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Abstract 

 This dissertation research explored how indigenous peoples have responded to 

increasing conservation and development pressures in Suriname using two case study 

communities.  One, in West Suriname, faced a proposed protected area and large-scale 

mining operation on the communities’ traditional lands. The other community, in East 

Suriname, has been involved in a long-term co-management arrangement over an 

existing protected area. Community responses to these protected areas and development 

projects were considered through the important influence of a national indigenous 

rights organization and its multi-scalar networks. A total of 68 in-depth interviews with 

indigenous community leaders, indigenous rights organization leaders, conservation 

NGO personnel, company, and government representatives were conducted over a 

period of 9 months. In addition, 13 documents including conference proceedings, 

editorials, letters, and presentations were collected and analyzed. Results showed that 

strategies in the form of scalar politics, information politics, accountability politics, and 

cultural politics that drew from international legal instruments, guidelines, and the 

larger indigenous rights movement were used. These strategies enhanced the power, 

knowledge, and negotiating ability of the communities and NGOs, leading to the 

eventual rejection of a protected area and a stronger role in the mining project. However, 

the larger goal of land rights for indigenous peoples in Suriname has not yet been 

realized, and remains the focal point of indigenous struggles there.  
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1. Introduction  

1.1 Introduction and Research Questions 

Conservation and development interventions by state and non-state actors are 

increasing realities for many local communities in remote areas of the developing world, 

including indigenous communities. Indigenous peoples are distinctive in comparison 

with other local communities, however, and have positioned themselves as such. As the 

original inhabitants of an area predating colonization, indigenous peoples have 

occupied lands for a significant period of time. This has given rise to an important parcel 

of rights in international law that emphasizes indigenous rights to lands and resources 

based on “…their pre-existence to contemporary States, and because of their cultural 

and historical continuity, [indigenous peoples] have a special situation, an inherent 

condition that is juridically a source of rights” (Kreimer 1998: 69-70 quoted in MacKay 

2002b). Another unique feature of indigenous peoples is their relationship to nature 

reflected in their intimate knowledge systems about the local environment, as well as 

their resource use and management practices. Indigenous peoples are often considered 

the best guardians of lands when the management objective is sustainability of natural 

resources (Durning 1992; MacIntosh 2004), though there is debate about this role.1 In 

                                                      

1 ‘Management’ is a Euro-centric term that describes sustainable use of the environment by indigenous peoples, but is 
not necessarily something that indigenous peoples themselves would use to describe their use practices (see Howitt and 
Suchet-Pearson 2006). In addition, there continue to be scholarly debates as to whether sustainable management of 



 

 

2

encounters with conservation and development activities, however, indigenous peoples 

are also unusual in that they are part of a growing global community of indigenous 

peoples signified by the transnational indigenous peoples’ movement (TIPM) that 

advocates for indigenous rights (Tilley 2002). While this movement has gained 

momentum in the last thirty years, there is little research about the form that this 

movement takes in national and local contexts, and how it shapes indigenous peoples 

responses and strategies in encounters with conservation and development. 

Concomitant with this, is the lack of scholarly and detailed understanding about how 

conservation and development processes are thereby affected by local indigenous 

peoples’ assertions of their rights. This dissertation explores the impact of the global 

indigenous rights movement, as it is expressed nationally and locally, on indigenous 

communities’ responses to protected areas and large-scale industrial development in 

Suriname. It focuses particularly on the political strategies employed by a national 

indigenous rights organization that has emerged as a key player in shaping indigenous 

responses to conservation and development in Suriname. Based on this, the following 

are the broad research questions addressed in this study: 

                                                      

 

natural resources by indigenous peoples, past or present, is an intentional practice or the result of circumstances 
including low population numbers and limited technology (see Stearman 1994; Lu Holt 2005; Brightman 1987). 
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1.  How are indigenous communities being affected by increasing conservation and development 

pressures in Suriname?  

 

2. How are these communities responding to conservation and development in the form of 

protected areas and large scale industrial activities? 

 

3. What is the role of indigenous rights organizations in community encounters with 

conservation and development?  

 

4. What are the possible implications of community responses and organization involvement for 

the communities, indigenous peoples in Suriname, and the environment?  
  

Suriname provides a unique and appropriate setting for addressing these 

research questions. First, in the context of conservation, Suriname is part of the Amazon 

watershed and contains one of the most intact tropical forests of any South American 

country2. This has led, especially in recent years, to increasing attention from scientists 

and international conservation non-governmental organizations (NGOs) intent on 

preserving that forest and the species contained therein. Second, in the context of 

development, Suriname’s interior has attracted the attention of multinational resource 

extraction companies searching for rich deposits of bauxite and gold. This has 

increasingly been the case in recent years with the achievement of relative political 

stability and economic policies that foster the entrance of multinationals into the 

country. Third, a number of tribal communities, including indigenous peoples,3 make 

                                                      

2 Because of this fact, Suriname markets itself to tourists as ‘the beating heart of the Amazon’ 
3 Suriname’s tribal communities include both Maroons and Indigenous peoples. Maroons are ancestors of escaped 
slaves brought over from Africa to work on the Dutch plantations in the 18th and 19th centuries. 
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their home in Suriname’s interior. As with many other parts of the Amazon, the high 

level of biodiversity in the interior correlates with indigenous occupation of those areas 

(Schwartzman, Moreira, and Nepstad 2000). These indigenous communities are 

increasingly facing new challenges, but also opportunities in the form of protected areas 

and large-scale industrial activities taking place on lands which they have traditionally 

occupied4 and used for hunting, gathering, and agricultural activities. Importantly, these 

are lands to which indigenous peoples also have no legal ownership rights, making 

Suriname the only country in the Western hemisphere where indigenous peoples do not 

hold any form of legal land title. All of these factors have fueled the burgeoning 

indigenous rights movement in Suriname, and in particular, one indigenous rights 

organization’s involvement in community encounters with conservation and 

development.  

This is a manuscript style thesis, structured around three main articles where 

various components of these research questions are explored. In this introduction, I set 

the stage for these articles by: 1) introducing the theoretical concepts that inform this 

work, 2) providing background on the two case study indigenous communities on 

which the research is focused, the indigenous rights movement, and how indigenous 

                                                      

4 According to the International Labour Organization “These are lands where indigenous and tribal peoples have 
lived over time, and which they have used and managed according to their traditional practices. These are the lands of 
their ancestors, and which they hope to pass on to future generations. It might in some cases include lands which have 
been recently lost” (ILO 2003: 31) 
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rights have evolved in Suriname, 3) describing the methods used in this research. While 

some of the information may reappear in individual manuscripts, this introduction 

provides a detailed account of the research context and process. 

 

1.2 Theory 

Diverse bodies of theoretical and empirical work inform my dissertation 

research, and these will be elaborated upon in the individual manuscripts. For the 

purposes of this introduction, a brief review of them is provided. I primarily draw from 

the literature on scalar politics and neoliberal governance in geography, social 

movements framing in sociology, and identity politics, information politics, and 

accountability politics in international relations.  

The first manuscript (Chapter 2) used a scalar politics theoretical framework to 

explore the West Suriname case by examining how scalar politics was used in shaping 

the decision of three communities to reject a protected area. In this study, the politics of 

scale was explored in terms of how it was employed to enhance the knowledge and 

political power of indigenous actors as they positioned themselves within different 

networks in encounters with conservation. In the geographical literature, scale has 

traditionally been treated as a ‘backdrop’ to events and operating in a linear, 

hierarchical, and singular direction. This treatment of scale has increasingly been 
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criticized by a number of scholars (Cox 1997; Swyngedouw 19971; 1997b; Howitt 2002; 

Rankin 2003; Bulkeley and Betsill 2003; Owens 2004; Gibson-Graham 2002), as it does 

not consider the more dynamic and opportunistic aspects of scale that can be utilized in 

creative ways by local actors. In this manuscript scale analyzed as a resource or strategy 

(Bebbington and Batterbury 2001; Howitt 2002) addresses these criticisms, and provides 

a lens through which to examine how the use of transnational networks empowered 

indigenous groups at national and local levels (Perreault 2003).  

The second manuscript (Chapter 3) primarily draws from the social movement 

literature on collective action framing and identity politics. These theories and/or 

analytical guides helped to unpack how expressions and images associated with 

indigenous peoples were used as strategic tools. Framing devices can be powerful 

strategies lending meaning to events and issues in ways that resonate with potential 

constituents, antagonists, and/or the general public (Snow and Benford 1988). Little 

research has been conducted on how frames vary across actors in relation to different 

issues that they are encountering (but see Snow, Vliegenthart and Corrigall-Brown 

2007). Identity frames were used by participants in this research to represent indigenous 

peoples as environmental stewards in order to enhance their power in rejecting a 

proposed protected area in West Suriname, as well as to gain greater involvement in the 

management of an existing protected area in East Suriname. Identity frames can be 
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encompassed within identity politics, which involves an explicit appeal to identity to 

achieve political goals (Brysk 2000).  Chapter 3 also considered the response of West 

Suriname communities to a large-scale mining project in West Suriname. Traditionally, 

indigenous identities have been strongly associated with positive relations to nature, 

identities which resonate with the public and policy makers (Redford 1990; Conklin and 

Graham 1995; Brosius 1997). However, such identity frames can also be limiting; 

encounters with large-scale industrial mining in West Suriname led community leaders 

to perceive it as a profit opportunity, a desire which conflicts with images of indigenous 

peoples as environmental stewards. In contrast, a national indigenous rights 

organization used strategic framing devices to articulate the mining issue as an issue of 

indigenous rights, a framing device that may have resonated more with policy makers 

and company officials.  

Alternative neoliberal governance arrangements and accountability politics 

provided the theoretical foundation for the final manuscript (Chapter 3). The large-scale 

mining project in West Suriname was an example of a subtle form of neoliberalism in 

Suriname. For this research, neoliberalism was conceived as both an environmental and 

social project. It was environmental in that it could result in environmental degradation 

through the privatization and commoditization of nature (O’Connor 1998) i.e. mineral 

concessions and exploration.  However, neoliberalism was most importantly understood 
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as a social project in the context of this study, as the social needs of particular groups 

were neglected due to the privatization of collective natural resources and enclosure of 

the commons (Brennen and Theodore 2007: Mansfield 2007).  For indigenous groups, 

results in violations of their traditional rights to land and resources (as set out in 

international law) that are normally communally held, and upon which they are 

dependent for their livelihoods. But it is not only adverse environmental impacts 

produced through neoliberal projects that are problematic,-it is also the extent to which 

marginalized groups are able to participate (or not) in the process of neoliberal project 

planning. This manuscript examined how NGOs exerted pressure on the mining 

companies in West Suriname to improve community participation in and decision 

making power over mining activities. While traditional forms of governance involve the 

state as protector of the environment and human rights through the regulation of 

industry, this is often not the case in developing countries (Castree 2008). Suriname 

represented such a case in which NGOs had to take on the role of trying to regulate 

industry. They went about this through a process of accountability politics that entailed 

efforts to hold powerful, international actors to their previously stated policies or 

principles by exposing the disconnect between rhetoric and practice (Keck and Sikkink 

1998: 24).   
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While each of these manuscripts was guided by distinct theories, they were also 

linked together by an overarching theoretical framework of political ecology that was 

not introduced in the individual manuscripts. Political ecology provides an appropriate 

umbrella framework for the following reasons. First, political ecology in its earlier stages 

(that of third world political ecology) highlighted the role of the state and capitalism in 

contributing to environmental problems and/or restricting access to natural resources at 

the expense of local populations who depend on those resources for their livelihoods.  

These are traditionally more powerful actors, and their inequitable relation with local 

communities is reflected through their ability to control the environment. Conservation 

(e.g. in the form of protected areas) and large-scale industrial development activities are 

examples of these manifestations of power and control over the natural (and also social) 

environment (Bryant and Bailey 1997). In this research, the Surinamese government 

leased out traditional indigenous territories that indigenous communities use for 

hunting, fishing, and gathering to mining companies (who then control access to the 

concession areas). The Surinamese government, in conjunction with conservation NGOs, 

also attempted to establish protected areas/nature reserves on traditional indigenous 

lands, with laws attached to those reserves that restrict and control access to resources.  

Surinamese tenurial systems and socio-political institutions underlie all of these actions 

with the state owning all rights to lands and resources.  
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Another way that political ecology provided insights into this dissertation 

research is based on its poststructural interests in how environmental problems are 

defined, delimited and discussed, and how these processes establish the reality most 

conducive to a particular group’s interests (and agenda) (Jarosz 1993). In other words, 

this approach highlighted the means by which the environment can be controlled 

through discourses and the regulation of ideas.  Moral discourses are contained within 

every conservation project, revealing much about what advocates of conservation 

believe to be ‘right’ and ‘wrong’ in human-environment relations. Actors at all levels,  

including development professionals, governments, international donor agencies and 

NGOs, can be actively involved in the production and dissemination of discourses that 

are drawn on to give meaning to social or environmental phenomena (Hajer 1995; 

Fortmann 1990). Scholars such as Lease (1995) have exposed how scientists who provide 

the credibility and support for these discourses are often speaking in moral terms 

because they strongly value non-human species and are seeking to prevent them going 

to extinction; giant river otters and sea turtles are examples of such species. These types 

of moral biases contain important social and political implications in terms of how some 

courses of action, as well as species, are thereby prioritized, facilitated, and justified over 

others (Taylor and Buttel 1992; Campbell 2002a). For example, the establishment of 

protected areas can involve prioritizing animal needs at the expense of human 
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communities with associated attempts to prevent local people from harvesting resources 

contained therein (Neumann 2004).  

In this research, giant river otters and sea turtles are highly valued, charismatic 

megafauna that are considered threatened, endangered or critically endangered. Kaboeri 

Creek is considered the last stronghold of the giant river otter (a species confined to 

South America) based on population estimates (Chechebar 1990; Duplaix 2002: 10). 

Efforts to protect this last stronghold by WWF and the government of Suriname resulted 

in attempts to establish a strictly protected area that would limit indigenous peoples’ 

access to one of their prime hunting and fishing territories.   

NGO discourses and the construction of science were even more relevant in the 

case of the Galibi sea turtles. Sea turtles have been highly prized for their eggs in 

Suriname and green turtle eggs were collected by indigenous peoples as an important 

income source prior to 2002 when a regulated egg harvest was cancelled. There remains 

considerable uncertainty around the science regarding sea turtle biology and sustainable 

use (see Robinson 1993; Ludwig et al. 1993; Campbell 2002a; 2002b), as well as moral 

reasons opposing use in general (Campbell 2002a; 2002b). As Campbell (2002b) noted 

from her study, based on the uncertainty of marine turtle biology, experts can couch 

their arguments for and against use (e.g. sea turtle egg harvesting) in scientific terms and 

downplay the role of other values they attach to marine turtles that influence their views 
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e.g. aesthetic appeal, emotional attachment. This was reflected in Galibi- while the 

population of green turtles is considered relatively stable or increasing in the region 

(Seminoff 2004), the harvesting of those eggs remains prohibited.   

Another important element of political ecology that applied to this research 

concerned the forms of resistance by less powerful groups to the discourses and agendas 

of the state, NGOs, and industry. This speaks to the political ramifications resulting from 

outsider attempts to control the local environment and resources (Bryant 1992). 

Discourses, for example, can be used as counter narratives and framing devices by 

marginalized groups to resist and respond to those promulgated by more powerful 

actors. Local resistance or challenges are often associated with national and global 

networks (Ghai and Vivian 1992; Friedmann and Rangan 1993; Neumann and Schroeder 

1995; Peet and Watts 1996). In this research, the local communities were strongly aided 

by a national indigenous rights organization and the latter’s international networks and 

links to a larger social movement. This took the form of information dissemination and 

local knowledge empowerment that enabled the West Suriname communities to 

successfully oppose a proposed protected area (see Chapter 2). The second manuscript 

(Chapter 3) reveals how discourses articulating and emphasizing indigenous peoples as 

environmental stewards were adopted from the global indigenous rights movement and 

applied to help counter the establishment of the same proposed protected area; this 
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reflected the liberation ecologies approach to political ecology and the role of social 

movements in facilitating the emergence of subaltern voices (Forsyth 2004).  These 

networks also enabled the national indigenous rights organization to procure the help of 

an international development NGO to speak for indigenous rights in encounters with 

powerful mining companies (Chapter 4). This was not an act of resistance however, but 

rather a negotiated response to capitalism that challenges traditional political ecology 

approaches. These approaches have tended to vilify capitalist development and its 

impacts on communities, where communities may seek to benefit from such 

development (see Corbridge 1986; Schuurman 1993 cited in Forsyth 1996).  

The next section provides details of Suriname, the case studies, the national 

indigenous rights organization, and the particulars of the conservation and development 

activities which the communities encountered.   

 

1.3 Background: Suriname, the Case Study Communitie s, and 
Organizations 

Suriname contains a number of strictly protected areas, known as nature 

reserves. Since Suriname became a party to the Convention on Biodiversity (CBD) in 

1994, nature reserves have risen from covering 5 per cent to 11.5 per cent of the nation’s 

land area (United Nations Environment Programme and The World Conservation 

Union 2007). There are currently a total of 20 existing and proposed protected areas in 
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Suriname; with most of these classified as nature reserves (see Figure 1 and Table 1). The 

national conservation laws governing these protected areas are outlined in Table 2 and 

the government bodies overseeing nature conservation and environmental legislation 

are provided in Table 3. The Government’s National Biodiversity Strategy (NBS) reflects 

the protected area ‘push’ in Suriname. Goal 1 of this strategy states:   

Suriname has already begun the establishment and management of a diverse network of 

nationally protected areas as parks, reserves and related classifications. This elaborated system of 

protected areas will be strengthened and expanded nationally and locally as is deemed appropriate 

within national economic and social development strategies [...]. This is established through: 1) 

the introduction of specific guidelines for efficient and effective management in the existing 

protected areas in Suriname through operational management plans and 2) expansion of existing 

protected areas and the development of new ones to establish full representation of all ecosystem 

types found in Suriname (Republic of Suriname 2006). 

 

Examples of conservation NGOs involved in conservation ventures include the World 

Wildlife Fund-Guianas, Conservation International (CI), The International Union for the 

Conservation of Nature, and The Oceanic Society5. WWF and CI are two of the ‘big 

three’ (see Chapin 2004); these ‘big three’ are labeled as such because they have 

significant amounts of funding relative to other conservation NGOs, and have made 

major investments in large-scale conservation projects across the globe (Chapin 2004). 

                                                      

5 Overall there is very little money allotted for conservation in Suriname (Interview, Stinasu representative); 

this makes the funding provided by international NGOs such as WWF even more critical, and often allows 

the latter to push the conservation agenda (Drijver et al. 1997 in Connelly Thesis).  

 



 

        Figure 1: Existing and Proposed Protected Areas in Suriname

           Source: Nature Conservation Division of Suriname
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sting and Proposed Protected Areas in Suriname

Source: Nature Conservation Division of Suriname 

 

sting and Proposed Protected Areas in Suriname 
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Table 1: Classification of Protected Areas in Suriname 

 
*This number varies between 11 and 12, depending on the source. In addition, there are 3 or 4 proposed nature reserves 

and forest reserves with this number varying also 

**From: IUCN Protected Areas and World Heritage Programme ‘Defining Protected Area Management Categories’ 

http://www.unep-wcmc.org/protected_areas/categories/index.html 

 

 

 

Suriname 

Classification 

Number in 

Suriname 

Description IUCN 

Category** 
Nature Reserve 12* -to be designated as a nature reserve the area 

has to satisfy the following requirements: 

that it deserves protection by the 

Government because of its varied nature 

and scenic beauty; and/or because of the 

presence of  

–from a scientifically or culturally significant 

point of view-important flora, fauna, or 

geological objects  

(Government of Suriname 1954) 

IV 

 

 

 

  

 

Multiple  

Use Management 

Area 

4 -areas where integrated management by or 

on behalf of the  Government is needed for 

rational use of natural resources which 

includes  the conservation of  the  protective 

and productive  functions of vulnerable 

ecosystems (Source: ACT 2006; interview, 

WWF 3) 

 

-concentrated in estuarine zones for 

protection of fish and seabirds 

VI 
 

 

Nature 

Park/National Park 

1 IUCN Definition**: protected area managed 

mainly for ecosystem protection and 

recreation   

-Natural area of land and/or sea, designated 

to (a) protect the ecological integrity of one 

or more ecosystems for present and future 

generations, (b) exclude exploitation or 

occupation inimical to the purposes of 

designation of the area and (c) provide a 

foundation for spiritual, scientific, 

educational, recreational and visitor 

opportunities, all of which must be 

environmentally and culturally compatible. 

II 
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Table 2: Suriname Conservation Laws 

Law Description 

1954 Nature 

Conservation Act 

Article 1 

For the protection and conservation of the natural resources present in 

Suriname, after hearing the Council of State, the President may designate lands 

and waters belonging to the State Domain as a nature reserve. 

 

Article 4 and 5 

-such an area can be closed to the public 

-it is prohibited to undertake any kind of activity in a reserve that will affect the 

integrity of a reserve in a detrimental way 

-it is also prohibited to make camp, cut wood, or make charcoal and to hunt or 

fish without written permission from the head of the forest service (LBB) and 

this is in accordance with the conditions stipulated in the permit 

 

Exemptions 

-the head of the forest service may under certain conditions grant permission to 

persons to do certain activities that in general are not allowed 

 

Source: translated by WWF-Guianas (Suriname Government 1954) 

1986 Nature 

Conservation Decree  

 

-applies to only 4 nature reserves established by the decree 

-protects the traditional rights of indigenous peoples living in these 4 reserves 

(Peruvia, Wanekreek, Copie and Boven Coesewijne) 

-does not apply to any of the reserves established between 1966 and 1985 

 

Article 4 

Insofar as villages and settlements of the tribal people from the interior are 

situated in the areas designated as nature reserves, the traditional rights*… 

thereof shall be respected 

 

Source: summarized from ACT 2006: 28  

 

*The "traditional “ rights refer to:  

• free choice for the settlement of a village (this means permission to 

build camps);  

• free choice of parcel(s) for the establishment of shifting cultivation 

grounds;  

• permission to hunt;  

• permission to fish; and  

• possibility to maintain a cutting permit.  

  

These activities may only take place on public lands, which have not yet been formally 

issued to third parties (e.g. as concessions, and/or other private lease titles). 

Furthermore, this freedom of action is limited by their own traditional and cultural 

norms and the general laws and the specific legal instruments on hunting, fishing, and 
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forest utilization. 

 

Source: Baal, Ferdinand L.J. NATURAL HERITAGE IN SURINAME 

Head Nature Conservation Division of the Forest Service of Suriname 

Paramaribo, 19 February 2000 (Updated 4 March 2005) 

1998 Nature 

Conservation 

Resolution 

Article 2* 

 

Insofar as villages and settlements of the tribal people from the interior are 

situated in the areas designated by this State Decree as nature reserves, the 

traditional rights…thereof shall be respected, unless:  

 

a. The general interest or the national goal of the reserve that has been 

established is impaired;  

 

b. Determined otherwise.  

  

*same as Article 4 of 1986 Decree except for a and b 

 

Source: summarized from ACT 2006:29  

 

 

Table 3: Government Bodies Responsible for Nature Conservation and 

Environmental Protection in Suriname 

Government Body Authority and Responsibility with respect to Nature Conservation and  

Environment 

Ministry of Natural 

Resource 

-is responsible for energy and natural resources including  listing, exploring, 

and optimally exploiting and managing minerals, water, and energy 

resources (ACT 2006) 

State Forestry Service 

(LBB) 

-is a subdivision of Ministry of Natural Resources 

-is the ultimate authority with complete control over al1 activities that occur 

in the nature reserves.   

-manages and monitors forests and protected areas;  

-has the authority to impose criminal sanctions in violation of the Nature 

Protection Act of 1954  (Connelly 2001) 

Nature Conservation 

Division (NCD) 

-is a subdivision of the State Forestry Service 

-is responsible for the development of management plans, patrolling and 

enforcement of rules and regulations in the nature reserve and day to day 

management and nature reserve maintenance.  (Connelly 2001) 

Stinasu -is a quasi–governmental organization responsible for the development of 

management plans, patrolling and enforcement, and nature reserve 

maintenance.  

-supports scientific research, nature education, and nature tourism in these 

reserves  (Stinasu. 2008. ‘Mission Statement’ 

http://www.stinasu.com/mission_statement.html; Connelly  2001) 

Ministry of Physical -is responsible for the proper issuance of land, monitoring the lawful and 

Table 2, continued 
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Planning, Land and Forest 

Management 

efficient use of allocated land and  for listing, exploring, optimally exploiting 

and managing the forest, flora and fauna resources (ACT 2006) 

Ministry of Labour, 

Technological 

Development and 

Environment 

-is responsible for environmental policy and monitoring, formalizing national 

environmental legislation, partnerships to implement national and 

international environmental responsibilities, and implementation of 

environment related conventions and agreements (ACT 2006) 

National Institute for 

Environment and 

Development (NIMOS) 

-is responsible for preparing and implementing future national environmental 

legislation and monitoring compliance with that;  

-Suriname remains without any framework for environmental legislation 

(Weitzner 2007; Molenaar 2007)  

 

The species these NGOs aim to protect are often high profile species such as 

endangered sea turtles, giant river otters, jaguars, and giant armadillos to name a few. 

For example, WWF-Guianas has an entire program dedicated to the conservation, 

research and management of sea turtles in the Guianas (WWF-Guianas 2008). One of the 

best examples of scientific and conservation interest in Suriname was the establishment 

of the Central Suriname Nature Reserve in 1998, a 1.6 million hectare protected area 

implemented in West-Central Suriname with the help of Conservation International (see 

Figure 1). Conservation International Suriname places emphasis on the charismatic 

megafauna (species appreciated for their intrinsic value) within the reserve including 

the bird known as the ‘cock of the rock’, scarlet macaws, jaguars, giant armadillos, and 

giant river otters (Conservation International Suriname 2009).  

Second, large-scale development in Suriname has often taken the form of mining. 

The mining sector provides approximately 85 per cent of the country’s exports and 25 

per cent of government revenues with bauxite (alumina) and gold as the main products 

Table 3, continued 
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(Van Ijzerloo 2008). There are many examples of multinational interests; Gross Rosebel 

Gold Mines is a concession area owned by IAMGOLD from Canada who began mining 

in 2004. Both BHP Billiton Maatschappij Suriname (BMS) and US Newmont Mining 

Corporation are involved in joint ventures with Suralco, a subsidiary of US based Alcoa. 

BHP Billiton from Australia is involved with the major bauxite mining initiative in West 

Suriname that constituted an important focus of this dissertation research (see Chapter 3 

and Chapter 4). Suriname contains some of the most abundant bauxite deposits in the 

world, and the mining of bauxite accounted for approximately 42 per cent of exports 

and 26.7 per cent of export revenue in 2007 (CIA 2008). As such, the government has 

sought to encourage outside investment into exploitation of the nation’s natural 

resources located in the interior, with limited environmental and social protection 

mechanisms in place to regulate its operations (see Table 4 below).  

Table 4: Existing and Proposed Mining Legislation in Suriname 

Legislation Year Description 

Mining Decree 1986 -regulates large and small-scale mining. 

-covers reconnaissance, exploration and exploitation of mineral resources 

-makes reference to: compliance with ecosystem oriented regulations, 

reclamation of the mined area and environmental protection in the 

decommissioning phase; and ensuring that mining activities take into 

account “the higher interest of the nation” 

-makes reference to indigenous peoples and maroons in Article 25 (1)(b), 

which states that exploration permits must include a list of tribal 

communities located in or near the area to be explored (adapted from 

Kambel and MacKay 1999, 101-102 cited in Weitzner 2007) 

Draft Mining Act 2002 -will replace the 1986 Mining Decree 

-requires large scale mining companies to conduct environmental 

assessments and implement environmental management  and 

rehabilitation plans 
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-requires identification and mapping of indigenous communities affected 

by exploration activities. If exploitation is expected to follow, a report on 

how this will affect the communities is required (Article 31) 

-communal land inhabitants and users must allow holders of mining 

rights to carry out mining activities on these lands as long as the 

communities have been informed in advance and will be compensated 

(Article 76) (Weitzner 2007; Molenaar 2007) 

 

Third, Suriname is home to approximately 18,000 indigenous peoples, many of 

whom reside in, and depend upon, the resource rich interior. The forested interior  

makes up 90 per cent of Suriname (United Nations Environment Programme 2008). The 

Surinamese government has not granted indigenous peoples legal land titles; this has 

made indigenous peoples especially vulnerable to outsider claims to these lands, and 

also limits their potential to benefit from outsider interests.  

This provides the entry point for the role of the growing indigenous rights 

movement in Suriname, with the central player in this case being an indigenous rights 

organization known as the VIDs (Veriniging van Inheemse Doorpshoofden in Suriname 

or The Association of Indigenous Village Leaders in Suriname). The VIDs’ major focus 

has been on the attainment of legal land titles for indigenous peoples in Suriname (VIDs 

2005). Indigenous communities’ encounters with protected areas and development are  

fueling the legal land rights campaign in Suriname, as these activities involve the 

cordoning off and restriction of access to lands that indigenous peoples have 

traditionally occupied and used, and which, according to international law (e.g. UN 

Table 4, continued 
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Declaration of Indigenous Rights; ILO Convention 169-see Table 6), they have the right 

to own. Through its employment of international networks and political strategies, the 

VIDs has been pushing for the legal recognition of these rights (in addition to other 

types of rights) in its support for indigenous communities dealing with powerful 

conservation and development actors and interests. 

Indigenous communities in West Suriname and East Suriname were selected as 

case studies in exploring indigenous responses to conservation and development in 

Suriname, and the role of the indigenous rights movement in shaping those responses. 

These communities provided interesting contrasts and comparisons, while also 

influencing one another. The primary case study comprised the indigenous communities 

of Washabo, Section, and Apoera in West Suriname. This case involved the proposed 

establishment of a 68,000 protected area known as the Kaboeri Creek Nature Reserve, 

aimed at conserving the last stronghold of the giant river otter (a conservation 

encounter), and a proposal for large-scale bauxite mining (a development encounter). 

The second case study consisted of the communities of Christiaankondre and 

Langamankondre (collectively referred to as Galibi) in East Suriname. These 

communities have been living near and involved in a long term co-management 

arrangement with the Surinamese Government of the 4000 hectare Galibi Nature 

Reserve. This was one of the first protected areas established in Suriname, aimed at the 
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protection endangered sea turtles (a conservation encounter). Over time, ecotourism has 

become a promoted economic activity in Galibi (a development encounter).  

1.3.1 The West Suriname Case 

 Lokono (Arowak) indigenous peoples are the major tribal group residing in the 

West Suriname communities. These communities are located very close to one another, 

but were settled separately along the Corantijn River (the natural border between 

Suriname and Guyana). Washabo and Apoera were settled first in early 1900s, with 

Section settled geographically in between them shortly after. The total population of the 

three villages is 1023 people and they speak a combination of Sranan Tonga (the lingua 

franca of Suriname), Dutch, English (being next to Guyana and where many of their 

ancestors arrived from), and to a lesser extent their traditional Lokono tongue (Weitzner 

2007). Villagers engage in a combination of traditional livelihood activities (e.g. farming, 

hunting and fishing) as well as cash generating activities such as the wildlife trade, 

logging and mining (Weitzner 2007).  

Funding for the proposed Kaboeri Creek Nature Reserve was provided by the 

World Wildlife Fund (WWF)-Guianas6, the primary conservation NGO actor in this 

study. The legal authority for establishing this protected area came from the Suriname 

Ministry of Natural Resources. WWF-Guianas and the government focused on 

                                                      

6 This amounted to approximately $58,000 US, and included funding for the negotiations with the communities 
(interview, WWF 1) 
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protection of the giant river otter (Pteronura brasiliensis) in Kaboeri Creek because it was 

extirpated from most of its former range in South America due to habitat loss and the 

demand for its pelts (Chechebar 1990; Duplaix 2002: 10). The IUCN Otter Specialist 

Group identified the Guianas, including Kaboeri Creek, as a priority Ecoregion to 

conserve giant otters due to their high concentration there; in 2002 Conservation 

International’s Priority Setting Conservation Workshop for the Guianas also identified 

the Giant Otter as a critically endangered flagship species requiring long term 

conservation efforts (Duplaix 2002). These otters are also provided protection under the 

Suriname Game Act of 1954 (see Table 5). While indigenous peoples do not hunt the 

otter specifically, the Kaboeri Creek protected area would overlap with important 

traditional hunting, fishing, and agricultural grounds of these communities. As such,  

Table 5: Suriname Game Act of 1954 

Article Description 

2 Prohibits the killing, catching or attempts to kill and catch, the possessing of live or dead 

specimens, the sale, offer of sale, the purchase or trading in protected species. 

3 Prohibits trade in live or dead protected species, as well as trade in the parts and derivatives 

of these species.  

4 Prohibits the harvesting of eggs or the raiding and destruction of nests of protected species. 

8 Prohibits the hunting of any protected species, or the hunting of game or caged species 

without a special licence, with gear not approved by State Resolution, outside the approved 

or open season, above the established quota, or the removal of eggs of game or cage species 

outside the approved harvest period. 

10 Defines who may receive permits. This includes residents of Suriname and persons living 

abroad. Stipulates that a license fee of Sf 5,000 must be paid, and that persons under 18 years 

of age, or persons with a criminal record, or persons who are deemed incapable of hunting 

responsibly are not eligible for permits. Hunting licences and permits are valid from January 

1st – December 31st of the same year. 
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Permits must be available for presentation to game Wardens immediately on request. 

15 Prohibits the collection, possession and trade in animals that have either been obtained 

(captured, hunted, killed) illegally or which have been obtained in contravention of 

International Treaties. 

16 Imposes a maximum penalty of 3 months imprisonment or a fine of Sf10,000 for 

contravention of any of the above laws. Such penalty does not apply if contravention of the 

act occurs in order to preserve life or safeguard property. 

 
*The Game Act currently only applies to the northern part of the country and the Brokopondo Basin Area. In areas where 

the Game Act does not apply, open season for game and cage species last the whole year, due to subsistence requirements 

of the people living in the interior and the inability of the Management Authority to effectively police these areas. 

However, game and cage species from these areas may not be transported to or through regions where the Game Act 

applies. Currently, a new Game Resolution is under review. Under this Resolution, the Game Act would be applicable to 

the whole country and the territorial sea with exemptions for the Southern part of the country. 

 

Source: Adapted from WWF-Guianas ‘Summary of the Game Law 1954 of Suriname’ 

 

this protected area was subsequently rejected by the communities until their legal land 

rights were granted.  

This research documents and analyzes how the leaders came to this decision 

through the support of the VIDs and their international networks, and the strategies that 

employed in arriving at and supporting that decision. This research does not provide an 

analysis of the intra-community decision-making process.7 The VIDs played a key role in 

mediating between scalar levels (international, national, and local) and strategically 

accessing, interpreting, and presenting information to the communities. In addition, the 

leaders of these communities supported and justified their decision to the Surinamese 

                                                      

7 The intra-community decision making process involves the leaders presenting the protected area proposals 

and other information to the communities in an open forum.  All community members are invited to this 

forum to discuss the issue at hand.  When a decision is required, an issue is voted upon by all present and a 

consensus must be reached, though this actually means only a majority in favor or against must support it 

(interview, VIDs consultant 1). 

Table 5, continued 
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government and WWF by framing themselves as environmental stewards capable of 

managing their own resources without the need for a protected area. 

Another type of encounter brought forth both significant challenges and 

opportunities for the communities of West Suriname; this was the large-scale bauxite 

mining development proposed on their traditional lands in the Bakhuys Mountains, a 

development that was only recently put on hold.8 This was a combined venture by BHP 

Billiton Maatschappij Suriname (BMS) whose parent company is the Australian 

corporation BHP Billiton, and the Surinamese subsidiary of US based Alcoa known as 

Suralco. Unlike the Kaboeri Creek Nature Reserve, the communities had no opportunity 

to reject the mining development as the concession was granted to the companies by the 

Surinamese government without the prior knowledge of these communities. Instead, the 

VIDs stepped in with the aid of an international development organization (The North-

South Institute or NSI), and worked to govern these companies. They did this by 

holding the companies accountable to international guidelines concerning how they 

should be working with indigenous communities.  

                                                      

8 The reasons given for this include 1) the recent pullout of Suralco from the proposed refinery and smelter operations 
that were being planned in conjunction with the mining; 2) a final agreement could not be reached between the 
companies and the government; and 3) the global financial crisis driving down the price of natural resources (e-mail 
communication, BMS representative). The government may be looking for another company to undertake the 
integrated refinery and mining project before it proceeds (Weitzner 2008). 
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1.3.2 The East Suriname Case 

The secondary case study that I draw from helps shed additional light on the 

networking process and final decision of the West Suriname communities, as well as 

providing a useful comparison for how two sets of indigenous community leaders 

framed their different conservation encounters.  

Galibi is the collective name for two Kali’na villages with a combined population 

of approximately 800 people (Village Registration cited in Zaalman et al. 2006). These 

villages are located on the Marowijne River, a natural border between Suriname and 

French Guiana. As in West Suriname, villagers speak a number of different languages 

including Sranan Tonga, Kali’na (their traditional tongue), Dutch, Spanish, and French 

(as they border French Guiana and they also have a number of kin residing there). The 

Galibi Nature Reserve was designed to protect endangered sea turtles, the eggs of which 

the Galibi communities have traditionally harvested and sold as a source of income. 

According to the IUCN Conservation Monitoring Centre’s Red Data Book, three species 

of sea turtles nesting in Suriname and French Guyana are considered either endangered 

or critically endangered.  These include the green turtle (Chelonia mydas), leatherback 

(Dermochelys coriacea), and hawksbill (Eretmochelys imbricata). The olive ridley 

(Lepidochelys olivacea), is considered the most endangered at the local level, though 

globally it is considered to be the least endangered (Plotkin 2007; Redlist Standards and 
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Petitions Committee 1996).9 Persistent over-exploitation, particularly of adult nesting 

females and the widespread collection of eggs are considered the likely reason for the 

endangered status of these turtle species (United Nations Environment Program Report 

1993; Hoekert et al. 1996). However, other factors thought to impact the downward 

population trend of the olive ridley include incidental capture in offshore fisheries 

(Tambiah 1994; Gueguen 2000).  On a national level, all four species are protected by the 

Surinamese government under the Game Act and Nature Conservation Act outlined in 

Tables 2 and 5. These coastal communities have harvested sea turtle eggs to sell to 

customers in the capital city of Paramaribo, the Commewijne district, as well as St. 

Laurent, French Guyana from the early 20th century (though turtle use in historical 

documents date as early as the late 1600s-see Schulz 1975), resulting in a significant 

source of cash income for several months of the year (Kambel 2002).  Scientific concern, 

particularly for the olive ridley sea turtle, began to develop in the late 1960s (see Schulz 

1967; 1968) and attracted the attention of the Surinamese Forest Service responsible for 

the preservation of wildlife in Suriname. It was estimated that the Kali’na people were 

depleting population numbers of this species through the removal of approximately 80 

per cent of the eggs (Kloos 1971). Because biologists working in the region recognized 

that a complete protectionist approach to conservation of sea turtles would probably not 

                                                      

9 There are current debates centered on possibly down listing its status.    
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work based on the history of egg take in the area, the Dutch government (Suriname was 

a colony at the time) was persuaded to implement a regulated quota system of egg 

harvesting in Galibi.10 This regulated egg harvest was canceled in 2002 and economic 

alternatives such as ecotourism began to be increasingly promoted by WWF11 and the 

Surinamese government.  

While not in a position to reject a reserve established forty years ago, these 

communities are involved in a co-management arrangement and have been trying to 

gain greater authority, participation and decision making power within this 

arrangement. In addition, leaders of these communities have been trying to gain a 

greater share of the benefits accruing from the reserve through ecotourism. Leaders of 

these communities have also been politically active in the indigenous land rights 

campaign in Suriname; one of the Galibi leaders is the Chairperson of the VIDs. These 

leaders have also helped to disseminate advice and information about protected areas to 

the West Suriname communities.  

The next section turns to providing background information on Suriname, 

indigenous peoples, and other relevant conservation and development actors that 

provide important context for the following chapters. 

                                                      

10 This was based on the scientific rationale that a number of nests were doomed already (nests otherwise expected to 
be lost due to tidal inundation or shoreline erosion) based on the spatially dynamic beaches in Suriname. 
11Other international non-governmental environmental organizations and intergovernmental bodies that have been 
involved in sea turtle conservation research and monitoring efforts and have influenced conservation policy in Galibi 
include Biotopic, the Oceanic Society, Widecast and the IUCN-Netherlands. 
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1.4 Suriname: From Colony to Nationhood and Beyond 

Suriname is a fairly obscure and small country of 492, 829 people (Suriname 

Census Office 2004) located in the north east section of South America and nestled 

amongst Guiana, Brazil, and French Guiana. While first an English Colony in the 1650s, 

it was later traded to the Dutch for New York and officially became a Dutch Colony in 

1667. During the eighteenth and first half of the nineteenth century, the Dutch colony 

grew, evidenced by the increase in the number of coffee and sugar plantations. The 

Dutch built up a number of plantations for sugar, coffee, and cocoa marking the 

beginning of Suriname as a primary commodity and export producing country (Van 

Dijk 2001). African slaves were first brought in to work the plantations, but after slavery 

was abolished in 1863 indentured labourers from Indonesia (the island of Java), China 

and India were brought in. Between 1873 and 1917 more than 30,000 indentured 

labourers arrived in Suriname (Kambel 2002). 12 The plantation system declined between 

1863 and 1945; this was due to the abolition of slavery, but also due to bad management 

                                                      

12 Today, ethnic and religious diversity remains a source of great pride for the country’s citizens. 
Hindustani (27.4%), Creole (black and white) (17.7%), Javanese (14.6%), maroons (14.7%), indigenous 
peoples (3.7%) as well as Chinese, Lebanese, and Dutch all make up the Surinamese population (Suriname 
Census Office 2004). 
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and the worsening position of Suriname in the sugar trade because of increased 

competition from Cuba, Puerto Rica and Java (Meel 1999).  

Following WWII, Suriname became governed as an ‘autonomous country’ within 

the Kingdom of the Netherlands from 1954 until its independence in 1975. In the late 

1940s many anti-Dutch sentiments started to arise (Meel 1999) and political parties based 

on ethnic and religious affiliation were established (which is still the case today) 

(Colchester 1995).  During the same period, major infrastructure projects were begun 

that included roads and bridges to the interior in planning for large-scale natural 

resource extraction activities.  

Suriname’s independence was achieved on Nov.25, 1975 with the establishment 

of an elected Surinamese democratic coalition government dominated by the New Front 

Party. Independence however, was based on the Netherlands decision to let it go as a 

colony in an era of decolonization and based on experiences in Indonesia (Kambel and 

MacKay 1999).  There were concerns about Suriname becoming independent however, 

which included political stability as different ethnic groups would be vying for power, 

and the strength of the economy to sustain independence, especially related to 

uncertainties about the continuation of Dutch development aid (Kambel 2002). The 

1960s and 1970s had witnessed some of the strongest economic growth rate in 

Surinamese history, part of which was attributable to high global demand and elevated 
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prices for bauxite (or alumina, the mineral extracted from bauxite ore), as well as the 

support of Dutch aid (Van Dijk 2001). However, this was about to change. While plans 

were made to continue with the expansion of the bauxite sector by the newly formed 

Surinamese coalition government, these plans were all put on hold with a military coup 

in 1980, which displaced the democratic government. This military government went on 

to commit human rights violations, the most well known of which were the December 

murders where fifteen persons comprising intellectuals, journalists, lawyers, and 

military officials were executed in Paramaribo on December 8, 1982. Based on these 

atrocities, the Dutch ceased all development aid to Suriname at this time. 

In reaction to the military rule of the country, a civil war broke out in 1986 led by 

the Jungle Commando, (also known as Ronnie Brunswijk), and maroon tribal groups in 

order to restore democratic rule. The entrance of indigenous peoples into the war came 

in late 1987 following an attempt at a peace treaty that was deemed unfair to indigenous 

peoples. An indigenous guerilla group known as the Tucayana Amazones was formed 

and at that point the war developed into more of an ethnic war between maroons and 

indigenous peoples (Kambel 2002). In the east, where most of the fighting took place, a 

number of indigenous peoples and maroons fled either across the Marowijne River to 

French Guiana or to the capital, Paramaribo (Kambel 2002; Kruijt and Hoogbergen 2005). 

The end of the war came in 1992 with the signing of the peace treaty at Lelydorp-the 
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significance of this treaty for indigenous peoples will be elaborated upon later in this 

introduction.  

Following the war, a series of coalition governments were established and 

alternately dominated by Creole, Hindustani and Javanese parties. The New Front 

Coalition became the first democratic government after the war. Since that time 

Suriname has sought to rebuild itself and re-enter the global economy. Both the first 

Venetiaan administration (leader of the New Front Party, 1991-1996)13 and the 

Wijdenbosch administration (1996-2000) took a number of steps at regional and global 

levels to facilitate the country’s gradual insertion into the global economy (Jessen and 

Katona 2001). First and foremost, was the introduction of a new strategy of regional 

integration with Caribbean countries. While Suriname may be physically located within 

South America, it actually shares more historical, social, political and economic 

characteristics with countries in the Caribbean (Jessen and Katona 2001). Thus, it entered 

into Caricom, the Caribbean economic community, in July, 1995. Politically, joining 

Caricom was important in illustrating to the international community that Suriname 

was committed to democracy, a rationalized and more open economy, and friendly 

relations with its neighbours (Jessen and Katona 2001).  

                                                      

13 The second Venetiaan administration was elected in 2005 and remains in power today. It is a coalition government 
with Venetiaan representing the New Front Party. 
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There have also been greater efforts made by the government in recent years at 

encouraging foreign direct investment in the natural resource sector, including a 

reduction in tariffs for multinationals (Colchester 1995). In addition, Suriname has made 

commitments to trade liberalization by joining both the GATT and WTO. Bauxite 

remains the main driver of economy,14 though exploitation of oil15 and gold has 

contributed towards diversification of the primary-export economy (CIA 2008).   

Despite the recent upswing in the Surinamese economy, the economic 

devastation as a result of the war is still apparent, evident with the number of 

abandoned and dilapidated colonial buildings lining the streets of the capital and the 

bombed out road leading to the East of Suriname that was never repaired. It remains 

one of the poorest South American countries with a GDP per capita of $4579 US (Van 

Ijzerloo 2008) and an estimated 70 per cent of Suriname’s population living below the 

poverty line (Suriname Census Office 2004; CIA 2006). Suriname ranks 89th out of 179 

countries on the human development index (UNDP 2008). Suriname’s ruling ‘elite’ 

dominate party politics (Colchester 1995; Kambel 2002; Menke 1991; Hout 2007) and it’s  

political system is built on patron-client relationships that serve the interests of 

particular ethnic or political groups, a system reinforced following independence (Inter-

American Development Bank 2001; Menke 1991; Hout 2007; Chin and Buddingh 1987; 

                                                      

14 Bauxite makes up the greatest proportion of exports (42per cent) and export revenue (26.7 per cent) (CIA  2008) 
15 Oil is the most promising sector with 15 billion barrels estimated to be in the Guyana Plateau (CIA  2008). 
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Sedoc-Dahlberg 1990);  Suriname’s government is also prone to high levels of corruption 

that keep these elite in power; this includes  non-transparent regulations and standards 

(Index of Economic Freedom 2009). Suriname ranks 72nd out of 179 countries in 

Transparency Internationals Corruption Perception Index for 2007, with extensive 

corruption cited in the executive branch of government; this is exacerbated by a shortage 

of police personnel to investigate cases of fraud (Index of Economic Freedom 2009). In 

addition, Suriname has limited environment and human rights protections. There is also 

no indigenous party representation in government (though attempts at establishing an 

indigenous party and gaining representation have been made). This reflects the fact that 

indigenous peoples sit at bottom tier of Surinamese society, though they are trying to 

change this through a growing indigenous rights movement.  

 

1.5 Indigenous Peoples, ‘Indigeneity,’ and Rights 

“The last 25 years there has been a shift from writing about indigenous peoples in a state of 

decline, and a future of assimilation, to writing about indigenous peoples engaged in resistance, 

facing a future of resurgence” (Bruner 1986: 4 quoted in Forte 2006) 

 

Indigenous peoples arrived in Suriname approximately 10,000 years ago (Colchester 

1995). Encounters with Europeans did not occur until the 17th century, and up until 

recent times indigenous peoples were mostly left undisturbed and kept outside the 

realm of the Dutch colony (Kambel 2002). Today, indigenous peoples number 18,037 
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people or 3.7 per cent of the Surinamese population (Suriname Census Office 2004). 

There are four different tribes of indigenous peoples which include the Kal’ina (Caribs), 

Lokono (Arowak), Wayana, and Trio who live along the coast and throughout the 

interior (see Figure 2). Kali’na and Lokona tribes are most similar, sharing social 

characteristics but speaking different languages (Kambel 2002). The Kali’na and Lokono 

are also less geographically isolated than other tribes, residing either on or very close to 

the coast and the major cities. The maroons, the other tribal group, also reside in the 

interior and are made up of six different tribes (Saramaka, Ndyuka/Aucaner, Paramaka, 

Aluku, Matawai, and Kwinti). Maroons make up significantly more of the Surinamese 

population, with 72,553 people or 14.7 per cent of the population (Suriname Census 

Office 2004). While Maroons are being affected by some of the same issues as indigenous 

peoples (i.e. protected area establishment and large-scale industrial development), the 

focus of this article is on the indigenous peoples and their connection to the larger 

indigenous rights movement of which there is no equivalent for the Maroons.16 

The term ‘indigenous’ is not an easy one to define, and there is really no 

generally accepted definition (MacKay 2002b). However, there are some common 

elements ascribed to ‘indigeneity’ such as pre-existence to colonies and states, a non-

dominant population, and a culturally distinctive population that is self-identified  

                                                      

16 Though maroons have greater national political representation and power from which to draw 



 

Figure 2: Indigenous Peoples and Maroons of the Suriname Interior

Source: Colchester, M. 1995
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with an indigenous community and seeking to preserve its identity (Independent 

Commission on International Humanitarian Issues 1987: 6; Martinez Cobo 1986 cited in 

Brysk 2000). Subjectively, indigenous identity is built around a shared sense of an 

autonomous past nurtured by custom and community, contrasted with a threatening 

present of penetration by hostile outsiders (Burger 1987; Martinez Cobo 1986; Sherzer 

and Urban 1991 cited in Brysk 2000: 6). 

Though a challenging and politically sensitive endeavour, defining ‘indigeneity’ 

is important in terms of for whom and how it gets used, in what context, and what the 

implications of its usage are. Scholars, though cautious about defining it, have argued 

that it is more fruitful to focus on the articulation of indigeneity (Clifford 2001; Li 2000), 

rather than engaging in debates over the definition, construction and authenticity of 

indigenous claims. It is argued, for example, that anthropologists should be asking how 

and why indigenous peoples are deploying the concept (Hodgson 2002: 1040, 1044).  

Forte (1998) emphasizes the fluidity and adaptability of the concept with its meaning 

dependent on the context and real world setting in which it gets defined and used.  Li 

emphasizes its political dimensions, as indigeneity only gains meaning and relevance 

through contest and struggle with ‘outsiders’ and for achieving certain aims: “a 

positioning which draws upon historically sedimented practices, landscapes…and 

emerges through particular patterns of engagement and struggle” (Li 2000: 151 quoted 
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in Forte 2006). One of these important struggles, and the central focus of this research, is 

that of claims to and defense of land and resources; indigenous peoples espouse a 

unique relationship to land and resources that comprises a primary foundation of 

indigenous identity-however that identity is capitalized upon (Muehlebach 2001; 

Conklin and Graham 1995; Pieck 2006; Stevens 1997). This special relationship has been 

‘officially’ recognized by the Inter-American Court on Human Rights, and is 

documented in the UN Declaration on the Rights of Indigenous Peoples (Article 25). 

Being ‘indigenous’ and defining one’s self, community, and/or group as ‘indigenous’ is 

therefore not just a creative scholarly exercise, but holds real significance for indigenous 

peoples in their struggles over lands and resources among other things (Lee 2006). This 

is because, 

After centuries of denigration, being recognized as indigenous has become an avenue for 

entitlement, enfranchisement and empowerment. As such it has provided for formerly oppressed 

peoples a proverbial ‘seat at the table’ in negotiations with governments over land rights, 

compensation packages and acknowledgment of past wrongs (Levin 1993; Niezen 2000 cited in 

Lee 2006: 458).  

 

Most importantly, the use and deployment of ‘indigeneity’ holds power and meaning in 

terms of the rights attached to that unique identity (Tilley 2002). However, the 

recognition and granting of these rights are politically and geographically dependent. In 

Suriname, indigenous peoples’ have no rights associated with their indigenous status, so 

indigenous rights movement participants and the local communities they support draw 
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from rights stipulated in international laws and declarations associated with the global 

indigenous rights movement. This is in order to enhance the power and legitimacy of 

their claims in encounters with conservation and development activities in Suriname, 

activities associated with international actors more subject to international laws and 

politics.   

Thus, when referring to ‘indigenous rights’ in this research, the reference is not 

to rights granted by the state, of which there are none, but those rights granted by 

intergovernmental human rights bodies. These comprise (but are not limited to): the 

United Nations Working Group on Indigenous Populations, the UN Permanent Forum 

on Indigenous Issues, the International Labour Organization, the Organization of 

American States (including the Inter-American Commission on Human Rights; Inter-

American Court on Human Rights). These are also the intergovernmental bodies most 

frequently used and referred to by the VIDs. There are a number of different types of 

rights specified in international legal instruments that pertain to health, development, 

education, property, and cultural integrity to name a few. These are all encompassed 

within the overall right to self-determination, which is embodied in the Charter of the 

United Nations and the International Covenant on Civil and Political Rights and the 

International Covenant on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights. These state that: "All 

peoples have the rights of self-determination. By virtue of that right they freely 
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determine their political status and freely pursue their economic, social and cultural 

development" (Part one, Article one, 1966). The fundamental right to self-determination 

is also acknowledged in the UN Declaration on the Rights of Indigenous Peoples. The 

focus in this research, however, and which forms the foundation of the indigenous 

rights movement and responses to protected areas and large-scale development in 

Suriname, are indigenous rights to lands and resources specifically. Indigenous peoples’ 

rights to lands, territories and resources derive from traditional and continuous 

occupation and use, as well as their laws and customs that relate to land and resource 

ownership and use (International Labour Organization 2003). These rights related to 

land and resources and the legal instruments in which they’re contained are detailed in 

Table 6 below:  

Table 6: Indigenous Rights to Lands and Resource in International Legal 

Instruments 

UN Declaration on the Rights of 

Indigenous Peoples 

- adopted by the majority of the 

UN General Assembly (143 

countries for and 4 against) on 

Sept.13, 2007  

-signed by Suriname, but with 

reservations (Interview, VIDs 

representative) and considered a 

political document, rather than 

legally binding (De Ware Tijd, 

“Suriname stemt voor VN-

inheemsenverdrag” September 14, 

2007 cited in Molenaar 2007) 

Article 26  

1.Indigenous peoples have the right to the lands, territories and 

resources which they have traditionally owned, occupied or otherwise 

used or acquired. 

2. Indigenous peoples have the right to own, use, develop and control 

the lands, territories and resources that they possess by reason of 

traditional ownership or other traditional occupation or use, as well as 

those which they have otherwise acquired. 

3. States shall give legal recognition and protection to these lands, 

territories and resources. Such recognition shall be conducted with 

due respect to the customs, traditions and land tenure systems of the 

indigenous peoples concerned. 

 

Article 27 

States shall establish and implement, in conjunction with indigenous 

peoples concerned, a fair, independent, impartial, open and 
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transparent process, giving due recognition to indigenous peoples’ 

laws, traditions, customs and land tenure systems, to recognize and 

adjudicate the rights of indigenous peoples pertaining to their lands, 

territories and resources, including those which were traditionally 

owned or otherwise occupied or used. Indigenous peoples shall have 

the right to participate in this process. 

 

Article 28 

1.Indigenous peoples have the right to redress, by means that can 

include restitution or, when this is not possible, just, fair and equitable 

compensation, for the lands, territories and resources which they have 

traditionally owned or otherwise occupied or used, and which have 

been confiscated, taken, occupied, used or damaged without their free, 

prior and informed consent. 

(UN. 2008. United Nations Declaration on the Rights of Indigenous 

Peoples. United Nations. March, 10) 

ILO Convention 169  

-adopted in 1989 but never ratified 

by Suriname 

-this is the only treaty specifically aimed at rights of indigenous 

peoples 

Article 13(2)  

defines “lands” to include “the concept of territories, which covers the 

total environment of the areas which the peoples concerned occupy or 

otherwise use  

 

Article 14  

indigenous peoples’ collective ‘rights of ownership and  

possession…over the lands which they traditionally occupy shall be 

recognized and that states shall take steps as necessary to identify 

these lands and to guarantee effective protection of [indigenous 

peoples’] rights of ownership and possession 

(ILO. 1991. C169 Indigenous and Tribal Peoples Convention, 1989. 

ILO.) 

Convention on the Elimination of 

All Forms of Racial 

Discrimination (CERD) 

-ratified by Suriname in 1984 

- in 1997 the General Recommendation called on state-parties to 

“recognize and protect the rights of indigenous peoples to own, 

develop, control and use their communal lands, territories and 

resources and, where they have been deprived of their lands and 

territories traditionally owned or otherwise inhabited or used without 

their free and informed consent, to take steps to return these lands and 

territories  

(General Recommendation XXIII (51) concerning Indigenous Peoples 

Adopted at the Committee’s 1235th meeting, on 18 August 1997. UN 

Doc. CERD/C/51/Misc.13/Rev.4) 

Organization of American States 

(OAS) Draft Declaration on 

Indigenous Rights  

-Suriname is a member  

1)Indigenous peoples have the right to the legal recognition of the 

various and specific forms of control, ownership and enjoyment of 

territories and property 

 

2) Indigenous peoples have the right to the recognition of their 

property and ownership rights with respect to lands and territories 

Table 6, continued 
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they have historically occupied, as well as to the use of those to which 

they have historically had access for their traditional activities and 

livelihood 

 

-according to the Inter-American Commission on Human Rights and 

Court on Human Rights, indigenous peoples’ property rights derive 

from their own laws and traditional occupation and  use and exist 

even without formal recognition by the state  

(Case 11.577 (Awas Tingni Indigenous Community-Nicaragua), 

Annual Report of the IACHR. OEA/Ser.L/V/II.102, Doc.6 rev., (Vol.II), 

April 16, 1999, 1067, para.108) 

 

1.6 Indigenous Peoples Movement(s): From Global to Local 

 
There is no universal definition of a social movement, though numerous 

definitions provided by scholars situated in a range of academic disciplines exist. For 

example, political scientists and international relations scholars explain social 

movements to be “collective efforts by socially and politically subordinate people to 

challenge the conditions and assumptions of their lives…[They are] persistent, 

patterned, and widely distributed collective challenges to the status quo” (Darnovsky, 

Epstein, and Flacks 1995: vii quoted in Brysk 2000). Political ecologists of the post 

structural tradition describe them as “…collectivities organized around common 

concerns and oppressions.  But as well as being practical struggles over livelihood and 

survival, they contest the ‘truths,’ imaginations, and discourses through which people 

think, speak about, and experience systems of livelihood…” (Peet and Watts 1996, 37, 

34). Finally, a sociologist says that “Social movements are conscious, concerted, and 

Table 6, continued 
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relatively sustained efforts by organized groups of ordinary people (as opposed to, say, 

political parties, the military, or industrial trade groups) to change some aspect of their 

society by using extrainstitutional means” (Jasper 1997, 5). Important features of these 

definitions include the idea that social movements are collective and persistent efforts on 

the part of particular societal groups who hold similar concerns about their 

subordinated position in society. The movements seek to implement change, not only 

with respect to practical material conditions, but also in terms of how larger society 

views and understands their status and oppressive conditions. How they go about doing 

this is often through working outside of traditional political structures from which they 

may be excluded and/or are unable to exert enough influence. I would add that while 

the latter may be the case within the context of the nation state, it is not necessarily the 

case at international levels where appeals to intergovernmental institutions are both a 

common and often necessary component of social movement strategy, as this research 

illustrates. 

The first social movements can really be dated to the late 1700s with the 

industrial revolution and emergence of an industrial working class. These more 

‘traditional’ or ‘citizenship’ movements as they have been termed were based primarily 

on concerns about political participation and/or economic protections from which 

significant sectors of society were excluded.  Actions taken by these movements 
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included boycotts, mass petitions and urban rebellions (Jasper 1997). Post-citizenship 

movements, or new social movements arose in the 1960s and 1970s, and are the 

movements we are most familiar with in industrialized nations. These movements 

consist of people already politically and economically well situated and are instead 

seeking to improve other aspects of society (Jasper 1997). Examples include the 

environmental movement and the peace movement. However, these movements are 

also concerned with changing the cultural sensibilities of society towards particular 

groups (Jasper 1997). Examples of such movements include the animal rights movement, 

the feminist movement, and the indigenous rights movement. It is important to note that 

new social movements can be both about changing cultural attitudes, as well as 

improving economic conditions and political rights for particular groups; this makes the 

division between these movements somewhat artificial (Jasper 1997); this is certainly 

reflected with the indigenous rights movement. 

Brysk (2000: 69) states that the indigenous rights movement broadly refers to 

campaigns for principled change in the status and conditions of Indians as a distinct 

cultural group. Key moments for the global indigenous rights movement have included 

the UN Working Group on Indigenous Populations founded in 1983, adoption of 

International Labour Organization Convention No.169 in 1989 that recognizes the right 

to a distinct way of life for indigenous peoples, the UN declaration of 1993 as the year of 
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the indigenous peoples, 1995-2005 as the Decade of Indigenous Peoples, and the 2007 

adoption of the UN Declaration on the Rights of Indigenous Peoples. The indigenous 

rights movement is strongly based on recognition of indigenous peoples as a distinct 

and unique cultural and ethnic group (Brysk 2000; Tilley 2002). This was not the case 

during the first half of the 20th century when indigenous peoples participated in class 

based movements as part of a larger peasantry (Brysk 2000). This was the situation in 

Latin America before indigenous movements became movements of agrarian reform in 

the 1960s and 1970s (Stocks 2005). Many of the claims of the current movement have to 

do with ‘cultural nationalism’ or advocating for indigenous peoples as nations within 

nations, but not political succession (Hutchinson 1994). The global indigenous rights 

movement has been led by residents of the Northern hemisphere  (Brysk 2000) with only 

two non-North American indigenous groups originally attending the UN Working 

group on Indigenous Populations (Brysk 2000). This has been changing however; by 

1990 two-thirds of participants represented Third World nations (Barsh 1991). 

The indigenous rights movement can also be referred to as highly 

transnationalized, that is, there is a heavy reliance on transnational linkages and 

networks (Brysk 2000). Some of the key factors contributing to this ‘internationalization’ 

have been increased ease of travel and mobility for indigenous activists, the important 

role of those situated outside of the movement in providing links to it, and advanced 
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telecommunications (Brysk 2000; Tilley 2002; Pieck 2006a; Dove 2006; Jackson and 

Warren 2005; Perreault 2003). The internationalization of the movement can be 

conceived of as both a context and a strategy for indigenous campaigns (Brysk 2000) and 

plays out as such in this research. There is the role and impact of the larger movement in 

shaping national and local tactics deployed in response to the impacts of conservation 

and development activities. However, the national and local indigenous actors also 

make important use their transnational networks as a strategy to counter the negative 

impacts, and take advantage of the positive impacts of their encounters with 

conservation and development.  

Critical networks most commonly used by indigenous peoples have included 

linkages with environmental and human rights groups (Brysk 2000). The former has 

helped them to bridge land rights issues with environmental preservation, and was most 

frequently used in the 1980s and 1990s (Conklin 2002; Pieck 2006a). Increasingly 

however, the movement has been relying upon human rights networks that employ a 

more and expansive and inclusive framework for indigenous peoples’ causes and 

interests (Pieck 2006a). This research primarily focuses on indigenous groups’ use of the 

latter, as environmental networks have been at least partially severed. The specific 

reasons for this are explained in the individual manuscripts. 
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Thus far the indigenous rights movement has been written about as if it is a 

single entity. While there are dominant characteristics of the movement, and ways to 

conceive of it as a single movement, in reality the movement is very diverse and 

manifests in unique ways regionally, nationally and locally. There are approximately 370 

million indigenous peoples in the world spread across 70 countries (United Nations 

Population Fund 2009), requiring that the movement be adapted to specific contexts. It is 

in fact ironic that a global movement has formed on the basis of indigenous identity 

where identities of indigenous peoples are highly localized (Brysk 2000). While the 

indigenous groups and their cultures are unique at local levels, so are the physical 

environments in which they reside. Contributing to this diversity are the distinct 

national laws and policies pertaining to indigenous peoples that are an important 

reflection of how such groups are viewed and treated in those societies. In turn, this 

national context, among other factors, shapes the specific issues, concerns, and 

approaches that indigenous groups take towards their respective causes; these factors 

have the potential to shape specific indigenous rights movements.  There may also be 

unique factors at the regional level that unites indigenous groups; one such example 

would be the indigenous peoples of the Amazon who, despite belonging to different 

cultures and being situated within nine separate nations, have organized themselves 
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politically into a regional organization known as the Coordinating Body of Indigenous 

Organizations of the Amazon Basin (COICA).  

Examining the national level of social movements is important because of the  

shifts in power that may be achieved in the domestic arena i.e. from the state to 

marginalized groups  (Brysk 2000: 52). In many Latin American countries-countries who 

sit in close proximity to Suriname and many of which are also part of the Amazon-these 

shifts have to some extent been achieved in the last 20 years. Many indigenous rights 

movements in Latin America began to take form in the 1970s, often with the help of 

outsiders (Brysk 2000). At that point, many Latin American policies regarding 

indigenous peoples and other ethnic groups were aimed at assimilation (Jackson and 

Warren 2005).  One of the explanations for this growth in social movements was the 

political opportunity provided by the democratization of many Latin American 

countries (Pieck 2006a). Other possible contributing factors were the neo-liberal reforms 

taking place, particularly economic adjustment that challenged indigenous local 

autonomy and livelihoods (Brysk and Wise 1997 cited in Hooker 2005).17 These new 

movements in Latin America launched a series of national and transnational campaigns 

through the 1980s and 1990s with concomitant large increases in the number of NGOs 

                                                      

17 This could be considered similar to what Suriname is currently experiencing (see Chapter 4), though not at 

the same level or degree in terms of neoliberal reforms. 
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supporting indigenous peoples, and other racial and ethnic groups (Assies 2000; 

Bebbington 1996).  

An important outcome of these mobilizations were significant constitutional 

reforms recognizing multicultural nations, including indigenous nations, in Guatemala, 

Nicaragua, Brazil, Colombia, Mexico, Paraguay, Ecuador, Argentina, Peru, and 

Venezuela during the 1980s (Jackson and Warren 2005).  Ethnic groups were 

increasingly seen as “contemporary socio-cultural configurations strongly articulated 

within national society” able to “become a political force without renouncing their 

identities or demands” (Diaz Polanco 1997, 988 quoted in Jackson and Warren 2005). 

Indigenous peoples were thereby gaining collective rights as distinct citizens of these 

Latin American nations (Alvarez, Dagnino, and Escobar. 1998; Hooker 2005). Specific 

examples of these rights included the recognition of indigenous customary law as 

official public law, collective property rights, official status for minority languages, and 

guarantees of bilingual education (Hooker 2005). Many Latin American countries also 

ratified ILO Convention 169 (see Table 6).  

Despite these successes, ethnic and racial discrimination remain deeply 

embedded in Latin America, with continued indigenous organizing and resistance 

resulting in armed conflict and many indigenous deaths, especially in Guatemala, Peru 

and Colombia (Jackson and Warren 2005). In Guatemala, indigenous organizing is still 
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seen by some critics as a project that promotes racism and class/ethnic conflict (Warren 

1998) and there are still problems even where indigenous territories have expanded (see 

Van Cott 2002). In Brazil, while indigenous peoples are considered the original and 

natural owners of Brazilian land based on the 1988 constitution, these lands are still in 

the process of being demarcated (Stocks 2005). In the mean time, they are subject to 

encroachment by outsiders (Westlund and Borges 1996). The Ecuadorian movement is 

often considered the strongest in Latin America with CONAIE (The Confederation of 

Indigenous Nationalities of Ecuador) as the leading indigenous rights organization at 

the national level. CONAIE maintains extensive international relations with foreign 

media and support networks (Brysk 2000). Important successes of the movement 

included 1.5 million acres of land granted to the Huorani indigenous group (Egan 1996). 

However, the state still owns all subsurface resources, and Ecuador remains highly 

dependent on oil export earnings-thus, oil exploration and exploitation constitute a 

significant threat to indigenous peoples’ traditional lands (Egan 1996). In Columbia, 

while indigenous reserves are slated to become indigenous territories, they are not 

exclusively indigenous and both private and communal property regimes can coexist on 

these lands. There are therefore concerns about social stratification and conflict (Stocks 

2005). 
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In contrast to other countries in Latin America, in Suriname the indigenous 

rights movement has been centered on the attainment of legal land rights, not the 

expansion of existing territories or the cementing of those rights.18 The land rights 

campaign began in the 1970s following Suriname’s independence, the same time as 

many other countries in Latin America. Rather than a democratic opening, this 

movement was precipitated by fears arising before independence that indigenous 

peoples would become even more marginalized post-independence; they were thus 

demanding that their traditional authorities and village territories be legally recognized 

(Kambel 2002). One of the first significant actions of the indigenous rights campaign in 

Suriname was the protest march from Albina to Paramaribo in 1976; one of the major 

reasons for this march was the perceived illegal taking of land seven years before during 

the establishment of the Galibi Nature Reserve (interview, indigenous rights activist 1). 

As such, many of the participants in this march were Galibi villagers. This march was 

organized by the only existing indigenous rights organization in Suriname at the time, 

KANO. Two years later, another major event in the evolution of the indigenous rights 

movement was the organization of a protest week entitled ‘Land Rights are Human 

Rights’ (interview, indigenous rights activist 1). On July 1, 1978 both maroons and 

indigenous groups came together to draft the Santigron declaration that demanded legal 

                                                      

18 Land rights are still the major issue upon which indigenous organizations are focused on in Latin America 

(Jackson and Warren 2005). 



 

 

53

recognition of tribal groups land rights in the interior. Plans for mining development in 

West Suriname fueled the national land rights campaign in Suriname, and the drafting 

of this declaration (Kambel 2002).  

Like other Latin American countries during the 1980s, Suriname was 

experiencing a civil war. However, this war also fueled the indigenous peoples 

movement, as demanding tribal rights to land and natural resources in the interior was a 

central dimension of both maroons’ and indigenous peoples’ participation in this war 

(Kambel 2002). During the war, many Galibi villagers again adopted the role of rights 

activists as they took over and occupied the Galibi Nature Reserve, preventing the 

Suriname Forest Service and Stinasu from gaining access. This reinforced the Reserve as 

a symbol of indigenous oppression in Suriname, as it had many years earlier (interview, 

indigenous rights activist 1). Peace was eventually restored with the The Peace Treaty of 

Lelydorp in 1992, signed by government representatives, leaders of the maroons, as well 

as the Tucayana Amazones. This treaty addressed issues of development, land rights 

and the status of traditional authorities of tribal groups in the interior (Kambel and 

MacKay 1999; Kambel 2002; Weitzner 2007). Provisions stipulated in the treaty included 

the establishment of a Council of Development of the Interior, as well as tribal peoples’ 

rights to land and a plan for implementing a process for applying for land lease titles 

where, “the Government will see to it that it will be arranged by law that citizens living 
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in tribal societies will obtain a real title to the living areas requested by them, and that 

the Government will determine economic zones where the communities of citizens 

living in tribal societies can perform economic activities” (Article 10). This treaty also 

promised to encourage national discussion on ratifying ILO Convention 169 (unlike 

other Latin American countries, Suriname has signed but never ratified this convention), 

and strengthening the legal status and authority of maroon and indigenous leaders 

(Kambel and MacKay 1999; Weitzner 2007). None of these treaty provisions have been 

implemented to date, however (Kambel and MacKay 1999; Weitzner 2007).  

A government Council for the Development of the Interior was established in 

1994. The major objective was to find a solution to the land rights issue; this would have 

involved demarcation of tribal territories as a major first step (ACT 2006). However, this 

Council was ineffective because indigenous peoples did not participate and the second 

one could not fulfill its objective (ACT 2006). Another Council was installed in 2002 and 

focused solely on developing an appropriate management structure for the councils 

(ACT 2006). In addition, a government land rights commission was established in 

January 2006 with the aim of working in close cooperation with tribal groups to identify 

and examine issues with land rights, as well as making recommendations on how to 

approach the land rights problem (ACT 2006). This commission also had limited 

effectiveness, however, leading to the establishment of an independent Land Rights 
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Commission by the indigenous peoples and maroons in June, 2007 (interview, VIDs 8; 

van Velthuizen 2008).  

It wasn’t until the 1990s that indigenous peoples in Suriname began to organize 

themselves more politically at the national level, and start to ‘catch up’ with what was 

happening in other Latin American countries. This political organization took the form 

of indigenous rights NGOs (though the movement remains quite small with only three 

national level organizations). This was important for the development and growth of the 

indigenous rights movement in Suriname, as it is often NGOs which initiate and/or 

sustain social movements (Lehman 1990). NGOs are also often responsible for the 

instigation of protests and other forms of collective action that serve to challenge the 

state and undermine its power (Bratton 1989; Fowler 1991; Ng’ethe and Kanyinga 1992). 

In this research, the focus is on the VIDs, the major indigenous rights NGO in Suriname 

and the one most involved with the two case studies in this research.  

The VIDs became operational in 1992; originally it was an association of 40 

indigenous leaders trying to re-establish traditional authority within the villages after 

the war (VIDs 2005). It was also set up for the purposes of connecting and 

communicating across the different and geographically dispersed indigenous villages 

(VIDs 2005). In 2002, the administrative arm of the VIDs (known as Bureau VIDs) was 
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set up in the capital city of Paramaribo. This office was created in order to coordinate 

administration and enhance communication amongst indigenous villages (VIDS 2005).   

The three major goals of the VIDs include: to promote and defend indigenous rights, to 

speak for Surinamese indigenous peoples at national and international levels, and to 

support sustainable development in Suriname (Weitzner 2007). As of spring 2008 there 

were two full-time and one part time employee at the VIDs. All of these employees were 

indigenous women with post graduate education. One was the director of the office, 

while the others each specialized in legal counsel and community development. The 

Bureau also employed two office assistants and there were a number of consultants and 

advisors with expertise in various fields (e.g. human rights law) who helped out the 

association. The organization remained understaffed however; only indigenous people 

could be hired, and there are very few educated indigenous persons in Suriname who 

would qualify to work for the VIDs. Of those that are qualified, many find other 

occupations that pay more and include benefits. Overall therefore, VIDs employees are 

stretched very thin for the causes they are pursuing in Suriname, particularly that of 

land rights.  

          Funding for the organization is always an issue, with much of employees’ time 

spent either trying to find funding or documenting it how it is being spent (interview, 

VIDs 3). The majority of the VIDs’ funding comes from donors such as the Rainforest 
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Foundation (RFF), the World Conservation Union (IUCN), the North-South Institute 

(NSI), the Forest Peoples Programme (FPP) and the United Nations (UN) among others 

(interviews, VIDs representatives).  

The work of the VIDs is not made any easier by the fact that there are only two 

other indigenous rights organizations in Suriname, neither of which coordinate with 

each other or with the VIDs. These are known as the Organization of Indigenous Peoples 

in Suriname (OIS) 1 and the Organization of Indigenous Peoples in Suriname (OIS) 2. 

KANO, the original indigenous rights organization in Suriname, developed into the OIS 

1. OIS was formerly one organization that split into two separate organizations due to 

contentious politics (in brief: a new leader was voted in but the current leader refused to 

give up his position). OIS 1 is focused on indigenous political participation and 

organization and on increasing the recognition of indigenous peoples in Suriname; for 

example, in 2007 the organization succeeded in having Indigenous Day (August 9) 

recognized officially as a national holiday by the Surinamese government (interview, 

OIS 1 leader). OIS 1 also has its own political party, the Amazone Partij Suriname (APS), 

but has been unsuccessful in gaining representation in government (e-mail 

communication, OIS 1 representative). OIS 2 has been focused on working with 

indigenous peoples in Suriname primarily on education and health issues (interview, 

OIS 2 leader).  
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Both OIS 1 and OIS 2 are active regionally in the COICA, which is focused on 

territorial and cultural claims, self determination, representation at regional and 

international levels, and unity of its members (COICA 2005). They are also recent 

members of the Caribbean Organization of Indigenous Peoples (COIP), reflecting a 

resurgence of indigenous identity and political organizing in this region (Forte 2006). 

OIS leaders expressed their desire to join partially because of the language barriers they 

face in regional organizations with other Latin American countries (interview, OIS 

representatives). OIS 1 and 2 are also members of the Amazon Alliance, an international 

network of indigenous organizations based out of Washington, D.C. Both organizations 

work transnationally on indigenous rights issues, including protesting the presence of 

multinational resource extraction companies on indigenous lands in various South 

American countries (interview, OIS 1 leader). Members of OIS 1 have participated in 

drafting reports and recommendations to the Organization of American States (OAS) 

and the United Nations (UN) (including both draft declarations on the rights of 

indigenous peoples) (interview, OIS 1 leader).  In light of this, there may actually be 

more than one indigenous rights movement in Suriname; this is not a question 

addressed in this dissertation however, as it is focused on one indigenous rights 

organization, the VIDs, and how the movement expresses itself through the VIDs, their 

land rights campaign, and the communities the organization supports.   
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Due to the lack of indigenous land rights, indigenous peoples have no legal 

recourse to refuse conservation and/or development projects on their traditional lands in 

Suriname, nor are they able to profit from them to the same extent.19  Importantly, legal 

land tenure would mean that indigenous peoples in Suriname would finally have secure 

ownership over and access to lands and resources that they depend on both for their 

livelihoods, and as a vital component of their cultural identity.  As such, the VIDs has 

been very active in disseminating information about indigenous rights to lands and 

resources in international law to communities encountering conservation and 

development projects (see Table 6). The specific legalities of land holding and ownership 

in Suriname as they pertain to indigenous peoples are reviewed below. 

The Surinamese government technically owns all of the land and natural 

resources in Suriname (known as the Domain Principle). Historically, indigenous 

peoples have had the right to occupy and make use of these lands (Kambel and MacKay 

1999). However, these rights, or privileges as they may be more appropriately termed, 

are only respected by the State as long as they do not interfere with the ‘general interest.’ 

The ‘general interest’ can be defined as “the execution of any project within the 

framework of an approved development plan” (Decree Principles on Land Policy, 

                                                      

19 Though even if legal land titles were granted, this does not mean that indigenous peoples would have legal ownership 
over sub-surface resources also i.e. minerals. They may therefore only be able to profit from certain forms of resource 
extraction taking place on their lands. 
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Article 4.1). Both protected areas that include ecotourism activities, as well as large-scale 

development projects such as mining and logging, are examples of developments that 

can supersede these customary rights. Land in Suriname can be leased out as individual 

titles,20 however, but while indigenous peoples can apply for and hold these individual 

title leases, approximately 80 per cent of the communities have rejected this option 

(Kambel 2006, 10 cited in Weitzner 2007) for a number of different reasons.  

One of the reasons for rejecting the individual lease option is financial:  

indigenous peoples often do not qualify for the loans to obtain these leases (Kambel and 

MacKay 1999). Even if they did, they may not be able to afford to keep up payments on 

the leases (Kambel and MacKay 1999). In addition, a professional surveyor needs to be 

hired to make a map of the requested land, which would be too costly for most 

indigenous peoples to afford (Kambel and MacKay 1999).      

A second reason has to do with the importance of communal or collective land 

rights. Indigenous peoples in Suriname, as with many other places, prefer to receive 

collective titles to the land (Kambel and MacKay 1999). As MacKay (2004) states, “For 

indigenous peoples, secure and effective collective property rights are fundamental to 

their economic and social development, to their physical and cultural integrity, and to 

                                                      

20 These leases were introduced under the 1982 L-Decrees (established under one of the military regimes) and last for a 
period of 40 years before having to be renewed again. These land leases can also be taken away by the Minister of 
Natural Resources if the annual fee is not paid in time or the land is not used according to the initial request (Kambel 
and MacKay 1999). 
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their livelihoods and sustenance”  (16). Collective titles are an implicit legal and political 

recognition of the autonomy of indigenous societies (Webber 2000). In addition, 

collective titles conform to their way of life as indigenous peoples; for example, 

communal use of large areas of land for traditional hunting and fishing activities as well 

as the practice of shifting cultivation (interviews, VIDs representatives and West 

Suriname leaders). Traditionally, an outsider would be required to gain permission from 

the village Chief (or Chiefs if the area is shared by villages) in order to use or settle on 

those lands (ACT 2006). These rules regarding collective land tenure are not recognized 

in Suriname law. In addition, even if individual titles were to be granted, they would not 

extend to the areas used for indigenous traditional activities (as individual titles only 

apply to residential or farmland); more remote areas would therefore not be protected 

from the establishment of protected areas or concessions (Kambel and MacKay1999).  

As part of the VIDs’ land rights campaign, petitions have been submitted to the 

Surinamese government, but to date there have been no concrete reactions to these 

petitions (interviews, VIDs representatives). Because of limited government action and 

effective response on the land rights issue, the VIDs has been making appeals to the 

international human rights community since 2000. Cases from Suriname have been 

brought forth to international committees, commissions and courts such as the UN 

Committee for the Elimination of Racial Discrimination (CERD), the Inter American 
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Commission on Human Rights, and the Inter American Court on Human Rights. Some 

of these have been maroon cases, while others have been joint indigenous and maroon 

cases. For example, a 2005 case presented to the Inter-American Court of Human Rights 

determined that Suriname had violated a maroon community’s right to property and 

held that maroon property rights derived from traditional occupation and use 

determined by customary law. The Court ordered that Suriname institute constitutional 

and legislative mechanisms to recognize and secure the community’s property rights 

and stop any third party activities on their traditional territory. Though a Land Rights 

Commission was established in 2006, nothing else was done (Moiwana Village vs. 

Suriname, supra, para.133-34 cited in FPP 2007). In 2006 another maroon case was 

brought to the Inter-American Commission on Human Rights regarding logging and 

mining concessions established on the traditional lands of the Saramaka people; the 

Commission reached the same conclusion as the previous case, but Suriname did not 

comply with the recommendations and it has since been brought before the Inter-

American Court of Human Rights (Twelve Saramaka Clans case, supra, at para. 214 cited 

in FPP 2007).  

The Kali’na and Lokono Peoples of the lower Marowijne River have also been 

seeking assistance from the Inter-American Commission on Human Rights to secure 

their ownership over their traditional lands and territories and reverse some of the 
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violations of rights caused by extractive industries (Molenaar 2007). Indigenous and 

maroon peoples have also jointly made a submission to the CERD concerning the 

protection of their rights. On August 18, 2006, CERD followed up on previous 

recommendations (2004 and 2005) by  

reiterat[ing] its deep concern about information alleging that the State party has authorized 

additional resource exploitation and associated infrastructure projects that pose substantial 

threats of irreparable harm to indigenous and tribal peoples, without any formal notification to 

the affected communities and without seeking their prior or informed consent (CeRD 2005 

quoted in Molenaar 2007: 9).  

 

CERD requested information from the government addressing CERD’s concerns by 

April 14, 2007. CERD further requested information about the status of the draft Mining 

Act and its compliance with the UN Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of 

Racial Discrimination (FPP and Tebtebba Foundation 2006).  

The VIDs has focused its land rights campaign on two main activities: a 

participatory mapping project and more general international advocacy. Participatory 

mapping has become an important tool in enabling and empowering indigenous 

peoples to obtain and/or secure their land, territorial, and resource rights, particularly in 

Latin America (Herlihy 1997; Herlihy and Knapp 2004; Smith 2003; Vieco, Franky, and 

Echeverri 2000; Offen 2004). Participatory mapping “recognizes the cognitive spatial and 

environmental knowledge of local peoples and transforms this into more conventional 

forms” (Herlihy and Knapp 2004, 303). The mapping projects in Suriname began in 2002 
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with the help of the Forest Peoples Programme (FPP), an indigenous rights organization 

based out of the United Kingdom. It was undertaken with eight indigenous 

communities of the Lower Marowijne region in Suriname, including Galibi. The VIDs 

regional branch known as the CLIM (the only regional branch yet established, though 

they are aiming to establish more) was involved in this. The purpose of this mapping 

project was to map the customary use of biological resources of these communities as 

part of the implementation of Article 10(c) of the Convention on Biodiversity (CBD), 

aimed at contributing to the drafting of the National Biodiversity Strategy by the 

Surinamese government who is a signatory to the CBD.21 Additionally, it was with the 

goal of aiding the national land rights campaign. Preliminary maps have also been made 

by the communities of West Suriname; this has been through the support of the World 

Conservation Union (IUCN). The Amazon Conservation Team (ACT) has been involved 

in these mapping projects with indigenous communities in the south. While the 

mapping project could ultimately serve as a useful tool for claiming indigenous land, 

this research is focused on the more general advocacy work of the VIDs in pursuing its 

land rights campaign, and how this plays out at the local level.  

                                                      

21 The CBD emphasizes the dependence of indigenous communities on biological resources and ensures the 
participation of indigenous peoples in conservation activities. The convention calls upon Contracting Parties (i.e. the 
signatory states) to respect, preserve and maintain the knowledge, innovations and practices of indigenous and local 
communities relevant to the conservation and sustainable use of biodiversity, which is subject to national legislation. 
Article 10(c) specifically requires each Contracting Party to protect and encourage the use of biological resources in 
accordance with indigenous traditional cultural practices that are compatible with conservation and sustainable use 
requirements.  
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1.7 Research Methods 

            A qualitative approach was employed in this dissertation exploring indigenous 

responses to conservation and development in Suriname. Qualitative methods seek to 

build a complex, holistic picture of the research phenomenon, taking into account the 

multiple dimensions of a research problem and conveying the complexity of the study 

(Ragin 1987).  Qualitative research is employed where context is critical, studies are 

conducted in natural settings, and phenomena are interpreted in terms of the meanings 

that people ascribe to them (Denzin and Lincoln 1994). Qualitative research is also used 

to draw interpretive meaning from a complex social world by determining the ways in 

which it is socially constructed (Eyles 1988). Participants’ perceptions and beliefs become 

important in so far as they shape their perceptions of what is real.   

This dissertation started out as a very different study aimed at carrying out case 

study research exploring community member perceptions and responses to sea turtle 

conservation in Galibi. Due to a serious, unforeseen event and a combination of other 

circumstances that materialized when I first arrived to research these communities, the 

research was forced to change course. One of the reasons for this new direction had to 

do with the influx of Dutch researchers to Galibi in the last two years. Many of these 

researchers have not kept their promises to the Chiefs and communities, including the 

feedback of research results. In one case, a Dutch journalist arrived who wrote slander 
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about one of the Chiefs in her bestselling book. This led to an extreme distrust of 

researchers on the part of the Chiefs, and an (understandable) agenda of trying to both 

limit the number of researchers in their communities and exert significant control over 

the research process itself. One of their methods for controlling the research process 

involved a proposal for limiting my access to only elite members of the communities, 

people related to the Chiefs, and community members most involved with conservation. 

It would also be necessary to have a basja (Chief’s assistant) present with me at all of the 

interviews. These limits or controls on my research were significant, as a major objective 

of my research was to garner diverse views of conservation, including those individuals 

who may not support it. It is possible, and most likely, that the Chiefs’ control over the 

research process and access to community members also had to do with their own 

interests in conservation and ecotourism.  The Chiefs and their families seemed to be 

benefiting significantly more from conservation and ecotourism in comparison with 

other community members. This would signify their vested interest in continuing to 

support conservation activities in Galibi and prevent criticisms from being reported.  

While an in-depth study of community member responses to conservation was 

no longer feasible, an interest in the role of the larger indigenous rights movement and 

the use of organizational networks and strategies for helping communities to deal with 

protected areas and development took root. This topic still involved a case study 
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approach, by grounding the networks and strategies being used at the local level in the 

case of West Suriname. West Suriname was chosen because of recent negotiations that 

ended when the communities rejected a proposed protected area after being aided by 

the VIDs. In addition, these communities were still involved with negotiations about the 

bauxite mining operations and the VIDs and international NGOs were also involved in 

those negotiations. East Suriname was retained as a case study for its comparative value 

(community experiences with a long term protected area, ecotourism, and conservation 

actors), and the significant amount of information about that case that had already been 

obtained. In addition, the Chiefs of Galibi were both involved in the national indigenous 

rights movement. Interviews with Galibi leaders were not possible however, for the 

same reasons that the original study was altered. However, conference proceedings, 

reports, and presentations authored by these leaders were collected and analyzed.  

As stated, a case study design was employed in the study of complex social 

phenomena in real-life settings where a particular event(s) occurred (Yin 1989) and 

within a particular context that included social, historical, economic, political and 

cultural elements (Creswell, 1998). A case study approach was also appropriate because 

of the contemporary situation, and the exploration of processes and outcomes of events 

in two bounded settings (Yin, 1989). The questions being asked for this research were 

also broad, exploratory and complex, and answering those entailed multiple methods of 
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data collection (in-depth interviews and documents), which is consistent with a case 

study approach. In addition to the value of a comparative case study approach outlined 

above, employing a multi-site study design using both West Suriname and East 

Suriname as ‘cases’ increased the likelihood that the findings would be more 

transferable (LeCompte and Goetz 1982). Table 7 highlights the comparative factors 

between the two case studies.   

Participants for this research were recruited through both purposeful and 

snowball sampling techniques. Snowball sampling entails recruiting participants by way 

of other interviewees who recommend them-this was particularly important when 

trying to identify and follow networks of individuals and organizations. Such an  

Table 7: Comparing East and West Suriname Case Studies  

 East Suriname West Suriname 

Village Names Galibi (Langamaankondre and 

Christiankondre) 

Washabo, Apoera, Section 

Population 800 551 

Indigenous Group Kali’na Lokono;  Kali’na; Trio 

Species of Interest 4 species of sea turtle 

(leatherback; green; olive ridley; 

hawsbill) 

Giant otter 

Charismatic Megafauna Yes Yes 

Species Status Threatened, endangered, or 

critically endangered* 

Endangered* 

Geographic Distribution of 

Species 

Global South America 

Indigenous Egg 

Collection/Hunting of Species of 

Interest 

Yes No 

Outsider Threat and Blame Yes-shrimp trawlers and 

Guyanese fishers  

Yes-Guyanese and city dwellers; 

tourism 

Nature Reserve Yes-since 1969 No-proposed and currently on 

hold 
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National Protection for species Yes Yes 

Tourism Yes Limited-some plans for expansion 

Other Issues Tourism; Waste management

  

Bauxite Mining; Logging 

Involvement in National and 

International Indigenous Rights 

Movement 

Yes Limited, but increasing 

Conservation NGO Presence 

(national and international) 

WWF; Oceanic Society; IUCN WWF; IUCN 

Local NGO Stidunal Warishi Foundation 

*According to the most recent IUCN red listing 

approach is also appropriate in a small country like Suriname. In addition, snowball 

sampling is useful where it is difficult to identify participants (Rea and Parker 1997), 

and/or when participants may be distrustful of researchers and the topic is a sensitive 

one, such as the land rights issue in Suriname. In the recruiting process for this research 

for example, indigenous participants were often cautious and uncertain about meeting 

me and being interviewed until they learned that I had interviewed someone else they 

knew and trusted.  

Purposeful sampling involves “identifying specific groups of people who either 

possess characteristics or live in circumstances relevant to the social phenomenon being 

studied” (Mays and Pope 1995, 111). Concomitant with this is the search for information 

rich cases (Patton 1990). Participants were purposefully identified and recruited based 

on 1) their involvement in the national indigenous rights movement; 2) their affiliation 

with the VIDs; 3) their position as community leaders and thereby involvement in 

negotiations regarding protected areas and development; 4) their employment with the 

Table 7, continued 
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NCD, Stinasu, or WWF 5) their employment with BMS (See Table 8 for a breakdown of 

the types and numbers of participants). Only a small number of social movement 

participants could be recruited because of the limited number of organizations and 

individuals involved with the indigenous rights movement in Suriname, and their 

limited networks within the country. Access to participants was not a problem with the 

exception of the community leaders in West Suriname. It took a fifteen hour car ride 

through the jungle to reach the communities of West Suriname where I stayed for one 

week. The rest of the participants were based in the capital city, Paramaribo, where I 

was also residing. The major challenge in accessing participants in the city related to 

their busy schedules and travel obligations.    

Table 8: Interview Participants 

Type of Participant  Number  

Indigenous Rights Organization Representatives  13 

Community Leaders  6 

Government Representatives  4 

WWF Representatives  3 

Indigenous Rights Activists  2 

International NGO Representatives  2 

Multinational Company Representatives  2 

Academics  2 
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*This total does not equal the actual number of interviews (68) as many of these interviews were serial 

interviews (i.e. more than one interview was conducted with the same participant).  

 

Depth interviews and document collection comprised the primary methods of 

data collection in this research. Depth interviews are useful for exploring people’s 

perceptions of a phenomenon because multiple meanings can be expressed through 

language (Baxter and Eyles 1999).  In addition, depth interviews allow for respondents 

to express their own understandings of an issue in their own terms (Patton 2002, 205).  

For this study, semi-structured depth interviews were used, structured around a 

checklist of general topics and guiding questions.  In this way, there was flexibility in the 

interview, and I remained free to build a conversation according to what issues 

appeared to be more or less important to the respondent during the course of the 

interview (Patton 2002). Having a general topic checklist also allowed me to meet the 

interview objectives and achieve some equivalence/consistency across interviews 

(Burgess 1992; Ostrander 1993). The topic checklist questions were based on my research 

questions, guiding theory, and the relevant context. Serial interviews, or repeated 

interviews with the same individual, were undertaken in a number of cases. This was 

done as the research project itself evolved, important new information was discovered, 

and in order to build upon the previous interview. Interviews were conducted in 

Scientist 1 

Total 35* 

Table 8, continued 
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English with the exception of two which were conducted in Dutch through the use of a 

translator.  

A total of 68 interviews were conducted. All interviews were digitally recorded 

for accuracy and then transcribed verbatim by either my research assistant (the first 

four) or myself. Initial themes were developed by reading a few interviews from 

different types of participants. Interviews were then imported into the qualitative 

analysis software program, NVivo, where additional themes and a coding tree were 

produced based on the research questions and guiding theories. Themes and 

contributions to the coding tree were also made through careful readings of the 

individual manuscripts. This was an inductive or grounded theory approach that 

involved the development of categories out of the data itself i.e. from the ‘ground up’, 

which could then contribute to the building of theory. The specifics of the analysis for 

each manuscript are described therein.  

Documents collected included workshop proceedings, reports, newspaper 

articles, editorials, and presentations (Table 9). This was partially to supplement the lack 

of interviews with East Suriname leaders, but also to supplement interview material 

from West Suriname leaders, and as primary analytical material for the third 

manuscript. Documents were analyzed similarly to the interviews. In some cases the 

documents had to be translated from Dutch to English first. Initial codes were developed  
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from the readings of similar types of documents. These documents were then imported 

into NVivo and further analyzed. The specifics of these analyses are detailed in the 

manuscripts. 

Table 9: Document Type and Number  

Document Type Number 

International NGO Reports  6 

Official Letters 3 

Conference Proceedings 1 

Editorials 1 

Newspaper Articles  1 

Presentations 1 

Total 13 

*These were documents used directly in analysis 

 

1.8 Fieldwork 

The land rights issue is a very politically sensitive issue in Suriname, and 

affected some aspects of fieldwork. This included having to seek permission to go to  

West Suriname from the Nature Conservation Division. Natural scientists are normally 

the only researchers who require permission from the Surinamese government, for 

example, when conducting research in protected areas. Their concerns regarding my 

research may have been that that by doing research on the process of rejecting the 
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proposed Kaboeri Creek Nature Reserve, that I would also be fueling the larger land 

rights campaign.  

However, it was more important for me to obtain permission from the West 

Suriname Chiefs to do research in their villages (by not doing so I would have alienated 

and offended not only the West Suriname communities, but also the VIDs). I needed 

help to facilitate this, and this was provided from a VIDs representative. As all of the 

leaders in West Suriname have cell phones and cell phone reception is very good there, 

it all began with a phone call. I was then able to meet the Chiefs in person when they 

visited Paramaribo to meet with BMS executives. The Chiefs were very receptive to 

having me do research in their community, as they had not had many researchers visit 

them before (unlike Galibi). Being a young female may also have helped participants to 

trust me (Bernard 1988). Interestingly, and unexpectedly, being affiliated with a 

university in the United States made many of the indigenous participants more 

interested in speaking with me as they hoped that I could disseminate my results to a 

wider audience in English; most researchers in Suriname are Dutch, particularly those 

conducting any kind of social science research.  

Traveling to West Suriname entailed a two day car ride on a dirt road through 

the interior. One of the development goals associated with the mining project in West 

Suriname is to pave this road eventually. Like many developing countries, traveling 
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throughout Suriname was not easy, especially if it meant leaving the coast and heading 

to the interior.  

Another fieldwork issue is language. This was not as much of an issue for my 

fieldwork, however, as interviews were conducted with indigenous rights leaders, 

conservation NGO personnel, government representatives, and company executives, all 

of whom spoke very good English. The indigenous leaders in West Suriname spoke 

English proficiently because of their location next to Guyana. Sometimes however, 

interviewees could not find the right words, and they had to substitute a Dutch term. As 

I have some Dutch language skills I either knew the term, or used an English-Dutch 

dictionary too look it up. Some documents were in Dutch (e.g. a VIDs report) which 

meant a significant amount of translating on my part, though I was aided by a Dutch 

researcher.   

Living primarily in the city, rather than a village meant that even though 

participants were not accessible every day, they were easier to access in other ways that 

were facilitated by technology, i.e. making appointments and asking for information 

over phone and e-mail. These were participants who were also very busy however, and 

who traveled frequently, making it difficult to set up an appointment with them.  
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1.9 Ethics 

Researchers have to make decisions about the form and content of their involvement in ‘other 

people’s societies,’ and the responsibilities that this entails (Wilson 1993: 179). 

  

Being aware of and addressing ethical issues are imperative in any research 

study dealing with human populations, but this is especially the case when indigenous 

peoples are at the centre of a study. One of the most important ethical issues in this 

research was taking on the role of both a ‘taker’ (of information) and a ‘giver,’ in other 

words, how to provide something substantive to participants as either: 1) a form of 

compensation and/or 2) the feedback of results. None of the indigenous participants, 

including the West Suriname communities, were interested in material compensation for 

their interview participation. More important to all participants was the form that the 

results would take, to whom they would be disseminated, and making sure participants 

would receive copies of research results. Feeding back results is not a straightforward 

undertaking, however. My first concern is the still unresolved issue of how to feedback 

results, or what form they should take so that they are meaningful to participants. For 

example, while providing electronic versions of the entire dissertation is an option, it is 

extensive and riddled in academic jargon. At this point, only conference presentations of 

research results have been fed back to participants, and the issue of feedback format is 

still being considered.  
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The other and perhaps loftier ethical concern has to do with the content of the 

research. I question the extent to which, and whether at all, the research will be 

meaningful to indigenous participants. Will this research actually contribute in a 

positive way to participants’ lives, work, relationships, and/or overall situations? One 

concern is that indigenous groups may be disappointed, or at the very least 

unimpressed with the results if the latter do not appear to be directly useful to them. 

This may make some indigenous peoples and/or groups in Suriname question the value 

of their participation in future research projects. This is particularly relevant given the 

intense causes, busy timetables and tight schedules of some participants. Second, if the 

research is perceived as being overly critical of particular groups, then this could lead to 

adverse relations with the researcher, and distrust of future researchers. Finally, there is 

always the possibility that research results could actually cause harm. This could be the 

case if the results are read by more powerful individuals and/or groups with whom 

indigenous groups already have poor relations. These are issues concerning control over 

what is done with the research product, of which the researcher has little power over 

once results are published and/or, as in my case, there is an obligation to feedback 

research results to more powerful agencies who have not always worked in indigenous 

peoples’ best interests.  
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To manage some of these ethical issues, one solution would be to provide a 

shorter summary of the most important research results to the indigenous participants, 

focusing on the results that are thought to be of most interest and relevance to the 

participants. It might also be necessary to tone down some of the critiques of indigenous 

groups, or at least present them in a way that does not come across so critically. In 

addressing the final concern regarding potential harm, there are few solutions. One 

option might be to feedback to agencies only those results that I deem could not be used 

against indigenous groups. Ideally, the results of this research would lead to 

improvements in working with indigenous groups, and not the opposite, but that may 

be partially determined by how I frame the results.  

 

1.10 Organization of the Dissertation 

In this dissertation each of the chapters that follow can be read as a separate 

manuscript. The first manuscript (chapter 2) explores the role of transnational 

networking, scalar politics, and information dissemination in shaping the decision of the 

three communities in West Suriname to reject the proposed Kaboeri Creek protected 

area. This article focuses on how the local is embedded in these wider national and 

global indigenous rights networks, with the VIDs strategically positioned and mediating 

between the local and global scalar levels. While the local communities were 
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empowered through these networks and the information garnered from them, other 

communities were not empowered to the same extent, and the larger goal of land rights 

remains unfulfilled for indigenous peoples in Suriname. Chapter 3 focuses on strategic 

framing and identity politics adopted as strategies by the West and East Suriname 

communities, as well as the VIDs in response to 1) a proposed and existing protected 

area and 2) a large-scale mining operation. Community leaders framed themselves using 

images and symbols of indigenous peoples as environmental stewards in order to obtain 

their goals in relation to protected areas. These frames were drawn from the global 

indigenous rights movement and successful uses of these images in other cases where 

indigenous peoples have sought land and resource rights. In the context of encounters 

with mining, however, West Suriname leaders presented a contradictory image of 

themselves in seeking to profit from environmentally destructive mining operations. 

Such an image was buffered by the VIDs’ emphasis on indigenous rights as a strategic 

framing device that would potentially hold more resonance with the companies and 

policy makers, particularly in relation to the loftier goal of land rights. The final 

manuscript takes the mining operation as its focal point, and again highlights the 

prominent role of NGOs in community confrontations with more powerful actors. The 

strategies employed in this case relied on exploiting the reputation of the companies by 

holding them accountable to international  guidelines regarding 1) how they should be 
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working with and including indigenous communities in decision making and 2) 

ameliorating the environmental and social impacts of their operations. While the 

companies improved their performance in some areas, particularly with respect to 

information dissemination, the communities remained subordinate with respect to their 

role in decision-making and power to provide consent. The final chapter of this 

dissertation summarizes the conclusions.  

These individual articles have overriding themes or linkages that bind them 

together, even while they stand as distinct manuscripts. First was the centrality of scale 

and interplay amongst local, national, and international actors through political and 

economic globalization. Perhaps most potently, these articles illustrated the reach and 

impact of civil society and an evolving indigenous rights movement. Second was the 

critical role of NGOs as pivotal players in community engagements with three different 

sets of actors with forceful agendas and ample resources. The VIDs came across as a key 

strategist, negotiator, and knowledge broker in all three manuscripts, demonstrating the 

energy and persistence of NGOs, even small ones based out of developing countries and 

functioning with few resources. Third, were the types of community leader and NGO 

responses that spoke to tailored political strategies. These strategies were adapted to 

goals and circumstances, and reflected appeals to cultural sensibilities and political 

reputations, through reference to an international rights regime. Finally, also pervasive 
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throughout the articles was the consistent strength of the state in limiting the power of 

the NGOs and communities. This was most evident with respect to land rights, which 

forms the foundation of the VIDs’ efforts, and also underlies all of the different 

community encounters. These linkages are made more apparent through the reading of 

the manuscripts and final conclusions. 
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2. Transnational Networks, Scalar Politics, and 
Indigenous Peoples in Suriname: Examining the Road to 
Refusal of a Protected Area 

2.1 Introduction 

This article examines the response of indigenous communities in Western 

Suriname to the proposed establishment of a protected area on their traditional lands at 

Kaboeri Creek, a protected area which they eventually rejected. In particular, the study 

considers how the decision made by the communities was influenced by national and 

transnational networks that form part of the transnational indigenous peoples’ 

movement (TIPM) (Tilley 2002).  This article does not focus on the intra-community 

decision making process, (refer to Chapter 1), but rather on the external relationships 

that influenced the communities’ final decision as presented by the leaders of these 

communities.  In particular, the relationship with a national indigenous rights 

organization and the networks in which this organization is embedded were critical 

factors in shaping the communities’ decision to reject the proposed protected area. The 

purpose of this article is to detail the networking activities of the national indigenous 

rights organization, its strategic use of scale, and how this contributed to the 

communities’ decision. In this way, this article aims to point out the broader linkages 
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and scalar forces both influencing and being strategically employed by indigenous 

peoples in specific national and local contexts who are being confronted with a major 

conservation project. By examining conservation and indigenous responses in this way, 

this research contributes to greater understanding the national and transnational context 

of conservation, and the important role of actors situated outside of, but operating 

within, local places of negotiation and contention (Kellert et al. 2000; Agrawal and 

Gibson 2001; Li 2002; Sundberg 2003; Armitage 2005). 

The analysis of the Kaboeri Creek story is informed both theoretically and 

analytically by the concept of scale and scalar politics. In this study, the politics of scale 

refers to the way scale was used as a tool to enhance knowledge and political power of 

various actors as they positioned themselves within multiple networks. The use of scale, 

and the power it can wield through actor agency, provided a window through which to 

explore how indigenous peoples’ networks can shape important decisions by local 

communities about their land and resource rights in the face of conservation and 

development pressures. The final decision by three communities in 2006 to reject a 

proposed nature reserve until legal land rights are granted to indigenous peoples in 

Suriname can be better understood when the ‘local’ scale is construed as a porous 

concept that connects to individuals and organizations at multiple scales of interaction. 
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In particular, the relationship between communities and a national social movement 

organization emerged as central to the Kaboeri Creek story. The national organization 

known as the VIDS (Vereniging van Inheemse Dorpshoofden/The Association of Indigenous 

Leaders in Suriname) is devoted to transnational networking and a land rights campaign, 

and played a key role in mediating the content and flow of information and in enabling 

access to networks for these communities. While the influence of this organization in the 

process is clear, the case of Kaboeri Creek also underscores the continued importance of 

the state in determining ownership over lands and resources. 

By examining the story of Kaboeri Creek as a story of scalar politics, this article 

seeks to do the following: 1) highlight the importance of the political and social context 

of conservation 2) contribute to a better understanding of the different ways that scale 

provides opportunities for indigenous peoples seeking rights and 3) consider the 

outcomes of external influences on local decisions. In addressing these objectives this 

article draws from both the geographic literature on the politics of scale, as well as the 

social movement literature. By using these combined literatures to guide the analysis of 

results, this article aims to reveal how local views of and decisions about conservation 

do not occur in a ‘vacuum’, but involve interactions and exchanges over time amongst a 
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range of actors situated at different scales, holding varying agendas, and with different 

degrees of power and influence.  

Scale was central to this approach not in and by itself, but in terms of how it is 

used, and the power it wielded when used to influence environmental decision making. 

Geographically, scale has traditionally been treated as a ‘backdrop’ to events where the 

global (e.g. in the form of economic markets) simply filters down to impact the local. 

This linear, hierarchical, and unidirectional notion of scale has increasingly been 

criticized by a number of scholars (Cox 1997; Swyngedouw 19971; 1997b; Howitt 2002; 

Rankin 2003; Bulkeley and Betsill 2003; Owens 2004), as it does not consider the more 

creative and opportunistic aspects of scale that can be capitalized upon in the hands of 

human agents, whether they be local, national or global actors. Scale analyzed as a 

resource (Bebbington and Batterbury 2001) or strategy progresses this notion by looking 

at how scale was used to achieve particular goals in struggles over land and resources. 

Analyzing the use of scale as a strategy means considering its function in terms of 

enhancing the power of particular groups. This is especially salient in exploring 

transnational networks and advocacy work where ‘scale-jumping’ was employed by 

groups to bypass limited political opportunities provided in a domestic setting.     
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This study also speaks to the social movement literature, where specific studies 

of how the larger TIPM interacts in local indigenous politics are scarce (Tilley 2002). The 

social movement literature reflects this gap more broadly, where there has been 

inadequate attention paid to the sub-national forms of social movement (re)scaling and 

movement politics (but see Masson 2006). In addition, the social movement literature is 

important in trying to account for consequences of a social movement’s activities (see 

Tilly 1999; Giugni 1999) and the variety of different outcomes that may be both 

intentional and unintentional. Policy outcomes are often the focus of research, but social 

movements may also generate other unintended or secondary outcomes, for example 

the empowerment of marginalized groups. Additionally, some unintended outcomes 

can be negative, either for the movement itself or actors it seeks to represent. Thus, by 

bringing both the politics of scale and social movements literatures together, this story 

situated local views, concerns, and decisions about conservation within a meaningful 

political and social context while also making a contribution to the respective theoretical 

traditions.  

This article is organized by first reviewing the evolution of the global indigenous 

rights movement and alliances with the environmental movement. This is followed by 

outlining the importance of networking and information politics to the global 
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indigenous rights movement.  The theoretical section of this article highlights the 

analytical utility of scale, and three major components of scalar politics: porosity, power, 

and strategy, for understanding the story of Kabeori Creek. Subsequently, the 

background of indigenous peoples, conservation and protected areas in Suriname is 

described. The methods employed in this study are then presented, and then the story of 

networking and indigenous leaders’ and organization employees’ responses to the 

proposed protected area at Kaboeri Creek is provided. Finally, the article concludes by 

emphasizing the relationship between scalar politics and indigenous peoples’ responses 

to conservation in West Suriname.  

 

2.2 Background : The Global Indigenous Rights Movem ent  

The beginning of a global indigenous rights movement can be traced to the 

World Council of Indigenous Peoples (1972) and the International Indian Treaty Council 

(1974) (MacKay 2002a). The movement emphasizes indigenous rights to land, resources, 

and self-governance as well as claims to identity. The movement gained momentum in 

the 1980s, with significant moments including: the United Nations Working Group for 

Indigenous People begun in 1982; the adoption of International Labour Organization 

Convention No.169 in 1989 that recognizes the right to a distinct way of life for 
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indigenous peoples; designation by the UN  of 1995-2005 as the First Decade of 

Indigenous Peoples and 2005-2015 as the Second Decade of Indigenous Peoples; and the 

adoption of the UN Declaration on the Rights of Indigenous Peoples in 2007. The 

trajectory of the indigenous right movement in Latin America mirrors the global 

experience, with initial formation in the 1970s, and continued expansion, particularly 

transnationally, through the 1980s and 1990s. For example, the Coordinating Body of 

Indigenous Organizations of the Amazon Basin (COICA) formed in 1984 and unified 

indigenous movements from nine Amazonian countries, including Suriname.  

At least part of the reason the global indigenous rights movement gained 

momentum in the 1980s and 1990s was because of alliances made with the global 

environmental movement. The convergence of these two movements was active and 

strategic, with both sides seeing value in joining the causes of indigenous rights and 

environmental protection (Conklin and Graham 1995). These alliances have been 

effective in supporting and protecting indigenous control over their territories from 

outsiders in some cases, including the Kayapo of Brazil (see Schwartzmann and 

Zimmerman 2005) and the Oriente in Ecuador (Egan 1996), where large-scale industrial 

activities were stopped (e.g. mining, logging, and oil drilling). Over the past decade, 

however, such alliances have at times been weakened and/or ruptured. This is for a 
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variety of reasons including the desire of indigenous peoples to commercially exploit 

resources under their control (and their consequent failure to fulfill conservationists’ 

visions of indigenous peoples as natural stewards or ‘noble savages’), alliances made 

between large conservation NGOs and multinational companies, and the tensions 

between indigenous peoples’ goals of self-determination and external driven 

conservation agendas that seek to control lands and resources, primarily through the 

establishment of protected areas (Chapin 2004, Pieck 2006a). For example, in the 1980s 

COICA developed alliances with the World Wildlife Fund (WWF), Conservation 

International (CI) and Amazonian indigenous peoples. However, in the mid to late 1990s 

both WWF and CI left COICA due to conflicts1, signifying a turning point in the degree 

of convergence between the conservation and indigenous rights movements in Latin 

America (Pieck 2006a). While indigenous peoples and conservation can go together, and 

there have been successful cases of indigenous peoples working with major conservation 

organizations and achieving both protected area and indigenous rights objectives (see 

for example Zimmerman et al. 2001; De Lacy and Lawson 1997; Nietschmann 1997; 

                                                      

1 For example CI was accused by one indigenous group in Guyana of working more with the government 

than indigenous peoples concerning protected areas, and also of trying to play different indigenous 

communities off of one another (Amerindian Peoples Association 2002 cited in Pieck 2006) 
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Stevens 1997), indigenous peoples have also been increasingly seeking and establishing 

new transnational alliances (Pieck 2006a), primarily with human rights groups. 

 Forming connections with new transnational allies has entailed taking 

advantage of international networks. These networks have become increasingly visible 

in international politics and demonstrate an ability on the part of marginalized groups to 

penetrate these political spaces; Keck and Sikkink (1998) refer to them as transnational 

advocacy networks. Individuals and organizations become linked to multiple scales of 

phenomena through networks of relations operating at multiple scales within which 

local peoples and their organizations are embedded (Cox 1998). Central to the operation 

of social movements implanted within these networks is the exchange of information. 

Actors transmit information strategically at particular points along these networks in 

order to achieve political objectives and influence policy outcomes. This is referred to by 

Keck and Sikkink (1998) as ‘information politics’ and is cited as “the ability to quickly 

and credibly generate politically usable information and move it to where it will have 

the most impact” (16).  Information exchange is a major force in empowering actors from 

both above and below the state and providing social movements with greater leverage 

and influence in the domestic political arena (Keohane and Nye 1971; Nadelmann 1990; 

Haufler 1993; Brysk 1993). The achievements of the indigenous rights movement have 
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been largely attributed to the use of networks at multiple scales and informational 

politics (Brysk 2000; Perrault 2003) 

Though authors such as Keck and Sikkink (1998) emphasize the value of 

informational politics to networks and social movements, they do not explore what the 

‘politics’ actually entails. Such politics encompass the content of the information shared, 

for example whether it is strategically deployed because of its more general value in 

awareness building (e.g. international laws), or whether it is tailored to a particular place 

in order to make such general laws resonate in specific locales. The analysis of 

informational politics should also consider who is managing this information, what types 

of power, connections and influence they wield, and how the information gets mobilized 

and disseminated in particular ways through the use of networks and scale to meet an 

agenda. This necessitates an understanding of the politics of scale and considering scale 

as a concept deserving of analytical attention for the ways in which it serves the agendas 

of social movements.   

 

2.3 Scalar Politics 

The politics of scale literature speaks to a number of different ways of 

conceptualizing scale that go beyond the scope of this article.  Here, three main concepts 
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drawn from that literature are used to better understand the politics of scale in the case 

of Kaboeri Creek: scalar porosity, scalar power, and scalar strategy. 

 2.3.1 Scalar Porosity 

Traditionally, research on conflicts surrounding parks and protected areas (or 

human-environmental interactions more generally) has tended to prioritize particular 

scales of analysis, e.g. local, regional, national, or global. For example, the neo-Marxist 

political economy approach of the 1970s and early 1980s involved analyzing 

environmental conflicts primarily in terms of class production and uneven capitalist 

development (Blaikie 1985; Blaikie and Brookfield 1987; Peet and Watts 1996; Zimmerer 

1996) and thus prioritized national, regional, and/or global scales of analyses. In 

response to what was seen as a scalar ‘bias’ or ‘trap’ came studies chiefly concerned with 

the role of marginalized populations in mediating conflicts over resource access and 

control (Guha 1989;  Peluso 1992; Fairhead and Leach 1994; Brosius 1997; Bassett and 

Zueli 2000). While this was an attempt to bring location specific analyses and to 

incorporate human agency into studies of environmental struggles (Bryant 1992; Bryant 

1998), such studies have subsequently been accused of falling into their own ‘local trap’ 

(Brown and Purcell 2005). Increasingly, it is recognized that social relations and political 

processes do not occur within one scalar unit, but rather work across and within scales, 
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often simultaneously.  This has led to calls to scholars to refrain from privileging any 

one level of scale in their research (Kelly 1999, 381). As the politics of place literature 

points out, any analysis of a scalar unit or focus on a particular ‘place’ can only be 

conceived as a node in a set of relations, and as a site where a multiplicity of politics 

converge (Massey 1994).  In other words, the local cannot be understood without 

understanding how it is both shaped by and shapes national, regional and global spaces 

and scales. Thus, analyzing scale in studies of transnational networks in particular 

necessitates going beyond traditional scale typologies as a singular or self-contained 

entity. The transnationalisation of local relations through such networks means that an 

easy distinction between the local and global as separate scalar fields can no longer be 

made (Amin 2002), especially in the context of struggles over environmental resources 

that are globally valued. This also holds relevance for the networks of indigenous 

activism which, as Brysk (2000) states, “…are so transnational and interpenetrated that it 

is often difficult to identify the traditional boundaries of a domestic social movement…” 

(86). 

2.3.2 Scalar Power 

Another limiting aspect of scale in its conventional form has been the 

assumptions made about what constitutes the ‘local’ and the ‘global’, how they relate to 
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one another, and their degree of power. This has been referred to as the local-global 

binary, where the global is perceived as penetrating and the local as being penetrated 

and transformed (Gibson-Graham 2002).  The local is also construed as immobile and 

weak, while the global is active and powerful. This binary obscures alternative 

conceptions of scale/power relationships and efforts made by local agents to overcome 

marginalization (Howitt 2002). For example, local actors can infiltrate the global and 

become empowered through transnational networks (see Perreault 2003). In the same 

way, the global can infiltrate the local, seeking empowerment or legitimacy through the 

reification of place and insertion of the local into national or transnational politics (Cox 

1998). This cooption of the local is particularly powerful for broader social movements 

and the defense of place (Escobar 2001)2. For example, the alliances formed between 

global environmentalists and indigenous peoples allowed environmentalists to put a 

‘human face’ on their campaigns to protect the rainforest and garner broader 

international support for the cause (see Keck 1995; Conklin and Graham 1995; Brosius 

1997; Pieck 2006a). While assumptions about the power inherent in the local-global 

                                                      

2 Escobar challenges the notion that the erasure of ‘place’ has occurred in an age of globalization.  He 

counters that social movements (as key features of globalization and civil society) reinsert and promote the 

value of attachment to localities, boundaries used to define ‘place’, and the construction of identities 

associated with a locality (see also Radcliffe 1998).    
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binary have been challenged, the binary itself still holds some sway.  In addition, focus 

on this binary means the potential intervening role of national scale actors as powerful 

mediators between these two scales can be overlooked (Brown and Purcell 2005).   

2.3.3 Scalar Strategy 

Scalar strategy refers to the actual methods or tactics that actors use to alter 

existing power relations. Scale in and of itself does not hold power, as it is a social and 

politically constructed concept (Swyngedouw 1997a); however, when it is employed as a 

strategy or resource by political groups it offers the potential to enhance their power in 

pursuit of particular agendas (Bebbington and Batterbury 2001; Brown and Purcell 2005; 

Campbell 2007). As Herod (1997) expresses, “Local, regional, national, and even 

international scales of bargaining (or anything else) do not simply exist waiting to be 

used.  Rather, they are actively created through the spatial praxis of social agents” (163). 

The task then becomes one of uncovering which political interests take advantage of 

which scalar arrangements in pursuit of their agendas (Brown and Purcell 2005). Social 

movements have “begun to mobilize geographical scale in a strategic, often highly 

creative way… by envisioning radically different scalar arrangements based upon 

principles of radical democracy and social justice” (Brenner 2001, 594).   
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The concept of ‘jumping scales’, where groups attempt to overcome the 

limitations of political opportunity provided at the national level by seeking support 

and resources of sympathetic groups at the international level (Smith 1993), provides an 

example of the strategic and creative use of scale by marginalized groups. Scale-jumping 

is similar to the ‘reaching out’ that occurs in the boomerang model of international 

relations as described by Keck and Sikkink (1998). In this model, an NGO located in a 

developing country reaches out to intergovernmental organizations and/or international 

NGOs, who in turn exert political pressure on their own governments, 

intergovernmental bodies, and/or the developing country itself. What the boomerang 

model does not illustrate is how, in the context of social struggle or political 

mobilization, an organization may use networks to shift or jump scales in many 

directions at once e.g. both up (internationally), down (sub-nationally) and across 

(community to community). That scalar strategies are employed in many directions at 

once contests the notion of a natural scalar hierarchy, from global to local (see Bulkeley 

2005), and instead posits scale as a relational concept (Howitt 1993; 2002; Agnew 1997; 

Swyngedouw 1997a; 1997b; Kelly 1999; Howitt 1998).    

There is also an important limitation to the scale jumping strategy however, 

which rests on the fact that the nation state still matters, even while it is being 
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increasingly penetrated by globalizing forces. As Clark, Friedman, and Hochstetler 

(1998) note, “State sovereignty sets the limits of global society” (16). This means that 

even while NGOs are reaching out internationally, their power is put in check by 

existing domestic laws and policy (Mansfield 2005). This corresponds with the more 

subtle version of globalization where the nation state remains a politically significant site 

of struggle even while it is being ‘hollowed out’ through international political and 

economic processes (Jessop 1994).   

The Kaboeri Creek story encompasses all of the above elements of the scalar 

framework.  Scalar porosity helps in understanding how different organizations, 

individuals and types of information at a variety of scalar levels merged to shape the 

communities’ final decision to reject the nature reserve. Scalar power calls attention to 

the different ways that actors became empowered or exerted their power through the 

use of scale. This is visible with respect to the communities and the networks they 

obtained information from, but also in terms of the national indigenous rights 

organization, the VIDS. While communities were empowered through their 

relationships with the VIDs, the VIDS itself was empowered through its unique role as a 

mediator between the local and the international. Finally, scalar strategy is central to this 

study as it exemplifies how ‘jumping scales’ and seeking support from international 
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organizations such as the Forest Peoples Programme was a key strategy not only used to 

influence the Kaboeri Creek decision, but to strengthen the larger land rights campaign 

of the VIDS.  In addition, sub-national networking was carried out by the VIDS using a 

community already experienced with nature reserves to inform and advise the West 

Suriname communities about the Kaboeri Creek reserve.  At the same time, however, the 

power of the VIDs remained limited by the national context in which it was operating.  

  

2.4 Study Context  

Suriname is located in the northeast section of South America and is part of what 

is commonly referred to as the Guianas.  It is one of the economically poorest countries 

in the region with an annual GNI per capita of $ 3,200 US in 2006, compared with US 

$4,767 US in the rest of Latin America and the Caribbean (World Bank 2007). An 

estimated 70 percent of Suriname’s 492,829 people live below the poverty line (Suriname 

Census Office 2004; CIA 2006).  Suriname’s economy is tied to its history; following 

independence from the Netherlands in 1975, the economy declined due to the falling 

prices for bauxite in global markets. Economic strain was compounded by the 

installation of a military dictatorship in 1982, subsequent cessation of Dutch 

development aid, and the monetary policies of the military cabinets (Kruijt and 
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Hoogbergen 2005).  The economy deteriorated during the Civil War period from 1986-

1992. While Suriname still suffers economic hardship, its current relative political 

stability, and development of its gold and bauxite mining industries, as well as the oil 

industry, have improved its economic prospects (IMF 2006).   

One of the defining characteristics of Suriname and a source of pride for many of 

its citizens is the wide array of ethnic groups that call Suriname their home, including 

Hindustani, Javanese, Creole, Chinese, Lebanese, maroons (descendants of escaped 

slaves that worked on the Dutch plantations), and indigenous peoples. Indigenous 

peoples make up approximately 3.7 percent of the population (~eighteen thousand 

people) and come from 4 different tribes: Kali’na (Caribs), Lokono (Arowak), Trio, and 

Wayana. Many indigenous communities reside within or near protected areas and 

continue to use these lands for hunting, fishing and gathering. Currently, twenty 

existing and proposed protected areas exist, which include multiple use management 

areas or MUMAs; these cover approximately 11.5 percent of the total land area (United 

Nations Environment Programme and The World Conservation Union 2007). Based on 

its location within the Amazon region and because approximately 90 percent of its land 

area remains forested (United Nations Environment Programme 2008), Suriname is 

considered a prime area for establishing protected areas. Regionally, the Guianas as a 
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whole contain the world’s highest percentage of intact tropical rain forest and, together 

with the Amazon River Basin, the area holds the greatest concentration of freshwater 

biodiversity on earth (WWF Guianas 2008). A number of species found in the region are 

‘charismatic megafauna’, or animals that tend to be appreciated for their intrinsic value 

alone. Such species like the leatherback sea turtle, the giant river otter, the jaguar, and 

the scarlet macaw have formed the cornerstone of many conservation and protected area 

campaigns in this region.   

The bases of Suriname’s protected areas are the Nature Protection Law and the 

Game Law, both of which came into effect in 1954. The Nature Protection Law 

designates a nature reserve “…based on its varied nature and scenic beauty; and/or 

because of the presence of–from a scientifically or culturally significant point of view-

important flora, fauna, or geological objects” (Government of Suriname 1954). In these 

reserves, it is prohibited to make camp, cut wood or make charcoal, and to hunt or fish 

without written permission from the head of the Forest Service (LBB), though 

exemptions are made under certain conditions. For example, some subsistence hunting 

is permitted for indigenous peoples on a limited basis and subject to specific rules and 

regulations. Criminal sanctions can be imposed if the rules of the Act are violated 

(Art.8). The Game Law accompanies the Nature Protection law by defining protected 
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wildlife in Suriname, and prohibiting the killing, catching, or selling of these species 

without special permits or licenses.  

Once an area is declared a nature reserve, its management falls under the 

direction of the Nature Conservation Division (NCD) of the Forest Service, a subdivision 

of the Ministry of Natural Resources. Both the NCD and Stinasu, a quasi-governmental 

organization, are responsible for the development of management plans, patrolling and 

enforcement, and nature reserve maintenance. In addition, Stinasu supports scientific 

research, nature education and nature tourism in these reserves. While Stinasu 

employees are paid through the government, use government office space and vehicles, 

and have exclusive rights to nature tourism in reserves, the funding for Stinasu comes 

from international organizations. Some of the international organizations involved with 

conservation include Conservation International, The International Union for the 

Conservation of Nature (IUCN), the Oceanic Society, and the World Wildlife Fund 

(WWF)-Guianas.  

Protected areas and conservation activities, in addition to industrial activities 

such as a mining and logging, are a contentious issue in Suriname amongst tribal 

peoples. This is because indigenous and maroon peoples do not possess legal titles to 

their lands. Under Suriname’s Domain Principle, the State is the private owner of all 
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land; land leases are the only form of title that can be granted. The customary rights and 

occupation of tribal peoples to their lands are respected, but only to the extent that they 

do not interfere with the development plans of the State. Projects within these 

development plans can include anything from logging and mining concessions to nature 

reserves and ecotourism ventures. While indigenous peoples do have access to 

individual land lease titles, these can be revoked if the annual fee is not paid in time or 

the land is not used in accordance with the initial request.  Approximately eighty 

percent of indigenous communities have rejected the land lease option (Kambel 2006) 

because leases are not a collective land title and would not support their traditional way 

of living (e.g. these titles would not extend beyond the boundaries of their villages to 

traditional hunting and fishing grounds). Additionally, many indigenous peoples do not 

qualify for individual lease loans or would not be able to afford to pay them back.  

According to Kambel and MacKay (1999), the most significant challenge to 

indigenous peoples’ use of their territories comes from the government’s ability to 

establish protected areas encompassing and bordering their communities as well as 

issuing mining and logging concessions. To confront such challenges, indigenous 

peoples in Suriname have sought help from outside individuals and organization, as 

seen in the case of Kaboeri Creek nature reserve.    
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2.5 Methods 

The results presented in the following sections draw from nine months of 

fieldwork carried out in Suriname from 2007-2008.  Sixty-eight in-depth interviews in 

total were conducted for this research, with 12 interviews with national indigenous 

rights activists connected to the VIDS as well as West Suriname community leaders 

providing the primary method of data used in the analysis for this article. Additionally, 

eighteen interviews with various representatives from the NCD and Stinasu, WWF-

Guianas, the Rainforest Foundation (RFF), the North-South Institute (NSI) and the 

mining company BHP Billiton Maatschappij Suriname (BMS) were incorporated into the 

analysis.  All interviews were carried out by the first author in English with the 

exception of two interviews which were conducted in Dutch with the aid of a translator. 

The interviews were digitally recorded and then transcribed verbatim. Document 

collection and document analysis were also used to supplement these interviews. The 

documents collected included editorials, presentations, and conference proceedings. The 

interviews and texts were analyzed based on the original research objective of 

examining how indigenous peoples’ responses to conservation activities were being 

influenced by the larger indigenous rights movement and transnational networking in 
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Suriname. This was carried out by first tracing and identifying the relationships amongst 

different actors involved with Kaboeri Creek elicited through participants’ accounts of 

the process leading up to the decision and their role within it.  Categories were then 

developed based on who networking was undertaken with, the types of networking 

activities, the purpose of the networking, the type of information garnered, and the 

perceived value of those activities within the context of Kaboeri Creek story.  Patterns 

and consistencies as well as contradictions were identified both across participants’ 

interviews and by comparing different types of data (i.e. interviews vs. documents).    

 

2.6 The Story of Kaboeri Creek 

Kaboeri Creek forms a tributary of the Corantijn River in West Suriname and is 

located just north of Washabo. Washabo is the oldest of the three villages located near 

Kaboeri Creek and was settled in the early 1900s, with Apoera Village and Section 

settled shortly after.  Primarily Arowak indigenous peoples reside in these villages but 

there are also some members of the Kali’na and Trio groups. The combined population 

of the three villages is one thousand twenty-three people (Weitzner 2007). Sranan Tongo, 

Dutch and English are all spoken with very little of the traditional languages still in use. 

Each village is run by a Chief (Kapitein) and four basjas or Chief’s assistants. Villagers 
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engage in a combination of traditional livelihoods (e.g. farming, hunting and fishing) as 

well as cash generating activities such as the wildlife trade, logging and mining.   

The 68,000 hectare Kaboeri Creek nature reserve was first proposed thirty years 

ago, just prior to the onset of the military dictatorship and civil war in Suriname.  The 

impetus for the reserve was based on the first detailed study of the giant river otter 

(Pteronura brasiliensis) (see Duplaix 1980a) that was subsequently featured in National 

Geographic (Duplaix 1980b).  The otter had been extirpated from most of its former 

range in South America due to habitat loss and the demand for its pelts, and Kaboeri 

Creek was identified as one of the last strongholds for this species (Chechebar 1990; 

Duplaix 2002, 10). While otters have never been hunted in Kaboeri Creek, other threats 

include net fishing (otters can get caught in the nets and drown or be killed by fishers 

because they are seen as competition for fish), tourism3, agricultural plots (which 

remove potential denning areas), logging, and mercury pollution; these all provided 

further rationale for the establishment of a reserve. Some of these threats reflected 

increasing population and development pressures in the region. For example, plans for 

                                                      

3 Giant otters are sensitive to human disturbance (Duplaix 2002) and when disturbed, e.g. by the 

sound of boat motors, they can abandon their pups (Schenck et al. 2001).  A projected increase in 

tourism would mean an increase in the number of boats and higher potential for disturbance 

(Gerold Zondervan, Program Officer WWF, 11 March 2008, conversation).    
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large-scale bauxite mining had the potential to attract immigrants to the area in search of 

jobs.    

 Representatives from the NCD and Stinasu first approached the Chief of 

Washabo in the late 1970s (at that time there was only one Chief for all three villages) 

about the possibilities of establishing a reserve.  Minimal consultations were carried out 

with the Chief, and an official agreement permitting the establishment of the reserve 

was signed by the Chief on 14 October 1979. The indigenous rights movement was just 

beginning in Suriname at this time and associations such as the VIDS had not yet been 

formed. All plans for the reserve were put on hold, however, following a military coup 

in 1982 and subsequent civil war from 1986-1992. These events suspended both the 

implementation of the reserve and the bauxite mining development.         

Following the civil war, indigenous peoples in Suriname began organizing 

themselves politically once again, and one outcome of this was the VIDS.  Originally the 

VIDS was an association of forty village leaders who were trying to re-establish 

traditional authority following the war (VIDS 2005). It was almost ten years later, in 

2002, that the administrative and legal working arm of the VIDS, known as the Bureau 

VIDS (the primary focus in this article) was created in order to coordinate 

administration and enhance communication amongst indigenous villages in Suriname 
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(VIDS 2005). During this study in 2007, Bureau VIDS transitioned from three full-time to 

two full-time and one part-time employee.  The Bureau also employed two office 

assistants and there were a number of consultants and advisors who helped out the 

association. The VIDS has gained increasing prominence in national politics compared 

with other indigenous rights organizations in Suriname, primarily due to its land rights 

campaign.   

Negotiations regarding the Kaboeri Creek nature reserve started up again in 2004 

when the NCD and Stinasu once again approached the communities about establishing 

the reserve.  WWF-Guianas, though rarely represented at these consultations, was 

providing the majority of the funding both for the negotiations and the proposed 

protected area (interview, WWF 1). Early on in the negotiations, the Chiefs of the West 

Suriname communities (now three of them) approached the VIDS because of concerns 

about the original signed agreement and the implications of the reserve for their 

communities. As will be shown below, the VIDS went on to become a powerful and 

important player in decision-making about Kaboeri Creek. 
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2.7 The VIDs and Networking ‘Up’ 

International networking has been critical to the VIDS and its land rights 

campaign in Suriname.  First, VIDS personnel have been continually learning and 

drawing directly from a number of international instruments regarding human rights 

and indigenous peoples’ rights in international law. These include: the American 

Convention on Human Rights; the UN Convention on Elimination of All Forms of Racial 

Discrimination (CERD); the UN Convention on Biodiversity (CBD); the UN Convention 

on Civil and Political Rights; and most recently the UN Declaration on the Rights of 

Indigenous Peoples. Examples of some of the important text in these instruments which 

the VIDS draws from include Article 26 of the UN Declaration which states that:  

 

“Indigenous peoples have the right to own, use, develop and control the lands, territories and 

resources that they possess by reason of traditional ownership or occupation or use, as well as 

those which they have otherwise acquired.”  In addition, the CERD calls on state parties to 

“recognize and protect the rights of indigenous peoples to own, develop, control and use their 

communal lands, territories and resources…” (CERD 1997, 1).   

 

Second, there are a variety of international indigenous support organizations and 

environment and development organizations that the VIDS networks with and that 

supply funding as well as trainings and expertise on indigenous peoples’ rights in 
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international law.  For example, The Forest Peoples Programme (FPP), a non-

governmental organization based in the UK, has provided assistance for a number of 

international legal cases on behalf of tribal peoples. One such case involved a petition 

submitted to the Inter-American Commission on Human Rights in 2000 by the 

Saramacca maroons in Suriname where they complained that Suriname had failed to 

legally recognize their territorial rights and that these rights were being actively violated 

by logging and mining concessions issued by the government (Forest Peoples 

Programme 2006). The government was requested to take appropriate measures to 

suspend all concessions until the commission had the opportunity to investigate the 

claims.  The case went on to the Inter American Court on Human Rights in 2006 where 

the Court decided against the government of Suriname. Indigenous peoples in Suriname 

are now in the process of obtaining assistance from the Commission to support their 

own positions in securing land rights, using the Saramacca case as a precedent.   

 The international networks and the instruments and international spaces the 

VIDS makes use of illustrate a jumping of scales (Smith 1993) made necessary by the 

mismatch between international human rights codes and the diminished realities of 

social and economic rights protections in the domestic setting (Klodawsky 2001).  This is 

especially true in the case of indigenous land rights in Suriname, which are not legally 
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recognized. Thus, scale is being used to overcome this contradictory space of rights and 

to exert pressure on the national government to recognize land rights:   

And because of working with international organizations we fight for our land rights and we are 

much stronger you know?  Through international organizations government will listen to you, 

or you hope government will listen to you (VIDS Employee 2) 

 

Jumping scales is also employed in order to learn strategies that can be applied in 

the domestic setting: 

You know Suriname is a small country, and if you want to keep updated you have to work with 

international organizations to learn from them, what’s going on, strategy changes, or 

methodologies.  You can learn in such a way.  If you keep yourself isolated, then everything will 

pass you (VIDS Employee 2) 

 

2.8 The VIDs and Networking ‘Down’ 

The VIDS experience and the knowledge garnered in the international arena 

became useful in the local context of the Kaboeri Creek negotiations. The West Suriname 

communities’ request for help provided an opportunity for the VIDS to apply its 

international networking experience.  The organization began by providing the 

communities with more general information regarding human rights and indigenous 

rights in international law aimed at awareness building: 

…but going to the OAS [Organization of American States] meetings gives you an idea of how 

everything is working international, and…it gives you the opportunity to explain to indigenous 

peoples here what’s going on and how to translate what’s happening in the [OAS draft 

declaration] to what’s happening in their village (VIDS Employee 1) 



 

111 

 

 

The VIDS made use of international human rights experts they had contact with 

through these international networks. There was heavy reliance on both a human rights 

lawyer affiliated with the Forest Peoples Programme and an academic consultant 

specializing in indigenous rights in Suriname. These individuals, along with the VIDS, 

explained the details of the international laws to the communities in a way that was 

understandable to them and that would make them feel in control of decision-making: 

And we also had international lawyers and they gave us some advice.  They didn’t tell us what to 

do.  They just gave us the information that is written in the [international] laws. You can do this, 

you can ask this... And then we made the decisions… (West Suriname Leader) 

 

Another international network that was important for indigenous rights 

awareness building at the local level was that associated with a separate but related 

issue: bauxite mining. BMS and Suralco are the two companies invested in mining the 

area. While mining was expected to begin in late 2009, these plans are now on hold due 

to the global financial crisis, Suralco pulling out of the refinery project, and because a 

final agreement could not be reached between the government and the companies.  

Mining negotiations with the community were occurring at the same time as the Kaboeri 

Creek discussions. An informal process for the exchange of information existed where 

the Chiefs, Chiefs’ assistants, some community members, VIDs representatives, and 

directors and key staff of the mining companies met to discuss communities’ concerns 
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about the mining.  The VIDS was asked by the West Suriname Chiefs to help them with 

those discussions also. The VIDS again used their international connections to elicit 

assistance from the North-South Institute (NSI) (a Canadian non-profit international 

development agency) which meant a continuation of awareness building about 

international indigenous rights for the VIDS: 

And later on in the last couple of years what I have learned working in West Suriname and 

working with these big companies and hearing more about indigenous rights is how you can work 

with your indigenous rights to let the companies do certain things and you can negotiate because 

of your rights (VIDS Employee 2) 

 

The international awareness building about indigenous rights and negotiating skills 

learned in the context of the mining discussions were then applied to the Kaboeri Creek 

situation:   

The NSI program is more concentrated on mining, but also on other rights and you learn things 

that you can use for Kaboeri Creek (VIDs Employee 1) 

 

The second type of information that was passed on to the communities by the 

VIDS was that pertaining to conservation and protected areas in Surinamese law. On the 

surface it seemed that the communities had predominantly livelihood concerns related 

to being unable to hunt or fish in the reserve: 

Because we told [NCD and Stinasu] this is why we don’t want the nature reserve but then they 

said no you have other rights, you can go hunt, you can go fish, you can do anything you want.  

But it’s opposite in the law. It doesn’t say what we can do there. And we have learned from the 
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VIDS who have taught us a lot of the laws. That’s why we know a little (West Suriname 

Leader) 

 

Well the government wanted it to become a nature reserve. Well, we didn’t feel comfortable with 

that. Because what is written in the law we don’t feel comfortable with that. Because we, the 

people are concerned that maybe when they make it into a nature reserve then suddenly they can 

stop us from going there to fish or hunt anymore (West Suriname Leader) 

 

The quotes suggest the Chiefs were either misinformed or misinterpreting what they 

were being told regarding the rules of nature reserves, as a subsistence provision does 

exist for indigenous peoples (subject to quotas and seasonal limitations). What further 

probing revealed, however, was that the Chiefs were aware of the subsistence provision, 

but were more concerned about what the nature reserve represented. This included the 

limits put on their freedom and way of life, the value of which is expressed in this quote: 

I use this place because of the freedom-we are free to do what we like. It’s far different than 

Paramaribo where you have to buy everything and have money, but here, if you need some fish 

you go to the river, if you need some meat you go and do some hunting (West Suriname 

Leader) 

 

In addition, the Chiefs recalled the way that consultations were carried out in the past, 

and the lack of awareness on the part of the Chief who signed the original agreement to 

the reserve.  Regardless of what the NCD and Stinasu were telling them about what they 

were permitted to do in the reserve, there was already a legacy of distrust in place: 

So we want to be sure that these days we don’t think like the old Chief, who couldn’t read, that 

kind of thing. So, when [the NCD and Stinasu] came to them they tell them not to be afraid, that 

they just have to sign and things will be good. But then you have problems. And we are aware of 
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that, so we don’t want to let the community have problems in the future (West Suriname 

Leader) 

 

What these results reveal is the importance of how information was conveyed to 

the communities through the VIDs and its networks. Information about the importance 

of human rights, indigenous rights, and especially land rights in international law was 

strategically emphasized from the beginning. That is, the rights of indigenous peoples to 

manage and control their own lands according to their traditional way of life. This is 

espoused in several international instruments and was something these leaders were 

learning and trying to assert in the face of protected areas that were viewed as 

infringements on those rights. Along with this, there was heightened awareness of past 

injustices done to them, fueling feelings of distrust towards the government and 

protected area establishment. This compels us to think about the strong role of rights 

organizations such as the VIDS in terms of their power in circulating rights based 

discourses, and being able to present the discourse in ways that resonated with the 

situations that communities were dealing with.  Strategically, this serves to both 

strengthen the position of communities and to garner wider support from the 

communities for the VIDS’ land rights campaign. The overall influence of the VIDS on 

these communities is conveyed most forcefully below: 
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Former VIDS Advisor: I went with the government to Washabo when I was with the VIDS to 

talk about the nature reserve and there was not much opposition at that time. Simply because 

they were not aware what their land rights were, and their human rights; they seemed happy that 

the government was willing to make that a nature reserve. They could still fish and hunt, I mean 

that’s possible in a nature reserve. You just have to set out the rules and a timetable. It’s when 

[the VIDS] came about land rights and they were told about the value of negotiating and being 

aggressive, that’s when [the communities] started talking about land rights. 

 

Interviewer: But who actually made them more aware about their land rights?   

 

Former VIDS Advisor: The VIDS also had their general assembly there in Washabo where they 

created the awareness on indigenous rights. It was for no other reason that they had the assembly 

there. 

 

2.9 The VIDs and Networking ‘Across’ 

While the VIDS networked ‘up’ and ‘down’, it also networked ‘across’ using 

networks established with other indigenous communities in Suriname. One of these 

communities was Galibi, the collective name for two indigenous Kali’na villages in 

Eastern Suriname. These villages are located near the Galibi Nature Reserve, established 

in 1969 to protect endangered sea turtle nesting grounds. Galibi villagers have 

traditionally collected sea turtle eggs as a way to earn income, though this is currently 

prohibited. In light of these restrictions to egg collection, economic alternatives have 

been introduced to the village by organizations such as Stinasu and WWF-Guianas, 

including tourism development (interview, WWF 1).   
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One of the Chiefs of Galibi has acted as the Chair of the VIDS since its inception. 

The VIDS secretariat facilitated a visit by the Chiefs of Galibi to Washabo because of 

their experience with nature reserves and development issues as well as the Chiefs’ 

involvement in the larger indigenous rights movement. The type of information 

provided through this ‘community- to-community’ networking was very specific to a 

particular place, set of experiences, and locality; it provides an example of the power of 

inserting the ‘local’ into the scalar politics of decision making. It also shows how 

multiple scales of networking were being used at once. The Galibi Chiefs had been 

involved in a co-management arrangement with Stinasu in the management of the 

Galibi Nature Reserve for a number of years, and were concerned about the 

management of the Kaboeri Creek Nature Reserve should it become established. The 

Galibi Chiefs conveyed how they had not always benefited enough from their own co-

management situation (a co-management option was being offered to the West 

Suriname communities):   

We talked with them [Galibi], we had a meeting with them and they told us a lot of things. They 

are experienced with Stinasu and the NCD, they sometimes make agreements and things don’t go 

the way they want them to.  So that’s why we don’t want these things to happen (West 

Suriname Leader) 

 

The problems with the co-management arrangement in Galibi were also communicated 

through the VIDS to the West Suriname leaders: 
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We got good advice from [the VIDS] because we got some good feedback about how the 

government is controlling the Galibi Nature Reserve, and then sometimes there are a lot of 

problems there, so we don’t need problems like that (West Suriname Leader) 

 

Because Stinasu is thinking more like the government, like we own [the Galibi Nature Reseve] so 

we want to decide. One day they say Galibi can benefit from this and the next day they have a 

letter saying no you can’t have two boats anymore, we have to have two boats and you one (VIDS 

Employee 3) 

 

The VIDS also conveyed how the Galibi Chiefs linked the problem of nature reserves to 

the larger land rights issue, where nature reserves have been established on indigenous 

lands that indigenous peoples have the right to protect and manage on their own:    

Interviewer:  What were [the Galibi Chiefs] saying when they went [to West Suriname], what 

would they tell them? 

 

VIDs Employee 3: …that it is indigenous land and we want to protect it ourselves- that is our 

fight. So what happened in Galibi must not happen in Washabo. 

 

This last quote reflects attempts by the Galibi Chiefs (as expressed through the 

VIDS) to inspire the leaders of Washabo to both support the larger indigenous land 

rights movement in Suriname, to resist protected areas, and to learn from Galibi’s own 

negative experiences.  These views reflect not only the direct experiences with reserves 

and the involvement of the Galibi chief in indigenous rights networks, but the increasing 

tensions between the larger environmental movement and the indigenous rights 

movements described earlier. Nature reserves are to some extent symbolic of that, and a 

reminder of how conservation and indigenous interests have often come into conflict 



 

118 

 

with one another. These beliefs and experiences were then being passed on to the 

communities of West Suriname, who had limited experience with conservation actors.     

 The multi-directional networking that the VIDS engaged in and the information 

garnered and passed on through those networks to the communities in West Suriname 

played an important role in shaping their ultimate decision to reject the nature reserve in 

2006, only a short time after negotiations began.  However, there were unintended 

consequences as a result of the organization’s involvement and strategizing, as well as 

limits to its effectiveness. These are discussed below through the lens of the scalar 

framework.          

 

2.10 Discussion and Conclusions 

As this study demonstrated, indigenous rights movements can change the way 

that conservation processes and protected area establishment are carried out, as well as 

how local communities connected with the movement perceive of and come to decisions 

about conservation activities.  It is not just local peoples that conservation actors are 

consulting with, but an entire movement and the networks within which the movement 

is embedded. Concomitant with this is the capitalization of scalar power which is central 

to the movement’s capabilities.   
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The process leading to the final decision in West Suriname regarding Kaboeri 

Creek does not become legible without first understanding the porosity of scale; the 

‘local’ was something shaped by multiple scales of interaction with a diversity of actors 

situated outside of the local context. Decision making at the ‘local’ level is therefore also 

national and global as evidenced by the immersion of indigenous actors within 

networks of indigenous rights. This immersion includes engagement with many 

networks at once, at different scales, and covering a range of issues (e.g. nature reserves, 

land rights, and mining).   

The village leaders first approached the VIDS of their own initiative, taking 

advantage of the networks, resources and information that the organization provided.  

As such, they were engaged actors exercising agency, rather than some passive and 

powerless ‘local.’  This speaks to the second element of the scalar framework in this 

study: scalar power. The village leaders empowered themselves and their communities 

through the VIDS and its networks, which provided them with different types of 

information, awareness and knowledge building as well as skills, trainings and expert 

guidance.  These assets allowed the community leaders to more effectively negotiate 

with more powerful actors in order to make an informed decision and ultimately defend 

their access to resources.  
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Thus while there was empowerment, it has to be considered in the context of the 

growth and influence of the national movement and international networks that enabled 

these communities to fortify their positions.  This power also has to be viewed in light of 

changing conservation paradigms in the last twenty years, where attempts at meeting 

communities’ needs and interests have been increasingly taken into consideration by 

conservation actors (Campbell 2000; Adams and Hulme 2001).  Respect for community 

decision making in protected areas establishment in Suriname reflects a more 

progressive way of working with communities on the part of the government and 

conservation NGOs such as WWF.  The decision to reject the reserve would most likely 

not have been respected in the 1970s, even if the communities had the information and 

aid of a strong national and international indigenous rights movement.  The World 

Wildlife Fund as an international organization does now have solid guidelines and 

principles for working with indigenous peoples and aims to respect their rights as set 

out in international law (MacKay 2002b). While these principles have not always played 

out in practice and the organization has been criticized for this (Chapin 2004), in the case 

of Kaboeri Creek WWF-Guianas has attempted to enact the principles of the larger 

organization it represents.  This reflects the claim that indigenous rights are increasingly 

being respected in relation to proposed protected areas; however, this is still not the case 
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with existing protected areas and indigenous rights to restitution or opportunities to 

reclaim lands that have been taken from them in the past (MacKay 2002b); Galibi 

represents such a case.     

While the local became empowered through national and transnational 

networks, perhaps the more interesting piece to this story is how the national level 

indigenous rights movement also became empowered, a process and outcome that is not 

as well documented in the scalar politics literature.  This became most evident in 

examining the central role of the VIDS. As a  dynamic national indigenous rights 

organization, the VIDS capitalized on opportunities presented by the proposed 

establishment of a nature reserve in West Suriname that could serve to 1) generate wider 

support for their national land rights campaign through deepening community 

networks and awareness building at the local level and; 2) build their case for further 

appeals to the Inter American Human Rights Commission, though it is difficult to 

determine whether these were intentional goals of the organization. The power of 

incorporating the ‘local’ may become more apparent over time if the NCD and Stinasu 

return to West Suriname to continue negotiations about the nature reserve, and the 

communities and the VIDs decide to take the issue to an international court. Another 

direction of scalar empowerment in this story was that of the local empowering the 
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local, as the Galibi case was used to facilitate decision making in West Suriname. This 

illustrated the multiple directions in which scale was being utilized, and one not as 

commonly capitalized upon. The Bureau VIDS again positioned itself as a central player 

in this community-to-community networking process by both initiating the contact 

between Galibi and Washabo and by disseminating information about Galibi to the 

Chiefs of West Suriname.   

The scalar politics playing out in this story thus defies traditional ways of 

thinking about the local and its relationship to other scalar levels and the relations of 

power amongst those scales. It also leads us to further consider how and by whom 

power was wielded and utilized in the process leading up to the decision. In this regard, 

the VIDS stands out in its strategic role as mediator amongst various individuals, groups 

and organizations and in the type of information it conveyed through these networks. It 

began by general rights awareness building in West Suriname based on its own 

experience in the international arena, which shaped perceptions about nature reserves 

and shed light on the implications of these reserves for the communities. This was not 

only in terms of livelihood impacts, but also the indigenous way of life in general, and 

inherent rights to traditional lands and resources. This reflects what the VIDS and 
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communities learned from international legal instruments and other documentation that 

allowed them to enhance their political bargaining power.   

The third and perhaps most important element of the scalar framework that I 

return to is that of scalar strategy. As this research illustrated, the jumping of scales was 

imperative for the indigenous peoples of Suriname where the indigenous population is 

relatively small and holds minimal political sway in national politics. It became 

necessary to reach out to international levels and employ this strategy at the local level 

both to enhance the power and knowledge of communities facing the possible 

establishment of a nature reserve and to put pressure on the government to grant 

indigenous land titles. While this ability to mobilize international support and bring 

external political pressure to bear on national and local policy makers has transformed 

the political landscape of many indigenous struggles (Conklin 2002; Varese 1991), it does 

not always translate into effective outcomes. The jumping of scales and networking sub-

nationally by the VIDS was ‘successful’ in one sense for the communities of West 

Suriname, in that it strengthened their position and allowed them to reject the 

establishment of a nature reserve, thereby maintaining access to resources. It also 

allowed the VIDS to exhibit the strategic value of their international connections and the 

ability to put them to use, as well as reinforcing their land rights campaign.  However, 
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the scalar strategy was not powerful enough to prevent the nature reserve that was 

supposed to be at Kaboeri Creek from being established near two other communities 

further north known as Cupido and Post Utrecht (interviews, West Suriname leaders). 

Cupido and Post Utrecht had less interaction and contact with the VIDS, perhaps due to 

the constraints of geography (few roads; remote villages), the limited resources of the 

organization, and/or other more politicized factors. Regardless of the reasons, the VIDS 

seemed to have prioritized Washabo, Apoera and Section where the organization was 

already involved with and invested in the mining negotiations.  Thus, regardless of the 

extent to which the VIDS was successful in procuring international support, it was 

ineffective at other localities where the sub-national networks were not soundly 

established.   

Finally, while empowerment, solidarity building, and the retention of traditional 

access to resources were important outcomes resulting from the intervention of the VIDS 

in Kaboeri Creek, the effectiveness of the scalar strategy was also limited by the national 

context in terms of securing the larger goal of legal land rights. The attainment of legal 

land titles for indigenous peoples in Suriname may not happen for a very long time, if at 

all, for the following reasons.  First, Suriname remains resistant to committing to 

international legal instruments, even where these instruments have been either signed 



 

125 

 

(as in the case of declarations) or ratified (as in the case of conventions). This is true even 

while there have been increasing discussions within international spaces about the 

situation of indigenous peoples and their land rights (e.g. the CERD, the Inter-American 

Commission on Human Rights, and the UN Human Rights Committee have all urged 

the Surinamese government to recognize indigenous land rights, but there has been 

limited movement on this by the government).  The Suriname government has signed 

the most recent and one of the most significant international documents on indigenous 

rights-the UN Declaration on the Rights of Indigenous Peoples, but claims to have 

signed it with reservations. Government representatives have also stated that it is a 

political document rather than a legally binding one (De Ware Tijd 2007). One of the 

most significant international conventions for indigenous peoples, ILO Convention 169, 

has never been signed and ratified by the Suriname government. There have also been 

three government land rights commissions established in the last 15 years by order of 

the Inter-American Court of Human Rights, but these have achieved very little (van 

Velthuizen 2008), leading indigenous peoples and maroons to start their own land rights 

commissions.   

The minimal progress being made on the land rights issue illustrates the limits to 

the scalar strategy; in other words, the role of the state still matters and scalar strategies 
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could not overcome this reality. The state remains the scale at which policy decisions are 

made (Mansfield 2005) and the power of networks remains tied to this conventional 

political space (Betsill and Bulkeley 2004). In the case of Suriname, while the government 

may be facing significant pressures by indigenous and human rights groups to grant 

land tenure to indigenous peoples, it also faces opposing pressures by other ethnic 

groups within the country not to do so because it would be construed as favoritism. This 

has been documented in other national contexts such as Tanzania (see Neumann 1995). 

In addition, after years of economic political instability following independence, 

Suriname is finally in a position to take advantage of and reap the profits of extensive 

multinational development interests in its natural resources; this makes the government 

even more reluctant to grant land rights and control over resources to indigenous 

peoples.  Thus while indigenous rights actors are taking advantage of multi-scalar allies 

and political spaces to advance their agendas, the domestic space within which they 

must operate is still constrained.  Therefore, while scale opens up opportunities, it also 

restricts them; scalar strategy can achieve success at some levels (e.g. local), but not 

others (e.g. national), and not for all types of actors at all points in time.     

A final outcome to be considered relates to conservation interests. An 

unintended consequence of the involvement of the indigenous rights movement in the 
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case of Kaboeri Creek and the rejection of the nature reserve may be increased 

vulnerability of the giant river otter and other species in that area. The communities 

were very clear that they will not consider a protected area until their land rights are 

established, which is unlikely to happen in the near future. In the mean time, there is no 

management plan in place for the protection of Kaboeri Creek, and outsiders will 

continue to flock to the area for mining, hunting, and fishing opportunities. At this 

point, the communities do not possess either the authority or the tools to prevent 

encroachment of outsiders on their traditional lands, so there is a potential for a decline 

in resource abundance. This was a concern recognized and expressed by a variety of 

actors including the community leaders, WWF-Guianas, and NCD personnel. Thus the 

West Suriname communities have essentially traded off formalized resource protection 

for continued access to those same resources, while the NCD and WWF have traded off 

formal protection for a chance to demonstrate their commitment to working with and 

respecting community interests regarding conservation activities.  In this way, a major 

international conservation group is foregoing conservation goals in order to strategically 

network down and support the interests of local communities, another example of how 

the porosity of scale plays out in this study, though through the networking of a 

different organizational actor. However, it also has to be considered that even were 
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WWF to pursue its own interests at the cost of community relations and establish a 

protected area (possible only through the authority of the Forestry Service), the 

monitoring and enforcement of it would most likely be minimal based on the limited 

resources of the Surinamese Forestry Service and Nature Conservation Division. Thus, 

conservation goals could still go unrealized.   

Further research is still warranted on how scale can be employed by 

marginalized groups in response to conservation programs and/or development 

activities situated in different national settings in order to better understand the ways 

that scalar strategy can be capitalized on, the types of outcomes it can produce, and the 

role of national contexts in impacting the power and effectiveness of social movements.  

Future studies would also be useful in exploring intra-community decision making 

processes, such as in West Suriname, and how these processes link to extra-local 

networking influences.        
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3. Encounters with Conservation and Development in 
Suriname: Indigenous Peoples, Framing Strategies, and 
Identity Politics 

 

3.1 Introduction 

Indigenous rights movements have made increasing use of a variety of strategies 

in recent years to achieve their goals; this is particularly true where indigenous peoples 

hold limited political clout in domestic settings (Conklin 2002) thereby necessitating 

more creative means to reach desired ends. Framing is an example of one such strategy 

employed by indigenous peoples’ movements1 in attempting to realize a range of 

objectives for their causes. Strategic frames, also called collective action frames, can be 

understood as meaningful expressions used by participants to ignite action either in 

lending support to a social movement cause or helping to achieve its goals. The power of 

framing lies in how it can be used to signify the meaning of events and issues in ways 

that resonate with potential constituents, antagonists, and/or the general public (Snow 

and Benford 1988). Frames can be powerful political tools for social movement actors in 

simplifying and making events legible in order to 1) shape desired political outcomes 

                                                      

1 Of course, the framing strategy is not only used by indigenous peoples movements, as it has also been employed by 
the gay rights movement (Miceli 2005), the women’s movement (McCammon et al. 2007), and the pro-choice 
movement (Evans 1997) among others.  
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and/or 2) mobilize supporters for their cause. While studies on the use of framing as a 

strategy for social movements have proliferated in the last ten years (Benford 1993; 

Swart 1995; Williams and Williams 1995; Carroll and Ratner 1996; Mooney and Hunt 

1996; Cornfield and Fletcher 1998; Haydu 1999), few of these have examined frame 

variation. Little is known about the factors that account for frame variation across social 

movement actors, particularly with respect to the same event or issue, and there has 

been little comparative research done on framing (Snow, Vliegenthart and Corrigall-

Brown 2007). This article compares and contrasts the construction of different types of 

collective action frames and responses with respect to conservation and development 

activities by three groups of indigenous peoples in Suriname. These groups include: 

indigenous leaders of three villages in West Suriname (known as Washabo, Section, and 

Apoera), indigenous leaders of two villages in East Suriname (collectively known as 

Galibi), and representatives of an indigenous rights organization (VIDs) based in the 

capital city of Suriname. The variation in frames amongst and within these groups is put 

into context by considering 1) the specific conservation and development issues different 

groups are facing and their goals in relation to those issues and 2) their involvement 

with the larger indigenous rights movement in Suriname and abroad. 
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Different types of framing devices are associated with strategic framing. Those 

identified and examined in this study include identity frames and rights based frames. 

Identity frames are encompassed within the identity politics that are employed by 

indigenous rights movements to alter power relations and influence political outcomes 

through symbolic appeals (Brysk 2000). More specifically, identity politics involves an 

explicit appeal to identity for movement mobilization and political goals; this process 

involves the employment and dissemination of powerful images and symbolic signifiers 

of those identities (Brysk 2000). Indigenous identities can thus be framed in ways that 

emphasize images and symbols associated with indigenous people that are 

comprehensible and meaningful to target audiences. This is especially true as 

indigenous peoples possess ‘symbolic capital’ (Bourdieu 1984) and positive associations 

between indigenous groups and their relations to nature hold strong appeal to the 

public and policy maker alike. Other important frames in this study are rights based 

frames (see Valocchi 1996; Williams and Williams 1995). For the purposes of this article, 

rights based frames can be defined as those that emphasize and make reference to 

broader, global discourses on indigenous rights as they exist in international 

declarations and laws2. Since indigenous peoples in Suriname do not possess rights 

                                                      

2 Examples of these include the United Nations (UN) Declaration on the Rights of Indigenous Peoples formally 
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specific to their indigenous status in domestic law, the ‘rights’ and concerns about 

violations expressed in these frames refer to indigenous rights in international legal 

instruments.  

These particular frames are evident in the cases examined in this study, and are 

associated with the responses of indigenous groups to protected areas (in both East and 

West Suriname) and to large-scale development (in West Suriname). When faced with 

protected areas, indigenous groups used identity politics and associated frames to 

articulate outsider culpability and to represent indigenous peoples as environmental 

stewards; this was done in order to justify the rejection of a proposed protected area in 

West Suriname and thereby maintain access to resources, and to gain greater 

involvement in the management of an existing protected area in East Suriname. When 

faced with the issue of large-scale industrial development in West Suriname, community 

leaders perceived it as a livelihood issue and hoped to gain material benefits from it, 

while a national indigenous rights organization strategically framed it as a question of 

indigenous rights in order to 1) improve the process of how companies work with 

indigenous communities and 2) obtain legal land titles. In this way, the VIDs 

                                                      

 

adopted in 2007 and signed by Suriname; Organization of American States (OAS) draft declaration on indigenous 
peoples; International Labour Organization (ILO) Convention 169 
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representatives viewed mining as a challenge, while community leaders saw it as a 

development opportunity. Thus, the participants in this study constructed and 

employed different types of frames and responses in accordance with the circumstances 

they were dealing with and the goals they were trying to reach.         

Research on social movement framing has traditionally focused on the 

identification of mobilizing frames and factors that affect the development of frames 

(Cadena-Roa 2002; McCaffrey and Keys 2000; Rohlinger 2002) as well as framing 

outcomes (Cress and Snow 2000; Ferree et al. 2002; McCammon 2001). Little research has 

been conducted on how frames vary across actors and in relation to different issues that 

they are encountering (but see Snow, Vliegenthart and Corrigall-Brown 2007). The little 

research that has been conducted on frame variation has focused on changes in the way 

an issue or movement is framed from one point in time to another (Berbrier 1998; 

Ellingson 1995; Ferree et al. 2002). Examining how frames differ and why they vary 

across actors and events contributes to an increase in our understanding of frames as 

dynamic and malleable constructs tailored to particular individuals, groups, and 

circumstances. 

The frames examined in this study also need to be understood as reflections of 

wider cultural, political, and economic contexts. In particular, the cultural context or 
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cultural environment influencing framing strategies have been understudied (see 

Williams 2003). In contrast, the political process model (also referred to as the political 

opportunity model), which emphasizes the national dimensions of the political 

environment (e.g. the political regime in power; particular legislation, etc.) has been 

much more widely researched in order to understand social movement dynamics, 

opportunities for participation, and success (Tarrow 1994; McAdam 1996). While the 

cultural environment has been referred to by different names (e.g. discursive context, 

cultural opportunity structure), it essentially consists of the socially and culturally 

available mixture of symbols, terms, expressions, and images that a movement can draw 

from in ways that will most appeal to the emotive and cultural sensibilities of the target 

audience (e.g. policy makers) or those they hope to influence. Cultural environments 

tend not to be fixed, but ever changing, which means that movement actors may also try 

to adapt their framing repertoires to those changing environments (Williams 2003). The 

shifting relationship between the global indigenous rights movement and the 

environmental movement over time provides a good example of how indigenous 

peoples’ framing strategies may change in response to the cultural or discursive 

environment, and is explored further below.  
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This article is organized by first describing new social movements and the extent 

to which the global indigenous rights movement can be classified as such. A further 

elaboration of identity politics is then reviewed in terms of how it applies to indigenous 

global rights movement, particularly in terms of its evolving relationship with the 

environmental movement. Following this, the conservation and development issues that 

indigenous peoples are encountering in Suriname are discussed with reference to the 

specific cases of the East and West Suriname communities. Next, the methods used for 

this study, including the identification and categorization of frames, are reviewed. This 

is followed by the frames themselves which are presented in relation to the different 

circumstances that participants faced. Finally, the article concludes with a discussion of 

the results, tying them back to the objectives and theoretical framework.   

 

3.2 Theoretical Context: New Social Movements and I dentity 
Politics 

Framing and identity politics are important elements of what are commonly 

referred to as ‘new social movements,’ and contrast with the traditional social 

movements that dominated pre-1960. These traditional movements were predicated on 

economic inequalities and class conflict, and participants pursued primarily economic 

and material goals (Jasper 1997). New social movements, in contrast, are primarily 
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identity based and focus on post-material goals (Williams 2003; Kaufman and Alfonso 

1997). Examples include the gay rights movement, the environmental movement, the 

peace movement, the indigenous rights movement, and the animal rights movement. 

These movements are made up of people already integrated into society’s political, 

economic and educational systems who are interested in achieving both greater 

recognition of, and altering cultural attitudes towards particular issues. Participants 

often do this through the use of discourses and framing devices as strategies to try and 

alter cultural attitudes. However, attitudinal changes are not the only aims associated 

with these movements, and the term ‘new social movements’ may actually exaggerate 

the differences with traditional social movements (Jasper 1997 p.71).  Forsyth (2004) 

argues that there is room for social movement theory to advance in terms of how new 

social movements may be able to integrate with local livelihood struggles that reflect 

material and class conflicts more consistent with traditional social movements. It is 

increasingly acknowledged that material goals, including policy changes, legal rights 

and economic benefits for marginalized actors, may constitute an important part of a 

new social movements agenda (Brysk 2000). These material goals and concerns are 

especially important for social movements operating in the Global South where issues 

such as the lack of recognition or enforcement of legal land rights, as well as extreme 
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poverty still characterize the situation of marginalized societal groups there, including 

indigenous peoples. Structural conditions such as increasing large-scale economic 

development and industrial resource extraction activities in the Global South provide 

fuel for movements such as the indigenous rights movement in laying claims to their 

traditional territories and in reaping economic benefits from those activities. 

The indigenous rights movement developed as a new social movement based 

primarily on identity and consciousness (Alvarez and Escobar 1992; Gunder, Frank and 

Fuentes 1990; Kriesi 1988; Melucci 1989). Much of the effectiveness of this movement can 

be attributed to its strategic development and use of international networks as well as 

identity politics (Brysk 2000) the latter of which is a central component of this article. 

Identity politics involves an explicit appeal to identity for movement mobilization and 

political goals; this often entails the employment and dissemination of powerful images 

and symbolic signifiers of those identities (Brysk 2000). There is no real consensus as to 

what defines an indigenous person, as it is not only a subjectively determined category 

but also “…a hybrid, relational construct, and is more the product of global-local 

conjunctures which have opened spaces for alliances between and beyond indigenous 

peoples than it is an artifact of primordial existence” (Valdivia 2005 quoted in Coombes 

2007, 63). Thus, it is also a negotiated inter-subjective and dynamic construct developed 
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through interactions with other actors situated within a variety of contexts and scales 

and holding different agendas (Lucero 2006; Li 2004). Identity is also negotiated in 

response to structural conditions, historical experiences, and current events.  

While the deployment of identity for strategic ends is a powerful tool of the 

indigenous rights movement, at times it has also worked against itself. As Tilley (2002) 

states,  

Thus, the indigenous conundrum to display a cultural autonomy, homogeneity and rigidity… 

which is always contradicted by the inherent syncretism, heterogeneity and fluidity of real life 

ethnic experience, but which is much more graphically contradicted by the transnational-identity 

project itself (546).  

 

The strength and/or solidity of the collective identity is also thereby its weakness-a lack 

of flexibility in being able to adapt to a diversity of circumstances at a range of scales 

and towards goals that may not align with the larger movement (see Hodgson 2002; 

Tilley 2002; Oakdale 2004).  Nowhere is this more evident than with the historical 

alignment of the indigenous rights movement and environmental movement. These two 

movements converged in the 1980s and 1990s as transnational linkages were actively 

built between them in order to strengthen both environmental and human rights causes. 

Indigenous peoples represented as environmental stewards or natural conservationists 

facilitated environmentalists’ agendas by providing a ‘human face’ for environmental 

campaigns. Amazonian Indians in particular were romanticized as ‘Ecologically Noble 
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Savages’ (Redford 1990), who, in contrast to Westerners were painted as innocent, pure, 

and living in harmonious balance with their environments (Conklin and Graham 1995). 

The alliance increased donor support for environmentalist campaigns and provided 

moral leverage for their causes (Pieck 2006a; Conklin and Graham 1995). In turn, 

indigenous peoples took advantage of these alliances and the images portraying them as 

environment stewards for both their material and cultural survival (Conklin and 

Graham 1995). An example of how this alliance played out was between the Kayapo 

Indians of Brazil and international environmentalists. In the mid-1980s the Kayapo 

mobilized to oppose illegal gold mining activities, a proposed radioactive waste dump, 

and a massive hydroelectric project by developing new transnational environmental 

allies (including British rock star and environmental activist Sting), and reframed 

cultural survival as an environmental issue using the language of environmentalism 

(Conklin and Graham 1995, 699-700). These strategies contributed to the World Bank’s 

decision to suspend Brazil a power-sector loan and Brazil postponed the hydro-electric 

dam project (Rich 1994). In addition, the Kayapo later gained legal land titles to a 

significant amount of territory in Brazil (Turner 1992).   

For a time, and for certain groups, this alignment and the images that went along 

with them worked for both causes. This was the case for indigenous peoples such as the 
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Kayapo of Brazil (Conklin and Graham 1995), the Eastern Penan of Sarawak (Brosius 

1997), and the Oriente Indians in Ecuador (Egan 1996). However, these identity frames 

used both for environmental campaigns and in pursuit of indigenous claims to 

territories and resources have become increasingly unstable in some cases. As Conklin 

and Graham (1995) state, the “…stereotype of native people as natural conservationists 

forms a precarious foundation for indigenous rights advocacy because it misrepresents 

the nature of the communities and their priorities” (697). These essentialisms about 

‘indigeneity’ are especially apparent where they don’t fit with local realities that 

indigenous communities are facing. Some indigenous peoples have been increasingly 

countering conservationist agendas through their struggles for self-determination and 

claims to lands and resources (Pieck 2006a; Brosius 1998; Conklin and Graham 1995). 

They have also, in some cases, been trying to participate in the market economy through 

taking advantage of large-scale resource extraction activities (Valdivia 2005; 2007; Li 

2002; Conklin 2002; Brosius 1997; Conklin and Graham 1995; Colchester 1989).  These 

behaviors conflict with environmental protection campaigns that the larger indigenous 

rights movement and its networks have supported in the past, and point to the 

importance of local agency and local realities in shaping how indigenous communities 

respond to conservation and development activities in their midst.  
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The broader cultural context has changed, therefore, for some indigenous groups 

who choose not to ‘fit’ or align with traditional images that were used in collaboration 

with environmental campaigns (Pieck 2006a); this holds relevance for how indigenous 

groups choose to frame themselves in relation to particular issues, how these frames 

vary across groups, the power and resonance of these frames, and the outcomes they 

hope to achieve with them. The complexity of framing and its relation to context plays 

out in the case of the indigenous peoples of Eastern and Western Suriname where 

conservation is taking place in different forms (a proposed versus an existing protected 

area), and where prospects for development vary. Not only does this context influence 

frames that both converge and diverge across the participants in this study, but different 

degrees of involvement with the indigenous rights movement, their respective goals, 

and historical legacies of conservation and development all shape the form these frames 

take.  

 

3.3 Background: Indigenous Peoples, Development, an d 
Conservation in Suriname  

Suriname is located in a section of South America commonly referred to the 

Guianas; it is nestled amongst Guiana to the north, Brazil to the West, and French 

Guiana to the South. Formerly a Dutch colony, Suriname gained its independence in 
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1975. This was followed by a military regime takeover in 1980, and a subsequent civil 

war from 1986-1992. Following the war, indigenous peoples began to organize 

themselves politically. One of the most important indigenous rights organizations to 

emerge was The Association of Indigenous Village Leaders in Suriname (the VIDs) in 

1992, whose original purpose was to restore traditional authority in the villages 

following the war and to meet both material and non-material needs of indigenous 

peoples in Suriname through education, trainings, and workshops (VIDs 2005). This 

organization consists of approximately forty indigenous village leaders, with the current 

and long standing chair of the VIDs also being one of the village leaders of Galibi in East 

Suriname. This individual, along with other Galibi leaders, have been the most active in 

indigenous politics relative to other village leaders in Suriname. The administrative and 

legal working arm of the VIDs is referred to as the Bureau VIDS, but this was not created 

until 2001 in order to coordinate administrative aspects and enhance communication 

amongst indigenous villages in Suriname (VIDs 2005).  The VIDs has gained increasing 

prominence in national politics compared with other indigenous rights organizations in 

Suriname, particularly due to its focus on land rights. 
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 Following the civil war, Suriname has sought to rebuild its economy. While the 

economy was already deteriorating with falling global bauxite prices in the 1970s3, the 

military dictatorship and civil war exacerbated this downturn (Kruijt and Hoogbergen 

2005). Suriname is still considered a vulnerable economy (IMF 2006), but has been 

gaining ground through economic policies that support large-scale industrial resource 

extraction. This has included development of gold mining industries, bauxite industries 

(the latter of which brings in 70 per cent of export revenues) (PRS Group 2004; Buursink 

2005), as well as logging. Suriname’s relatively untapped and resource rich interior 

speaks to the opportunities available for large-scale resource extraction. On top of this, 

the relative political stability of Suriname following the civil war’s end in 1992, 

combined with a global economic and political environment encouraging foreign 

investment and trade liberalization, has fostered the entrance of multinationals into 

Suriname’s interior (Van Ijzerloo 2008; Van Dijk 2001). The government has supported 

such enterprises as it seeks to profit from them and build up its economy. However, 

despite these factors, Suriname is still one of the poorest countries in the region with an 

                                                      

3 Bauxite mining was a critical piece of the Surinamese economy, especially during WWII. However as global demand 
declined so did production, heralding a downturn in the Surinamese economy at a time when the country was also 
gaining its independence.  
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annual GNI per capita of US $3,200 in 2006, compared with US $4,767 in the rest of Latin 

America and the Caribbean (World Bank 2007).  

More importantly for the purposes of this article, increasing economic 

development of the interior in recent years holds important, and diverse, implications 

for the tribal groups living there. Nearly 40 per cent of mining concessions overlap with 

indigenous and maroon communities4 (Buursink 2005). Indigenous communities, while 

increasingly concerned about the negative impacts on their traditional lands and 

resources due to these activities, are also attempting to take advantage of the 

opportunities provided by them such as material benefits in the form of jobs and 

infrastructure development. In addition, the growing development of the interior has 

provided fuel for the national indigenous right movement that seeks not only to hold 

companies accountable to international human rights standards, but to increase 

indigenous participation in development activities that directly affect them. One of the 

most important elements of this movement is the land rights campaign which focuses on 

achieving legal land titles for indigenous peoples in Suriname.5 This campaign has 

                                                      

4 Maroon communities are those formed by the descendants of escaped slaves. Both maroon and indigenous groups are 
considered tribal Peoples in Suriname.  
5 Suriname is the only country in the Western hemisphere where indigenous peoples do not possess legal titles. Under 
Suriname’s Domain Principle, the State is considered the private owner of all land with land leases as the only form of 
title that can be granted.  The customary rights and occupation of tribal peoples to their lands are respected but only to 
the extent that they do not interfere with the ‘general interest’, interpreted as ‘any project within the framework of an 
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become more prominent on the national and to some extent international scene in recent 

years, with much of this a response to development and encroachment of resource 

extraction companies on traditional indigenous lands. While legal land titles could 

theoretically allow indigenous peoples to prevent companies from encroaching on 

traditional lands, these titles could also empower indigenous peoples to be able to 

directly negotiate with multinationals.6 

In this study, the villages in West Suriname provide an example of how these 

complex issues play out at the local level due to large-scale bauxite mining operations.7 

While bauxite development could adversely affect the local environment and resources 

and result in a loss of traditional hunting and fishing territories, it could also provide 

jobs and infrastructure for the communities of West Suriname. However, the VIDs as 

well as a Canadian-based international development organization known as the North-

South Institute (NSI), have been trying to improve the negotiating process between the 

                                                      

 

approved development plan’(Article 4 of the Decree Principles of Land Policy, Sec.2).   Projects within these 
development plans can include anything from logging and mining concessions to nature reserves and ecotourism 
ventures.   
6 There is some question as to whether this would actually be the case however, since even if legal land titles were to be 
granted, they would most likely not apply to sub-surface resources (e.g. mining activities) (BHP 2 Interview)  
7 This was expected to be one of the largest development projects in Surinamese history. Exploration began in 2003 and 
ended in 2005 (Weitzner 2007), with mining slated to begin in 2010 or 2011. However, On Oct.28, 2008 all mining 
plans were put on hold because a final agreement could not be reached between the government and companies, the 
global financial crisis, and Suralco pulling out of the refinery plans. 
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community leaders and the Australian mining company involved in this venture, BHP 

Billiton Maatschappij Suriname (BMS)8. While the material benefits that can be accrued 

through mining are important, VIDS and NSI have been more focused on the broader 

picture of indigenous rights. This includes (but is not limited to) concerns about proper 

information disclosure from the mining companies to the communities, making sure the 

communities understand the potential positive and negative impacts associated with 

mining and that appropriate assessments for these are carried out, and seeking their 

free, prior and informed consent with all mining related activities. This has been 

described by the VIDs and NSI representatives as an ongoing struggle for them in trying 

to get BMS on board with international human rights standards.  

Besides development in the form of industrial resource extraction, indigenous 

peoples in Suriname are also facing increasing pressures from conservation activities. 

This is most notable in the form of protected areas. Protected areas are an approach to 

conservation that relies heavily on the exclusion of human occupation with penalties for 

people if they continue to harvest protected resources (Campbell 2000, Adams and 

Hulme 2001). Historically, parks and protected areas have led to conflicts with local 

populations over access to land and control of resources (West and Brechin 1991; 

                                                      

8 BMS is the subsidiary of BHP Billiton, the world’s largest mining company. The Surinamese company, Suralco, a 
subsidiary company of US based Alcoa, is also involved with this mining venture.  
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Colchester 1994; Ghimire and Pimbert 1997).  This is true especially in the case of 

indigenous peoples who inhabit as many as 85 per cent of the world’s protected areas 

(Alcorn 2000). Thus, while parks and protected areas have been widely critiqued (see 

Bryant and Bailey 1997; Peluso 1993; Collett 1987; Neumann 2004; Zimmerer 2004; Guha 

1989; Peluso 1992; Utting 1993; Foreman 1987), and alternative approaches have been 

introduced (Campbell 2002a; Kellert et al. 2000, Western 2001; Ramphal 1993; Barrow 

and Fabricius 2002), parks and protected areas continue to be widely promoted and 

implemented (see Neumann 2000; Redford and Sanderson 2000; Terborgh1999; 

Wilshusen et al. 2002). This is the case in Suriname, where its location in the Amazon 

basin and extensive rainforests (approximately 90 per cent of Suriname remains 

forested-United Nations Environment Programme 2008) attract scientists and 

conservation organizations from all over the world seeking to study and protect those 

environmental assets. Regionally, the Guianas as a whole contain the world’s highest 

percentage of intact tropical rain forest and, together with the Amazon River Basin, the 

area holds the greatest concentration of freshwater biodiversity on earth (WWF-Guianas 

2008). In addition, charismatic megafauna such as endangered sea turtles, the Brazilian 

river otter, jaguars, and scarlet mackaws make the region even more of a conservation 

priority.  
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Currently, 20 existing and proposed protected areas exist in Suriname (WWF 

2003) covering approximately 11.5 per cent of the total land area (United Nations 

Environment Programme and The World Conservation Union 2007). There are different 

classes of protected areas in Suriname, but the one most relevant for this article are 

nature reserves, as this is the type that indigenous peoples in this study have 

encountered. In nature reserves it is prohibited to make camp, cut wood or make 

charcoal, and to hunt or fish without written permission from the head of the Forest 

Service (LBB); special exceptions can be made for indigenous peoples to hunt or fish in 

nature reserves on a subsistence basis (Government of Suriname 1954). Many 

indigenous communities reside within or near these areas and have used these areas for 

hunting, fishing and gathering, as well as valuing them culturally and spiritually as part 

of their traditional or ancestral lands. Because of this, and because of a growing 

indigenous rights movement, indigenous peoples in Suriname have become increasingly 

aware of and concerned about existing or proposed establishment of protected areas 

and/or any kind of conservation initiative on or near their traditional territories.  

One of the oldest examples of protected areas in Suriname is the Galibi Nature 

Reserve in Eastern Suriname near the Kali’na indigenous villages of Christiaankondre 

and Langamankondre (referred to collectively as Galibi). Approximately 1000 people 
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reside in these two villages. The 4000 hectare Galibi nature reserve was established in 

1969 for the purpose of protecting endangered sea turtles. It was estimated that the 

Kali’na people were seriously depleting population numbers of this species through the 

removal of approximately 80 per cent of the eggs of nesting sea turtles (Kloos 1971).  

This coastal community harvested sea turtle eggs to sell to customers in the region from 

the early 20th century, resulting in a significant source of cash income for several months 

of the year (Kambel 2002). When the reserve was first established, a regulated quota 

system of green turtle egg harvesting in Galibi was implemented and stayed in place for 

many years9. But in 2002 the regulated harvesting practice was put on hold by the 

Surinamese government. Since then, conservation organizations such as the World 

Wildlife Fund (WWF) and Stinasu (see footnote) have been trying to provide economic 

alternatives in the form of ecotourism opportunities (Connelly 2001; Beekman 2005).10 

However, local participation in ecotourism and management of the reserve remains 

limited (Connelly 2001; Beekman 2005).  

While the Galibi leaders have been dealing with a long term protected area, the 

communities in West Suriname have more recently encountered a conservation agenda 

                                                      

9 This regulated harvest was permitted to be undertaken by the indigenous villagers living in Galibi under the 
supervision of the semi-Government foundation STINASU (Foundation for Nature Preservation in Suriname)  
10 The basis for ecotourism in Galibi is sea turtle viewing. Local guides take tourists in the middle of the night to 
observe the nesting turtles in the reserve. Other income generating activities for the local community associated with 
tourism include operating lodges, providing boats and drivers, and selling handicrafts.   
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through efforts by Stinasu and WWF to establish a 68,000 hectare nature reserve at 

Kaboeri Creek, aimed primarily at protecting the endangered river otter, but also for 

other plant and animals species (interview, WWF 1).11 Kaboeri Creek is a tributary of the 

Corantijn River in West Suriname and is located just north of the West Suriname 

communities. Primarily Arowak indigenous peoples reside in these communities but 

there are also some members of the Kali’na and Waraos groups. The combined 

population of the three villages is 1023 people (Weitzner 2007). The IUCN Otter 

Specialist Group has identified the Guianas as a priority Ecoregion to conserve giant 

otters due to their high concentration there; in 2002 Conservation International’s Priority 

Setting Conservation Workshop for the Guianas also identified the Giant Otter as a 

critically endangered flagship species requiring long-term conservation efforts (Duplaix 

2002). Efforts at establishing the nature reserve at Kaboeri Creek have been stalled by the 

West Suriname communities with the aid of the VIDs and their international support 

organizations.  Finally, in 2006 the communities voted to reject the nature reserve and 

letters were sent to both the government and WWF justifying their decision. The 

framing typology outlined in the following section, provides a lens through which to 

                                                      

11 Early efforts to establish a protected area in the 1970s were suspended as a result of civil war. 
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help guide analysis of the frames supporting protected areas goals, as well as those 

relating to development activities.   

 

3.4 Methods 

3.4.1 Collective Action Frames 

This research uses a collective action frame typology to guide the organization 

and analysis of results. The concept of frame analysis in sociology comes from Goffman 

(1974) and a number of other scholars have continued to pursue framing analysis (Snow 

and Benford 1992; Benford 1997; Jasper 1997; Benford and Snow 2000; Oliver and 

Johnston 2000; Williams and Benford 2000; Westby 2002). Snow and Benford (1988) 

describe frames as simplifications of the world “intended to mobilize potential 

adherents and constituents, to garner bystander support, and to demobilize antagonists” 

(198). Framing constitutes the strategic symbolic and meaning work carried out by 

human agents actively pursuing their cause through articulation of grievances and 

deployment and maintenance of a collective identity (Williams 2003; Bernstein 1997; 

Snow and Benford 1988). Snow and Benford (1988) outline and distinguish amongst 

different types of collective action frames that form the typology; these include core 

framing tasks and strategic process frames. Core framing tasks were found to be most 

relevant to this study guide the analysis of results.  
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Two core framing tasks were evident in this research: diagnosis and prognosis. 

Diagnostic frames typically involve social movement actors defining the problem or 

issue of concern in ways that best fit with what they are trying to accomplish. This is 

often done through the construction of boundaries (Hunt et al. 1994; Silver 1997), for 

example by delineating heroes (protagonists) and villains (antagonists). Injustice frames 

are common types of diagnostic frames and involve identifying which actors should be 

held accountable for the problem, as well as those who are victims or who have been 

unfairly accused of contributing to the problem. While this is an effective framing 

device, it can also work counter to the objectives of social movement participants by 

distancing potential supporters outside of the movement (McVeigh, Myers and Sikkink 

2004). Once a problem has been diagnosed, the prognoses or solutions to that problem 

are framed in ways that link to the diagnosis. How an issue is defined and the roles 

assigned to particular actors shape the range of possible methods for prognosis (Benford 

1987; Gerhards and Rucht 1992; Nepstad 1997). Prognostication can also encompass 

attempts to challenge the logic, fairness, or efficacy of existing solutions , a form of 

‘counterframing’ (Benford 1987: 75). In this research, frames were identified based on the 

commonality of expressions, terminology, symbols and images across interviews and 

document sources.  
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3.4.2 Data Collection 

Data collection for this research was carried out over a 9 month period in 

Suriname during 2007-2008. Primary data collection methods included 68 in depth semi-

structured interviews, of which 25 were analyzed for this article. These interviews were 

carried out with leaders of the West Suriname communities as well as national 

indigenous rights activists. This number also included interviews with individuals 

representing Stinasu, the Forest Service (LBB), WWF, the mining company BMS, and the 

North-South Institute. All of the interviews were conducted by the author in English. 

Interviews lasted between 40 minutes and 1 hour and were digitally recorded for 

accuracy. Follow up communication was often made via email or phone calls, and 

detailed notes were made on those exchanges. Some of the topics that indigenous 

participants were asked to talk about in these interviews included what it meant to be 

‘indigenous’, their perceptions of the proposed protected area and protected areas in 

general, their relationship with conservation actors, their views on and involvement in 

the mining operations, and their motivations for land rights. Interviews with Stinasu, 

LBB, and WWF helped to provide other perspectives on the justification for the Kaboeri 

Creek protected area, as well as current problems with the management of the Galibi 

Reserve. Interviewees from BMS and the North-South Institute provided valuable 
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details about the mining operations in West Suriname and their perspectives on 

indigenous involvement and benefits from the mining operations. These interviews with 

NGO, government, and industry representatives provided important context for 

understanding the frames used by indigenous participants in this study.  

In addition to interviews, documents were an important data source for this 

study. Examples of documents collected included editorials published in newspapers, 

presentations prepared by the leaders of East Suriname, and a report on conservation in 

East Suriname by the VIDs. These data sources were particularly important as 

interviews with leaders from East Suriname were not possible.12  In addition, letters 

from the leaders of West Suriname to WWF and the government were obtained, and 

offer a written account of the response to the protected area. Most framing research has 

analyzed written documents such as the print media (Scheufele 1999), with less research 

using interviews as a source of frame analysis. By comparing both types of data sources 

and finding common frames across each, validity and reliability of results are enhanced. 

However, there are also important differences with these data sources; for example, with 

written documents frames can be articulated more carefully, precisely and in a more 

sophisticated manner than with interviews; thus, frames found in documents can be 

                                                      

12 This can be attributed to high levels of distrust towards researchers  
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interpreted as more strategic than interview frames. In this way, they also may hold 

greater power and resonance with their target audience. By contrasting these more 

carefully prepared document frames with those found in the interviews, it can also be 

identified as to where participants are adhering to the ‘scripted’ frames, and where they 

may not be.  

The types of categories searched for throughout the interviews and documents 

were based on the core framing tasks outlined above. This included diagnostic and 

prognostic frames (what participants perceived to be the problem of and solution for 

particular issues), the identification of villains and heroes (who is thought to be causing 

the problem, and who is part of the solution), and injustice frames (who was being 

wrongly accused of causing the problem).  

The results of this study were organized by comparing and contrasting the 

frames of West and East Suriname leaders with respect to conservation issues, and then 

the responses of West Suriname leaders and the VIDs in terms of development issues. 

These frames were then put into context by considering what factors may have shaped 

their construction and led to variations across these groups of participants.   
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3.5 Conservation and Protected Areas: Identity Fram es 

3.5.1 The Case of West Suriname 

Indigenous communities of West Suriname have been facing the prospect of a 

protected area since 2004 when negotiations with NCD and Stinasu started up again 

regarding the protected area known as the Kaboeri Creek Nature Reserve whose 

primary purpose is to conserve the giant river otter. WWF-Guianas uses the otter as one 

of the key species for its campaign to establish a protected area in the region. Following 

a series of meetings and negotiations with Stinasu and WWF conducted with the 

support and advice of the VIDs, West Suriname leaders (and their communities) 

eventually decided to reject the Kaboeri Creek Nature reserve in 2006 until they had 

their legal land rights. They came to this decision after several visits and consultation 

and negotiation sessions with government officials, and to a lesser extent WWF 

representatives. These took place in the villages of West Suriname, Paramaribo (the 

capital), Nieuw Nickerie (the second largest city in Suriname located between 

Paramaribo and the West Suriname villages). Through this process, the VIDs provided 

information to the communities on protected areas and conservation laws in Suriname, 

as well as trainings on land rights (see Chapter 2).  
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The West Suriname leaders of the three communities and their assistants (basjas) 

then took this information back to their communities where discussions where held and 

a vote to accept or reject the protected area was taken by community members. A 

majority of the villagers voted to reject the reserve, and this decision was passed on by 

Chiefs to the government and WWF. The rationale to reject the reserve was outlined in a 

letter from the Chiefs to both the government and WWF stipulating that they would not 

permit the area to become a nature reserve since it was theirs by rights stipulated in 

international law, and they were therefore the traditional owners. In addition, they 

could not allow the reserve to be established because their legal land rights were not yet 

recognized in international law.  

These communities were motivated to reject the reserve in order to retain 

traditional access to resources; this motivation was outlined in their letters to the 

government and WWF-Guianas which stressed the value of the Kaboeri Creek area as 

their traditional hunting and fishing territories. However, indigenous leaders also 

emphasized a number of problems with what they perceived as the rationale for the 

protected area, i.e. that their traditional livelihood activities (i.e. hunting) were being 

implicated by the Surinamese government and WWF as threats to the giant river otter. 

They saw themselves cast unfairly as the environmental villains in the case of Kaboeri 
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Creek, and as blamed for changes in otter behavior and a reduction in otter population 

numbers, as the following quotes illustrate:  

Interviewer: Why does the government want to make it a nature reserve? 

West Suriname Leader: Because of the giant otters.  But we as far as we know we really don’t 

eat giant otters.  We don’t hunt them.  So I don’t see the reason why they will take it away from 

us.  Because if we trouble the creek so much than  maybe now we wouldn’t have so many fish, and 

the otters are still there.   

 

We don’t eat them, but maybe the government or other people have a feeling that we are eating 

them but we don’t eat them (West Suriname Leader) 

 

The second quote reveals that the West Suriname leaders did not necessarily 

believe the government and WWF were intentionally vilifying indigenous peoples, but 

rather that the government and WWF were misinformed about indigenous resource 

practices. This latter interpretation may be strategic on the part of West Suriname 

leaders in trying to avoid harming relations with the Surinamese government and WWF 

by accusing them of blaming indigenous peoples for resource depletion, especially as 

the government had respected their decision to reject the protected area. It may also be 

that these leaders are more trusting of conservation actors because they have had limited 

interactions with them, and limited experience with protected areas overall; this 

contrasts starkly with the experience of East Suriname leaders, discussed later in this 

section.  
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While these leaders perceived that they were being mistakenly cast as 

environmental villains, scientists, the government, and WWF employees all 

acknowledged that indigenous peoples have never hunted the giant river otter at 

Kaboeri Creek (interview, WWF 1; interview, NCD representative; Duplaix 2002.). The 

main threats to the river otter are considered to be net fishing by non-indigenous 

persons (otters can get caught in the nets and drown), indigenous agricultural plots 

(entailing a loss of potential denning areas for the otters), logging, mercury pollution, 

and tourism (Duplaix 2002). A projected increase in tourism was cited as the greatest 

threat to the otter (interview, WWF 3), as it would mean an increase in the number of 

motor boats which disturb giant otters and can cause them to abandon denning sites 

and/or  move further upstream (Schenck et al. 2001). Motor boats are also used by an 

increasing number of hunters and fishers who are visiting Kaboeri Creek (interview, 

WWF 3).  

 West Suriname leaders did acknowledge that Kaboeri Creek and the 

surrounding area needed protection. However, they presented frames identifying 

outsiders (i.e. non-indigenous persons), rather than themselves as the environmental 

villains and resource exploiters: 

People from the city or the other side [Guyana] they go fishing with nets [to Kaboeri Creek].  So it 

needs to be protected, so in this way we still want it to be protected (West Suriname Leader) 
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Another leader’s frame highlighted indigenous spiritual beliefs that cited a rule whereby 

outsiders could not enter the area of Kaboeri Creek without permission of the local 

indigenous peoples. The reason given for this rule was that outsiders would not know 

how to behave properly in that environment. This frame therefore reinforces the role of 

outsiders as (unwitting) environmental villains:   

But I think our parents, and the elders they say that we must not let other people go in the creek.  

You can go there, you can go look, but do not destroy anything (West Suriname Leader)   

 

The above frames can be read as injustice frames (Carroll and Ratner 1996; 

Gamson, Fireman and Rytina 1982). West Suriname leaders presented themselves as the 

‘victims’ because their traditional livelihood practices were (they thought) mistakenly 

perceived as the primary threat to resources and therefore provide the rationale for the 

Kaboeri Creek Nature Reserve, while the ‘real’ threats/environmental villains were not 

being implicated. However, as discussed above, the actual rationale for the protected 

area at Kaboeri Creek was based on the potential for an influx of outsiders arriving to 

the area and use of motorboats on the creek.  

The solution for the leaders and their communities, with the support of the VIDs, 

was to reject the proposed Kaboeri Creek Nature Reserve altogether. Because they 

perceived that they had been cast as the environmental villains however, they framed 
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this in ways that emphasized their important role as environmental heroes or long-term 

environmental stewards of the area, a frame reinforced by the VIDs and NSI. This 

served to provide reassurances to policy makers and conservationists about indigenous 

capacity to protect the area without the need for a nature reserve. The following 

prognosis frames are therefore about denying the problem of (indigenous) threats to the 

area and its resources, and identifying the solution (indigenous management) as 

something that has already been ‘naturally’ in place for a very long time. In addition, the 

underlying assumption of these frames is that the outsider threat has been taken care of 

through effective indigenous management practices: 

Therefore we can have no agreement granted for the establishment of a nature reserve in  Kaboeri 

Creek… we shall, as we always have done, continue with the protection and preservation of 

Kaboeri Creek for the benefit of the animals, plants, fish and our community (West Suriname 

West Suriname Leaders’ Letter to LBB (Suriname Forest Service) 

 

I think indigenous people are the best people to conserve resources.  If it wasn’t for them it 

[Kaboeri Creek] would have been destroyed long ago.  Those villagers have preserved our woods 

for us and for the future generations.  They use it but they don’t destroy.  That we still have 

pristine wood with all the animals, the wood, the leaves, the medicinal plants it’s because they 

know how to live with nature, in balance with nature (VIDs Consultant 1) 

  

Both West Suriname leaders and their VIDs supporters employed identity frames 

that portrayed indigenous peoples as environmental stewards in order to retain resource 

access rights for the West Suriname communities. They used a powerful frame which 

has worked for indigenous peoples in other struggles where they have aligned 
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themselves with environmentalists to counter outsider claims to areas (Conklin and 

Graham 1995; Brosius 1997; Egan 1996). However, in this case they have used this same 

strategy to counter the environmentalists and their conservation agenda; this illustrates 

a form of indigenous identity politics that poses a challenge for WWF working in 

Suriname.   

3.5.2 The Case of East Suriname 

Unlike West Suriname, East Suriname leaders did not have the option of 

rejecting a protected area. These leaders and their communities have been dealing with 

the existence of the Galibi Nature Reserve for almost 40 years. Their main goals with the 

Galibi Nature Reserve were to increase their involvement in its management. Similar to 

the case of West Suriname, East Suriname leaders perceived that their traditional 

resource practices had been unfairly targeted to justify the creation of the reserve and 

the subsequent cancellation of the regulated sea turtle egg harvest. They believed that 

other actors and activities such as shrimp trawling were to blame for the reduction in sea 

turtle numbers. One Galibi leader described how indigenous peoples, though involved 

in egg poaching at one time (and for valid economic reasons), were still being framed as 

the environmental villains responsible for the depletion in sea turtle numbers: 

We, the indigenous peoples, were pictured as the bad guys, the people who poach eggs to sell them 

illegally. It is true that egg poaching was prevalent in the 1990s when the economic situation in 
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the country was very bad and any form of income was jumped at with both hands in order to 

survive. But at the same time, the government did not take any measures against their military 

and customs officers who were buying and trading the eggs. They also did not act against local 

and foreign fishing companies who killed the sea turtles on sea and who drowned the turtles in 

their nets. At national and international podia we were the easiest group to portray as the 

evildoers (Pané 2004, 44) 

 

While East Suriname leaders also presented injustice frames similar to those from 

West Suriname did, these village leaders believed they were intentionally cast as 

environmental villains. That is, they perceived they were being targeted as the major 

culprits threatening sea turtle populations because their harvesting practices are easier 

to control. In an editorial in Cultural Survival Quarterly, one Chief cites the Director of 

Stinasu, quoted in a PhD disseration (Kambel 2002, 146) as saying “It is true that the 

Kalin’a are scape-goated, but that is the way it is. Monitoring the beach is after all easier than 

patrolling the sea.” This quote also implies that indigenous peoples themselves are easier 

to control due to their marginalized position in Surinamese society. These frames can be 

read as broader expressions of indigenous oppression, which likely reflects the more 

active engagement of the Galibi leaders with the larger indigenous rights movement, 

both at national and international levels, in addition to their long-term experience with a 

protected area and conservation actors.  

East Suriname leaders took a further step as they presented strategic and 

politically infused counter-frames that shed doubt on the logic and rationale for 
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conservation and protected areas; they identified government and NGOs as the true 

‘villains’ in this story because the leaders perceived that their interests in conservation 

were being driven by profit, rather than the protection of species: 

Money makes and controls our indigenous territories under the pretext of nature conservation 

(Galibi Leader, Indigenous Peoples and Protected Areas in the Guianas, Conference, 

Sand Creek, Guyana, April 2001) 

 

The government and certain environmental organizations have made profits and received many 

funds in the name of turtle protection (Galibi Leader Local Communities and Protected 

Areas: Alternative approaches in policy and practice, Suriname and Guyana 

Symposium, 24-28 April 2007) 

 

These counter-frames may also be reflective of Galibi leaders more extensive 

experience with protected areas and their more negative interactions with conservation 

actors in contrast to the leaders of West Suriname. Some of their ongoing grievances 

about management of the Galibi Nature Reserve have had to do with monetary and 

other types of benefits from conservation not going to their communities, but to NGOs. 

In addition, animals are seen as being prioritized by the conservation community over 

the needs of indigenous peoples, which is another variety of injustice frame: 

International organizations…cannot continue to deliver funding that will only benefit a small 

group of people and animals. On paper there are nice programs for combating issues such as 

poverty and environmental protection, but the community barely realizes any benefits and has no 

knowledge of what is happening with the money (Pané 2004, 44) 
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Although Galibi leaders expressed cynicism and distrust in the frames about the 

justification for protected areas, they still recognized the need for protection of sea 

turtles. This was most likely strategic in order to prevent the complete alienation of the 

government and NGOs and because their goals involve trying to gain greater 

involvement in a protected area co-management arrangement. As in West Suriname, this 

frame challenges the portrayal of indigenous peoples as environmental villains:  

Establishing protected areas was thus necessary to protect nature, not against the indigenous 

peoples who live there but against the greed of companies and the consumer society that want to 

have more and more goods all the time (Pané 2004, 44) 

 

However, unlike the frames in West Suriname, this frame is broader and 

identifies consumption patterns and lifestyles of Global North citizens as the problem, 

and consumers as the environmental villains. The Galibi leader draws attention to 

existing tensions between the Global North and South based on wealth disparities 

between these two regions. This frame also implies that indigenous peoples are living 

more sustainably overall and should not be held responsible for current environmental 

problems, including any reductions in sea turtle numbers.  

While East Suriname leaders also emphasized an environmental steward identity 

as a prognosis for being framed as environmental villains, it was with the aim of 

securing greater participation in protected area management: 
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We have been managing nature and its natural resources for centuries. Thanks to sustainable 

management by the indigenous peoples we still have biodiversity and nature today. If we would 

have “developed” the land as did the Western countries, we would be living now in a big, dry 

desert…We thus aim to secure greater participation, on the basis of equality and being fully 

informed about and involved in decision-making and in the execution, monitoring, and 

evaluation of environmental projects (Pané 2004, 44) 

 

Again, the unsustainable way of life of citizens of the Global North was framed in direct 

contrast to the more sustainable lifestyles of indigenous peoples.  

In both the cases of West and East Suriname, the use of identity frames as part of 

identity politics, emphasized the unique relationship of indigenous peoples with their 

natural environment. In the case of East Suriname, the leaders positioned themselves 

and indigenous peoples in direct contrast to Western culture in order to strengthen their 

rights to participation and decision making in protected area management. They have 

also drawn on broader discourses of the indigenous rights movement in order to frame 

conservation and environmental management in terms of an ‘us’ (indigenous peoples) 

versus ‘them’ (Westerners) dynamic not evident in the frames of West Suriname leaders. 

 

3.6 Development: Rights Based Frames 

3.6.1 The Case of West Suriname 

Conservation and protected areas are not the only challenges being faced by 

indigenous peoples in Suriname; increasingly, there is also the issue of large-scale 
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development taking place on their traditional lands. This is the situation in West 

Suriname with the encroachment of large-scale mining operations into the area. 

Negotiations between the communities and companies about the mining operations 

began at approximately the same time as those of the proposed protected area at 

Kaboeri Creek. As with negotiations about the Kaboeri Creek Nature Reserve, VIDs was 

involved with these negotiations. A VIDs consultant framed mining as a problem 

primarily in terms of how it could violate indigenous rights (and had in the past). These 

concerns were tied to recollections of original attempts at mining the area in the late 

1970s. At that time, indigenous peoples were not consulted about the development that 

was about to take place near their villages and many of their homes and agricultural 

lands were destroyed in preparation for mining operations. Added to this was the 

arrival of immigrants from different parts of Suriname seeking jobs in the mining sector 

which led to social upheaval (Weitzner, 2007). As this VIDS representative stated:   

This mining project, it is the biggest one in Surinamese history!  It is new for us it is new for the 

government, it is not new for the companies, they have a lot of experience in the world, they have 

bigger mining projects.  So there is an unequal balance of power.  And indigenous people they 

just don’t have any experience at all with this.  Well, they had a bad experience in the 1970s when 

they already started to have an interest in mining in the 1970s.  They were not consulted, they 

were not informed, their plots were destroyed. So they just don’t want that again.  That’s the only 

thing that they know-what happened in the 70s shouldn’t happen again (VIDs Consultant 1) 

 



 

168 

 

The more recent attempt at mining in the area has involved a Memorandum of 

Understanding (MOU) signed between the government and the companies in 2003 for 

exploration of the concession area which covers 2,800 km2 of primary forest (Weitzner 

2007). However, indigenous rights were thought to be violated again according to the 

VIDs and NSI as local communities were not consulted when either the concession area 

was issued or the MOU was signed (Weitzner 2007). This was considered by the VIDs 

and NSI to be a violation of Principle 10 of the International Council on Metals and 

Mining (ICMM) to which BMS and Suralco belong and which states that companies 

must ‘implement effective and transparent engagement, communication and independently 

verified reporting arrangements with our stakeholders’ and ‘engage with and respond to 

stakeholders through open consultation processes’ (ICMM 2003). It also means that the 

companies are not respecting the right to Free, Prior and Informed Consent for 

indigenous peoples as dictated in international legal instruments including ILO 

Convention no.169, the UN Convention on Biological Diversity, and the UN Declaration 

on the Rights of Indigenous Peoples. FPIC can be defined as “a decision-making process 

that is free of manipulation or coercion, made before proposed activities take place, is based on a 

full understanding of the issues and ultimately involves saying ‘yes’ or ‘no’ to the proposal” 

(United Nations Permanent Forum on Indigenous Issues 2005; Antoanella-Iulia Motoc 
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and the Tebtebba Foundation 2005). The indigenous communities were also not 

involved in the original scoping phases13 of the environmental and social impact 

assessment for the mine site (Weitzner 2007). Thus, representatives of the VIDs and NSI 

believe that indigenous rights continue to be violated with development activities 

(interview NSI 1) and continue to frame the issue in this way.   

One prognosis or solution for the violation of indigenous rights, both past and 

present, involved both the VIDs and NSI trying to hold the company accountable to 

international guidelines concerning indigenous peoples’ involvement in development 

activities. One example of this is the pressure put on the companies to provide a copy of 

the scoping report to the communities for them to review, which the companies 

eventually did (Weitzner 2007). These efforts on the part of the VIDs and NSI resulted in 

the leaders of West Suriname perceiving that the companies are working in their best 

interests. In other words, the community leaders did not view the problem of mining as 

one of rights because for them it was a problem that was already being addressed and/or 

well on its way to being solved: 

Well, the mining issue with us, they’re [BMS representatives] very respectful to us and we are 

also respectful to them.  We know everything that is going on.  In that way they are working 

respectably with us, and they mean to assist us (West Suriname Leader) 

                                                      

13 The scoping phase of an environmental and social impact assessment (ESIA) involves developing the parameters for 
the ESIA e.g. which impacts to assess and in which geographic areas (Goodland 2006) 
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Instead, indigenous leaders perceived mining as a livelihood issue. They had concerns 

about adverse environmental impacts from the mining activities that could limit their 

traditional hunting and fishing practices:   

For instance, you get the mining development that’s coming, Bakhuys. They will transport the 

bauxite through this river and of course we can’t fish anymore. And when they will transport the 

bauxite along the trail, we have some lines where we get some fish and do hunting so when they 

transport the bauxite I think that will also be a problem for us (West Suriname Leader) 

 

The mining concession also overlapped some of the local indigenous peoples’ 

traditional hunting and fishing territories, which would mean that they would not be 

permitted to undertake those activities there14: 

And the mining activities will take away some of the areas where we hunt and fish too. We have a 

map (West Suriname Leader) 

 
In addition, mining was framed as limiting agricultural production for indigenous 

peoples: 

 
 ‘We cut our lands.  The land loses its natural state and after a period of ten years and we can no 

longer log and plant.  We can never do that after the bauxite exploitation.’ (Julius Lingaard 

quoted in ‘Inhabitants of West Suriname Take Care of their Future’ De West 15 October 

2007) 

 
The solution to the possible loss of game animals for hunting, hunting territories, 

and agricultural land, were jobs to be provided in the mining sector; this was the trade 

off for other types of negative impacts that would be produced from the bauxite mining. 

                                                      

14 While mining was considered a problem by removing hunting territories, it was also acknowledged that these hunting 
territories were reserve territories for when game could not be found in other areas (VIDs Consultant 1). 
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However, it was acknowledged that there may be limited numbers of jobs available for 

indigenous peoples, and not for a long time:   

There will be many jobs, there will be many jobs.  But maybe after 10 years… right now I don’t 
think that we can hope for that. I think if we keep talking with BHP I think maybe they can 
provide more training for more jobs (West Suriname Leader) 
 
Lingaard [village elder] knows well that the bauxite industry brings jobs, and that is positive.  
According to Floyd Samuels the inventory person for logging concessions in West Suriname, the 
villagers need the bauxite company for work since they can no longer fish to support themselves.  
He finds it better when the villagers get employment fast. At this moment there are only contract 
workers for the bauxite company and after one year they will be dismissed (‘Inhabitants of West 
Suriname Take Care of their Future’ De West 15 October 2007) 

 
In 2005 during the exploratory phase of the Bakhuis mining project, it was 

estimated that 38 indigenous peoples were working at the mine out of a total of 150 

employees (Weitzner 2007). As illustrated by the above quotes, real hopes were set on 

more jobs being provided in the future during the actual mining operation phase. An 

informal interview with the managing director of BMS revealed that only estimates 

could be provided at this point, but he expected that 500 direct jobs and 3000 indirect 

jobs could be provided for local people; however, this did not necessarily mean 

indigenous peoples. 
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 While jobs provided some compensation15 for mining’s ills, West Suriname 

leaders saw the larger goal and solution to encroachment of development projects on 

traditional territories as the obtainment of legal land titles. This was a loftier solution, 

but one necessary in order to be able to negotiate with companies directly and earn 

revenues from industrial extraction on their lands. This was especially important 

considering the limited number of jobs available:  

So that is why we find it is our area, if we could get it then we could also do…if it is written in a 

document that it belonged to us, we could also deal with the investors, they can do everything but 

we could also earn some money (West Suriname Leader) 

And if we get our land rights then our idea is that we can deal with certain companies by 

ourselves.  You see we are living here and we don’t have land rights and the government just 

passes around here, and you see for example the stone company just around our area but we are 

getting no benefit out of it (West Suriname Leader) 

 
The community leaders were therefore interested in the material or monetary 

benefits that could be obtained from land titles. However, VIDs representatives were 

using frames that drew attention away from the material benefits of mining to focus on 

land rights as a form of security. This is associated with memories of home evictions and 

destruction of land plots during the original mining development in the late 1970s: 

                                                      

15 Development projects that BMS sponsored (e.g. a highschool, road paving, electricity, improved health care, etc.) 
were additional forms of compensation to the indigenous communities 
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What I’m saying is the land rights issue is also broader, you know it’s also about sentiments, 

having that place, being there for so long and for the future that you’re sure your children will be 

okay (VIDs 2)  

 

Because at this moment the way we are living in the villages anyone can come there and throw us 

out.  If the government grants the concessions it can be either to small companies or to big 

companies, but the people don’t know how they’re going to be living tomorrow, so they’re always 

in danger, you know? (VIDs 8) 
 
The VIDs framing of land titling as a rights issue may have been strategic as the 

community leaders’ emphasis on obtaining monetary profits through land titles does not 

resonate well with traditional images of how indigenous peoples should think and 

behave. This is despite the fact that community members were in need of an economic 

alternative when encountering large-scale development that would take away 

traditional livelihood opportunities.  

 

3.7 Discussion and Conclusions 

Strategic framing shaped this story of indigenous peoples’ encounters with 

conservation and development in Suriname. The construction and use of these frames 

was one of the key ways by which indigenous groups in Suriname have dealt with rapid 

and significant changes, in the form of both challenges and opportunities, to their 

traditional way of life.  These frames demonstrated indigenous agency in these actors’ 

abilities to strategically pursue their interests in relation to different circumstances. 
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These frames are not isolated constructions by these groups however, but rather 

products of interactions with external actors (Valdivia 2005; 2007) (the larger indigenous 

rights movement; conservation organization personnel), as well as the issues themselves 

(conservation and mining) and the histories or legacies associated with these issues 

(long term co-management of a protected area; the original mining development).  

The most notable aspect of frame variation was that related to the issues or 

circumstances that the different indigenous communities encountered. Strategic identity 

frames were employed to deal with both proposed and existing protected areas. In the 

cases of West and East Suriname the promotion of an environmental steward identity 

was a fundamental strategic tool where indigenous leaders sought to challenge powerful 

conservation actors and their agendas. The employment of this type of identity politics is 

evocative of the once closer alignment between the indigenous rights movement and the 

environmental movement. The environmental steward image and emphasis on 

sustainable resource practices by indigenous peoples has therefore not been completely 

relinquished (see Pieck 2006a), but instead has been strategically applied to issues and 

audiences where it is still perceived as being effectual. This is despite the shifting 

discursive or cultural environment where images of indigenous peoples as 

environmental stewards have become increasingly unhinged (Pieck 2006a; Brosius 1998; 
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Conklin and Graham 1995; Valdivia 2005; 2007; Li 2002; Conklin 2002; Brosius 1997). In 

addition, the power of the environmental steward image, and a justification for its 

continued use, is demonstrated by the ‘success’ of the West Suriname leaders in being 

able to reject a protected area. However, this ‘success’ can only be partly attributable to 

the framing strategy, as other factors such as their use of international networks and 

legal expertise (see Chapter 2), as well as a political climate where conservation actors 

are more amenable to indigenous decision making also have to be considered. In East 

Suriname, ‘success’ is yet to be determined in terms of obtaining their goals pertaining 

to greater involvement in protected area management. 

The VIDs use of strategic framing with respect to the mining issue and land 

titling was noteworthy when considering that the West Suriname indigenous leaders 

seemed to strategically frame themselves as environmental stewards in the context of 

conservation and protected areas, but shed that identity in the face of new circumstances 

and appeared to no longer be acting strategically; most likely they were not aware of the 

apparent contradiction, or were only aware of how to employ strategic frames in one 

context and not the other. An additional possibility is that in the context of an interview 

the leaders were simply ‘off script’, though this is less likely given that they did not 

seem to respond ‘off script’ in interview responses to the protected area issue. 
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Indigenous organizations involved with the global indigenous rights movement 

however, such as the VIDs, may be more aware that the environmental steward identity 

would likely not hold sway with policy makers, company personnel, and conservation 

groups when indigenous groups want to engage with large-scale industrial 

development. In turn, this could reduce their chances for obtaining the ultimate goal of 

legal land rights for indigenous peoples in Suriname. This illustrates the VIDs as a key 

strategist and negotiator in engagements with powerful actors.  

Development in the form of large-scale mining operations in West Suriname also 

set the stage for challenging how we think about ‘new social movements.’ While the 

indigenous movement is often portrayed as representative of new social movements, the 

mining issue in this study broadens our conception of what constitutes a new social 

movement. As demonstrated in this study, material gains, including jobs and profits 

from owning land, are still important to these struggles, indicating that structural 

conditions remain key drivers of social movements in the Global South. This is 

especially relevant to indigenous peoples in Suriname who comprise the most socio-

economically marginalized group in that country (and in many other parts of South 

America). As Pieck states (2006b), “…the origins, identities and the development of 

subordinated people continue to be strongly influenced by the dynamics of capitalism” 
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(41). There is perhaps then room for rethinking identity based movements as livelihood 

movements also (Forsyth 2004; Brysk 2000). In addition, this case also points to the 

variation and diversity of expressions of the global indigenous rights movement in local 

settings, with the focus of communities on livelihood issues rather than solely identity 

markers.  

With livelihood issues being very important to community leaders, it is also 

possible that the rights based agenda of the VIDs contributed to delaying a signed 

agreement between the government and companies finalizing mining extraction plans. 

Now that mining plans have been suspended, this could mean that there will be no 

future jobs in the mining sector for the West Suriname communities. In addition, the 

VIDs land rights agenda and the growing indigenous rights movement in Suriname 

could make other multinationals question doing business in Suriname in the future, 

especially with land rights being such a politically contentious issue and one unlikely to 

be settled any time soon.  

While the indigenous communities in West Suriname appear to have successfully 

negotiated their different positions with conservation and development with the help of 

the VIDs, there still may be repercussions down the road for their relationship with 

conservation actors, and the environmental movement more broadly. Criticisms and 



 

178 

 

accusations of these indigenous groups seemingly contradictory behavior with respect 

to the environment and industry may ensue. It may even lead to renewed attempts by 

the government and WWF at establishing a protected area at Kaboeri Creek. However, 

this case could also signal new possibilities for indigenous peoples more broadly in 

terms of greater maneuverability in being able to define their interests and negotiate 

their identities in relation to specific contexts. Examples such as those provided by this 

study may help to dispel ‘either/or’ scenarios of indigenous peoples as either 

environmental stewards or resource exploiters. These two identities can co-exist, along 

with any grey areas in between, and provide space and legitimacy for the reality of local 

situations as well as expressions of indigenous agency that may not comply with 

external visions of how indigenous peoples should think and act. Future research could 

explore more cases of indigenous communities dealing with issues of both 

environmental protection and large-scale industrial development and how they are 

negotiating their interests with both sets of conditions. Such research could provide 

further insights and understanding into indigenous roles and positioning in 

conservation projects and economic development, particularly where they have the most 

to lose, but also something to gain. 
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4. Neoliberalism, Industry, and Civil Society : Alternative 
Forms of Governing Society and Nature through Hybrid 
Arrangements and Accountability Politics 

4.1 Introduction 

Neoliberalism touches spaces and places throughout the world and is becoming 

a force to be reckoned with for more of the globe’s remote, and often marginalized, 

populations. This is true of indigenous peoples in Latin America, whose traditional 

ways of life are being increasingly impacted by state supported neoliberal agendas; as 

Yashar (1998; 1999) states, paraphrased in Jung (2003): “By adopting neoliberal economic 

policies that privatize communally held land and extend market forces into rural areas, 

however, the [Latin American] state began in the mid-1980s to threaten the coherence 

and traditions of indigenous life” (435). The neoliberal reality is increasingly relevant in 

Suriname, a small country in South America where approximately 18, 000 indigenous 

peoples make their home. The focus of this article is on one expression of neoliberalism 

and indigenous groups’ responses to it-that of a proposed large-scale industrial bauxite 

mining enterprise being operated by foreign multinationals on the traditional lands of 

three indigenous communities in Western Suriname.1  

                                                      

1 This mining project was recently put on hold, following the completion of this study. The reasons cited for 

this include 1) A final agreement that could not be reached between the government and the companies that 

would allow mining operations to begin in 2009) the global financial crisis driving down the price of natural 
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Only in the last fifteen years or so has Suriname emerged as a more attractive 

investment for multinational corporations. While Suriname’s resource rich interior was 

once an area left mostly untouched by large-scale development, the slow and subtle 

opening up of Suriname’s economy and increasing privatization and marketization of its 

natural resources are changing that, with indigenous peoples absorbing the 

consequences. As such, this study fills an important empirical research gap by 

examining calls for how neoliberalism is playing out at the local level (Barnett 2005; Peck 

2004) within the context of a state that is new to neoliberalism. 

Bauxite mining remains one of the most important foreign exchange earners in 

Suriname, with two major companies involved in West Suriname in the Bakhuys 

Mountains; these are BHP Billiton Maatschappij Suriname (BMS) whose headquarters 

are in Australia, and Suralco, a Suriname subsidiary of US based Alcoa. Because 

indigenous peoples in Suriname have no legal land rights, the communities of West 

Suriname do not have the option of either rejecting the mining operations or earning 

significant profits from them through leasing out their lands and directly negotiating 

with multinational companies. Instead, these communities have been forced to directly 

                                                      

 

resources; and 3) one of the companies pulling out of the refinery project associated with the mining 

operations.  Further discussion of this, including how the findings in this article may have contributed to the 

project suspension, will be provided at the end of this article.  
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engage with the mining companies to try and regulate the process of mining activities, 

their involvement in it, and the potential impacts. This is being accomplished through 

the critical intervening roles of both a national indigenous rights non-governmental 

organization (NGO) known as the Association of Indigenous Leaders in Suriname which 

will be referred to throughout this article by its Dutch acronym, the VIDs, and an 

international development NGO from Canada known as the North-South Institute 

(NSI). Another, but less involved international NGO is the British based Forest Peoples 

Programme (FPP). 

The NGOs’ prime means of engagement with the mining is through the 

formation of alternative forms of governance in order to regulate 1) the process of how 

industry works with indigenous communities 2) the potential adverse environmental 

and social impacts of industrial activities. These are being referred to as alternative forms 

of governance because traditional forms of governance involve the state taking on the 

role as protector of the environment and human rights through the regulation of 

industry; however, in developing countries the state is often not fulfilling this role 

(Castree 2008; Bury 2004; 2005). This is the case in Suriname, where the governance role 

has been taken up by NGOs trying to protect and represent indigenous interests. 

However, this role is being taken on in conjunction with the mining companies 

themselves. These companies, particularly BMS, have a mandate to follow international 

guidelines regulating mining (e.g. BMS is a member of the International Council on 
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Metals and Mining), both in terms of how they work with indigenous communities and 

how mining will potentially impact the environment and human rights. As such, the 

role of NGOs such as the VIDs and NSI becomes one of subjecting the mining industry 

to international guidelines that the companies seek to uphold for the sake of their 

international reputations.  

In the international relations literature accountability politics refers to efforts to 

hold powerful actors to their previously stated policies or principles by exposing the 

disconnect between rhetoric and practice (Keck and Sikkink 1998: 24). The international 

reputation of industries such as BMS is what makes them vulnerable to these kinds of 

tactics because they are to some extent ‘placeless,’ operating across national borders. 

What emerged through accountability politics in Suriname was a form of hybrid 

neoliberal governance between civil society and industry in order to regulate mining 

activities. Hybrid forms of governance may not only be characterized by the particular 

actors involved, but also by the scales which they represent. In Suriname hybrid 

governance was both representative of and produced by interactions between different 

spatial scales (national and transnational NGOs and industry), demonstrating the 

rescaling of existing spaces of governance (Swyngedouw 2000; Bridge and Jonas 2002). 

The recent increase in scholarly attention towards environmental governance 

reflects the significant transformations and need for alternative forms of governance in 

the context of neoliberalism (Bakker 2007; Bridge 2004; Guthman 2007; Heynen and 
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Robbins 2005; Liverman 2004; Mansfield 2004; McCarthy 2006; McCarthy and Prudham 

2004; Perreault 2005; 2006; Prudham 2004).  This article contributes to scholarly 

examinations of these emerging and alternative forms and styles of governance, which 

includes exploring “how processes of neoliberal globalization have entailed-indeed, 

have been predicated on-a radical reconfiguration of the organizational and institutional 

arrangements through which society-environment relations are governed (Himley 2008: 

434). This article addresses such a reconfiguration through examination of an alternative 

governance arrangement between civil society and industry actors addressing social and 

political concerns of a mining project. The following research questions are explored in 

this article: 1) In what ways do NGOs attempt to govern both the process and potential 

consequences of neoliberalism at the local level in West Suriname? 2) How does this take 

the form of neoliberal hybrid governance? 3) What are the implications of this form of 

governance for indigenous communities, indigenous rights, and neoliberal agendas?  

This article is primarily an analysis of NGO reports (supplemented by interview 

data) documenting indigenous rights violations by the mining companies based on 

international guidelines and laws.  These reports also document what has and/or should 

be done about these violations. The reports are the responses of the NGOs to both the 

process and potential consequences of mining; in this way they represent a form of 

accountability politics and attempts at civil society governance. This article draws from 

five reports, but most heavily from those of the NSI/VIDs (Weitzner 2008; 2007; 
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Molenaar 2007) which were the main NGOs involved with the mining issue in West 

Suriname. A brief description of these reports, their authors, and the NGO affiliation are 

outlined in Table 10. 

This article is organized by first reviewing how neoliberalism is constituted as 

both an environmental and social project, and the consequences of that for environment 

and society, particularly with respect to marginalized populations. Then the alternatives 

for governance of neoliberalism are considered with reference to how and why NGOs 

step in to fill the regulatory gap. Following this, the specific example of neoliberalism in 

Suriname is discussed as it plays out with natural resource exploitation. The case study 

of bauxite mining in Western Suriname is then introduced; this includes a description of 

how bauxite mining was developed in West Suriname. Next, the reasons for why 

bauxite mining needs to be governed, who is being affected by it, and the significant role 

of NGOs involved with the West Suriname case and how they came to be involved with 

the mining project are reviewed. This is followed by an exploration into how the NGOs 

went about their job of trying to hold industry accountable to both international 

guidelines as well as their own policies, and how the companies then responded to these 

pressures. 
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Table 10: NGO Reports on Mining in West Suriname

Author NGO 

Affiliation 

Report Title Year of 

Publication 

Report/Project Purpose and 

Description 

Viviane 

Weitzner 

North-South 

Institute (NSI) 

Missing Pieces: An 

Analysis of the Draft 

Environmental and 

Social Impact Reports 

for the Bakhuys 

Bauxite Project, West 

Suriname 

2008 -a brief analysis of the 

Environmental and Social Impact 

Reports produced by company 

hired consultants 

-to identify what is missing in the 

ESIA based on international 

standards and NIMOs draft 

guidelines 

Viviane 

Weitzner  

North-South 

Institute (NSI) 

Determining Our 

Future, Asserting Our 

Rights: Indigenous 

Peoples and Mining in 

West Suriname 

2007 -documents two year collaborative 

project (2004-2006) in West 

Suriname between the NSI and the 

VIDs  

-this project entailed preliminary 

research and capacity building to 

“…enable VIDS and the affected 

communities to develop and begin 

implementing a plan for dialogue 

and interaction with the mining 

companies involved in Western 

Suriname, as well as with the 

government, with a view to 

catalyzing changes in policy and 

practice to better align them with 

Indigenous processes, rights and 

aspirations” (Weitzner 2007: 1).  

-project objectives included: 

1) researching and documenting the 

relationship between mining 

projects and Indigenous rights in 

West Suriname;  

2) building the capacity of the VIDs 

and the affected communities for 

negotiations with the mining 

companies;  

3) collecting information about the 

mining companies’ plans and 

performances in other parts of the 

world and delivering that 

information to the West Suriname 

communities; and  

4) providing legal advice to the 

communities regarding their 

options if they find that their rights 

are being violated (Weitzner 2007: 

9) 
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Table 10, continued 

 

 

 

Bente 

Molenaar 

North-South 

Institute (NSI) 

Is there Gold in all 

that Glitters? 

Indigenous Peoples 

and Mining in 

Suriname 

2007 -complements two year project outlined 

above 

-review of history of mining in Suriname; 

legislation and policies pertaining to 

indigenous peoples and Mining in 

Suriname; socio-economic, cultural, and 

environmental impacts 

-this study analyzed the role of 

indigenous communities in the decision 

making process regarding mining 

activities in Suriname and indigenous 

rights to participation in decision making 

according to international legal 

instruments 

Not Cited Forest Peoples 

Programme 

(FPP) 

Free, Prior and 

Informed Consent: 

Two Cases from 

Suriname 

2007 -study undertaken jointly by the 

Association of Saramaka Authorities 

(ASA) a maroon organization and FPP  

-report addresses logging and bio-

prospecting in the territory of the 

Sarmaka people and mining in West 

Suriname; the main focus of the study 

was on how the Lokono peoples “view 

the substantive and procedural aspects 

of the right to free, prior and informed 

consent in relation to activities that may 

affect their traditional knowledge and 

their various relationships with their 

traditional territories and the biological 

diversity therein” (FPP 2007: 1) 

Robert 

Goodland 

independent 

consultant 

hired by the 

NSI and the 

VIDs  

Suriname: BHP 

Billiton/Suralco’s 

Bakhuys Bauxite 

Mining Project 

 

A Review of: SRK’s 

Environmental and 

Social Assessment 

Transportation and 

Scoping Document 

2006a -this report provided support for the 

NSI/VIDs project outlined above 

-critical review of the environmental and 

social impact process related to 

transportation options conducted by 

company hired by consultants 

-specific review of Bakhuys Scoping 

Phase Report October 2006 

-elaboration of an earlier report by 

Goodland: Suriname: Environmental and 

Social Reconnaissance of the Bakhuys bauxite 

mine project (2005) detailing proposed 

Bakhuys operation and potential 

environmental and social impacts  
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4.2 Neoliberalism, Nature and Society 

The impacts of neoliberal forces on particular peoples and places can be 

perceived in a myriad of ways, both good and bad, which feeds into its complex 

characterization. As such, there have been repeated calls by scholars to understand 

neoliberalism as a dynamic and variable process that gets expressed differently in space 

and time, and within specific localities and contexts (Castree 2008; Heynen and Robbins 

2005; Bebbington 2000; Hays-Mitchell 2002); “that is, to recognize that the enactment of 

neoliberal agendas entails not the seamless imposition of a uniform, hegemonic 

template, but dynamic and contingent processes that occur in uneven and contested 

ways in highly varied contexts” (Tickell and Peck 2003 quoted in McCarthy 2006, 87).     

In addition to its context dependent characterization, neoliberalism continues to 

defy any simple definition. However, important features of it can be identified, which 

include the establishment of strong private property rights, the liberalization of state 

regulations governing trade and investment across international borders, the 

enhancement of private and corporate authority over economic, environmental and 

social action, and the entrance of civil society organizations that undertake functions 

formerly provided by the state (Heynen et al. 2007: 5). A useful summary of some 

common neoliberal themes have been highlighted by various scholars interested in the 

subject of neoliberalism and nature; these are laid out and summarized below: 
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• Privatization: natural resources that are held in trust by the state get turned 

over to firms and individuals (e.g. concessions and land leases for mining 

claims; mining claims on state land) (Castreee 2008: 142) 

• Private Property Rights: reinforcement and  extension of private, exclusive, 

and individuated property rights (Heynen et al. 2007: 6) 

• Enclosure: capture of common resources and exclusion of the communities to 

which they are linked (Heynen and Robbins 2005: 2) 

• Reregulation: rolling back the state; state policies that facilitate privatization 

and marketization of social and environmental life (Castree 2008: 142); 

neoliberal policies often mobilize an activist role for the state in promoting 

the privatization of goods and services and opening up market opportunities 

which can consist of either subtle actions or the privatization of whole 

economies (Perreault and Martin 2005: 193);  

• Construction of Flanking Mechanisms in Civil Society: state led 

encouragement of civil society groups to provide services that interventionist 

states did or could potentially provide for citizens; civil society groups are 

also seen as being able to offer compensatory mechanisms that can tackle any 

problems citizens suffer as a result of privatization, enclosure and 

reregulation (Castree 2008: 142) 

 

All of these elements play into this case study-how they do so will be made 

explicit in the next section. For the purposes of this section the focus is on neoliberalism 

as both an environmental and social project. A commonly cited and useful starting point 

in understanding it this way is O’Connor’s (1998) discussion of the second contradiction 

of capitalism, which describes how capitalist firms pass on the environmental costs of 

production to both society and the biophysical world1. The underlying premise is that 

left to their own devices firms will inevitably exhaust or pollute their own conditions of 

production (O’Connor 1998). These are the unintended consequences of production 

                                                      

1 This is in contrast to the first contradiction described by Marx where capitalism is set up to overexploit its 

own internal conditions of production 
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which capitalism produces by subjecting nature to the logic of a commodity (Brennen 

and Theodore 2007), thereby damaging the very environment upon which capitalism 

depends for its raw materials (Benton 1989; 1991).  

At the same time that the environment is being degraded, so too can social needs 

be neglected due to privatization of collective natural resources and enclosure of the 

commons (Brennen and Theodore 2007; Mansfield 2007).  For indigenous groups, 

privatization of resources and enclosure of the commons result in violations of their 

traditional rights to land and resources which are normally communally held, and upon 

which they depend for their livelihoods. This is considered a violation of their rights as 

set out in international law (see Chapter 1), but which may hold little relevance in 

national legal settings such as Suriname where indigenous peoples traditional rights are 

not recognized in the constitution. But it is not only adverse environmental impacts 

produced through privatization and exclusion of access to the commons which is a 

socially problematic aspect of neoliberalism-it is also the extent to which marginalized 

groups such as indigenous peoples are able to participate (or not) in the process of 

neoliberal projects being established. This article addresses both of these negative by-

products of neoliberalism as governance issues. 

 



 

 

190

4.3 Governing Neoliberalism through Civil Society: Filling in the 
gaps 

Traditionally, the state is expected to be a key player in governing and securing a 

regulatory fix for capitalist-nature relationships (O’Connor 1998). This entails making 

sure that resources are used appropriately (i.e. sustainably) to prevent an ecological 

crisis (O’Connor 1998). The onus is on the state to manage the consequences of 

capitalism’s impacts on nature. At the same time that the state is supposed to be 

regulating firms driven by a capitalist agenda, however, it is also trying to promote and 

encourage development and profit making; this puts the state in a difficult and 

contradictory position. But this contradiction is not something that the state has to deal 

with in countries where it prioritizes economic development at the expense of the public 

good, and can therefore avoid trying to negotiate such a contradictory position. This is 

often the case in developing countries where governments take a ‘minimal state’ stance 

with neoliberal projects (Castree 2008), and thereby avoid or neglect their regulatory 

responsibilities. Suriname reflects this situation, where regulations for environmental 

and human rights protections are negligible (see Chapter 1).  

This does not necessarily mean that there is an absence of regulations however, 

as instead, this kind of situation can offer up opportunities for new governance 

arrangements and new regulatory forms (Larner 2007). This is where NGOs, along with 

other non-state actors (e.g. consumers, corporations, and social movements) can step up 
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to fill the governance and regulatory gap (Liverman 2004).  NGOs in particular, are in 

key positions to do this as important representatives of civil society. NGOs have gained 

a growing influence in international and national politics in recent years (Keck and 

Sikkink 1998). Their influence can lead to a decentering of power (Bakker and Bridge 

2007) with respect to resource and environmental decision-making. Geographically, 

rural areas provide some of the best prospects for NGO influence and new forms of 

governance because they constitute spaces at the outer reaches of state control (Watts 

2003; Perreault and Martin 2005: 197). Instigators of neoliberal projects can be held 

accountable within these rural spaces where they operate. Such is the case in Suriname, 

where indigenous rights and development organizations have attempted to hold 

multinationals operating in the rural interior accountable to international principles, 

resulting in a form of alternative, hybrid governance.  

 

4.4 Suriname and Mining Development 

Suriname is located in the northeast section of South America and is part of what 

is commonly referred to as the Guianas.  It is one of the economically poorest countries 

in the region with a GDP per capita of $4579 US (Van Ijzerloo 2008) and an estimated 70 

per cent of Suriname’s approximately 500,000 people living below the poverty line 
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(Suriname Census Office 2004; CIA 2006). Natural resources, including bauxite,2 form 

the foundation of Suriname’s economy. The story of bauxite mining in Suriname began 

in the early 1900s with the establishment of the Surinaamsche Bauxite Maaschipij 

(Suriname Bauxite Company), today known as Suralco, a subsidiary of US based Alcoa. 

It wasn’t until the 1930s however, and the onset of WWII that Suriname began to 

develop this industry (with the help of significant US investments). During this time the 

volume of production doubled and the construction of a large mining and processing 

facility in Paranam on the Suriname River began.  During the War, Suriname supplied 

nearly 25 per cent of all bauxite used by the North American war industry (Van Dijk 

2001). It was then that Suriname became one of the world’s most important bauxite 

exporters (Hout 2007). 

Following WWII, tax levies on bauxite exports, development aid and Dutch 

remittances constituted the country’s main sources of income (Kruijt and Hoogbergen 

2005). This era was more formally referred to as the Period of the Statute, and 

stimulation of the bauxite sector was one of the top economic priorities of the 

government (Van Dijk 2001). The Brokopondo Agreement of 1958 between the 

government and US based Alcoa provided the framework for the construction of the 

                                                      

2 Bauxite is an ore from which alumina is extracted and then used to make aluminum. 
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Paranam-Afobaka road and the Afobaka dam3 to supply hydroelectric power for the 

aluminum smelter plant and alumina refinery in Paranam.4  At this time, most of the 

unrefined bauxite was being extracted from Eastern Suriname.  

Following initial development of the bauxite industry, the 1960s saw some of the 

largest economic growth in Suriname with bauxite replacing agriculture as the 

predominant export (Van Dijk 2001). Overall, the 1960s and 1970s could be considered 

Suriname’s economic heyday because of high, sustained economic growth pumped up 

by globally elevated prices of alumina and increasing inflows of Dutch development aid 

(Van Dijk 2001). Part of this growth can be attributed to Suralco undertaking large 

investments to make Surinamese bauxite qualify for preferential access to the European 

Community markets (Van Dijk 2001).  

In 1975 Suriname became an independent nation, and expanding the bauxite 

industry was a major goal of the new, democratic government (Van Dijk 2001). This 

time, however, the focus would be on exploiting the rich bauxite reserves in the West of 

Suriname in a region known as the Bakhuys Mountains. BMS and Suralco were the two 

companies invested in this operation, the same companies involved in that area today. 

The nearby indigenous villages of Washabo, Section, and Apoera suffered some of the 

                                                      

3 The Afobaka dam represented the first real attempt at opening up Suriname’s interior to large-scale 

industry. It also involved the relocation of many Maroon villages.  
4 The smelter operated until 1999 and the alumina refinery is still in operation 
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adverse consequences of mining interest in the area as villagers’ agricultural plots and 

hunting areas were destroyed to make room for new homes for the influx of immigrants 

arriving from other parts of Suriname (Weitzner 2007). This also caused a significant 

amount of social upheaval as crime rates rose, immigrants took indigenous wives, and 

alcoholism increased among indigenous villagers (interview, WWF 3). 

National politics and a drop in global bauxite prices suspended those initial 

plans, however. In 1980 a military coup took place and until 1987 Suriname was 

governed by seven successive civil-military governments. At the same time, the 

economy slowly collapsed due to a world recession in the bauxite industry, the cessation 

of Dutch development aid5, and the policy of monetary financing by the military 

cabinets (Kruijt and Hoogbergen 2005). Prior to this, Dutch development aid made up 40 

per cent of government revenue (Colchester 1995). To compound Suriname’s economic 

woes, a civil war broke out between one of the interior tribal groups known as the 

maroons and the military government; this war lasted from 1986-1992. During this 

turbulent decade a parallel economy based on drug trafficking, gold exploitation and 

timber export amounted to 40 to 60 per cent of the official national economy and also 

financed the civil war (Kruijt and Hoogbergen 2005).  

                                                      

5 This was because of the military regime and human rights violations 
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Following the war, Suriname’s economic situation remained highly volatile as a 

result of fluctuations in global aluminum prices. This period was characterized by 

economic destabilization and hyperinflation of the Surinamese economy (Van Dijk 2001; 

Martin 2001 cited in Hout 2007). Suriname also stood alone regionally; while other Latin 

American countries had their destabilization problems under control and were in the 

second stage of their reform programs (Naim 1995; Edwards 1995), inflation and 

destabilization in Suriname were increasing (Van Dijk 2001).6 Today, the bauxite mining 

sector remains a critical driver of Suriname’s economy, as in 2007 it accounted for 42 per 

cent of exports and 26.7 per cent of export revenue (CIA 2008). However, this was in 

combination with gold and crude oil which are also becoming significant foreign 

currency earners for the country (Van Ijzerloo 2008).  

 

4.5 A Slow and Subtle Path towards Neoliberalism 

The Surinamese government remains directly involved in many areas of the 

economy, limiting privatization; this is reflected in the global economic freedom index 

rankings where Suriname ranks 125th out of 179 counties in economic freedom (Index of 

                                                      

6 Suriname is one of the few Latin American countries that did not implement comprehensive structural 

reform program.  This was primarily due to the country’s connection with the Netherlands and transfer of 

development aid (Treaty Funds) which prevented the country from getting large-scale lending from the 

IMF, World Bank and IDB.  
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Economic Freedom 2009). However, in the last 15 years the country also exhibited 

attempts at reduced government involvement and slow, controlled initiatives aimed at 

opening up its economy through tax incentives to multinationals interested in the 

natural resource sector, and trade agreements. Examples of this include Suriname’s 

commitment to the trade liberalization objectives entailed in the Uruguay Round 

Agreement of the General Agreement on Tariffs and Trade (GATT) in 1994. It also 

became a founding member of the WTO in 1995-the WTO representing an important 

precedent for the neoliberalism of trade and investment (Heynen et al. 2007). These 

actions all coincided with substantial reform and easing up of the country’s highly 

protective trade-licensing system in late 1990s (Jessen and Katona 2001). Suriname also 

joined the Caribbean economic community known as Caricom in July, 1995, marking the 

country’s first major economic integration initiative since independence. Caricom 

allowed Suriname to break out from political and economic isolation without being 

overwhelmed by the task; in other words, it was a more controlled process of 

liberalization (Jessen and Katona 2001). In addition, Caricom provided Suriname with 

opportunities to expand trade links beyond the Caribbean, including to the United 

States, a major bauxite investor. However, Caricom has still only had minor impacts on 

new trading opportunities (Jessen and Katona 2001). 

Suriname has not remained completely isolated from South America 

economically however; an important example of this is its involvement in the Initiative 
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for the Integration of Regional Infrastructure in South America (IIRSA). This initiative 

entails exploiting and opening up common economic sectors across South American 

countries and integrating productive chains across their borders, especially a bauxite-

alumina-aluminum chain and oil/gas-petrochemicals-fertilizers chain (IIRSA 2002). Such 

future infrastructure projects could include a road connecting Venezuela, Guyana, and 

West Suriname where the Bakhuys mining project is being implemented. 

Suriname has also made links with Asia in trying to encourage large investments 

from Asian logging companies by offering significant tax breaks. Importantly, incentives 

have also been offered to international mining companies 

 such as exemption on import duties on equipment; guarantees regarding the unrestricted right to 

export gold, to repatriate capital and profits, to convert local currency in foreign currency at 

market rates, and to hire expatriate employees and contractors; and international arbitration of 

disputes arising in connection with the project (IMF 2006).  

 

This demonstrates a form of reregulation and opening up of market opportunities to 

multinationals that has been facilitated by the Surinamese State, with mining an 

important example of this.  

The granting of mining claims is one of the first of various public realms of 

nature to which private rights have ever been assigned (Bridge 2007). Mine claims are 

institutions of property, or bundles of rights that convey to the holder rights of access to 

a specific parcel of land for either exploring or extracting minerals (Bridge 2007).  In this 

way, licenses to mine and claims on mining concessions represent neoliberal 
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technologies of state power as they “establish the underground as a terrain of political 

regulation by affirming property rights and providing information to the market e.g. 

location of claims” (Bridge 2007, 78). In Suriname, the state is the legal owner of all 

surface and subsurface resources; it therefore has the power to lease out concessions and 

provide claims to private international investors, thus privatizing the underground. The 

Surinamese government has been leasing out mineral resources to foreign companies at 

increasing rates in recent years, with nearly 40 per cent of all mining concessions 

overlapping with indigenous and maroon communities (Buursink 2005: 9). This includes 

indigenous peoples’ communal territories used for hunting, fishing, and gathering. Once 

these lands are privatized as multinational concessions, the communities are restricted 

from accessing them; thus, these claims and concessions then represent a significant 

enclosure of the commons that can have important repercussions for indigenous groups 

and their livelihood opportunities.  

Another way to illustrate how mining represents an attempt at neoliberalism in 

Suriname is in comparing it to the oil industry. Staatsolie, the state owned oil enterprise 

in Suriname, was founded at the beginning of military rule as the military government 

sought to take greater steps toward self-reliant development during the 1980s (Hout 

2007). The oil industry represented a nationalist and protectionist economy. Today, 

Staatsolie has exclusive concession rights on all oil exploration and exploitation in 

Suriname, and foreign investors must directly negotiate with and partner with Staatsolie 
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in order to be permitted to undertake any oil exploration in Suriname (Staatsolie 

Nieuws, June 1998). In addition, all profits are transferred to the state (Staatsolie 

Nieuws, June 1998). In contrast, the major mining companies in Suriname are foreign 

owned, with little government involvement, and with most of the profits being 

regenerated back into the companies themselves (IMF 2006). Mining in Suriname 

represents an attempt at neoliberalizing a natural resource with renewed vigour 

following the protectionist period of the 1980s. This has meant revived attempts at the 

largest development project in Suriname’s history: bauxite mining in the Bakhuys 

Mountains of West Suriname. This project, how it developed, and the role and function 

of NGOs in governing it are discussed in the following sections. 

 

4.6 Bauxite Mining in West Suriname 

Neoliberalism, whether subtle or pervasive, plays out in unique ways in 

particular places, having important impacts upon people and environments in these 

places. While the slow but gradual opening up of Suriname’s economy has been 

discussed, the larger question is how neoliberalism has taken shape at the local scale in 

Suriname, and the sorts of repercussions this holds for indigenous communities and the 

environment. This is explored using the case study of recent mining operations in the 
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Bakhuys Mountains of West Suriname, located on the traditional lands of the three 

indigenous communities of Washabo, Section, and Apoera.  

Significant bauxite reserves in East Suriname originally attracted mining 

investors there, and bauxite mining has been concentrated there since the late 19th 

century. But as the reserves in East Suriname have become depleted and political 

stability has returned to the nation, there has been renewed interest in the bauxite 

deposits in the Bakhuys Mountains of West Suriname. The bauxite reserves in West 

Suriname are estimated to be about 300 million tons (SRK 2008) and the companies have 

also considered investing about US$3 billion for the construction of a hydro power 

plant, an alumina refinery and an aluminum smelter (Suralco was the company invested 

in the refinery and smelter and these are part of what was known as the Kabalebo 

Project).  

Mining interest in West Suriname began in the late 1970s, but came to a halt with 

a change in political regime. It wasn’t until 10 years after the end of the civil war that 

foreign multinationals entered the West Suriname region again to determine the 

potential for bauxite extraction. On January 6, 2003, two Memorandums of 

Understanding between the government and BMS and Suralco were signed and allowed 

the companies to begin exploration of the 2,800 km2 concession area in the Bakhuys 

Mountains (Molenaar 2007) (See Figure 3). In addition, there were plans to dam the 



 

Kabalebo River for a proposed hydroelectric plant that would be built to power the 

proposed bauxite smelter and refinery. 
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iver for a proposed hydroelectric plant that would be built to power the 

bauxite smelter and refinery. However, the West Suriname indigenous

                                 Figure 3: Bakhuys Exploration Area 

            Reproduced with permission of V. Weitzner 
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eventually pulled out of the entire Kabalebo project, it is unclear whether this had 

anything to do with the wishes of the indigenous communities.  

Suralco owns 55 per cent of the joint venture with BMS for the proposed Bakhuys 

mining operation.  BMS’ parent company, BHP Billiton, is actually a merger between 

two companies (BHP and Billiton), and one of the largest multinational resource 

companies in the world with 41,000 employees and 100 operations in 25 countries (BHP 

Billiton 2009). While invested in bauxite in Suriname, BMS also mines coal, copper, 

manganese, iron ore, uranium, nickel and silver and has interests in oil, gas and 

diamonds around the world (BMS 2009).  

The Bakhuys mining concession is the largest granted in Surinamese history. The 

exploration process of the concession area took two years, starting in 2003 and ending in 

2005. During the exploration phase, 330 km of roads and 650 km of drill lines were 

cleared and 7,700 boreholes were dug (Weitzner 2007). Based on the results of the 

exploration, companies were interested in mining approximately 25 per cent of the 

concession area, but the actual mining would not begin until late 2009. It was expected 

that over the next 40 years (the life of the mine claim), the companies would produce 

over 140 million tons of bauxite, much more than was ever produced in East Suriname.7 

                                                      

7 The quality of the bauxite in West Suriname is also lower however, and requires more refinement 
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Conditions attached to mine claims have the potential to determine when (e.g. 

seasonal; lease length), where (on indigenous lands? near protected areas?) and how 

(mining practices; managing environmental impacts; rehabilitation) mining may take 

place (Bridge 2007). These conditions, especially critical ones such as the ‘where’ and 

‘how’ may be inadequate as set (or not) by a state such as Suriname. The industry’s own 

conditions or guidelines may then have to be used, but as the industry is a profit driven 

entity it cannot be relied upon to regulate itself. This is where civil society and NGOs as 

representatives of civil society step in to tackle problems that result from privatization, 

enclosure of the commons, and reregulation (Castree 2008). However, this role for NGOs 

was never encouraged, facilitated or promoted by the Surinamese government. Nor had 

the government taken on this responsibility in the past and then ‘rolled itself back’, as is 

traditionally associated with neoliberal projects. Rather than stepping in to make up for 

a rolled back state therefore, the NGO took on a governance role where none had ever 

really existed.   

 

4.7 Civil Society and Neoliberal Governance in West  Suriname : 
The need for NGO involvement 

The NGOs took on a governance role because the Surinamese government did 

not take on this role, and the limited mining regulations in Suriname reflect this. There is 

no Surinamese law requiring environmental and social impact assessments (ESIAs) to be 
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conducted for mining activities. The draft revised Mining Act issued in 2002 will replace 

the 1986 Mining Decree at some point (see Table 4 in Chapter 1). This Act will require 

large-scale mining companies to conduct environmental assessments and implement 

environmental management plans. The Mining Act will also require indigenous peoples 

to accept mining on their lands after they have been notified about the plans, but no 

consultation or participation in decision making is required (articles 31 and 78). There is 

also no requirement in the Act for consultations with communities in either ESIAs or the 

exploratory stage of mining; the results of any assessments that are conducted only need 

be reviewed by the State and there are no sanctions if companies do not follow these 

standards or benchmarks (VIDs et al. 2004).  

Suriname has been taken to the Inter American Commission for human rights 

violations in this Act, particularly in relation to the lack of consent required from tribal 

groups by companies wanting to operate on tribal lands; this case is currently pending 

in the Inter American Court of Human Rights (FPP 2007). The draft revised Mining Act 

has been declared racially discriminatory by the UN Committee on the Elimination of 

Racial Discrimination (CERD), as it denies indigenous and tribal peoples equal access to 

judicial remedies and fails to require their agreement to mining (CERD 2004). The CERD 

also responded with a Decision 1(69) of August 18, 2006, saying that it  

reiterates deep concern about information alleging that the state party has authorized additional 

resource exploitation and associated infrastructure projects that pose substantial threats of 
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irreparable harm to indigenous and tribal peoples, without any formal notification to the affected 

communities and without seeking their prior agreement or informed consent (CERD 2006).  

 

A number of recommendations were then issued to the Government of Suriname. 

Weitzner (2008a) claims that the decision by the CERD and associated recommendations 

were never referred to by the BMS or Suralco in their Environmental and Social Impact 

Reports (ESIRs).  

In 1998 the Surinamese government did take the significant step of establishing 

the National Institute for Environment and Development of Suriname (NIMOS). 

According to Weitzner (2007), however, this institute, responsible for environmental 

planning, protection, and pollution control, has few resources and overall limited 

authority, which limits its effectiveness in trying to establish guidelines for 

Environmental and Social Impact Assessments. NIMOs has proposed draft guidelines 

for the required conduct of ESIAs that highlight the necessity of public participation, 

especially local communities affected by a project, to have access to information during 

every step of the process (NIMOS 2005, 26). While there is some mention of indigenous 

peoples in these guidelines, it is minimal (Weitzner 2007). And ultimately, these are only 

guidelines, not laws.  

Compounding all of this, are the communities’ poor relations with the 

government over the mining issue. For example, government representatives from the 

Ministry of Natural Resources had one meeting with the West Suriname communities 
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about the mining operations after which the Chiefs went to the press complaining about 

the government. The Minister of Natural Resources was so furious about their actions 

that the government refused to have another meeting with the communities (interview, 

VIDs Consultant 1). In addition, when the government and BMS met for negotiations, no 

indigenous representative wasw allowed to be present (interview, VIDs Consultant 1).  

With respect to environmental concerns and/or impacts, there is also a notable 

absence of conservation NGO involvement in governance of the mining operations.  

Instead, the World Wildlife Fund-Guianas (WWF) has focused its efforts on trying to 

regulate the small scale and illegal gold mining industry in Suriname. WWF-Guianas 

may therefore be relying more on international, large-scale, legal mining operations such 

as that being run by BMS to regulate themselves.  

Both the Surinamese government and conservation NGOs therefore appear to be 

inadequate actors for addressing the mining issue in West Suriname with respect to 

protecting indigenous peoples’ rights. The VIDs and NSI have taken on a governance 

role with the Bakhuys mining project primarily because the need for governance is 

justified based on their concerns about indigenous rights.  

The VIDs formally came together as an association of 40 indigenous village 

leaders in 1992, though it was not operational until 1993. One of the original reasons for 

its formation was the determination of indigenous peoples to restate traditional 

authority after the war and meet the material and non-material needs of indigenous 
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groups (VIDs 2005). The Bureau VIDs was created in 2002 as an administrative arm and 

is based in the capital of Suriname helping to coordinate the geographically dispersed 

leaders and villages to one another. However, the land rights campaign is what really 

forms the cornerstone of the VIDs existence, as the Bureau works to seek legal land titles 

for indigenous peoples in Suriname (interviews, VIDs representatives). The VIDs 

represents Surinamese indigenous peoples’ fight for their land rights at both national 

and international levels. However, it has few resources (both human and material) to do 

this. At the time of this study from 2007-2008, the bureau dropped from three full-time 

to two full-time and one part time employee and only two office assistants. However the 

VIDs also relied heavily on a number of external consultants and advisors as well as 

their international networks (which the association actively tries to build and maintain) 

for resources, trainings, legal aid, and information.   

One of the organizations situated within these networks is the North-South 

Institute (NSI). NSI was heavily involved in aiding the VIDs and the West Suriname 

communities with the mining situation. The NSI is a Canadian non-profit international 

development organization that provides research and policy analysis on international 

development issues. The research program focuses on three main areas: finance, debt 

and development assistance; trade, labor and migration; and governance, civil society 

and conflict prevention (NSI 2008). The VIDs sought the help of the NSI after the West 

Suriname communities asked the VIDs for information, capacity building and technical 
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and legal support in relation to the bauxite mining project (Weitzner 2007). Financial 

support was an additional motivation for seeking NSI help: 

So, it was a big project and a lot of money going on and we just don’t have that money so we 

turned to donors and we turned to NSI.  NSI had already had a project in some other countries, I 

think it was Columbia and Guyana and Canada about Indigenous Peoples and mining so we 

asked them if we could participate in that project and they said yes.  Luckily that project was 

already going.  It was our luck that they had that project and that we could participate (VIDs 

Consultant 1) 

 

The VIDs had also been approached by BMS in February, 2003 during the mining 

exploration phase to act as intermediaries between themselves and the communities 

during consultations, as the company stressed that it wanted to interact with the 

communities in the ‘right’ way (Weitzner 2007, 7). This was another reason the VIDs 

went to the NSI. The official collaborative project between the VIDs and NSI then took 

root in 2004.  

The communities affected are three indigenous communities known as Washabo, 

Section, and Apoera who are comprised primarily of Lokono or Arowak indigenous 

peoples.8 These communities are located directly on the Corantijn River which is the 

natural border between Guyana and Suriname, and 150 km south of Suriname’s second 

largest city, Nieuw Nickerie. In total, 1023 people reside in all three villages, with 

Washabo being the largest (551 people), followed by Apoera (311) and Section (161). 

                                                      

8 There are also indigenous Trio communities in Wanapan who are indirectly affected by mining operations 

but they are not the focus of this study.  
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Sranan Tongo is commonly spoken (the lingua franca of Suriname), as well as Dutch and 

Guyanese English with traditional indigenous languages less commonly spoken. Only 

within the last 2-3 years have these communities had running water, electricity, and 

personal telephone lines (though many use cell phones); this is a result of BMS’s 

contributions to their development infrastructure (Weitzner 2007). In addition, a 

documentation centre with computers and internet access was established in Section, 

again due to BMS (interview, West Suriname leader).  

Indigenous peoples of West Suriname engage in a mixture of both traditional 

and cash income generating activities. The former include hunting for bush meat, 

gathering of medicinal plants, nuts and fruits, fishing, and the growing of staples such 

as cassava, pom tayer, and bananas (Weitzner 2007). A traditional map documenting 

current resource use by indigenous peoples has been made by the communities but is 

still incomplete (interview, VIDs 2). Engagements with the market economy include 

potential jobs in the mining sector, the logging industry, local gravel pit operations, and 

the wildlife trade (Weitzner 2007).  

While there used to be only one chief for all three villages along with one 

assistant (basja), following the war in 1992 a village chief and four assistants were 

established for each village (Weitzner 2007). The leaders of the villages work 

independently but come together when there are issues that affect all three collectively 

(Weitzner 2007). These traditional governance structures are not legally recognized in 



 

 

210

Suriname, which relies on District Councils and a District Commissioner to determine 

policy for their respective administrative regions, of which there are ten in Suriname 

(Weitzner 2007).  

These indigenous communities would be impacted by mining that has arrived in 

their region. Some of these impacts have to do with the local environment upon which 

these indigenous groups depend for their livelihoods. Examples of adverse 

environmental impacts from mining include, but are not limited to: the removal of 

pristine forest (and therefore reducing game populations, timber for fuel, fruits, 

medicinal plants, etc.); erosion with increased sedimentation and turbidity in the river 

adversely affecting fish populations; and acid leachate and increased acidity of the soils 

(Goodland 2006b). Negative social impacts could also result in terms of an increased risk 

of HIV/AIDs from the influx of mine workers and prostitutes to the area, and an 

increased burden on females to manage their households while men are away for long 

periods at the mine sites (Goodland 2006b).  

The other important reasons for governing and regulating mining have to do 

more specifically with indigenous peoples as a political and cultural group who are 

increasingly demanding greater involvement in decision making processes related to 

activities that directly affect them. In other words, they want their rights as indigenous 

peoples to be recognized, respected, and actively taken into consideration by those who 

are more powerful and would seek to impose their agendas.  
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The question remains as to whether large-scale industry can be relied upon to 

regulate itself and protect the rights of indigenous peoples and these communities; for 

the VIDs and NSI, the answer is ‘no,’ which is reflected in the quote below:  

BMS will just hide behind the fact that in Surinamese law indigenous rights are not secured.  So 

they will just hide behind that.  But they shouldn’t.  You have your guidelines, and those 

guidelines are okay, so why don’t you work according to your guidelines in Suriname?  (VIDs 

Consultant 1) 

 

The next section following the methods documents how the VIDs and NSI went 

about taking on their governance role with industry and filling in a neoliberal 

governance gap in Suriname. They did this by holding BMS and Suralco accountable to 

internationally recognized International Council on Mining and Metals (ICMM) 

Principles (ICMM 2003), both with respect to company processes for working with 

indigenous communities and the social and environmental impacts of mining. These 

principles represent corporate social responsibility (CSR) mechanisms which are prime 

markers of neoliberal environmental governance, and the international mining industry 

has taken the lead in efforts to institutionalize CSR (Kapelus 2002; Himley 2008). The 

ICMM guidelines and principles are outlined in Table 11 below and will be referenced 

throughout the remainder of this article.  

Table 11: ICMM Guidelines and Principles for Mining Projects 

1. Implement and maintain ethical business practices and sound systems of corporate governance.  

2. Integrate sustainable development considerations within the corporate decision-making process.  

 

3. Uphold fundamental human rights and respect cultures, customs and values in dealings with 
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Source: ICMM 2003 

 

 
4.8 Methods 
 

Data collection for this study primarily involved documents and in-depth 

interviews. The documents collected included those outlined in Table 10 used for the 

major part of the analysis. Those documents were selected because they were written by 

representatives affiliated with the NGOs most involved in governing the mining 

activities in West Suriname. The selection of specific documents from these NGOs was 

employees and others who are affected by our activities.  

 

4. Implement risk management strategies based on valid data and sound science.  

 

5. Seek continual improvement of our health and safety performance  

 

6. Seek continual improvement of our environmental performance  

• Assess the positive and negative, the direct and indirect, and the cumulative environmental 

impacts of new projects – from exploration through closure. 

 

7. Contribute to conservation of biodiversity and integrated approaches to land use planning  

 

8. Facilitate and encourage responsible product design, use, re-use, recycling and disposal of our 

products  

 

9. Contribute to the social, economic and institutional development of the communities in which we 

operate  

• Engage at the earliest practical stage with likely affected parties to discuss and respond to 

issues and conflicts concerning the management of social impacts. 

• Ensure that appropriate systems are in place for ongoing interaction with affected parties, 

making sure that minorities and other marginalised groups have equitable and culturally 

appropriate means of engagement. 

10. Implement effective and transparent engagement, communication and independently verified 

reporting arrangements with our stakeholders  

• Engage with and respond to stakeholders through open consultation processes. 

Table 11, continued 
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based on 1) the extent of documentation of issues of governance (i.e. documents with 

higher coverage of governance issues); and 2) date of publication (i.e. the most recent 

publications that could be obtained were selected). While 68 in-depth, semi-structured 

interviews were conducted as part of the larger research project of which this study 

forms a part, only eight of those were incorporated into this article. These were 

interviews with individuals representing a range of organizations and institutions 

involved with the West Suriname mining project (VIDs, NSI, BMS, and WWF). In 

particular, two interviews with a VIDs consultant were incorporated into this study 

because of the high level involvement of this representative in West Suriname, e.g. 

through conducting her own research project there and advising the West Suriname 

communities.   

 Documents were analyzed by searching for accountability and governance issues 

that were the most frequently brought up (illustrating a higher level of concern about 

them), and then identifying the guidelines/principles that were associated with those in 

the document. Analysis also included critically examining how the NGOs were 

interpreting the guidelines. Company responses were garnered either from the 

documents themselves and/or interview data. Interview data were analyzed through the 

identification and development of initial themes in a small number of interviews; these 

themes were based on the research questions, guiding theory, and the interview text 

itself (e.g. mining concerns, social and environmental impacts, social and environmental 
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governance, indigenous rights, etc.). The interview text was then imported into the 

NVivo software program where a more in-depth reading of the interviews took place, 

and further themes were developed and identified. Themes were then cut, merged and 

added as research questions and guiding theory for this study were refined.   

 

4.9 Governing through Accountability 
 

The VIDs and NSI went through a long and laborious process of pressuring BMS 

and Suralco to enforce their own guidelines for protecting the environment and working 

with indigenous groups. As this VIDs representative reflected: 

I think it’s mostly tiring because sometimes you talk about something and you agree to something 

and then the companies do it differently (VIDs Consultant 1) 

 

While the VIDs and NSI were able to exert pressure on the companies, it was still up to 

the latter to enact those guidelines. The NGOs in this study enacted a strategy of 

accountability politics to pressure the companies into following international guidelines 

through appealing to the vulnerability of their global reputations. However, BMS, as 

compared to Suralco, was more susceptible to this strategy of accountability politics as it 

is a larger corporation and has established operations in many more countries.  

The managing director of BMS operations in Suriname acknowledged the 

inadequacy of Surinamese government standards for protecting the environment as well 

as indigenous rights; he also made clear that he wanted the company to go beyond 
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simply meeting the minimal regulations provided by the Surinamese government 

(interview). However, the VIDs and NSI have not been satisfied with the company’s 

adherence to international guidelines for best practice concerning environmental 

protection and the involvement of indigenous groups. This section provides both an 

account of how the VIDs and NSI tried to hold BMS accountable to a diverse set of 

guidelines, as well as how BMS responded to these pressures in terms of whether or not 

and the degree to which it altered its practices.  

The original impetus for NGO involvement in West Suriname began when the 

West Suriname communities were not consulted before the Memorandum of 

Understanding (MOU) was signed between the government and the companies for the 

exploration of the Bakhuys Mountains (see Weitzner 2007). Since then, the VIDs and NSI 

actively tried to identify how BMS was bypassing international guidelines set for 

companies, as well as international human rights laws. One of the most relevant of the 

former are the principles put forth by the International Council for Metals and Mining 

(ICMM) to which both BMS and Suralco belong (see Table 11). ICMM is an international 

organization made up of member companies interested in issues related to social and 

economic responsibility in the mining sector. Members focus on sustainable 

development goals accompanied by solid reporting procedures on their performance 

based on guidelines set out by the Council (ICMM 2003). 
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By not consulting the West Suriname indigenous communities before the MOU 

was signed, the NSI and the VIDs cited that BMS had violated Principle 10 of the ICMM 

guidelines (see Table 11), which states that companies must ‘implement effective and 

transparent engagement, communication and independently verified reporting arrangements 

with our stakeholders’ and ‘engage with and respond to stakeholders through open consultation 

processes.’ (Weitzner 2007; ICMM 2003). This is a process issue for how companies 

should involve indigenous communities and it prompted the initial entry of the NGOs 

into the mining issue. An important interpretation of this principle by the VIDs and NSI 

was that the companies should be communicating and consulting with indigenous 

communities at all stages of their mining plans and activities, though this is not made 

explicit in ICMM Principle 10.  

The next point of contention for the NGOs was the Environmental and Social 

Impact Assessment (ESIA). Scoping studies constitute the first step of an ESIA as they 

set the boundaries of the ESIA including which topics and geographic areas will be 

assessed i.e. are of most relevance and importance to stakeholders, including indigenous 

communities. If the scoping phase is inadequate then most likely the ESIA will be also 

(Goodland 2006a). BMS hired SRK consultants to carry out baseline ESIAs in 2003. SRK 

is an independent, international consulting practice based out of the United States 

working mainly in the earth and water resource industries. The company is made up of 

600 professional scientists and engineers and offers a variety of services to clients 
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regarding mining exploration, planning, production, and closure (SRK 2009).  Since 

neither scoping studies nor ESIAs are yet required by Surinamese law, this was an 

example of BMS trying to go above and beyond the minimum standards set by the state. 

Scoping studies are, however, considered mandatory according to international Best 

Practice guidelines for corporations (interview, BMS representative). Following Best 

Practices can mean adhering to the Safeguard Social and Environmental Policies of the 

World Bank (World Bank 2005), the Guidelines of the Equator Principles (Equator 

Principles 2009), or the Impact Assessment Guidelines of the International Association of 

Impact Assessment (IAIA 2009). However, based on these guidelines, a panel of social 

and environmental experts should have been established and convened at the beginning 

of the process, or during the scoping phase of the ESIA, according to the NSI and the 

VIDs (Goodland 2006b). For example, the World Bank Environmental and Social 

Safeguard Policies states that companies must: “Prepare an Indigenous Peoples Plan that 

is based on the social assessment and draws on indigenous knowledge, in consultation 

with the affected Indigenous Peoples’ communities and using qualified professionals” 

(World Bank 2005). Such a panel is expected to act as a steering committee to ensure that 

the ESIA starts off in the right direction in order to address the relevant impacts and 

geographic areas that are most likely to be affected (Goodland 2006a). Again, BMS did 

not make itself accountable to international guidelines. It was also a process issue in 

terms of how the scoping phase of the ESIA was being conducted inadequately. The 
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consequences of this for the subsequent ESIA and potential impacts on indigenous 

communities will be discussed later in this section.  

One of the biggest concerns of the VIDs and NSI was the appropriate 

dissemination of information about the various stages of the mining project, including 

the ESIA, to the NGOs and communities. This was highlighted by the final scoping 

report which the VIDs and NSI specifically requested be passed on to them. While this 

report was completed in 2004, it was not until October 2006 that it was received by the 

NGOs and only after they had put a significant amount of pressure on the companies to 

provide them with it (Weitzner 2007). This VIDs representative expressed the frustration 

with this delay in the quote below: 

So, because we asked for it they produced a scoping report in 2006.  And their exploration 

actually started in 2003, you see?  So there was a lot of fighting going on, especially in the 

beginning, to get them [the companies] in line (VIDs Consultant 1)    

 

In addition, the VIDs and NSI demanded that the scoping report, as well as the 

ESIAs to follow, be translated to Dutch, written in non-technical language, and delivered 

in person with an oral explanation to all community members (interview, VIDs 

Consultant 1). After being heavily pressured by the VIDs and NSI, BMS and Suralco did 

eventually follow through with this, albeit reluctantly (Weitzner 2007). The BMS 

managing director went on to admit that in this regard the NSI had “taken a hard line 

with BMS” (Interview).  
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Once the ESIAs actually began, there were problems cited with how they were 

being conducted that related back to the inadequacies of the scoping phase. While 

eleven biophysical studies were being planned (Goodland 2006a) only one social study 

was being considered (Goodland 2006a). For example, impacts from the mining 

operations on the watershed and creeks that indigenous peoples used were not going to 

be studied. In addition, the original plan claimed that there were no indigenous 

communities in the concession area, which, although true, what was not considered was 

how they use the area for hunting, fishing and gathering activities (Goodland 2006a; 

Weitzner 2007). It is still not clear how important this area is for the West Suriname 

indigenous communities in terms of access to traditional resources. As one VIDs 

representative stated:   

The Bakhuys mining concession overlaps part of their traditional land use territory which they 

use for hunting and fishing; this area may be far away, but it is still used as a reserve when they 

can’t find animals closer to the villages (VIDs Consultant 1) 

 

In contrast, a BMS representative and former VIDs advisor thought that mining 

activities would not affect indigenous hunting because the mining concession is 85 km 

away from the village.  

The NGOs went on to charge that the lack of adequate attention directed towards 

potential social impacts was a violation of Principle 6 of the ICMM “to seek continual 

improvement of our environmental performance” including to “assess the positive and negative, 

the direct and indirect, and the cumulative environmental impacts of new projects – from 
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exploration through closure” (see Table 11). This principle makes no mention of social 

impacts, only environmental impacts; however, the VIDs and NSI were concerned about 

environmental impacts primarily as they could affect indigenous communities, so they 

interpreted this principle as reflective of those concerns. As such, the NSI has called for a 

more integrative biophysical and socio-economic assessment (see Weitzner 2008).  

The companies were also alleged to have violated ICMM Principle 9 to 

“Contribute to the social, economic and institutional development of the communities in which 

we operate” and “Engage at the earliest practical stage with likely affected parties to discuss and 

respond to issues and conflicts concerning the management of social impact” (see Table 11). The 

latter statement relates back to the scoping phase where a panel of experts was not 

established, including indigenous representatives, who could have helped to identify 

important social components of the ESIA. While BMS did apologize, further social 

impact assessments were never conducted. SRA consultants did do some mapping of 

indigenous peoples traditional land use in the area and incorporated local community 

researchers based on recommendations by the VIDs (interview, NSI representative). 

However, the indigenous communities’ own land mapping project (see Chapter 1) was 

never acknowledged or incorporated into the companies’ Environmental and Social 

Impact Reports (ESIRs) (Weitzner 2008). In light of the lack of a panel of experts, the 

indigenous communities were in the process of hiring their own independent panel, an 

Indigenous Peoples Panel of Experts (IPPoE) to review the ESIA documentation and 
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provide advice to the leaders based on this review (Weizner 2008a). These efforts at 

accountability politics were again based largely on issues regarding (lack of) 

consultation and participation of indigenous communities in the ESIA process.  

 The internationally recognized9 principle of free, prior and informed consent 

(FPIC) is a significant principle for indigenous groups and was relevant in the 

governance of the mining project. The UN Permanent Forum on Indigenous Issues states 

that FPIC “has emerged as the desired standard to be applied in protecting and 

promoting [indigenous peoples’] rights in the development process” (UN Permanent 

Forum on Indigenous Issues 2004). FPIC means that indigenous consent to activities has 

to be given without coercion, prior to the commencement of activities and after the full 

intent and scope of the project(s) has been disclosed in a way that is understandable to 

them (MacKay 2004: 15). More broadly,  

Free, prior and informed consent recognizes indigenous peoples’ inherent and prior rights to their 

lands and resources and respects their legitimate authority to require that third parties enter into 

an equal and respectful relationship with them, based on the principle of informed consent 

(United Nations Commission on Human Rights 2004, 5).  

 

In the case of West Suriname, ‘third parties’ would refer to BMS and Suralco, and 

according to the FPIC principle it would mean that these companies would be required 

to inform the communities about all of their undertakings, and the communities would 

                                                      

9 Though very few textual documents use the explicit language of FPIC, elements of it are found in the 

International Labour Organization (ILO) Convention 169, Convention on Biological Diversity (CBD), and 

UN Declaration on the Rights of Indigenous Peoples (MacKay 2004). 
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have to approve any mining plans before they were implemented. Because of the 

significance and power of this principle, in 2005 the VIDs and NSI persuaded BMS to 

commit to negotiating a protocol on free, prior, and informed consent for both research 

and mining activities. The protocol was written up by the West Suriname communities 

and presented to the companies, but the latter rejected the requirement for FPIC in the 

protocol.  The companies stated that “there is a lack of international consensus on the 

application of FPIC…and we reiterate that neither BMS nor Alcoa have a commitment to 

FPIC in their corporate policies” (Sholtz, Managing Director, BMS quoted in FPP 2007, 

15). It is true that FPIC is not explicitly defined or laid out in international legal 

documentation, though some of the text in specific documents such as the ILO 

Convention 169 (see Footnote 10) can be interpreted as supporting FPIC10 (MacKay 

2004). BMS also responded by saying that they did not need to sign the protocol because 

they were already following the FPIC principle, but calling it consultations (interview, 

VIDs Consultant 1). However, consultation voids indigenous peoples of any actual 

decision making role. ‘Consultation’ is also the term used in ILO Convention 169, rather 

than FPIC, but the former is used with the objective of working to obtain consent; the 

ILO states that consultation be undertaken “in good faith …in a form appropriate to the 

                                                      

10 The principle has also been supported by various intergovernmental bodies in individual documents, but 

not as a general principle. Examples include the UN Committee on the Elimination of Racial Discrimination, 

the UN Permanent Forum on Indigenous Issues, the Inter-American Commission on Human Rights, and the 

Convention on Biological Diversity.  
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circumstances, with the objective of achieving agreement or consent” (Article 6 (2) 

quoted in MacKay 2004).  

The NGOs and communities also tried to hold the companies accountable by 

again referencing the ICMM; they specifically cited ICMM Principle 9 (see Table 11) 

which states that companies will “ensure that appropriate systems are in place for 

ongoing interaction with affected parties, making sure that minorities and other 

marginalized groups have equitable and culturally appropriate means of engagement” 

(ICMM 2003). The NGOs and the communities’ interpreted ‘equitable and culturally 

appropriate means of engagement’ as signifying that indigenous peoples are enabled to 

engage in their own internal consultation and consent procedures and these processes 

may result in communities saying “no” to a given project (West Suriname Chiefs 

statement cited in Weitzner 2007, 48). The communities also wrote directly to the ICMM 

detailing the disparities between the rhetoric and practice of BMS and Alcoa. The ICMM 

responded that, 

it is incorrect to interpret these [ICMM] documents as supporting the broad scale adoption of 

Free Prior Informed Consent (FPIC) without further understanding how it can be implemented. 

ICMM’s view is that practical implementation of FPIC presents significant challenges for 

government authorities as well as affected companies as the concept is not well defined and with 

very few exceptions, is not enshrined in local legislation...We also recognize the primary role of 

sovereign states in determining how their mineral endowments are managed (Fleury 2006 

referenced in FPP 2007,16).  

 

The first part of ICMM’s statement was already argued by the companies i.e. the 

lack of a clear definition of FPIC and that it is not explicitly recognized in international 



 

 

224

legal instruments. Instead, the companies are expected to engage in free, prior, and 

informed consultation (ICMM 2008). The second part of the ICMM statement is important 

as it emphasizes the role and power of the state. The companies themselves responded 

in a November 4, 2006 letter also by deferring to the power of the state, reminding and 

reinforcing to the communities (as the ICMM did), that the state is the legal space within 

which they still have to operate, and whose legal framework both themselves and 

indigenous peoples are subject to: “Until such time as traditional rights are recognized 

by the Republic of Suriname and incorporated into Surinamese law, formal endorsement 

by BMS and Alcoa of such claims would be premature” (Sholtz 2006 quoted in FPP 2007, 

15). The NGO’s final response to these exchanges were that traditional rights, including 

the right to FPIC, are inherent, internationally recognized, and therefore do not have to 

be conferred by a state (Weitzner 2007). The NGOs went beyond referencing 

international mining bodies and guidelines (a strategy which had failed in this instance), 

to instead holding the mining companies accountable to human rights governing bodies. 

However, the mining companies remained unaffected by this tactic.  

Finally, the companies were also been pressured to recognize and respect 

indigenous land rights in Suriname, for example through the signing of an agreement 

which the indigenous leaders of West Suriname presented to them (interview, VIDs 

Consultant 1). A BMS representative stated that he was aware that the communities 

wanted the companies to advocate for land rights on their behalf, but that was not BMS’ 
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role and he did not want to adversely affect government relations. The NSI responded 

by reporting that in fact as a member of the ICMM, the companies are “in a position to 

comment on the land rights situation and to encourage the Government of Suriname to 

address and resolve this issue” (Weitzner 2008, 6).  Weitzner (2008) draws from Principle 

3 (see Table 11) of the ICMM 2003 guidelines, as well as the more recent May 2008 

ICMM position statement on mining and indigenous peoples, which states that the 

companies should be “Encouraging governments where appropriate to participate in 

alleviating and resolving any problems or issues faced by Indigenous Peoples near 

mining operations” (ICMM 2008 quoted in Weitzner 2008), where land rights would 

constitute such an issue.  

 

4.10 Conclusions and Discussion 
 

This study suggested that neoliberal projects provide opportunities, challenges, 

and constraints for indigenous peoples in particular contexts. First, these projects 

provided governance opportunities for civil society and non-state actors, in opening up 

new spaces for the exercise of political power (see Perreault 2005).  This was done by 

drawing from international guidelines, and exposing the disconnect between those  

guidelines and their application in specific locales. The NGOs in West Suriname 

strategically matched the scale of their tactics (emphasizing international guidelines) to 
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the scale of the actors they were engaging (multinational companies). The NGOs in this 

study held the mining companies accountable to international guidelines primarily with 

respect to consultation and communication issues. This involved trying to get the 

mining companies to inform indigenous leaders about what was happening at each 

stage of the mining project, and to include them in any discussions. Most importantly, 

the NGOs wanted indigenous leaders to be granted a critical decision-making role in the 

mining project. As such, this study was also about the NGOs trying to open up spaces 

within neoliberal governance for indigenous communities.   

Neoliberal projects can therefore lead to improvements in social and 

environmental governance (Bakker 2004; Perreault 2005), especially where there was 

minimal governance before. These improvements, and the inroads made with 

indigenous participation in a major development project, were not only factors of NGO 

intervention however, but also changing times. In the 1970s and first attempts at mining 

the area, the companies made little or no effort at consulting with indigenous villagers; 

many villagers were evacuated from their homes and their agricultural plots were 

destroyed, with minimal awareness of what was happening. The companies have 

changed their behaviors over time, which may also relate to how much more 

‘international’ they’ve become, and the introduction of international guidelines in 

attempts to regulate their activities. 
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However, NGO governance opportunities also proved challenging, some more 

than others. While the companies attempted some consultations with the community 

leaders, and provided more information to the communities when pressured, 

indigenous peoples were still not granted any real decision-making power. This was 

most aptly illustrated with the principle of free, prior, and informed consent which the 

companies were not willing to abide by. Thus, the industries demonstrated a variable, 

uneven, and inconsistent commitment to governance according to how NGOs believed 

they should be governing.  

Inconsistent commitment to governance on the part of industry was partially a 

function of the international guidelines which were, in some cases, vague and subject to 

interpretation. Thus, the NGOs interpreted them according to their own priorities and 

visions which the companies could then dispute because of the amorphousness of the 

guidelines. The other challenge for the NGOs in holding the companies accountable to 

international guidelines was the fact that these were guidelines, and therefore not legally 

binding on the companies.  

In addition to these governance challenges, there was a significant and 

overriding institutional constraint; the multinational companies were still very much 

tied to state laws and operating within a specific geographic and political domain. They 

made this very explicit to the NGOs, particularly with respect to the principle of free, 

prior, and informed consent, and the land rights issue.  While rural areas do have the 
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potential to provide some of the best prospects for NGO influence and new forms of 

governance because they represent spaces at the outer reaches of state control (Watts 

2003; Perreault and Martin 2005, 197), these ‘rural spaces’ are also still government 

owned and controlled in Suriname, making them very much within the reach of state 

control. In addition, they are the frontiers of neoliberalism in Suriname, and hold the 

most potential for the development of the nation’s economy. These factors also then 

constitute the interior as a ‘space of investment’ in which the state holds a keen 

economic interest. So while the state was virtually absent in one way (in regulating 

mining), it was very present in another (through ownership of lands and resources and 

development promotion).  

Comparisons with how these companies operate, and the responses of NGOs in 

more developed countries with stronger governments is worthy of future research. State 

strength in these cases may serve to support indigenous communities and enforce 

environmental standards, with hybrid governance arrangements taking place more 

between the government and communities, rather than the companies and communities.  

For example, Pinkerton et al. (2008) documented the emergence of innovative hybrid 

governance arrangements over forest management in British Columbia, Canada, as a 

result of neoliberal reforms; these governance arrangements were made up of 

communities and the state, not NGOs and industry. In another case, BHP Diamonds Inc. 

aimed to mine diamonds on indigenous lands in the Northwest Territories, Canada and 
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the territorial government ordered the company to grant the same weight to traditional 

knowledge in its environmental assessments (Stevenson 1996). International companies 

appear then to alter how they behave according to the contexts they’re operating in and 

the types of encounters with local and extra local actors. This is illustrated in the 

following quote about BHP Billiton’s actions in Australia: 

You know in Australia, BHP for years worked very badly, and then OXFAM managed to get 

them in line so they behaved good in Australia.  Within Australia BHP is doing good, working 

like it should, but outside Australia it should also work good.  So that’s why we contacted 

OXFAM and said, ‘hey here in Suriname they are misbehaving and they know damn well how 

they have to work!’ Then OXFAM can go and talk to BHP and say, ‘what are you doing in 

Suriname, what’s going on?’  (VIDs Consultant 1) 

 

While the companies will always try to maximize their own benefits as a profit focused 

entity, they are also forced to negotiate their positions, and make trade-offs, in relation 

to other actors. The ways in which they go about this, and the actors they engage with, 

vary across nation states and localities. This reaffirms neoliberalism as very much an 

uneven process playing out differently, and producing different outcomes, according to 

context. 

An important question remains from this study, tied to the importance of the 

context and dynamics of environmental social governance for understanding the future 

trajectory of mineral production in Suriname.  It is possible that NGO intervention could 

have contributed to the suspension of the Bakhuys bauxite mining project, which could 

also deter future foreign multinationals from investing in Suriname, particularly because 
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of the ongoing and unresolved land rights issue. Ongoing negotiations with the NGOs 

and indigenous community leaders could have been factors in delaying an agreement 

between the government and companies; causation however, cannot be determined. 

While Suriname may be an attractive neoliberal space partly because of the lack of 

indigenous land rights (and being the only country in the Western hemisphere where 

this is the case).  At the same time, this very fact (and the hard line taken by indigenous 

rights organizations in negotiations) makes for a hotbed of indigenous politics that 

investment companies may not want to deal with, thus complicating, and perhaps 

delaying, future neoliberal projects. Thus, indigenous communities would not have the 

benefits of jobs and infrastructure accompanying these projects, but nor would they 

have to worry as much about infringements on their traditional rights. Confirmation for 

these possibilities would require, and is worthy of future research.
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5. Conclusions 

This dissertation presented research documenting indigenous encounters with 

and responses to conservation and development activities in Suriname. The first 

manuscript (Chapter 2) explored how the national indigenous rights organization 

known as the VIDs aided community decision making through networking, the use of 

scale, and information politics. The result was the West Suriname communities’ final 

decision to reject a protected area and thereby retain access to resources on their 

traditional lands. In the second manuscript (Chapter 3), community leaders and the 

VIDs employed identity politics to challenge the same conservation agenda, as well as a 

long established protected area near communities in East Suriname. Framing strategies 

emphasizing indigenous rights were also employed by the VIDs in efforts to buffer the 

West Suriname communities’ interests in the material benefits of large scale mining. The 

final manuscript (Chapter 4) provided an analysis of how both the VIDs and an 

international development NGO attempted to take on a governance role and ‘discipline 

capital’ (Himley 2008; Emel 2002) in the case of large scale mining. This was done 

through holding multinationals accountable to international principles and guidelines 

concerning how companies should be working with indigenous peoples. While the 
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companies altered their practices in some instances, they did not grant real decision 

making power to the communities. 

 

5.1 Communities, NGOs, and Strategic Responses 

This research told a story about local communities situated within a 

conservation-development nexus and standing at the front lines of significant 

environmental and social change. There were both challenges and opportunities were 

with these dual encounters. Challenges included understanding the nature of the 

problem and impacts of these encounters; challenges in knowing how to confront and 

manage them; and challenges in implementing effective responses to these encounters. 

There were also opportunities, however, that comprised knowledge and awareness 

building; dynamic identity expression; solidarity building, and material gain.                      

Community responses to these important changes were being navigated with the 

help of NGO counterparts, and their networks, which could 1) point them towards the 

larger issue of land rights; 2) help communities to articulate their interests more 

strategically; 3) aid communities in negotiating and promoting their rights; and 4) 

provide information and resources to them. Communities were therefore attached to, 

and nestled within, broader processes of indigenous rights advocacy that extended well 

beyond the local site of decision making and governance. These strong linkages help us 
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to understand responses, decision making, and governance at the local level as multi-

scalar and shaped through networks constituted around rights, identity, and solidarity 

as well as overall support for indigenous peoples. In addition, it reveals the unfolding of 

the larger indigenous rights movement in national and local contexts, and how it gets 

reshaped by indigenous agents and the situations they’re encountering.  

The NGOs and the employment of dynamic strategies were central to this story. 

The VIDs stood out in all three studies in its critical role as strategizer, knowledge 

broker, and rights advocate. The VIDs was a powerful intermediary amongst the 

communities and conservation, government, and industry actors. Most notably, the 

adaptive strategies the VIDs used demonstrated dynamic and creative responses to 

different circumstances that the communities were facing. The dynamism of these 

strategies were made apparent in a number of ways.  

First, the strategies employed appealed to both the international political and 

legal context of indigenous rights (Chapters 2, 3, 4), as well as the cultural context of 

indigenous identity construction (Chapter 3).  The former primarily entailed drawing 

information and relevant details from international rights declarations and conventions-

a product of the global indigenous rights movement- in bringing awareness to the 

communities about their rights, made most evident in Chapter 2. Chapter four 

illustrated how NGOs strategically selected politically relevant information from 
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international mining principles regarding community involvement in mining projects. 

Appealing to the wider cultural context of frame production, evident in Chapter 3, 

meant community leaders and the VIDs selected frames from broader discourses 

emphasizing indigenous peoples as environmental stewards, a legacy of the indigenous-

environmentalist movement alignment. These strategies were therefore connected to 

broader contexts, and relied on NGO awareness of those political, legal, and cultural 

contexts, and how they could be most effectively applied to specific events the 

communities were encountering.  

Second, these strategies were also tailored to the opportunities provided to the 

communities. In the case of the proposed protected area, resistance was a viable option; 

the communities were provided with and took advantage of information and frames 

channeled through the VIDs that 1) helped them arrive at a decision to resist 

(documented in Chapter 2) and 2) provided support for that resistance in ways that 

would resonate with the actors they were countering (documented in Chapter 3). 

Overall, this resistance also demonstrated the conservation encounter to perhaps be a 

less commanding one in comparison with the development encounter, and one more 

amenable to community decision making power. Resistance to mining was also never an 

option provided to the communities, however. As such, strategies that facilitated the 
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NGOs and communities in negotiating their interests and governing the mining project 

were used.       

Third, the costs and benefits associated with the different events in this research 

also contributed to strategic variation and adaptive responses. The proposed protected 

area at Kaboeri Creek appeared to provide only costs in the form of restricting the 

communities’ access to resources. In addition, it was associated with a historical legacy 

of nature reserves and indigenous oppression in Suriname. The potential benefits that 

could have been accrued to the communities, for example through co-management 

arrangements and ecotourism ventures, were not deemed to be acceptable trade-offs. 

This was especially apparent in light of what was learned from the Galibi leaders’ 

experiences with co-management and nature reserves (Chapter 2). Restricting outsiders 

from accessing the area through protected area establishment was also not considered a 

worthy trade-off for loss of resource access. Thus, the most viable strategies were those 

that helped to support outright resistance to the reserve. Interpreted in this way, the 

protected area was largely a challenge, rather than an opportunity for the communities. 

In contrast, the mining project presented more opportunities the communities, primarily 

in the form of material benefits. This was through both jobs and infrastructure, and the 

future potential for leasing traditional lands to resource companies. Thus, negotiation 
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again, rather than resistance, was the more appropriate strategy; though as previously 

stated, it was also the only one available them.        

Finally, the strategies were tailored to the actor being encountered, those actors’ 

interests, and their scalar positioning. For example, environmental stewardship 

resonates well with conservation actors. In contrast, development actors were thought to 

be more responsive to strategies that exposed their lack of commitment to principles 

regarding corporate social and environmental responsibility (see Emel 2002). With both 

circumstances, the strategy of jumping scales employed by the VIDs effectively matched 

the scale of the conservation and development actors themselves who are both 

internationally based and vulnerable to international politics and human rights 

standards.  

 

5.2 Positioning Conservation and Development Actors  

This research also demonstrated how the actors being encountered positioned 

themselves. The state showed itself to be a constant and overriding presence in this 

research, primarily as a constraint, but with room for maneuvering on occasion. In some 

cases, the state positioned itself more visibly than others. The state was directly involved 

with negotiations, and held the authority to respect the communities’ decision to reject 

the reserve at Kaboeri Creek. It was this case, and the state’s actions to respect the 
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communities’ decision, which most aptly illustrated its maneuverability. The state was 

also very present, but positioned as a co-management partner, in the case of Galibi-an 

arrangement with which the Galibi community leaders continue to be dissatisfied (see 

Chapter 3). The state was also very present in the past, through the historical legacy of 

nature reserve establishment where community leaders were not consulted (Chapters 2 

and 3). Chapters 2 and 3 demonstrated that this ‘past presence’ continues to plague 

current relations with indigenous peoples. The other conservation actor in this story, 

WWF-Guianas, primarily positioned itself as a funder (for the protected area in West 

Suriname and ecotourism projects in East Suriname), and had limited engagement with 

the communities (though more so with Galibi than West Suriname). This organization 

did not position itself as a negotiator in either West or East Suriname, but instead stood 

backstage and most likely influenced the state’s negotiating position (though precisely 

how they may have done this was not explored in this dissertation research).   

          In contrast, Chapter 4 made evident how in the case of mining, the state 

primarily chose to position itself ‘off stage’; community negotiations took place with the 

companies, and the companies had the power to determine whether, and to what 

degree, to involve the communities. While the mining concession was originally granted 

by the Surinamese government to the companies (a significant action), it retained a 

background role thereafter. The NGOs and communities most likely would have 
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preferred that the state position itself more prominently in the form of governance and 

regulation of the mining sector, rather than solely facilitating that latter’s entry into the 

interior. State positioning with mining reflects it’s interests in profit making and 

development, rather than environmental and social protections. Instead, BMS and 

Suralco positioned themselves as the negotiators (with pressure from the NGOs) but 

only within the bounds of certain issues (e.g. concerning indigenous participation in the 

mining project). The companies tried not to position themselves as political agents i.e. by 

engaging with the land rights issue, though this is a position that the NGOs and 

communities would have preferred that they take up. Instead, they positioned 

themselves directly within the constraints set by the nation state, and were unwilling to 

deviate from that role.           

          Nowhere was the state’s positioning, and presence, more obvious than 

with the issue of land rights, the overriding issue of the indigenous rights movement in 

Suriname. Land ownership in the interior meant that the state continued to impose a 

dominant constraint, and retain a more powerful position relative to the indigenous 

groups in their encounters with conservation and development. However, despite the 

state’s refusal (thus far) to grant land rights, indigenous groups did not become state 

‘subjects,’ but rather they managed to generate their own forms of political agency, and 

power-features which ran throughout the three dissertation manuscripts. This political 
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agency manifest itself through the use of international networks, strategic information 

dissemination, framing devices drawn from the larger movement, and accountability 

politics that relied on the vulnerability of international reputations. Indigenous groups 

thus demonstrated the ability to generate political agency primarily through 

international political actors and spaces in attempts to overcome the power of, and 

significant constraints put in place by the Suriname state.  

 

5.3 Theoretical Linkages 

Distinct, yet also overlapping theories framed the dissertation manuscripts. This 

included the scalar politics framework outlined in Chapter 2. In Chapter 3 scalar politics 

was also evident in terms of how scale was harnessed by the community leaders and the 

VIDs by drawing from indigenous images that have been used by indigenous 

movements in other national contexts.  Chapter 4 demonstrated how the NGOs utilized 

scale by strategically calling attention to the international context in which the industries 

were situated, and the political and economic vulnerability associated with that in terms 

of industry reputation and future opportunities for these companies to invest in other 

nations.  

Accountability politics is another theory that is not isolated to Chapter 4, but 

resonates throughout the dissertation with respect to the land rights issue. The VIDs has 
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continually tried to hold the Surinamese government accountable to international rights 

declarations and conventions that it has signed and/or ratified. This includes the UN 

Declaration on the Rights of Indigenous Peoples which Suriname has signed, but with 

reservations, and the UN Convention on Elimination of All forms of Racial 

Discrimination (see Table 6). 

Another common thread was new social movement theory, and its integration 

with traditional movement theory. This integration was expressed throughout the 

manuscripts by different groups of participants related to their goals, strategies, and the 

events being encountered. The indigenous rights movement is typically characterized as 

a ‘new social movement’ because of its strong foundation in and focus on cultural 

identity recognition (Alvarez and Escobar 1992; Gunder, Frank and Fuentes 1990; Kriesi 

1988; Melucci 1989; Brysk 2000). This was representative of Chapter 3 and the identity 

politics strategy being used. However, the aim associated with this strategy was to retain 

access to resources in West Suriname, resources that sustain livelihoods. In utilizing the 

same strategy, material goals were also a concern of the East Suriname communities 

who desired a greater share of benefits from ecotourism and the co-management 

arrangement. These material goals were also evident with the West Suriname 

community leaders’ desire to profit from land rights, illustrated again in Chapter 3. 

These types of goals are associated with traditional social movements, or class based 
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movements, and the struggle for political and economic equality (Jasper 1997); as such, 

they are reflective of indigenous peoples’ position on the political and economic margins 

of Surinamese society. Material goals were not the only aims or concerns of movement 

participants, however, and the intervention of the VIDs reflected this. The VIDs was 

concerned not only with material benefits that the communities could obtain from the 

mining project, but also their rights to participate in negotiations, and to be recognized 

and respected as not simply stakeholders, but as rights holders (Chapter 4). These rights 

are linked to their status as indigenous peoples-a unique, powerful, and also politicized 

identity that holds internationally stipulated rights associated with it (see Chapter 1). 

Thus, cultural and ethnic recognition were important, but particularly in terms of the 

rights attached to that recognition; both of these elements are characteristic new social 

movement theory and traditional movement theory, and in reality, social movements 

often end up bridging the two (Alvarez and Escobar 1992; Alvarez, Dagnino, and 

Escobar 1998). The VIDs was critical in strategically using the conservation and 

development encounters to achieve aims and goals associated with these two types of 

movements, which contributed to understanding the indigenous rights movement as a 

unique local and national expression in Suriname.       
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5.4 Remaining Questions 

One of the more pressing questions that remains from this research is whether 

community capacity has been built, and is it something that can be sustained over the 

long term in encounters with conservation and development projects. Community 

empowerment and success was primarily attributed to NGO intervention, but there may 

be either limited or an absence of NGO presence in future encounters. The VIDs was 

already stretched very thin and had limited resources. In addition, there are only two 

other small indigenous rights organizations in Suriname that do not have the level of 

experience and expertise of VIDs’ personnel with respect to land rights. There is the 

potential that community leadership may gain strength and capacity through greater 

participation in international networks on the part of West Suriname community 

leaders, a process already begun. However, it remains unclear as to whether there are 

plans for the development of stronger local governance institutions.           

          This question brings up the larger issue of the dominance of the VIDs in this 

research, and the extent to which it drove the agenda (as opposed to the communities) in 

encounters with conservation and development. The expertise, experience, education, 

and networks that VIDs personnel had made it possible for the organization to lead and 

direct those encounters, while also trying to represent community interests. While the 

organization has made significant efforts to aid and support the communities it works 
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with, the VIDs also has its own political agenda centered on land rights. Thus, there was, 

and remains, the potential for community co-optation. Civil society involvement in these 

issues is rarely free of inequalities (see Smith 2001; Tilley 2002; Fisher 1997). Civil society 

intervention in, for example, large scale development projects does not automatically 

equate with ‘democracy’ or positive outcomes for the oppressed; this raises questions 

regarding who civil society is, their interests and associated degrees of power relative to 

those they seek to represent (McCarthy 2005). Civil society intervention has often been 

idealized with respect to neoliberal activities, but which “…gloss over enormous 

inequalities within and between groups, exaggerate the cohesiveness of voluntary 

associations, treat civil society as an actor rather than a terrain of struggle, treat very 

different groups as equivalent, and attribute to civil society democratic tendencies and 

capacities it may not possess” (Abrahamsen 2000; Hearn 2001; Joseph 2002: 114; 

McCarthy 2005: 1008).  This quote speaks most pointedly to NGO dominance in the 

mining negotiations in West Suriname and their prominent governance role. An 

unintended consequence of pursuing their own rights based agenda, for example, may 

have been delays and ultimately the suspension of the project and loss of potential jobs 

and other benefits for the communities.  

Another question linked to the above, concerns whether community capacity 

will be tested with the return of attempts at negotiation for the Kaboeri Creek Nature 
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Reserve. According to interviews with WWF representatives, there is the potential for 

continued negotiations, but with the aim of implementing a Multiple Use Management 

Area (MUMA-see Table 1 in Chapter 1). In particular, if future studies on otter 

populations are conducted and show the population at Kaboeri Creek to be decreasing, 

then there may be renewed and more aggressive attempts to establish a protected area. 

As chapters 2 and 3 illustrated, however, community leaders were resolved not to 

consider a protected area without legal land titles. This resolve could change if mining 

plans remain on hold, with no jobs therefore available in the mining sector. Ecotourism 

as an income generating activity may then become a more attractive option, and this 

would mean that a protected area at Kaboeri Creek may have to be implemented; 

interviews with West Suriname community leaders revealed that WWF-Guianas would 

not provide loans for ecotourism projects without the establishment of a protected area. 

Mining could still return to West Suriname in the near future though, and with new 

multinational investment companies. The negotiation process would therefore have to 

begin anew, though with more experienced indigenous leaders. Their progress with 

negotiations would depend on not only their own capacity, but also the amenability of 

the new companies to their demands.  

The granting of legal land titles would of course, change the nature of the 

negotiations both with conservation and development actors. This could become more, 
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or less, of a reality with upcoming presidential elections in 2010. Even while legal land 

titles are currently the focus of the indigenous rights movement in Suriname, however, 

the attainment of legal land rights may not necessarily be a panacea. As the government 

was already concerned (see Chapter 2), land titles could result in forms of ethnic conflict 

with indigenous peoples in Suriname who are already a very marginalized and poorly 

understood ethnic group. This is especially true in a country comprising such a high 

number of diverse ethnic groups, even while most are concentrated in urban areas and 

not the interior. Chapter 1 made note of how indigenous peoples have been granted 

land claims in other South American countries, a regional example which the 

Surinamese government could follow. However, there have been problems with the 

enforcement of such claims in practice. This included the labor intensive process of 

demarcating indigenous lands in Brazil (Stocks 2005) as well as problems in preventing 

outsider encroachment once claims have been established, as is the case in Ecuador 

(Egan 1996). In addition, there is no guarantee that subsurface rights would be granted in 

Suriname, thereby preventing communities from profiting from mining extraction. Were 

subsurface rights granted, there is still the question of how well the communities would 

be able to negotiate with the companies when the stakes are significant financial profit, 

an area in which the communities lack experience; this might provide another 

opportunity for the VIDs and its international networks to intervene. With these kinds of 
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stakes, the other issue concerns whether the profits would be managed equitably and 

fairly within the communities. New problems could arise with inequitable distribution 

of benefits amongst community members, thereby entrenching and exacerbating 

existing socio-political hierarchies.  These are all important questions and issues that this 

research raises, and which may prompt further research in the future.    

 

5.5 Future Research 

There are a number of future research avenues that are worth pursuing based on 

the findings from this dissertation research. This includes long-term, follow up studies 

of the communities and the VIDs, and any future encounters with conservation and 

development. In addition to these follow-up studies, there is potential for a future 

ethnographic study on intra-community decision making processes in encounters with 

conservation and development projects. This dissertation research was focused on 

leaders, leaders of communities and leaders of national movements and organizations. 

These leaders were critical, as they stood at the forefront of negotiations and interactions 

with conservation and development actors. They also sought to represent a wider 

constituency of indigenous peoples in these interactions. However, their ‘script’ was also 

the only one visible, while the background script of the intra-community decision 

making process remained hidden. Thus, only certain perspectives were made evident 
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with this research. Significant questions regarding, for example, whether all community 

members understand and support land rights, the protected area, and the mining 

operation remain unanswered from this research.   

Another research avenue would be to conduct an organizational ethnography of 

the VIDs. Exploring the everyday realities, interactions, challenges, and decision making 

process of personnel working within this organization would aid in further 

understanding of how such an organization operates. Additionally, there is research to 

be undertaken on the international organizations with which the VIDs networks; this 

could entail pursuing questions such as how these organizations decide to carry out 

projects in particular locales, and the extent to which they drive the agenda of those 

projects.  

Finally, these issues of indigenous rights and the challenges and opportunities 

presented with protected areas and development are not isolated to Suriname; such 

scenarios are playing out in many other parts of the world, though they take on unique 

configurations in those places. At the same time, indigenous peoples sit at the social, 

political and economic margins of many of these societies and stand to take on the 

greatest costs associated with protected areas and development. Future comparative 

studies with other national contexts would be useful; how NGOs and industry work 
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with indigenous peoples in these contexts, and how the state positions itself in very 

different political and economic structures would be interesting comparisons to pursue.  

The future remains uncertain for indigenous peoples in Suriname, but what is 

certain are the combination of complex challenges and opportunities that they will 

continue to face through encounters with conservation and development projects. How 

they respond to and engage with these projects, and the outcomes of such efforts, holds 

relevance for indigenous communities in Suriname and across the globe, as well as the 

environments in which they reside. This was one study, a piece of a bigger picture, and 

of a larger story that will continue to evolve and take shape, providing the impetus for 

future scholarship and inquiry.  
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