Building foundations, releasing potential, transforming communities
The birth and vision of Nuevas Esperanzas

Based on a series of talgszenin the UK in July and August 2009

by
Andrew Longley

Al f you do away with the yoke of o
with the ponting finger and malicious talk,
andif you spend yourselves on behalf of the hungry
andsatisfy the needs of the oppressed,
thenyour light will rise in the darkness

and your night wildl become | i ke th
Isaiah 58:910 (NIV)

The call in Isaiah 58to the people of Judah to replace their pious religious observance with a
comnitment to radical social actiowas both confrontational and provocative and yet laced with

hope and the promise of reconciliation and restorati@hequal relevanceoday, his is not jusia

call to providerelief to the poorft o share your food with the h
wander er W,ibdt bdlsas dverturtugustdstructurefit o | oose t he chain:
unti e the c o)radsto bang hedlingeto yrakdn eedationshigsyf ou  wi | | be
Repairer of Broken Wal l s, ) Rtasxclear that such@ faeaéhing eet s
missioncamot be achieved without significant persosatrifice i s pe nd vy o uehalfefl v e s
thehungrg ) , an exhaustive commitment of our finan

Inspired by the call to use our training and experience to work with the pgawife and Ileft our

jobs in the UKsix years agandwent tolive 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 wenit to work with finally pulled out of Nicaragua. This
decision vas made with no reference to the state of our projedtstbe 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. Shoutdpack up and go home,
thinking oftheusefubi t s of 61 i fe experienced we had acq
face an uncertain future without the safety net of an international organisation behind us? Our
decsion to staywas not taken ghtly, 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 towautllbéve
seemed bothvasteful and heartlessThe Old Testament story of Esther was ringing in ears:
perhaps we had foresuclea time asthigtHaving maid eeduiidancy 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 leiif and half stayed, and so Nuevas
Esperanzas (6New Hoped in Spanish) was born.

Although the emotivessueof whethe to stay or to leave was cle@n our minds at leasthere

were a number of logicafjuestions which needed to be addressed. Shouldowe a new
organi sation? Arenot there enough devel opme
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 pe&rtinent questions, but the more we
looked into the options, the more we found that 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
diverseworld of developnent 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 obeneficiaries

The fir st rodstinttivemessdébecanfe apparent as we surveyed the landscape of
development agencies in their various guises: the acraigessed UN projects and international
NGOs, the politicallywocal grassroots groups and the plethora of Christian organisatioms wit
heavy support fronehurchesn the US whose development assistance is usually accompanged by
cal l to conversion, someti mes perplexing in a
at least once in their lives! As a fledgling organisation faend no obvious home in this
landscape.

On one hand the highly professional BINGOs (Big International NGOs) appéales as
professionally qualified peopleecause ofheir methodological and technical expertise, and yet our
contact with the big plars often led to disappointment. Vastly inflated salaries for locally
contracted stafhave 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 thisaseptshed

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 hasdree at the delivery end Micaragua

On the other hand, the compassion and dedatgscommitment of many Christians serving the

poor in Nicaraguaboth national and expatriatis, deeply humbling and inspiring. Yet somehow

we did not feel quite atddme i n t his camp either. Ofstirte n o v
brigadesod, t Heem valuntaérsewsth bibfe vessésmm their backs who arrive in their
thousandgo build schools and paint andpaint churches, many Christian organisasitnave, out

of economic necessity, merged their service
detriment of the former. With their professional and technical expertise thus diluted by the
abundance ofunskilled, non Spanish speakinge n t shtuisd a a,ntheit mtavendgiadns are
sometimeshaotic and at worstatastrophic.

Ouir 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 Geanpassion was to serve
with heart and head, to apply the very best
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 abmecome or health or water or inequality. It cannot be
defined by indicat ordr iawnedn spoldvierdaanbmers hanuhatc o me
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.

| am conscious that these ideas can seem abstract withenginiee to the workhat weactuallydo.
Our most important project over the last ybas been working with hillside communities on slopes
of the Maribios volcanoes which run along the western side of Nicaragdd think a closer look
at what has been happening in thesenmunities may help to illustrate the point.

El Ojochal del Liston

The community of El Ojochal del Liston is situated high up on the slopes of Volcan Telica, one of
Ni caraguads most active volcanoes. whidhivetake r e m
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



three of the 26 houses in El Ojochal have amg lof 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. -Sbleqmidas even

more basic; it is less than 10°rand the children are taught by their 14 year old teacher who, by
virtue of having completed her own primary education, now teaches tiselpyelers how to read.

View along the Maribios range of volcanoes of western A typical house in El Ojochal del Liston. A family of
Nicaragua seven lives here

Pre-school kids in El Ojochal with their class teacher, The spring in San Jacinto which is the closest water
aged 14 source for the people of El Ojochal




The water source for the community is a spring from which water is collected and carried
containers on horseback. The water source is relatively cleanemtdyp) but the problem is that

it is not actually locatedn the community at all. It is in fact located around 5 km from the
community at the bitom of the hill. Trylooking at a map to see how far you would have tofgo i
your closest source of wateras 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 vudest df
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 saigar from a water source?

The answer is thahese 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 livelihbedns.

The success of bean produoti on thee slopes has not come without a price, however. These
slopes were once densely forested and progressive clearing of trees and other vegetation has hac
serious environmental consequencésS| ash and burndé is a rapid n
cultivation but ithas 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, thd lacomes exhausted and the farmer moves
onor epeat the process el sewhere. 6Shifting c
of large scale deforestation.

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

e

Extraction of firewood is unsustainable Large areas of hillside are burnt each year to hunt iguana
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Hunting is outlawed, although the law is never enforced The endangered ocelot is one of the species under threat

lllegal logging and extraction of firewood at unsustainable rates is greatly reducing the area of
forest remaining and burning of hillsides to hunt mehas 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 wi || to enforce this protect
map. Hinting, 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 44fkthick
vegetation in which to hunt, so there is a direct correlation between thef 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 andalbenging: we askhe 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
andsuperiority complee s of f oreigners and O6educateddé or
roughshod over the perceptions and voices of the people themselves. But even where there is a
genuine desire to |isten, many O es ghemsbheesy 1 0 (
lacking when it comes to techniqu8imply 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 welbesta s hed 6 d e v dolinvgstigatenand t o0 o
interpret the views of communitiesNuevas Esperanzas has drawn particularly from a range of
techniques known as o6Participatory Rural Appr

In El Ojochaland 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 thesauwdties 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 theseaf pen and paper had been usddsing match boxes,
drinking straws and other everyday object s,
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
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environment which they considered to be important, progidhe 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 kgealso 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. Iraafhetsc
rivalries and vested interests often come to the surface in such discussions.

dos clavos son los clavds i s a ¢ o mmo Nicaragug The wadclavasmeéans both
problems and nailsSo a bag of nails was given to each group to pladee@maps to represent the
problemsfaced by the communitghe 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 6 mma egach groupnto milliocata sperdlingfta 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 probtzukl not be solved by spending
resouces, perhaps whepgoblems were caused bpternal conflict orentirely extenal factors such

as climate.

A group of men making a map of the resources of their Groups of women only help to eliminate gender bias in

community Participatory Rural Appraisals
An i mportant characteristic of Nuevsdhasbdestheer an

separation of genders. Women in rural communities have traditionally been sidelined in decision
making andeven supposedlig gender sensitived consultations
maledominatedprioritisationsin the reporting s@ges, obscuring the views of womemhroughout

our work with communities, we endeavour to listen to women separately, to interpret their
responses separately and to report on their concluseperately. It was sometimes surprising to

see just how hardhis is to achieve in practice. Where wonrwny groups did not take place
concurrently with the mends groups, it was s
meetingd with the men just t o di st r ascussionsh e m
and, when the men and women came together to
to see the men trying to 6correctd the maps m

Gradually over the course of these and other exercises, our team has been able tcalidtliug

of each communityn a subtle and indirect way. This approach is immeasurably more balanced and
informative than the direct dédquestionnaire ap
However, this is not just an exercise in datdlection; 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.
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So what werghe 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 onxihetyrof

the water source, but overall it svalear 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 eviddotebundertaking 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 villagermss. A good path or road would improve access to
supplies fom nearby towns It would improve access to healthcare and education. It would also
reduce vulneraility to disasters if there wera need to evacuate the village due to a volcanic
eruption or hurricane. But most importantly, improving roads means nmgr@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 correlationbetwen t he road condition and the farm

After the top two prioritiesthe differences between the perceptions of women and men became
more apparent. Women are understandably more concerned with their livelihttuels homes

and their children. Men are more concerned with the dayday 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 everechantion
the mends groups! T h e s e If NuevaeHspertzas anttiaged a pragectv e r
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 enthosiakewarm and participation hailearted. On

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

Building foundations

Our work in El Ojochal del Liston began nearly four years ago wierhelped the community
building a largetank to harvest rainwater from the roof of the village schoGlllection of
rainwater is a sustainable, environmentally friendly, relatively simple, anekffestive solution.

The climate of this area is such that plentiful supplies of rainwater eatolkected 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. seThgstems are tge, closed,
ferrocement tankdesigned to let theainwater in but keep mosquitoes lotthe 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 Bndding on previos
experience of rainwater harvesting projects, this pilot project was intended to be a first step, not
only to try out the technology on a smadlale in El Ojochal, but also to get to know the community
better. There was no budget to improve access $wsall the materials for this tank were hauled up

the hillside by horse; transporting the materials alone took more than four months. Although too



small to meet the needs of the whole community and still too far from many of the houses, this first
watertank was an importarfirst 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 rainwatdrarvesting gstems for each house, for groupsof houses, in El Ojochal.
Although water was stilegarded athe number one priority, it was clear thas we were planning

not one but fifteen new tankis, would make most sense fiost invest in impoving the road so that
constructions materials could be transported more easily to the community.

Work begara 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 manuak\aod day after day and week after
week these&olunteersailed 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 an@dusd 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 testimbynly to

the commitment and determination of the villagers themselves, but also to tlee ofathe
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 This 71,000 litre tank stores rainwater harvested from
El Ojochal in 2005 the roof of the school
Work began on the road in July 2008 The road i s Ofpllgarrandad roeks dnth ¢

then given a thin cover of cement mortar



