colonization period was done through
sown fields and slashed areas. In sown fields, cassava, sugarcane
and bananas were planted. In slashed areas, corn, beans and
arracacha (a type of tuber) were planted. This system again shifted
to accommodate mono-cropping, particularly for coffee. Not all
communities transitioned wholesale, with some maintaining a more
traditional system of planting food together with coffee. For the
majority that did transition, however, it resulted in the loss of local
knowledge, seed diversity, and practices and production systems
that communities had developed over generations as a strategy
for reducing environmental and economic risks. This traditional
ecological knowledge was particularly important in enabling Caldas
farmers to adapt to the region’s adverse environmental conditions –
marginal soils, drylands, and steep slopes.

ASPROINCA maintains the following objectives that guide its work:

An indigenous movement for smallholder self-sufficiency
It was against this backdrop that the Association of Indigenous and
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1.

Support the establishment of diversified and integrated
farming practices, including livestock rearing.

2.

Promote and advance a participatory, sustainable and inclusive
rural development model which emphasizes both socioeconomic and environmental justice, e.g. improvements
in the quality of life and standard of living of local farmers
(rural producers) as well as environmental improvements and
conservation.

3.

Advance a participatory approach in forging collective action
solutions to environmental challenges and production
problems common to local families.

4.

Integrate the association into local, regional and national
forums that advocate for the resolution of environmental
conflicts, the protection of biodiversity, and the promotion of
food security and food sovereignty.

strategies for environment and resource planning. These resource
management plans incorporate strategies for new and sustainable
livelihoods as well as biodiversity conservation. On the conservation
and ecosystem recovery side, the organization has established
forage banks and biological corridors for endemic wildlife. Special
emphasis in ASPROINCA programming is given to genetic diversity
in the conservation and reintroduction of local seeds for use in
food, traditional medicine, and the recovery of native species that
are essential for sustainable watershed functioning. Amongst the
micro-watershed interventions are activities in soil restoration and
wastewater treatment. The association has installed more than 250
bio-digesters, 25 septic systems, and hundreds of composting boxes
for organic fertilizer.

Agricultural extension and knowledge sharing
The association provides direct training to its member families in a
number of areas, including business management and alternative
production technologies to improve farm outputs, broaden
livelihood options, ensure food security, and provide for long-term
environmental sustainability. The target scale is individual family
production units. Workshops on sustainable farming practices and
livestock management are bolstered by product marketing support
and improvements in production infrastructure – stables, garages,
barns, and orchards. Over 20 eco-agriculture “solidarity markets”
have been established to link community-based products into
market supply-chains. These are complemented by five regional
agricultural “swap markets”. In addition, over 90 greenhouses have
also been built for growing vegetables, as well as medicinal and
ornamental plants.

ASPROINCA evolved endogenously as a response to a clear
need – that of the indigenous peasant communities in Caldas for
improved livelihood options and better-coordinated local resource
management strategies. The market instability of cash-crops such
as coffee and sugar, the high costs of agricultural inputs (fertilizers
and pesticides), and the escalating degradation of local ecosystems
demanded community-based responses that would prioritize the
needs of farmer families.

Emphasis is placed on the sharing of experience and lessons learned.
This sharing is facilitated through community-to-community and
family-to-family knowledge exchanges and site visits. The exchange
process enables communities to adapt, innovate and adjust their
work based on what agricultural and environmental management
techniques are proving successful in the wider community and those
that are not. It also reduces the unnecessary repetition of mistakes.
A rotating community fund for family and group credit is in place
to finance the uptake of good ideas and incentivize new collective
action innovations.

Organizational structure
The association is governed by a General Assembly of elected
representatives of member families. The General Assembly oversees
the coordination of family groups by field of work, the mobilization
of women’s self-help groups, and the activities of a number of
environmental committees. A Managing Board oversees a team of
‘promoting farmers’ who act as technical extension officers in the
community.

Enhancing watershed functions
Another target scale for ASPROINCA interventions is the microwatershed, where families are supported to coordinate local
Fig. 1: ASPROINCA organizational structure

General Assembly of associated families
Coordination groups of
families by area of work

Organized groups of
women
Administrative Board
Team of farmer-promoters

Source: ASPROINCA and Grupo Semillas
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Environmental
Committees

Key Activities and Innovations

A diagnostic approach to watershed-level interventions

To advance its methodology, the association aims to have full
and active community participation and to create platforms for
information and knowledge exchange. ASPROINCA uses monitoring
and evaluation tools to document changes in the quality of the
local environment. Participatory environmental diagnostics,
management studies, and social maps are all employed to identify
the cause of such changes. The association also works to document
the relationship between different environmental elements, e.g.
climate, soil, vegetation, geology, and hydrology and the impact
farm activities have on these systems.

ASPROINCA develops tailored strategies for individual farms. It
reviews the state of each farm and uses these individual assessments
to develop interventions and a strategic plan that responds to the
specific needs and challenges associated with the productive
systems of each farmer. ASPROINCA calls this “property diagnostics”,
and they are undertaken in conjunction with an environmental
review of each farm. Property management plans are developed
with a focus on agro-ecology and determine needed adjustments
to the production landscape as well as any new technologies that
would be beneficial. These plans are then elaborated in consultation
with each family with the support of a promoter, who prioritizes the
problems, identifies viable solutions, and explores potential capacity
building and training options. After going through this procedure,
families are then eligible to access resources through a rotating
credit fund.

A portfolio of resource management strategies
Once individual farm diagnostics are complete, ASPROINCA has a
deep toolbox of expertise to draw from as needed. Interventions
often include minimal farming, slow-form terracing with stone or
soil slopes, individual terracing, planting ‘living barriers’, contour
furrows, infiltration ditches, deviation ditches and bioengineering
works, vegetative soil cover, selective weeding, use of green
fertilizers, incorporation of organic fertilizers, and dung treatment
to manufacture organic fertilizer. These practices have served
to conserve the tilled layer of the soil, avoid further soil erosion,
facilitate greater infiltration of water, increase crop production,
increase soil fertility, and provide secondary benefits and products
from the living barriers (including hay, food, firewood, medicine,
wood, and fruit trees). ASPROINCA also works to increase on-farm
plant species diversity, often through crop rotation and the use of
‘cover crops’. Farmers have diversified their crops, reduced disease
and infestation without resorting to chemical inputs, raised overall
farm outputs, maintained the chemical and biological fertility of the
soil, and recovered traditional practices and ecological management
systems. ASPROINCA is also directly involved in forest management,
rehabilitation and conservation. Its project activities have focused
on combining croplands and forests, planting native trees on
the perimeter of farmlands and pastures, and integrating animal
husbandry into forest landscapes.

It is also by way of this process that individual family farms are
integrated into one of three micro-watershed networks that are
overseen by ASPROINCA. The micro-watershed initiative was
started in 2007 to mobilize a range of stakeholders to defend
community rights to their land. Environmental committees for each
micro-watershed carry out diagnostic studies and environmental
assessments to evaluate the state of natural resources, how best
to coordinate community-based natural resource management
efforts, levels of pollution, the erosion of soil, and more. Once the
various problems of each micro-basin have been mapped – those
concerning biodiversity, water, forest and soil – management plans
are drafted by community boards. ASPROINCA uses the microwatersheds for water management and conservation, as the basis
of sustainable land management planning, to protect springs and
bodies of water that contain native shrubs and trees, to install
waste water treatment facilities, to develop systems for the capture
and collection of rainwater, to establish small pools for raising and
fattening fish, to channel runoff water to further soil restoration, to
mitigate pollution impacts, and to organize family-based systems for
irrigating farmlands.
6

Animal husbandry focuses on but is not limited to sustainable
cattle ranching. Cattle-raising is considered an integral part of the
farm’s production system, as it contributes to the viability of the
property by making the most of energy, transforming fruit, grass and
agricultural by-products into meat, milk and eggs, and providing
organic material that improves soil fertility, thereby increasing the
level of productivity. ASPROINCA interventions in this area have
focused on raising sheep and cows, integrated livestock and agroforestry, hay banks and meadow rotation, alternative systems of
animal feeding, and local production of concentrated food and
flour from the farm. The activities have helped to balance the food
supply for animals, supplement animal feeding by using hay and
farm by-products, reduced dependency on external inputs, avoided
competition between crops used for family consumption and those

used for feeding animals, and enabled animals to play a central role
in the local production of energy, income and food.
Among the key innovations of the association have been the
introduction of bio-digesters, of bio-engineering technology for the
ecological restoration of soils, of community septic systems (with
biological filters) for the management of waste and wastewater,
of local seed banks, of a range of alternative energy systems (that
draw sustainably from local resources), of participatory land
management plans and social mapping for the micro-watersheds,
and of participatory planning for sustainable agricultural production
systems.

Fig. 2: The Biodigester

Source: ASPROINCA and Grupo Semillas
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Impacts

BIODIVERSITY IMPACTS

Over 60 percent of ASPROINCA member have adopted this strategy
to produce energy on their farms. Bio-digestors have reduced
consumption of firewood in the western region of the department
of Caldas by over 60 percent. In addition, bio-digestors have spread
as an appropriate and low cost technology to other regions of the
Andean zone of Colombia (including the Valley of the Cauca, the
Cauca, and Quindío). The most frequent use of bio-gas by the families
who have adopted this technology is for baking and providing heat
for pigs. Stoves and heaters can be adapted to use this fuel, and the
effluent is used as a source of organic fertilizer for fodder, hay fields,
commercial croplands (fruits, coffee, banana, and sugar cane) and
pastures. On average, the families associated with ASPROINCA who
make use of this bio-gas receive 6 to 8 hours of energy per day per
family.

Over 280 families, occupying a total of 1,300 hectares of land,
with an average of 2.5 hectares per family, have restructured
their production systems based on principles of sustainability,
ecoagriculture, and the integration of agriculture into ecosystems
(rather than the conversion of land to accommodate agriculture).
The association has facilitated the recovery and reintroduction
of over 70 varieties of traditional seeds. In addition to promoting
genetic diversity, the reintroduction of traditional seed varieties has
strengthened local food security and broadened the produce base
farmers have to sell at local markets. The association has recovered
35 bean, five corn, and 10 sugarcane varieties to diversify the food
supply for local families. Importantly, ASPROINCA has planted over
3,000 trees (Montanoa quadrangularis) in the Andean forests and
established seven biological diversity reserves.

Reducing fuel consumption through innovation

Combating energy poverty at the grassroots

Another area of focus has been obtaining fuel through charcoal
production. Families that harvest coffee produce charcoal by taking
the wood from trees when they are between 10 and 12 years old. A
system of renewing the coffee plantation known as “zoca” involves
pruning the tree, thus allowing part of the trunk and the branches to
be used for firewood and charcoal. To produce the charcoal which is
used as a fuel source, coffee cultivators place the wood from pruning
in a pit, which they burn and then seal with earth. When smoke
begins to appear, they add more earth and then leave the material
for 15 to 20 days, waiting until it cools to unpack and sort according
to its size. The larger charcoal is sold, while the smaller charcoal is
used on the farm by families to feed the ecological ovens where
they cook local products for making traditional foods (corn, arepas,
bread, cheese bread, cakes, and bizcochuelos). The charcoal is also
used in combination with ash to make an organic fertilizer used on
farms, and, by some families, as fuel for the ovens where candles,
soap, and mud utensils are made.

The provision of sustainable energy has been an important impact of
the association’s work. Local demand for energy was far surpassing
what biomass energy – firewood, charcoal, etc. – could sustainably
provide. One focus for ASPROINCA has been the production of biogas through the anaerobic fermentation of organic waste from either
animal or vegetable sources. The process of anaerobic digestion
performed in a bio-digestor produces bio-gas, organic fertilizer, and
waste water. The digestion process releases the chemical energy
contained in organic matter, which becomes bio-gas. A number of
materials are used to produce the gas, including solid waste from
pigs and cattle, waste water from stables and sugar refineries,
and, in some cases, human excrement. The fertilizer produced is
chemically stable and rich in nitrogen, phosphorus, potassium and
magnesium, as well as smaller elements, which means the nutrients
are easily assimilated by plants. ASPROINCA has installed over
160 bio-digesters to generate bio-gas from animal manure, which
has reduced deforestation associated with cutting down trees for
firewood.

ASPROINCA also promotes improved stoves, used by farmers to cook
food, which use firewood as fuel, optimize heat transfer, and make
8

combustion more efficient. The ovens are designed to concentrate
heat in kitchen containers, and rely on a chimney that removes
smoke from the kitchen, eliminating a source of many public health
problems. The association also promotes the use of solar dryers,
which are used to dry agricultural products such as coffee, cacao,
and others that require drying in order to be marketed or stored.
Dryers are also used to dehydrate products to feed animals or to dry
medicinal plants. The technology is economical, allows farmers to
maximize sunlight, and avoids the use of fuel-operated dryers.

management, and mixed planting. This was similarly accompanied
by the introduction of cash crops developed for international export,
which again had a deleterious effect on rural land use strategies
developed over thousands of years.

New approaches for agricultural sustainability
The ASPROINCA approach to development and environmental
management is being advanced as an alternative way to organize,
analyze, understand and influence the transformation of local
economies, local production systems, and local ecosystems. The
organization promotes community ownership and management
of development processes and espouses local empowerment,
autonomy and self-sufficiency. Family production units are the focus
of ASPROINCA’s work. Diversified natural resource management
is promoted at the household level to provide alternatives to
traditional monoculture cash crops such as coffee and sugarcane.
Emphasis is placed on eco-agriculture and “sub-systems of ecological
production” in the areas of livestock, forestry and fisheries. By
prioritizing household level farms and diversified natural resource
management alternatives, ASPROINCA has reduced dependence on
external inputs, increased local food production and minimized the
environmental impacts caused by the imposition of monocultures.

Lastly, ASPROINCA encourages the construction and use of
greenhouses. Farmers are able to maintain a specific and controlled
microclimate without depending on external conditions. The
greenhouses are used to bolster food production and to keep
organic vegetables within reach of families, and then take surplus
produce to markets.

SOCIOECONOMIC IMPACTS
In total, the ASPROINCA initiative covers two regions and has
benefitted over 450 families. The majority of project beneficiaries
are indigenous peoples, all live in rural areas, and the vast majority
live below the national poverty line. Project beneficiaries are rural
families of indigenous and peasant small-hold farmers, local
environmental groups, cooperative production groups, women’s
self-help groups, and community water supply boards. Among
the secondary benefits that have resulted from the association
have been local access to alternative energy technology (as well
as reduced dependence on the forests for firewood) and improved
wastewater treatment.

The primary socioeconomic benefits have come in the form of
improved food security and agricultural productivity as a result
of ASPROINCA’s land management techniques and approaches.
Additionally, a micro-credit fund supports 270 families with small
loans to improve and diversify agricultural and livestock production.
These loans have spurred innovation in animal husbandry and valueadded secondary processing, which have both improved incomes
and reduced local dependence on cash crops.

Mining interests historically determined the shape of the Caldas
economy, as well as the characteristics of the population and
settlement. In the sixteenth century, the western part of Caldas
was an important center of settlement. Mining activities were
established and drew largely on the forced labor of indigenous
peoples of African descent. The traditional indigenous practices
of agriculture were unsettled by the emphasis on mining; a new
economic model that altered the valuation of local knowledge
and caused the restructuring of rural communities. Among the
indigenous knowledge systems that were disrupted were traditional
cultivation and irrigation, techniques for biological monitoring, soil

POLICY IMPACTS
Rural villages are the source of the association’s legitimacy, and
are ultimately the scale where they wield the most power and
influence. ASPROINCA has, however, been able to negotiate three
inter-institutional agreements for environmental cooperation and
for the management of environmental reserves. This included the
brokering of an agreement between local governments, regional
governments, and local environmental committees.

“Changes in the amount of rainfall in our country over the last two years makes obvious to our
rural villagers that the climate is changing. They see how this change is affecting cultivation
methods, planting, and soil health. Coping mechanisms at the national and regional level are
desperately needed... Those running coffee plantations have introduced new varieties that are
supposedly more resistant to climatic variation and growth under certain conditions. These new
varieties, however, come with a high agro-toxicity cost, which has other negative consequences.
There is no substituting for the value of traditional knowledge”
Angela Maria Gomez, ASPROINCA
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Sustainability and Replication

SUSTAINABILITY

of the country have visited the association to learn from their model
and to share their own experiences. There is a perceived need by the
association for greater investment in rural development, as existing
policies and approaches tend to exclude rural areas, indigenous and
peasant communities, and people of African descent.

Some of the key components that make this project sustainable are
direct community involvement and participation, capacity building
and training, and a system that prioritizes family and farm level
management. For the project to continue to be sustainable, it is
critical that the Government of Colombia – its institutions for rural
development – support grassroots organizations and recognize
groups like ASPROINCA as a viable model of self-sufficiency and selfdevelopment.

PARTNERS
The SWISSAID Foundation provided initial support and assistance
to ASPROINCA to undertake development of their programs and
creation of a community rotating fund for family and group credit.
The association works through a range of partners to coordinate
micro-watershed management, including youth organizations, rural
communities’ municipal aqueduct boards, the municipal mayors of
Riosucio and Supia, the Caldas Regional Development Corporation
(“CorpoCaldas”), the National Farming Unit, and the Swedish Society
for the Protection of Nature.

REPLICATION
ASPROINCA places emphasis on the dissemination and exchange
of experience (community-to-community and family-to-family).
This model is pursued to identify agricultural and environmental
management techniques that are proving successful, as well as those
that need further consideration. Over 150 farmers from other regions
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