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PROJECT SUMMARY
The Department of Cauca in southern Colombia has 
suffered from years of armed guerilla conflict, which has 
left a struggling local economy and high levels of poverty in 
its wake. The Inter-institutional Consortium for Sustainable 
Agriculture has worked since 1993 to make local agriculture 
more profitable and sustainable by introducing new 
high-value crops and encouraging agriculture-related 
businesses. Along with this work has come an attention to 
social welfare and community organizing that has helped 
to overcome the disruption caused by years of conflict. 

Underpinning the initiative’s success across a broad rural 
landscape is an organizational makeup that incorporates six 
regional and local governmental agencies and authorities; 
five non-governmental organizations; one international 
partner; and the Cabuyal River Watershed Users’ Association, 
an umbrella group consisting of twenty grassroots initiatives 
working in and around the Cabuyal River watershed.

KEY FACTS
EQUATOR PRIZE WINNER: 2002

FOUNDED: 1993

LOCATION: Southern Colombian Andes

BENEFICIARIES: 30 communities

BIODIVERSITY: Dry and montane forest ecosystems
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The Ovejas River basin comprises almost 50,000 hectares of land in 
the department of Cauca, in the southern Colombian Andes. This 
important watershed includes the municipalities of Caldono, Silvia, 
Piendamo, Cajibio, Morales and Santander, home to around 30,000 
predominantly agrarian households. The region lies in the foothills of 
the Andes, with altitudes ranging from around 2,800 to 1,100 meters 
above sea level; farmers grow permanent and seasonal crops on the 
undulating terrain, ranging from gentle slopes to steep terraced 
hillsides in the upper basin. The volcanic andesite soil types are 
characterized by low fertility and high levels of acidity and erosion, 
meaning that farming on the hillsides is a difficult, high-impact 
activity. As well as forming a watershed for the Ovejas River and other 
tributaries of the Cauca River that flows north through Colombia 
to the Caribbean, the region is home to a high level of biological 
diversity, with nearly 100 plant species from 40 taxonomic families 
recorded. The basin area is also ethnically diverse; communities are 
a mix of black, “mestizo”, and the indigenous Paez (or Nasa) people, 
who live at higher altitudes and are grouped into reservations.
   
Land use, agriculture and environmental threats

Traditional agricultural practices have threatened the ecological 
integrity of the watershed, with high levels of habitat loss and soil 
erosion. Around 11% of the basin’s land area is used for permanent 
crops, with a further 6% used for seasonal varieties. The most 
common crops are coffee, corn, beans, banana, cassava, fruit 
trees (mainly citrus), sorghum, and sugar cane. Of these, farmers 
have traditionally been over-reliant on cassava.  Almost ninety 
percent of farming households own plots of five hectares or fewer. 
While the agricultural potential of the land is high thanks to the 
abundance of water and high rates of decomposition of organic 
matter, overreliance on agriculture has led to the land being farmed 
intensively. In particular, the use of agrochemicals, slash-and-
burn practices, and the expansion of the agricultural frontier for 
livestock and monoculture have caused substantial environmental 
degradation. Loss of vegetation and poor irrigation systems have 

resulted in decreased river flows and unprotected water sources. 
Deforestation and hunting have also impacted the area’s forests 
and wildlife.  Where there is protection of natural resources, this has 
focused on forest watersheds, with approximately 700 hectares of 
forest set aside as nature reserves.

Operating in a conflict zone

The region has suffered from years of armed guerrilla conflict. Cauca 
is considered one of the most violent departments in Colombia. 
Over 4,000 homicides were committed in 2010 alone. Between 
September and November 2010, over 75 policemen and soldiers 
were killed by guerrillas of the Fuerzas Armadas Revolucionarias 
de Colombia – Ejército del Pueblo (“Revolutionary Armed Forces 
of Colombia – People’s Army”, or FARC-EP.) The Cauca region is also 
important for the cultivation of coca, which makes it a hotspot for 
guerrillas, paramilitaries and state forces battling for control of drug 
routes to the pacific coast. Widespread poverty and poor public 
infrastructure has led to high levels of migration. Poor sanitation and 
a lack of potable water sources cause health problems in villages, 
although the infrastructure for basic health care in the region is 
good. Young people have limited access to basic and vocational 
education; school dropout rates are high in the rural communities, 
with many youths working on farms or joining the guerrilla forces. 
The literacy rate is 28.3%, while only 13.1% of the population has 
completed basic primary education. Those that do graduate from 
high school have few opportunities for work, and are forced to move 
to large cities. Women are still marginalized in many areas, and there 
is limited capacity and breadth for mobilization or the formation of 
community organizations.  

Some small-scale producers operate agri-businesses, selling 
processed bananas, plantain flour, panela (made from sugar cane), 
dairy products, or cassava starch. The latter is critically important 
in the region: 90% of farmers produce cassava. This activity also 
employs a significant number of women, who are traditionally 
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responsible for peeling the raw material. Produce is either sold to 
intermediaries for sale in the urban centres of Popayán, Santander 
de Quilichao, and Cali, or sold directly to consumers in local markets. 
The average household income in 2000 was approximately USD 
68.20 per month.

The roots of community mobilization

In November 1992, the International Center for Tropical Agriculture 
(Centro Internacional de Agricultura Tropical - CIAT) convened 
a meeting of twenty governmental, non-governmental and 
community-based organizations working in Cauca to confront the 
related challenges of poverty and environmental degradation in the 
region. The principal idea was to bring together the efforts of these 
various actors to promote human development and the conservation 
of natural resources.  And while each of the organizations involved 
had achieved come successes in the region, interventions and 
impacts were isolated and there was a lack of coordination. After 
defining a common mission, objectives, organizational model, and 
pilot work areas, a participatory analysis was carried out by CIAT, 

together with the Caldono municipal authority for agricultural 
extension (Unidad Municipal De Asistencia Tecnica Agropecuaria 
- UMATA) and two regional bodies working in Cauca (Corporación 
Autónoma Regional del Cauca and Corporación Autónoma Regional 
del Valle del Cauca). The Cabuyal River sub-basin was chosen as a 
pilot area of work, the results of which would be applied to other 
regions of the Ovejas River watershed. 

In March 1993, national and international funding was approved 
for thirteen specific projects.  Out of this initial momentum and 
investment, the Inter-institutional Consortium for Sustainable 
Agriculture on Hillsides (CIPASLA) was formed. The organization 
brings together six regional and local governmental agencies and 
authorities, five non-governmental organizations, one international 
partner (CIAT) and the Cabuyal River Watershed Users’ Association 
(ASOBESURCA), an umbrella group consisting of twenty grassroots 
initiatives working in and around the Cabuyal River watershed. 
Through ASOBESURCA, local communities participate in the 
planning, implementation and evaluation of CIPASLA’s program 
areas. 

“The community has experienced climate change first hand.  This has been even 
more acutely felt because of construction of the Salvajina Dam and the rampant 

deforestation that has occurred in some areas.  To survive and thrive, communities have                                           
needed to adapt and reintroduce certain cultivation techniques that improve resilience in the 

face of climate change.”     
Rodrigo Hernan Vivas Rosas, CIPASLA
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Key Activities and Innovations

The work of CIPASLA since 1993 has been concentrated in the 
basin of the Cabuyal River, an area of around 8,000 hectares, which 
includes 30 communities in the municipality of Caldono. This work, 
however, has expanded beyond the Cabuyal watershed in response 
to requests from communities in neighbouring municipalities. 
CIPASLA aims to strengthen community organizations to improve 
the quality of life of their members, to reduce poverty, to improve 
the management of natural resources, and to develop sustainable 
rural enterprises. 

The main programme areas for achieving these aims have been 
community organization and mobilization, the conservation and 
sustainable management of natural resources, the provision of 
technical trainings for producers, participatory research, developing 
sustainable production processes, improving rural agro-enterprises, 
marketing locally-produced goods, and knowledge dissemination.

CIPASLA’s approach is novel in two main ways. First, the inter-
institutional coordination of a variety of development and 
conservation actors allows for a greater investment of resources 
according to the respective strengths of each member. This also 
enables the group to facilitate rural production at every stage in the 
value chain. Second, the participation of community organizations in 
decision-making processes ensures that producers are empowered 
at all stages of the projects, from conception and approval to 
implementation and evaluation.

Alternative crops and producer groups

One particularly successful project area has been the introduction of 
alternative crops that are well-suited to hillside agriculture. This has 
had the effect of reducing over-reliance on cassava and the practice 
of monoculture. Especially successful has been the introduction of 
blackberries at higher altitudes and exotic flowers in the middle 
basin. 

A second project area has been the formation of producer groups 
and community organizations that collectively manage their 
own resources.  In addition to empowering local communities, 
this has provided a platform for community efforts to regenerate 
degraded ecosystems.  The self-help groups are involved in 
reforestation programs, forest protection schemes, the recovery of 
lakes and watersheds, and the construction of water canals.  Water 
management in particular has been critical to success in farming 
the region’s hillsides. Through producer and user groups, the 
organization measures the existing supply and demand for water 
resources to identify areas suitable for irrigation.  Other resource 
protection schemes have been integrated into agricultural activities.  
For example, farmers plant hedgerows (often using sugarcane) to 
prevent soil erosion, as well as using only organic compost, manure, 
and fodder. 

A key component of CIPASLA’s work has been the participation of 
community volunteers in researching and selecting appropriate 
technologies.  This has been carried out through local agricultural 
research committees, or comités de investigación agrícola local.  
Training is provided to farmers in value-added processing of 
raw produce to generate higher incomes. This has been notably 
successful with blackberries, flowers, dairy products, plantains, 
sugarcane, fish farming, and chickens. Finally, an environmental 
education programme which works with local schools and 
agricultural colleges has helped to underpin the success of these 
projects by increasing awareness of the need to sustainably manage 
the area’s natural resources. 

A project-based model

The consortium oversees projects in the municipalities of Caldono, 
Silvia, Caloto, and Santander de Quilichao. These projects target rural 
communities, specifically focussing on farmers, youth, and women, 
as well as indigenous Guambiano Indian communities in Caldono 
and Silvia. The twenty grassroots organizations that make up 
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ASOBESURCA include producers’ associations, sugarcane growers, 
producers and processors of coffee, banana, and cassava, female 
heads of households growing Anthurium and Heliconia flower 
species, pork producers, fish farmers, dairy farmers and processors, 
local agricultural research committees, rural youth producers, and 
processors of medicinal plants. In addition, CIPASLA works with 
twenty-five rural and urban educational institutions with which they 
develop environmental education programmes, training courses 
in organic agriculture, forest nursery facilities, school gardens, and 
nature trails. A further six secondary schools provide education 
in agricultural, commerce, and more general academic studies. 
CIPASLA members serve as volunteers for the fire department of 
Caldono. 

To provide communities with access to timely and important 
information on local development decisions, the consortium uses 
three community radio stations, newsletters, community billboards, 
brochures, booklets, email campaigns, and text messages. The 
consortium has also developed a dedicated website (www.
caucasider.org) to support the development of rural agro-industrial 
enterprises.  On this site, farmers, technicians and other stakeholders 
can find information on sources of project financing, production 
technologies, and business tools. 

In total, the collaborative work of CIPASLA is undertaken by six 
agronomists, three agricultural administrators, two ecologists, two 
social workers, one psychologist, two agribusiness engineers, one 
economist, four zoo-technicians, fourteen pavement technicians, 
six agro-environmental technicians, two secretaries, one biologist, 
two accountants and clerical assistants, four agricultural technicians, 
forty-five community leaders, and eighty-two teachers from schools 
in the region participating in CIPASLA projects.

Governance and organizational structure

The organisation is led by an executive director, supported by 
a central staff of two assistants, a certified public accountant, 
and three technical experts. The executive works closely with a 
technical committee and an agro-industrial rural committee. The 
technical committee is made up of experts from participating 
organizations who monitor the work of projects being implemented 
in communities. This committee meets once a month at the 
CIPASLA headquarters to plan, coordinate, and strengthen the 
group’s activities. The rural agro-industrial committee consists of 
representatives of the organizations engaged in efforts to support 
value-added processing for rural producers. 

The central executive is subordinate to two committees: the 
institutional support committee, and a coordinating committee 
(or board of directors.) The institutional support committee is 
comprised of one representative from each of the state, non-
governmental, and international entities involved in CIPASLA. 
Their primary responsibilities are planning and approving new 
projects, defining policies, liaising with different actors working 
within the catchment area, and monitoring individual projects. The 
coordinating committee is composed of five representatives of the 
four sectors: one governmental, one non-governmental, one CIAT, 
and two community representatives.

The executive is also responsible to the general secretariat, or 
recipient committee. This is formed by representatives from civil 
society organizations, researchers, and support workers in the 
catchment area who have been appointed by the ASOBESURCA 
general assembly. They therefore represent the interests of the 
communities in the Cabuyal River basin and neighbouring areas.

“Environmental management should be more participatory.  To be effective guardians 
of nature and ecosystems, communities need to be supported financially.  As it stands 
now, there are too many barriers to accessing funds for new and innovative projects.                                                   

At the same time, there need to be more investments in public education, with particular 
emphasis on environmental management.”     

Rodrigo Hernan Vivas Rosas, CIPASLA
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Impacts

BIODIVERSITY IMPACTS
The Cauca Valley region of south-western Colombia is characterised 
by dry and montane forest ecosystems. Vegetation consists of 
enclaves of deciduous and evergreen dry forests in lowland areas, 
giving way to moist montane forest along the Andean slopes 
at higher elevations. The steep altitudinal gradient and climatic 
diversity results in high levels of species diversity and endemism. 

Ecosystems and endemic species of the Cauca Valley  

The humid forests below 1500 meters are dominated by species of 
Leguminosae and Moraceae, while at middle elevations (1500-3000 
meters) Lauracea, Melastomataceae and Rubiacea are the most 
plentiful families. At higher elevations, above 3000 meters, the flora 
is dominated by species of Ericaceae and Asteraceae. Prominent 
species of plants include palms of the genus Ceroxylon, of which the 
species C. quindiuensis is one of the tallest in the world, reaching 
more than 60 meters.

Within an area of 32,412 km2, the valley contains more than 500 
species of birds, 92 species of frogs, 120 species of mammals, and 
200 species of butterflies. It is also home to twelve restricted-range 
bird species, four of which occur nowhere else in the world; one of 
these species is the Cauca guan (Penelope perspicax), which occurs 
in humid forest at elevations between 1,200 and 2200 meters. 
Other species include the white-chested swift (Cypseloides lemosi, 
classified as vulnerable), the greyish piculet (Picumnus granadensis), 
and apical flycatcher (Myiarchus apicalis). There are also 60 endemic 
species of frogs. 

Watershed management and reforestation

As a tributary of the Cauca, the Ovejas River watershed plays a critical 
role in supporting a diverse range of flora and fauna. Although 
initially focussed on the Cabuyal River sub-basin, CIPASLA has worked 

throughout the region to protect a number of individual watersheds 
and forests, and reduce the harmful impacts of agricultural activities. 
Conservation priorities have included reforestation, planting natural 
hedgerows and developing irrigation of fields, and diversification 
of agricultural produce. These strategies have been introduced to 
farmers via agricultural extension programmes aimed at increasing 
crop yields. In this way, the recovery of local ecosystems has been a 
correlated benefit of improved farming practices.

Reforestation programmes have targeted groups of youth and 
women. Twenty-five schools are currently participating in the 
cultivation of 40,000 native tree seedlings for reforestation programs 
in the Ovejas basin. Sixty-six women have received training in 
a range of environmental activities including reforestation and 
hedgerow planting. To date, 352,000 trees have been planted 
throughout the region by CIPASLA member organisations. Forest 
conservation efforts have also targeted watersheds: 617 hectares of 
forested areas have been protected along 152 kilometres of rivers. A 
total of 85 water sources have been targeted for conservation. The 
introduction of fuel-efficient stoves has further helped to underpin 
forest conservation, reducing local wood consumption by up to 25%. 

Soil conservation and crop diversification  

Soil erosion has been reduced through the planting of 64,600 metres 
of hedgerows, including sugarcane and maralfalfa grass. This has 
allowed the recovery of a total of 65 hectares of previously eroded 
soil, with a further 13 hectares isolated for recovery. The selection 
and adoption of integrated management techniques for irrigation, 
growing cover crops, use of natural fertilizers, and minimum tillage 
have all contributed to improved soil health, while there has also 
been a reduction in burning thanks to CIPASLA environmental 
awareness programmes. Separate schemes have focussed on 
improving crop diversity: thirteen seed banks have been established 
consisting of both native and improved seed varieties. Finally, 
horticulture has been introduced as an income-generating activity 



for women. Currently, seven women’s producer groups grow various 
Anthurium species for commercial purposes. 

Environmental education

The bulk of conservation work undertaken by CIPASLA members has 
been in the form of raising awareness of the need to conserve the 
region’s natural heritage. This has taken place largely through radio 
broadcasts and the work of local agricultural research committees 
that engage the local community in monitoring ecosystem health.  
Environmental education also target young people. More than 
1,500 school children have been taught agro-ecological techniques, 
focussing on growing food organically. Elementary and high schools 
have been provided with tools and materials to implement small-
scale organic agriculture plots, while CIPASLA technicians have 
provided expert advice and guidance. This work has also engaged 
teachers as active participants in conservation.

SOCIOECONOMIC IMPACTS
The primary focus of CIPASLA’s member organisations – regional 
governmental and non-governmental actors as well as community-
based groups – has been to reduce poverty in the municipalities 
of Caldono, Silvia, Caloto, and Santander de Quilichao. Much of 
this work has benefitted the communities of ASOBESURCA within 
the Cabuyal River sub-basin and has been undertaken by the agro-
industrial rural committee of CIPASLA. This body is responsible for 
monitoring the work of small producers, identifying markets and 
potential clients in the region, and working with farmers to develop 
new and improved organic products. Beyond this, CIPASLA has also 
had a substantial impact in the form of improved water supply and 
communications infrastructure, while its support for community-
based organisations has strengthened social cohesion in the face of 
continued armed conflict in the region.

Small-scale agro-business and horticulture 

The development of rural agro-businesses has been CIPASLA’s most 
notable achievement. Among the numerous successful projects, 
small-scale dairy processing has been introduced to a number of 
communities in the Cabuyal basin. Notably, the Corporation for 
Development of Tunía (Corporación para el Desarrollo de Tunía 
- CORPOTUNIA) worked with a community-based organisation, 
Asociación de productores de Lácteos de Pescador, to develop a 
dairy processing plant in the town of Pescador. 

CORPOTUNIA has also helped to develop community-based 
commercial horticulture. Aromatic flower species have been grown 
for sale by seven women’s producer groups in the communities 
of Ventanas, Crucero del Rosario, La Primavera, Buenavista, La 
Esperanza, Santa Bárbara and Guaico Alizal. Anthurium species 
were selected because of their scarcity on the market, the ability to 
produce high yields in relatively small areas, and the minimal water 
inputs they require to grow. These flower arrangements are bought 
by intermediaries through arrangements facilitated by CORPOTUNIA, 
and eventually sold by florists in the towns of Popayán, Piendano, 
Caldono, Siberia, and Santander de Quilichao. 

Diversified livelihoods, improved wellbeing

Other profitable small producer activities have included fish farming, 
raising poultry, and processing coffee. Ten fish ponds have been 
constructed and are in operation; two groups have been trained 
in fish farming. Poultry-rearing has been encouraged as a source 
of nutrition and income generation through credit schemes for 
women with the aid of the Corporation for Interdisciplinary Studies 
and Technical Consulting. There are currently forty-eight coffee 
producers; CIPASLA member funds have paid for the installation of 
thirteen industrial dryers for coffee beans and grain. 

Growing fruits and vegetables has also been encouraged as a 
supplementary source of nutrition and income for farmers. In 
particular, bananas and blackberries have been grown by many 
farmers alongside traditional crops. Thirteen groups of farmers 
are currently applying new techniques for growing bananas, while 
thirteen banana seed nurseries have also been established. Twelve 
technicians have been trained in the management of banana 
plantations. Blackberries, meanwhile, were initially adopted as a 
cash crop in the early 1990s. Trials undertaken by local agricultural 
research committees were successful, but demand began to fall. The 
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The benefits of CIPASLA’s technical expertise and support are vis-
ible even at the individual level.  A case study of a local farmer in the 
Cabuyal basin in 1998 documents how his life changed after five 
years of the working with the organization. Pedro Herrera owned 
more than 15 hectares of farmland, making him one of the larger 
smallholders in the Ovejas River basin. On the advice of CIPASLA 
technicians, he set aside more than one-third of that land to protect 
five natural springs that feed the Cabuyal watershed. Despite this, his 
farm income increased. The ten hectares remaining in production 
were sufficient to provide enough nutrition for his extended family 
of fifteen, as well as cash crops for the local market. Crops included 
beans, maize, coffee, sugarcane, cassava, sweet peas, and blackber-
ries. His cows provided milk for his household and for sale; he also 
raised carp in a hillside pond. In addition, his wife raised chickens, 
thanks to credit arranged through CIPASLA. 

His farming practices helped to protect the hillside slopes from ero-
sion, and limited the contamination of soil and water: these agro-
ecological methods included “live barriers” of improved grasses that 
held the soil in place in steep areas, minimal soil preparation, very 
little chemical fertilizer and no pesticide input, crop rotation, inter-
cropping, insect‐repelling border plants, and weeding with a ma-
chete, leaving roots intact. His crop diversification, and especially the 
sale of blackberries, increased his cash income, allowing him to pur-
chase a truck. In turn, this enabled him to market his produce directly 
in local towns, rather than sell to middlemen at his farm gate. While 
this case provides an especially successful example of CIPASLA’s work 
and support in practice, the wide portfolio of services offered by the 
organisation’s various member agencies give many more farmers in 
the Cabuyal River and wider Ovejas River watersheds the opportuni-
ty to diversify their sources of income and improve their food security.

Source: Toomey, G., 1998. 

Fig. 1: A Portrait of CIPASLA success



Corporation for Supporting Local Agricultural Research Committees 
encouraged farmers to continue growing this highly-marketable 
crop, providing technical assistance and support. ASOBESURCA 
granted small loans to associations of blackberry producers.

Beyond alternative livelihoods training, CIPASLA has also had 
impacts on local infrastructure. The consortium has established and 
operates two community IT centres where more than 900 local youth 
and adults have been trained in basic computer skills. Investments 
have also been made to improve water quality and access for 
residents of the villages and towns of the basin area. Eight wells have 
been recovered thanks to CIPASLA projects, benefitting twenty-
five families and two schools.  Ten water storage tanks have been 
installed, along with thirty-two slow sand filters for purifying raw 
water for drinking. A total of thirty-two schools, three high schools, 
and two health centres have benefitted from CIPASLA projects.

Conflict recovery and advancing indigenous rights

CIPASLA’s work has substantially benefitted community organizing 
in the conflict-affected Cauca region, providing much-needed 
support to rural populations suffering from years of violence. 
Organisations working to improve social welfare, develop local 
markets, and improve farming productivity have brought relief 
to rural communities, helping them to overcome the disruption 
caused by the conflict. One important facet of this work has been 
creating viable economic opportunities for young people, reducing 
the numbers of youth joining guerrilla forces or migrating from the 
countryside to cities. Training courses and apprenticeships have 
been offered to young people in partnership with state agencies 
such as the Cauca branch of the National Service for Apprenticeships 
(SENA).

Another crucial aspect of CIPASLA work has been the integration 
of groups working on behalf of the indigenous Paez people of 
the high Andean foothills. Since the mid-seventies, indigenous 
communities have been actively involved in regional organization 
through the Consejo Regional Indígena del Cauca (CRIC). CIPASLA 
has worked with both CRIC and Ukawe’s’ Nasa C’hab, an association 
of indigenous councils formed in 1995, to bring socio-economic 
benefits to marginalised indigenous communities.

CIPASLA has provided livelihood alternatives that have helped local 
communities resist the ‘social erosion’ resulting from growing illicit 
crops used in the drug trade.  In the eyes of local communities, 
these plants have caused as much or more cultural destruction as 
the physical violence and conflict in the region.  The cultivation 
of illicit crops puts profit above local culture and social integrity 
by disrespecting the authority of shamans, elders, mayors and 
traditional healers.  Training in value-added processing and crop 
diversification has reduced the number of farmers in the Ovejas 
watershed participating in this activity. 

By taking an inter-institutional approach to development in the 
basin, CIPASLA has forged a broad-based coalition of actors working 
for and with local communities. Non-governmental and community-
based organisations have supplemented the work of the Colombian 
state in areas where services such as education, health and agro-

industrial development have been lacking. Consortium projects 
have generated a significant amount of social capital, enhancing 
the ecological and social resilience of the Ovejas River watershed 
communities. One example illustrates this impact: farmers in the 
village of El Cidral organised night watches to monitor outbreaks 
of forest fires along their hillsides during dry spells. In this case, 
community-based action has confronted a critical challenge posed 
by a lack of official support.  

POLICY IMPACTS
By involving local governmental agencies in its work, CIPASLA 
has helped to foster close cooperation between state institutions 
and civil society organisations. As an example, the women’s 
Anthurium producer groups founded with the support of CIPASLA 
are recognised by the Colombian Ministry of Agriculture, and have 
been invited to participate in ministry programmes. In addition, 
some community leaders trained by CIPASLA member organisations 
are now part of local public administrations, helping to integrate 
community interests into local planning processes.   

Policy and advocacy: successes and challenges

Wide-scale advocacy for changes to public policy has proven difficult. 
Some success has been had in the adoption of measures to protect 
forests by a handful of municipal governments. Other efforts, such as 
CIPASLA’s campaign for the right to water remain ignored. A number 
of barriers restrict the organization’s ability to effectively advocate 
for policy change, most notably a lack of resources to dedicate to 
this exercise.  CIPASLA remains dependent on short-term financing, 
which has made it difficult to plan for advocacy and lobbying 
interventions over the long-term.  And while social activism is 
prevalent in the region and amongst CIPASLA organizations, efforts 
have only recently begun to be systematically coordinated.  Sparse 
and inconsistent internet connectivity has also limited networking 
and outreach capacity. 

The majority of obstacles to CIPASLA’s work remain external in the 
form of insufficient policy support. Enabling policies regarding 
conservation, water resource use, environmental education, higher 
education for rural youth, rural communication systems, access to 
credit and micro-finance, land rights for farmers and small producer 
units, food security, processing and marketing of organic products, 
and developing local markets would all substantially benefit the 
organisation’s work. 
 
CIPASLA has been recognised for its achievements at the national, 
regional and international levels.  This has helped spread awareness 
of its inter-institutional approach to rural development. The 
organisation issues reports and press releases in national and 
international media.  It has also worked with national authorities 
to develop a pilot coordination model in the southwest of 
Colombia, which has in turn led to attempts to replicate the model 
in areas of Bolivia and Central America. In 1996, the group was 
awarded Colombia’s Premio Planeta Azul (Blue Planet Prize). In 
2004, representatives from the group attended the International 
Ecoagriculture Conference and Practitioner’s Fair in Nairobi, Kenya.
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Sustainability and Replication

SUSTAINABILITY
Although CIPASLA is dependent on external sources of financing to 
cover its administrative costs, its ability to sustain its work since 1993 
indicates a high level credibility and legitimacy at the community 
level.  The successful scaling of activities beyond the Cabuyal sub-
basin to the wider Ovejas watershed is also proof of the enduring 
strength of the consortium model. 

A number of features have ensured the continuing environmental, 
social, and economic impacts of CIPASLA’s work. In particular, the 
organisation now has a substantial track record of success in the 
design, development and implementation of community-based 
projects.  Its achievements have been well documented through 
participatory research and partnerships.  As a result of technical 
training and investments in local leadership development, the 
Ovejas watershed region now boasts an abundance of qualified 
local experts.  The thread binding all of these elements together is 
local empowerment, social cohesion and trust.  It is also the inter-
institutional model which has given the organization the flexibility 
and dexterity to operate a variety of work programs and to have the 
majority flourish.  This model also ensures that the organization is 
not overly dependent on the work or contributions of any single 
member organization.  So too, educational institutions, from 
elementary schools to vocational training colleges, are key to the 
organization’s long-term sustainability and to the survival of the 
local sustainable development ethos. 

CIPASLA faces some infrastructural constraints to its work. The 
organisation does not own its own building, and depends on 
external resources for its administrative costs. The presence of armed 
and criminal groups in the region poses logistical difficulties and a 
danger to staff members. The consortium also lacks direct political 
representation within the region. Project implementation relies on 
the resources of the consortium’s various member organizations, 
such as offices, educational and audio-visual aids, motorcycles, and 

technical expertise, while the labour force is made up of volunteers 
from the communities involved.

REPLICATION
The success of the CIPASLA inter-institutional model has led to 
the replication or scaling-out of the organization’s work not only 
to municipalities in northern Cauca but to communities across 
Colombia and other countries in Central and South America.

CIPASLA works closely with Ecofondo, a regional NGO working 
in the Cauca-Nariño Pacific Corridor, and has disseminated its 
achievements to a wide range of communities in Mexico, Nicaragua, 
Guatemala, El Salvador, and Honduras. In Honduras, a consortium 
has been set up for the sustainable development of the Tascalapa 
River. The use of media and communication tools such as radio, 
newsletters, brochures, and its website have been particularly 
effective for CIPASLA in sharing knowledge, while this has also 
involved participatory workshops, field trips, educational tours and 
peer-to-peer exchange visits. 



“It is time for all citizens and local governments to change their attitude.  We need to take 
greater responsibility for the sustainable management of our resources and out planet.  This 

requires a new level of commitment and a regulatory environment that prioritizes both nature 
and marginalized communities.”     

Rodrigo Hernan Vivas Rosas, CIPASLA
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Table 1: CIPASLA member organizations

Community organisations 
Asociación de Beneficiarios de la sub cuenca del Río  Cabuyal 
(ASOBESURCA)

Anthurium Growers Association of Ventanas
Anthurium Growers Association of Rosario
Association of Dairy Producers of Pescador
Producers Association of the Municipality of Cabuyal
Producers Association of the Municipality of Palermo 
Producers Association of the Municipality of La Llanada  
Producers Association of the Municipality of La Campiña  
Producers Association of the Municipality of Campoalegre  
Producers Association of the Municipality of Quingos  
Producers Association of the Municipality of Pital
Producers Association of the Municipality of Monterilla  
Producers Association of the Municipality of Potrerillo
Users Association of the Aqueduct and Water Mains of Siberia
Aqueduct collective of Pescador
Regional Aqueducts of 9 Municipalities
Aqueduct of Santa Bárbara
Local Agricultural Research Committees
Education Centre of Siberia 
Transport Services Cooperatives of Caldono  
Panela Producers of Northern Cauca 

Governmental organisations
Municipal Unit for Agricultural Extension of Caldono (UMATA) 
Secretary for Agricultural and Economic Development in the 
Department of Cauca 
Autonomous Regional Corporation of Cauca (CRC)
National Service for Apprenticeships, Cauca Region (SENA)  
Colombian Corporation for Agricultural Research, Cauca Region 
Colombian Agricultural Institute, Cauca Region (ICA)

Nongovernmental organisations
Corporation for Interdisciplinary Studies and Technical 
Consulting (CETEC)
Corporation for Development of Tunía  (CORPOTUNIA) 
Departmental Committee of Coffee Producers of Cauca
Foundation for Agro-industrial Rural Development (FIDAR)
Corporation for Supporting Local Agricultural Research 
Committees (CORFOCIAL)  

International organisations
International Centre for Tropical Agriculture (CIAT)
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