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Despite these qualities, Guinea-Bissau is one of the poorest
countries in Africa and in the world, a reality being confronted
by its people.

Visiting the island of Formosa in the Bijagos archipelago,
a jewel of the world’s biosphere, we are at first seduced by its
beauty. And then, we are seduced by its people’s energy and
pride. Here, the villagers have long realized the need to protect
the nourishing earth from the global craving for resources
and commodities that leads to exploitation with little regard
for local people or the environment. The people of this region
have learned that the conserving ethos of their culture, deeply
rooted in the land, is the best defence against practices
dictated solely by the “laws” of the market.

Gathered in a house in the village of Acôcô, the fishers tell
us how they have been working with other islanders to
document ancestral fishing practices that allowed them, until
the advent of modern commercial fishing techniques, to manage
resources in a way that balanced the environment and people’s
needs. With the help of Tiniguena, a long-time Inter Pares
counterpart, the fishermen have succeeded in re-establishing
fishing rules that are based on indigenous knowledge and
that promote a sustainable and participatory path for develop-
ment in the islands. These rules, called UROK by the
inhabitants, enable them to identify which of the archipelago’s
territories and seasons can sustain fishing without threatening
certain species, such as the manatee, which reproduces in 
the shelter of mangroves.

The UROK rules aim to prevent stock depletion and other
environmental damage that commercial fishing can cause in
this fragile ecosystem. Drawing on their knowledge, the Bijagos
people have found a way to signal local and foreign commercial
fishers where the protected areas are located. The entrances to
these territories are identified with “gris-gris,” hung on stakes at

key locations. These symbols indicate the sacred nature of the
protected areas. Acôcô fishermen say that all West Africans of
this region recognize and voluntarily respect these signs as
part of their ancestral heritage.

The confidence and creativity of the Bijagos communities
spring from a profound sense of belonging to the land and to
a culture shaped by age-old knowledge. The people of the
archipelago value this heritage, and have chosen to make it the
banner of their resistance. This collective daily resistance allows
them to envision the world in their own way, and to act to
shape it in the ways they imagine.

In almost every place in the world, as in the Bijagos, hope
shines through the action taken by women and men who
dare to confront global forces with the strength of their own
vision. Like the Bijagos, such people have the confidence to
act based on who they are and what they know, and to offer a
quiet resistance rooted in their ancestral memory. The mutual
support within communities is essential to this courage – to
think, to conspire, and together surpass the limits imposed
by others. Living in the margins can be synonymous with
exclusion, but it may also mean investing in spaces that
escape the norms and open the way to a more humane and
healthy world. Many organizations are working, in the North
as in the South, to question the mantra that “there is no
alternative”, and to offer living alternatives for all to see.

At Inter Pares, we have the privilege of supporting and
working with people and organizations who invent and 
re-invent their reality, day-by-day, in defiance of the logic
of the established order. In this Bulletin, we present
examples of mobilizing ideas that nurture our own reflection
and work. They are evidence that other realities are indeed
possible, and that alternative futures are already germinating
in the present.

Making Dreams Reality:
The power of ideas, the force of action

On the West Coast of Africa, nestled between its
Senegalese and Guinean neighbours, Guinea-
Bissau struggles to navigate the turbulent waters
of economic globalization. A small paradise
blessed with an exuberant ecology, its natural
resources form the base of the economy while the
country enjoys a human richness which
contributes equally to its beauty and vitality.
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ne of the essential conditions of transformative social
development is that people be the authors of their
own lives and the architects of their own futures.

Development efforts that do not emerge from people’s
authentic aspirations or draw on their knowledge and
experience are doomed to failure. This is as true at a national
and international scale as it is at the level of communities.

This is not controversial. It is a view that has been pro-
moted for years by citizen groups and development activists in
the North as well as the South. And yet the social and economic
processes that we call “development” most often take place
under conditions in which the knowledge, experience, and
interests of common people are discounted and ignored.
This refusal to entertain new ideas, to allow alternative
approaches, to recognize the failure of past policies has an
extremely high cost. And for the millions of people around
the world living in poverty, it is a matter of life and death.

Inter Pares’ counterpart, Third World Network, works to
advance ideas that emerge from the experience and
scholarship of citizens engaged in the struggles for economic
development and social justice in Africa, Asia, and Latin
America. Their experience of working with local communities,
as well as with national government officials, demonstrates
that the failure to address inequality and impoverishment is
not due to any shortage of good ideas. Rather it is the 
unwillingness of powerful institutions to recognize the failure

of many of their past efforts, and to allow people to influence
public policy choices to address their specific needs and deter-
mine their own destiny.

This struggle for sovereignty in development strategies is
intensifying in many multilateral fora, notably in relation to
the World Trade Organization, which will be holding its Fifth
Ministerial meeting this September in Cancun, Mexico. Third
World Network is a leader in a growing movement of citizens
around the world who are challenging the lack of account-
ability and due process in the negotiations of the WTO. They
also challenge the hollowness of the WTO’s stated commit-
ment to a “development round”, citing its rejection of
developing countries’ demands in favour of the short-term
interests of the more powerful industrialized countries,
including Canada. Third World Network’s advocacy is not
limited to a critique of the status quo. They and their allies in
many parts of the world, including citizen groups in Canada,
make specific recommendations that would permit developing
countries to support national development through economic
policy choices based on their own needs and interests.

As sensible as this may seem, in a world in which the ideas
of a few dominate the lives of so many, it is a difficult struggle.
But it is also a dynamic and promising struggle, for life thrives
on diversity and change. And the promise of change lives in
the courage to examine the world as it is and assert the power
of ideas to bring about the better future humanity deserves.

The Power of Ideas: Third World Network
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an life be privatized? Should anyone own and control
living organisms? These are questions at the heart 
of the Intellectual Property Rights (IPR) debate. IPR

have existed in the form of patents for a long time. Industry
justifies their use as a financial incentive to stimulate
innovation by providing investors with a mechanism to
recover costs in research and development.

However, in recent years, intellectual property rights have
become one of the most pressing issues confronting millions
of farmers throughout the world. Whether in the prairies of
Saskatchewan or the dry-land tracts of Hyderabad in India,
farmers are facing attempts by large corporations to privatize
and claim ownership over seed varieties that farmers have kept
and exchanged for generations. Similarly, the accelerated
research in genomics, including the decoding of the human
genome and cloning experiments, has raised a number of
ethical and practical questions around health and social justice.

Recognizing that these debates are too important to be
left in the hands of private corporations and politicians alone,
community activists, researchers, consultants, and NGOs,
including Inter Pares, formed the Canadian Affinity Group
on Intellectual Property Rights to challenge the privatization,

monopoly control, and patenting of living organisms. Con-
ceived as a collective resource for members to share
information, enhance understanding, build alliances and
common strategies, the Affinity Group also aims to be a
locus for civil society to reflect on IPR policy issues in areas
such as public research, innovation, health, agriculture,
fisheries, indigenous people’s rights, international development,
and the environment. The Affinity Group does not seek to
speak as a single voice, but rather acts as a space for dialogue
and collective thinking around IPR issues.

The Affinity Group’s principal means of communication
is an Internet listserve. Coordinated by Devlin Kuyek – a
food security activist and researcher based at the Université du
Québec à Montréal – the listserve allows members to
continually share information and analysis with minimal
expense. With the upcoming WTO round of trade negotiations
to be held in Cancun, debates over IPR issues are likely to
intensify, and informed citizen voices emanating from the
North and the South are needed more than ever to fight the
continuing push for greater privatization.

To join the discussion list on IPR, please contact Devlin
Kuyek (devlink@sympatico.ca).

The Privatization of Life
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oming from Rakhine, Kachin, Mon, Shan, Palaung,
Chin and other ethnic groups, members of the NYDP
committee are among the estimated two million

refugees from Burma. Most were forced to flee from the mili-
tary dictatorship at an early age and while making the
arduous journey to the bordering countries of Thailand, India,
or Bangladesh, experienced the horrors inflicted by the
Burmese army. Like other young Burmese refugees, they live
in constraining camp conditions or as “illegal migrants”,
undocumented and unrecognized. Survival is their biggest
preoccupation. Educational opportunities are extremely
limited. Moreover, as young people, their voices are often
silenced as elders claim to know what is best for them. They
endure difficult memories and live with an uncertain future.

Despite these obstacles, many Burmese refugee youth have
become engaged in their communities’ efforts for democracy
and self-determination. Ethnicity is central to this struggle and
paramount in defining their sense of self. The young people
strive to improve their knowledge, gain new skills and augment
their capacities in order to one day help rebuild a democratic
Burma.

It is in this spirit that the NYDP was envisioned. Youth
from nine different ethnic groups have come together and
arranged a series of workshops addressing political, economic,
social and cultural issues. Facilitated by the Burma Relief
Centre and supported by Inter Pares, the NYDP has trained
over 120 young activists along the Thai, Indian and Bangladeshi
borders. The workshops have been held both inside and
outside refugee camps, in order that youth from both the camp
and migrant populations can participate.

Many of the sessions from the week-long workshops are
given by one of the four staff members hired to implement 

the NYDP, who are themselves members of ethnic youth
organizations. Human rights, gender equality and ethnicity
feature prominently on the agenda. The relevance of these
concepts to the everyday lives of the participants becomes
starkly apparent. The young people explore, deconstruct
and debate their perspectives on civil, political and cultural
rights, ethnic nationalism and ethnic conflict, women’s rights
and the nation state. They learn to view the world with a
critical eye. Their pre-conceived notions and judgements are
challenged and they come to new understandings and a
new appreciation for their diversity.

Youth in the NYDP sessions learn not only from work-
shop facilitators but from each other. They live together for
a week, gaining a sense of each other’s histories and lives.
They become friends and build bridges among themselves,
between their organizations, and across their ethnic groups,
united in efforts to build a peaceful Burma together.

As dusk settles upon the Thai mountainside, several young people, all from Burma, are engaged in
intense discussion. They sit cross-legged on straw mats in a large, rustic cabin, mugs of coffee and
notebooks scattered among them. The atmosphere is collegial and relaxed. It belies the tumultuous
and complex lives they lead and the apparent impossibility of their endeavours. These young activists 
are the architects of an innovative project called the Nationalities Youth Development Program (NYDP).
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Envisioning a Future Burma
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Members of the NYDP meeting together in Thailand.

Global Issues in a Changing World
“Global Issues in a Changing World” is a joint initiative of Zed
Books and several international partner publishers and non-
governmental organizations, including Inter Pares, who work
together to maximize the relevance and availability of this
series. Intended for inquiring readers, social activists, and students
in the North and South, the books address current global issues
of relevance to humanity, explaining what is at stake for each
issue and questioning conventional ideas and policies.

Drawn from many different parts of the world, the authors
pay particular attention to the needs and interests of ordinary
people in the North and the South. Inter Pares also subsidizes

the cost of books to publishing partners in the South, enabling
them to price the books more appropriately for their local
markets. Their authors all share a common goal – to help stimulate
new thinking and social action in the world.

Eleven titles have already been published and a dozen new
ones are currently in preparation for printing.

To order in Canada, please contact:
Fernwood Books Ltd. P.O. Box 1981 Peterborough, ON  K9J 7X7 
Tel: 705-743-8990  Fax: 705-743-8353 
customerservice@broadviewpress.ca    www.fernwoodbooks.ca 



n August 2002, a group of farmers and civil society 
representatives from India, Pakistan, Sri Lanka, Nepal,
and Bangladesh came to Canada to visit organic farmers

and to participate in the 14th World Congress of the Inter-
national Federation of Organic Agricultural Movements
(IFOAM), held in Victoria. Over the course of their two-week
journey, the Canadian and South Asian farmers shared
discussions on the
challenges, politics, and
rewards of practising
agriculture that
promotes biological
diversity, local com-
munities, and self-
reliance. The results
were new friendships
based on common
cause, and an action
statement entitled
Common Ground,
which has since been
endorsed by hundreds
of groups and
individuals worldwide.

In February 2003,
six Canadian organic
farmers, a community
food systems advocate,
and Anna Paskal of
Inter Pares stepped off the plane in India for a return visit.
Hosted by the Deccan Development Society (DDS) in the
southern state of Andhra Pradesh, the group took part in
three weeks of farm visits as well as high-level policy discus-
sions in four Indian cities. The goal was to bring attention 
to the international nature of the commonalities facing small-
scale ecological farmers. For many Canadian participants,
these roundtables with policy makers, academics, press, unions,
organic entrepreneurs, scientists, activists, and farmers
would be the first time they were taking their food politics
beyond their local communities.

Despite years of organic farming and food security
activism, some of the Canadian farmers had reservations about
engaging in public debates with influential people who had
many years of agricultural training. P.V. Satheesh, Executive
Director of DDS, reminded the group that as long as a
scientist’s view of soil continues to be perceived as more legiti-
mate than that of a tenth-generation farmers, those who
work the soil will continue to have little voice in the prevailing
economic and agricultural system. Satheesh reaffirmed that
those who speak from their own experience have the right to
be heard.

In a circular room set up around a colourful mandala
(circular design) signifying the natural symbiosis of ecosystems,
the Canadian farmers began to assemble their presentations.
Drawing from their own life stories, a portrait of Canadian

agriculture emerged in direct contrast to the dominant vision
of large-scale industrial farms. It was a description of organic
farmers on small and medium sized farms, enjoying the support
of their local communities who, in turn, are nourished by 
the safe local food the farmers provide. As the group developed
these presentations, each person’s conviction that their
message was both valid and crucial grew stronger. Small scale

biodiversity-based
agriculture is not only
productive and 
viable, but also often
instrumental in
building, maintaining,
and enhancing rural
livelihoods and local
economies.

The day after the
first policy dialogue 
the news stands carried
papers in three
languages with head-
lines such as “Organic
farmers seek com-
munity certification”
and “Organic farmers
from Canada join issue
with counterparts in
Pune”. Over the course
of the next week, the

group met with a wide range of people in several Indian cities,
with the final presentation held in the capital of Delhi. By 
the end of the event, there was a long list of participants who
wanted to take their turn at the microphone. One after
another, they expressed their appreciation to the Canadian
farmers for the rootedness and authenticity of their presentations.

In the last meeting before the Canadians left India,
Satheesh spoke with great emotion. “We have expanded our
common ground so much through this dialogue. It has
generated a tremendous amount of energy. We have woven
personal experiences into a global experience. If you did
not realize your strength before, this is what you have done.”

For more information see Anna Paskal's photo essay at
www.interpares.ca
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221 Laurier Avenue East, Ottawa, Ontario, Canada  K1N 6P1
Phone (1-613) 563-4801   Fax (1-613) 594-4704    www.interpares.ca

Inter Pares works overseas and in Canada in support of self-help development
groups, and in the promotion of understanding about the causes, effects
and solutions to under-development and poverty. 
Charitable registration number (BN) 11897 1100 RR000 1.

Financial support for the Bulletin is provided by the Canadian International
Development Agency.
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Common Ground: A South Asia/Canada Dialogue
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Canadian farmers and their Indian counterparts discussing the properties of traditional seeds.


