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ñIf you do away with the yoke of oppression, 

with the pointing finger and malicious talk, 

and if you spend yourselves on behalf of the hungry 

and satisfy the needs of the oppressed, 

then your light will rise in the darkness, 

and your night will become like the noonday.ò 
        Isaiah 58:9-10 (NIV) 

 

The call in Isaiah 58 to the people of Judah to replace their pious religious observance with a 

commitment to radical social action was both confrontational and provocative and yet laced with 

hope and the promise of reconciliation and restoration.  Of equal relevance today, this is not just a 

call to provide relief to the poor (ñto share your food with the hungry and to provide the poor 

wanderer with shelterò), but also to overturn unjust structures (ñto loose the chains of injustice and 

untie the cords of the yokeò) and to bring healing to broken relationships (ñyou will be called 

Repairer of Broken Walls, Restorer of Streets with Dwellingsò).  It is clear that such a far-reaching 

mission cannot be achieved without significant personal sacrifice (ñspend yourselves on behalf of 

the hungryò), an exhaustive commitment of our finances, emotions, ingenuity and experience.   

 

Inspired by the call to use our training and experience to work with the poor, my wife and I left our 

jobs in the UK six years ago and went to live in Nicaragua.  Relatively quickly, however, it became 

apparent that this was not going to be a smooth ride.  After two and a half years of ups and downs 

(mostly downs), the organisation we went out to work with finally pulled out of Nicaragua.  This 

decision was made with no reference to the state of our projects or to the needs we were striving to 

address, but was rather an external decision driven by wider issues within the international 

organisation.  This left us with a difficult decision to make.  Should we pack up and go home, 

thinking of the useful bits of ólife experienceô we had acquired over that time, or should we stay and 

face an uncertain future without the safety net of an international organisation behind us?  Our 

decision to stay was not taken lightly, but nor was it a difficult one.  By that stage we had been so 

touched by the needs and responsiveness of the people we were serving that to have left would have 

seemed both wasteful and heartless.  The Old Testament story of Esther was ringing in our ears: 

perhaps we had come to Nicaragua ñfor such a time as this?ò  Having paid redundancy settlements 

to our Nicaraguan team, we invited any who so wished to stay on with us, with no guarantees or 

salaries, to see what the future might hold.  About half left and half stayed, and so Nuevas 

Esperanzas (óNew Hopeô in Spanish) was born. 

 

Although the emotive issue of whether to stay or to leave was clear (in our minds at least) there 

were a number of logical questions which needed to be addressed.  Should we form a new 

organisation?  Arenôt there enough development agencies around already?  Are we making our 

beneficiaries too dependent on us?  Why not hand over our work to a well resourced organisation 

who could take it over and do it better than us?  These were pertinent questions, but the more we 

looked into the options, the more we found that our emotional pull in response to the needs and 

opportunities around us was matched with a growing confidence that we had found a niche in the 

diverse world of development work.  Our approach was decidedly different from others we had 
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worked alongside and these areas of our distinctiveness soon became as important to us as our 

unfinished projects and the raised expectations of our beneficiaries. 

 

The first ópillarô of our distinctiveness became apparent as we surveyed the landscape of 

development agencies in their various guises: the acronym-obsessed UN projects and international 

NGOs, the politically-vocal grassroots groups and the plethora of Christian organisations with 

heavy support from churches in the US whose development assistance is usually accompanied by a 

call to conversion, sometimes perplexing in a country where nearly everyone has been óconvertedô 

at least once in their lives!  As a fledgling organisation we found no obvious home in this 

landscape.   

 

On one hand the highly professional BINGOs (Big International NGOs) appealed to us as 

professionally qualified people because of their methodological and technical expertise, and yet our 

contact with the big players often led to disappointment.  Vastly inflated salaries for locally 

contracted staff have led highly qualified Nicaraguan professionals to regard the NGO sector as a 

smart career move and it seemed to us that the increasing professionalism of this sector has pushed 

out the servant heart, the call to downward mobility, the exhaustive spending of oneself on behalf of 

the hungry.  The altruism with which the charity sector is rightly associated in the UK sits in stark 

contrast to the big business it has become at the delivery end in Nicaragua.   

 

On the other hand, the compassion and decades-long commitment of many Christians serving the 

poor in Nicaragua, both national and expatriate, is deeply humbling and inspiring.  Yet somehow 

we did not feel quite at home in this camp either.  Often overshadowed by the ómatching T-shirt 

brigadesô, the armies of short-term volunteers with bible verses on their backs who arrive in their 

thousands to build schools and paint and re-paint churches, many Christian organisations have, out 

of economic necessity, merged their service of the poor with óvolunteer tourismô, often to the 

detriment of the former.  With their professional and technical expertise thus diluted by the 

abundance of unskilled, non Spanish speaking óenthusiastic amateursô, their interventions are 

sometimes chaotic and at worst catastrophic. 

 

Our first pillar grew out of our homelessness in this environment.  In founding Nuevas Esperanzas, 

we did not want to choose between professionalism and a servant heart.  Our passion was to serve 

with heart and head, to apply the very best techniques and methodologies in the óscienceô of 

development and to do so motivated by a heart to serve, the true fasting of Isaiah 58.  We have 

come to see that poverty is not just about income or health or water or inequality.  It cannot be 

defined by indicators and solved by óoutcomes-driven programmesô.  It is much more than that.  

Poverty is also about broken relationships, corruption and vested interests and it requires a change 

of the heart, not just the implementation of a programme.  Our work must therefore be both 100% 

professional and 100% spiritual.  This is the first pillar of our distinctiveness. 

 

I am conscious that these ideas can seem abstract without reference to the work that we actually do.  

Our most important project over the last year has been working with hillside communities on slopes 

of the Maribios volcanoes which run along the western side of Nicaragua, and I think a closer look 

at what has been happening in these communities may help to illustrate the point. 

 

 

El Ojochal del Listón 

 

The community of El Ojochal del Listón is situated high up on the slopes of Volcán Telica, one of 

Nicaraguaôs most active volcanoes.  It is remote from access to all the basic services which we take 

for granted: water, electricity, shops, healthcare, education, etc.  The living conditions in this 

community are very basic; most houses are single room shacks with tin or thatched roofs.  Only 
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three of the 26 houses in El Ojochal have any kind of sanitation (such as an improvised latrine).  

The primary school in El Ojochal has a leaky roof and dirt floor and one teacher covers all five year 

groups in the same classroom, supervising work in groups according to age.  The pre-school is even 

more basic; it is less than 10 m
2
 and the children are taught by their 14 year old teacher who, by 

virtue of having completed her own primary education, now teaches the pre-schoolers how to read. 

 

 
 

 

 

 
 

 

 

 
 

View along the Maribios range of volcanoes of western 
Nicaragua 

A typical house in El Ojochal del Listón.  A family of 
seven lives here 

Pre-school kids in El Ojochal with their class teacher, 
aged 14 

The spring in San Jacinto which is the closest water 
source for the people of El Ojochal 

The 5 km route down the mountainside to the spring The óroadô to El Ojochal 
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The water source for the community is a spring from which water is collected and carried in 

containers on horseback.  The water source is relatively clean and plentiful, but the problem is that 

it is not actually located in the community at all.  It is in fact located around 5 km from the 

community at the bottom of the hill.  Try looking at a map to see how far you would have to go if 

your closest source of water was 5 km from your house!  Now imagine that you have to climb back 

up half the height of Snowdon with the water for your family on a road which is little better than a 

rocky river bed in temperatures of 35 degrees and hotter and you will have some idea of what it 

means for the community of El Ojochal to be remote from access to water!  Yet this four hour 

journey to collect water is a daily reality for this community during the dry season. 

 

The obvious question at this juncture is why would a community exist so far from a water source?  

The answer is that these families have lived and worked these hillsides for generations and up there 

they have plenty of land on which to grow the one crop which sustains their livelihood ï beans.  

The success of bean production on these slopes has not come without a price, however.  These 

slopes were once densely forested and progressive clearing of trees and other vegetation has had 

serious environmental consequences.  óSlash and burnô is a rapid method of preparing an area for 

cultivation but it has serious environmental consequences; by stripping vegetation from steeply 

inclined slopes, the soils becomes vulnerable to erosion from torrential rains in the wet season and 

after planting this way for a couple of seasons, the land becomes exhausted and the farmer moves 

on to repeat the process elsewhere.  óShifting cultivationô, as it is known, is only one of the causes 

of large scale deforestation.   

 

 
 

 

 

 
 

Beans growing on the hillsides in El Ojochal Deforestation from slash and burn farming exposes the 
soil to erosion 

Extraction of firewood is unsustainable Large areas of hillside are burnt each year to hunt iguana 
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Illegal logging and extraction of firewood at unsustainable rates is greatly reducing the area of 

forest remaining and burning of hillsides to hunt iguana has left some of these hills with no 

vegetation at all.  All of this goes on within a legally protected area, but with insufficient resources 

and/or political will to enforce this protection, a óprotected areaô means little more than a line on a 

map.  Hunting, though banned, is common and one of the victims is the ocelot, an endangered 

species of wild cat.  Ocelots are territorial animals, each requiring around 14 km
2
 of thick 

vegetation in which to hunt, so there is a direct correlation between the rate of deforestation and the 

number of ocelots which this area is able to sustain. 

 

 

PRA 

 

So, when faced with so many problems and challenges in a community such as El Ojochal, where 

does one begin? 

 

The answer to this is both simple and challenging: we ask the people!  While this may seem 

obvious, it is worth noting that the fundamental first step of asking the people what they consider to 

be the most important issues is often overlooked in practice.  Government priorities, NGO targets 

and superiority complexes of foreigners and óeducatedô or óenlightenedô charity workers often ride 

roughshod over the perceptions and voices of the people themselves.  But even where there is a 

genuine desire to listen, many óless than 100% professionalô organisations have found themselves 

lacking when it comes to technique.  Simply asking the people is actually not so simple in practice!  

The science of development has progressed considerably over recent years and the professional 

development worker now has access to a well established ódevelopment toolkitô to investigate and 

interpret the views of communities.  Nuevas Esperanzas has drawn particularly from a range of 

techniques known as óParticipatory Rural Appraisalô (PRA), and applied this to the local context. 

 

In El Ojochal and each of the other hillside villages, one of the most revealing techniques has been 

social mapping.  Small focus groups of community members met together to introduce project staff 

to their community by means of making a map.  As many adults in these communities are illiterate, 

simple objects were used to make a map on the ground instead of marker pens and flip chart paper.  

This approach is more inclusive and many more felt confident to get involved and express their 

opinions than would have been the case if pen and paper had been used.  Using match boxes, 

drinking straws and other everyday objects, each group created a map of their órealityô.  It is 

important to note that the point of this exercise is not to create a map in the geographical sense, but 

rather a consensus of the perceptions of the community members themselves.  Beginning with very 

little guidance as to what should be included, villagers indicated the features and resources of their 

Hunting is outlawed, although the law is never enforced The endangered ocelot is one of the species under threat 



 6 

environment which they considered to be important, providing the facilitators with a valuable 

insight into their way of thinking.  For example, areas of farmland were marked, whilst areas of 

forest were not, perhaps indicating that the forest was not regarded as an important resource.  

Perceptions of distances were also very interesting and often reflected ease of access more than 

actual distances.  Differences of opinion within groups were also noted and provocative questions 

by the facilitators sometimes stirred up heated and often revealing debates.  Internal conflicts, 

rivalries and vested interests often come to the surface in such discussions. 

 

óLos clavos son los clavosô is a common expression in Nicaragua.  The word clavos means both 

problems and nails.  So a bag of nails was given to each group to place on the maps to represent the 

problems faced by the community; the more nails, the bigger the problem.  As the principal source 

of income in this area comes from beans, a bag of beans was given to each group to represent the 

budget for a ómayorô nominated from each group to allocate spending to address the issues 

identified by the group.  Whilst the beans were often placed on the areas where there were nails, this 

was not always the case, implying that some of the problems could not be solved by spending 

resources, perhaps where problems were caused by internal conflict or entirely external factors such 

as climate. 

 

 
 

 

 

An important characteristic of Nuevas Esperanzasô approach to participatory appraisals has been the 

separation of genders.  Women in rural communities have traditionally been sidelined in decision-

making and even supposedly ógender sensitiveô consultations have often been amalgamated with 

male-dominated prioritisations in the reporting stages, obscuring the views of women.  Throughout 

our work with communities, we endeavour to listen to women separately, to interpret their 

responses separately and to report on their conclusions separately.  It was sometimes surprising to 

see just how hard this is to achieve in practice.  Where women-only groups did not take place 

concurrently with the menôs groups, it was sometimes necessary to organise a óhighly important 

meetingô with the men just to distract them from trying to intervene in the womenôs discussions 

and, when the men and women came together to compare each othersô maps, it was not uncommon 

to see the men trying to ócorrectô the maps made by the women! 

 

Gradually over the course of these and other exercises, our team has been able to build up a picture 

of each community in a subtle and indirect way.  This approach is immeasurably more balanced and 

informative than the direct óquestionnaire approachô and provides a solid basis for project planning.  

However, this is not just an exercise in data collection; the idea in this approach is to stimulate 

participation and ensure that, right from the start, there is a strong sense of ownership in the 

communities where we work, in the prioritisation, planning and implementation of projects. 

A group of men making a map of the resources of their 
community 

Groups of women only help to eliminate gender bias in 
Participatory Rural Appraisals 
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So what were the conclusions of our PRAs in the hillside communities of the Maribios volcanoes?  

The overall priorities of the seven target communities were as follows: 

 

Priority Women Men 

1 Water Water 

2 Access (footpaths & roads) Access (footpaths & roads) 

3 Latrines Assistance with agriculture 

4 Schools  Schools 

5 Roofs Reforestation 

 

Women and men agreed in general that water and access were the highest priorities.  There was 

some variation between villages on which was the most important, depending on the proximity of 

the water source, but overall it was clear that for as long as people have to spend four hours a day 

collecting water, it is quite hard to think of anything else as a high priority.  The importance of 

access had not perhaps been as self evident before undertaking the PRAs, and it became abundantly 

clear that in all communities, improvements to access were urgently needed.  It was clear that 

access affected so many aspects of villagersô lives.  A good path or road would improve access to 

supplies from nearby towns.  It would improve access to healthcare and education.  It would also 

reduce vulnerability to disasters if there were a need to evacuate the village due to a volcanic 

eruption or hurricane. But most importantly, improving roads means improving access to markets.  

Small farmers depend on these routes to take their produce to market and since the state of the road 

determines whether produce can be transported by ox and cart or just tied in sacks to a horse, there 

is a direct correlation between the road condition and the farmersô income. 

 

After the top two priorities, the differences between the perceptions of women and men became 

more apparent.  Women are understandably more concerned with their livelihoods ï their homes 

and their children.  Men are more concerned with the day-to-day job of farming and showed a 

greater awareness of some of the environmental problems.  Whilst women ranked the lack of 

sanitation as the most significant problem after water and access, this was hardly even mentioned in 

the menôs groups!  These observations are very important.  If Nuevas Esperanzas initiated a project 

to build latrines expecting that manual labour would be provided by the men of the community, we 

should perhaps not be too surprised to find enthusiasm lukewarm and participation half-hearted.  On 

the other hand, a sanitation project led by women might be more successful.  

 

 

Building foundations 

 

Our work in El Ojochal del Listón began nearly four years ago when we helped the community 

building a large tank to harvest rainwater from the roof of the village school.  Collection of 

rainwater is a sustainable, environmentally friendly, relatively simple, and cost-effective solution.  

The climate of this area is such that plentiful supplies of rainwater can be collected from roofs 

during the wet season, but the challenge is to store sufficient water to last for the five months of the 

dry season and to protect this water from contamination.  These systems are large, closed, 

ferrocement tanks designed to let the rainwater in but keep mosquitoes out!  The technique used to 

construct these ferrocement tanks is simple and only locally available materials and basic hand tools 

are needed.  The tanks are robust and can last for thirty years or more. Building on previous 

experience of rainwater harvesting projects, this pilot project was intended to be a first step, not 

only to try out the technology on a small-scale in El Ojochal, but also to get to know the community 

better.  There was no budget to improve access first, so all the materials for this tank were hauled up 

the hillside by horse; transporting the materials alone took more than four months.  Although too 
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small to meet the needs of the whole community and still too far from many of the houses, this first 

water tank was an important first step. 

 

Last July we were delighted to receive funding for the second phase of the water project in El 

Ojochal as well as to begin work in four more hillside communities.  These funds were sufficient to 

build domestic rainwater harvesting systems for each house, or for groups of houses, in El Ojochal.  

Although water was still regarded as the number one priority, it was clear that, as we were planning 

not one but fifteen new tanks, it would make most sense to first invest in improving the road so that 

constructions materials could be transported more easily to the community.   

 

Work began a year ago on the road.  Teams of farmers from El Ojochal worked for over six months 

on these five kilometres of road.  This was hard manual work and day after day and week after 

week these volunteers toiled on this road with no pay.  The surface of the road was levelled by hand 

and boulders carefully arranged to create a hard base.  Only when it came to mixing more than 100 

tonnes of cement and sand for the top surface did we have a little mechanical help in the form of a 

borrowed cement mixer.  The high levels of community participation were a testimony not only to 

the commitment and determination of the villagers themselves, but also to the value of the 

participatory process.  When projects coincide so closely with the priorities of the beneficiaries 

themselves, community participation is rarely a struggle. 

 

 

 
 

 

 

 
 

 

Work began on the first rainwater harvesting system in 
El Ojochal in 2005 

This 71,000 litre tank stores rainwater harvested from 
the roof of the school 

Work began on the road in July 2008 The road is ópavedô with carefully arranged rocks and 
then given a thin cover of cement mortar 


