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Research Questions

– How	VSM	could	support	an	assessment	of	self-governance	in	communities	
aiming	to	develop	in	a	sustainable	way?

– Exploratory	research		on	self-governance	in	an	indigenous	 association	of	
communities	 in	the	Amazon	 jungle

– How	the	challenges	of	inter-organisational governance	 in	a	multi-cultural	context	are	
clarified	through	 a	cybernetic	intervention?



Methodology

– Creative	choice	of	methods:

– Self-transformation	methodology	 - (Espinosa	&	Walker,	2016,	in	press)

– Boundary	critique,	 	VSM,	Rich	pictures	+	social	cartography

– Improved		self-transformation	methodology,	

– useful	 for	dealing	with	the	variety	of	a	multi-cultural	context,	supported	by	expert	
facilitation-



The Systemic Intervention

– Highly	participatory		discussion

– +	Expert	mode	V&S	analysis	of		main	dilemmas	and	paradoxes	of	self-
governance	for	sustainability	

– Participants	have		begun	to	identify	and	implement		urgent	changes	to	their	
governance	structures



Literature Review

– Systemic	methodologies	 contributions	to	support	communities	 exploring	their	(sustainable)	development	 options

– COR	‘grand	challenges’	 - how	to	develop	a	sustainable	society	(e.g.	regarding	food	and	water	security)	(Johnson	&	
Smilowitz (2008)

– Considerable	interest	 in		COR	in	developing	countries,	 	to	support	issues	of	poverty	reduction	and	sustainability	(White	et	
al	(2011)	)

– Increased	interest	 in	complex	systems	approaches	on	businesses	and	societies	 sustainability	 	(Paucar-Caceres	&	Espinosa,	
2011).

– Gap	in	governance	studies:	studies	to	explain		sustainability	challenges	and	the	tensions	they	bring	to	hold	on	power	
(Tihanyi,	Graffin,	&	George	(2014)	)

– The	eco-system	approach	(Walter	&	Toews,	2010)

– How	COR	approaches	may	support	democratic	and	participative	decision	making,	and	changes	in	the	organisational
structure	that	may	enable	coordination	and	cohesion	within	community	organisations (Midgley and	Ochoa-Arias,	1999;	
2004;	Tacket &	White,	2000)

– Apart	from	few	exceptions,	there	is		limited	evidence	 of	how	participatory	and	facilitated	approaches	help	actors	to	
address	complex	and	uncertain	problem	situations	during	COR	interventions



VSM and Governance

– The	Cybsersyn project		aiming	at	redesigning	the	governance	structures	in	Chile	(Schwaninger	
(2006a,	2006b,	2012),	Medina	(2006),	Espejo (2009;	2015),	and	Leonard	(2015)	

– The	Viability	of	Societies	(Stokes,	2006)

– Societal	viability	and	governance	(Turke	(2008)	)
– Schwaninger	(2012;	2015):	VSM	to	analyse governance	issues	in	a	Swiss	county

– Espejo &	Mendiwelso (2011)		active	citizenship	for	effective		organisational structures	dealing	
with	policy.

– Toolkit	on	self-governance	for	sustainability	(Espinosa	&	Walker,	2011,	2016;	Espinosa,	2015)	+	
applications:	
– in	the	ecovillage	 in	Ireland	(Espnosa &	Walker,	2013).

– in	a	food	cooperative	in	Denmark	(Tavella &	Papadopoulos,	2014.
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A truly ecological society based 
upon a systemic self-governance 

structure

Each	ethnic	group		has	a	place	of	
origin,	- given	to	them	at	the	
beginning	of	time:	
Their	destiny	is	to	manage	the	
resources,	original	knowledge	
and	spirituality	of	their	territory,	
by	sharing	and	nurturing	its	
biodiversity.



Traditional Governance 
Structures

Governance	structures:
• World	Orderers:		highest	authority	ethnic	group.
• Kubus:	highest	authority	 in	each	community:	 	

guide	and	protect		through	 	ritual	practices,	
prescriptions	and	advice.	knowledge	of	the	
territory,	 	respect	for	the	‘ecological	calendar’,	

• Maintenance	and	use	of	sacred	sites	allow	natural	
resources	to	continue	 their	cycle,	and	for	the	
region	 to	maintain	its	bio-diversity

Colombian	constitution	of	1991,		guaranteed	the	ability	to	govern	themselves	according	to	their	own	traditions.



The Maloka

“Maloka”:	the	heart,	from	which	the	territory	is	
managed,	as	a	pattern	of	relationships	between	
everything	 that	exists.	
Malokero	organises and	leads	the	ceremonies	Kubu	
guides	 the	processes	of	growth,	
and	development,	 through	 	the	'word	of	origin'.	
‘Ecological	Calendar’	and	rituals:	mirror			the	cycles	of	
nature:	sophisticated	spiritual	management	system

(	spiritual	sustenance	and	sustainability	of	 the	
community)



Their Ecological Charter

– All	of	nature,	visible	and	invisible,	 is	seen	as	a	
community	of	social	beings	who	are	related	by	a	
system	of	rights	and	obligations	and	governed	by	the	
principles	of	partnership	and	reciprocity

– All	illnesses and	ailments	that	afflict	people	are	seen	
as	the	result	of	the	destruction	of	this	system	of	
rights	and	obligations.	

– Cures depend	on	the	time,	connectivity	of	the	
rhythms	of	the	cosmos,	nature	and	human	activities,	
everyday	rituals,	growth	and	development.	

– These	rhythms	involve	the	four	major	annual	periods:	
growing	season,	time	of	worms,	time	of	wild	fruits	
and	‘Yuruparí’	time



ACAIPI

– Public	entity	with	its	own	legal	and	territorial	
jurisdiction,	its	own	assets	and	administrative	
autonomy

– Women,	men	and	young	adults	from	all	
communities		elect	a	“Captain”	as	their	
spokesman	at	the	General	Assembly	of	
Traditional	Authorities



Sustainable Governance vs. 
the VSM

– Sustainability	as	‘sustained	viability’,	(Espinosa	&	Walker,	2011,	2016)
– the	capacity	to	create,	test,	and	maintain	adaptive	capability.	Holling	(2001)	

– Governance	
– the	organisational	patterns	of	interaction	(structure),	emerging	through	developing	joint	tasks	using	specific	

strategies	and	mechanisms,	to	develop	adaptive	capabilities.

– A	community
– a	complex	system,	which	co-evolve	with	its	socio-ecological	system,	as	a	result	of	self-organised	and	formal	

interactions	among	its	agents	(Andrade	et	al,	2012).	

– A	viable	and	sustainable	community	is	one	that	
– is	able	to	keep	a	balanced	(healthy)	relationship	with	its	socio	economic	and	environmental	niche,	

– A	societal	governance	system	
– needs	to	cope	with	the	complexity	of	recurrent	interactions	between	the	society	and	its	niche.	



Self governance in 
a SES

– SES	patterns	of	recurrent	
interactions	result	from	

– formally	established	community	
governance	structures,	and

– informal	 recurrent	interactions	
among	community	members,	

– over	their	shared	history	of	co-
development	in	their	socio	
ecological	systems.	



The (adapted) Self 
Transformation Methodology



Field work

– Clarifying	the	boundaries

– Representatives	from	3	ethnic	groups:

– Tatuyo,	Eduria	and	Barasano	

– fourteen	(out	of	twenty-eight)	communities:	

– different	sizes	(5	small,	3	medium,	 and	6	large)

– Data	collection

– rich	pictures	and	social	cartography	tools	with	our	VSM	inspired	questions,	 for	the	
data	collection



Self governance questions (examples)

– Co-evolution	with	their	niche
– How	do	you	focus	Community	action	on	critical	issues	for	sustainability?

– When	there	is	a	critical	situation,	how	effective	are	decisions?	How	well	informed	
are	decisions?	How	are	they	made?	Which	roles	are	involved?

– Does	the	community	take	collective	decisions	about	its	future?	When	and	how	
are	these	issues	are	discussed?	Who	are	those	involved	in	such	decisions

– ….

– Autonomy	and	cohesion
– What	roles	are	responsible	for	health	issues,	education	and	self	- governance	

within	your	community?













Data analyses (example)



Examples of diagnostic points (community)

– Planning	
– as	there	are	too	many	people	involved,	they	don’t	do	joint	planning	to	coordinate	

activities	or	projects;	they	only	do	rituals	planning	jointly.	(San	Miguel)

– no	joint	planning	at	all	(San	Luis)

– communities	are	too	disparate;	the	traditional	authorities	are	absent	most	of	the	time	
(Tatu)

– Community	work	to	prepare	‘Mingas’	(D2)
– Because	of	difficulties	coordinating,	each	family	works	independently	since	2016	

(Piedra	Ñi)

– There	are	four	neighbourhoods:	the	representative	from	each	one	coordinate	the	
mingas	for	those	families	who	request	support	to	clean	their	‘chagras’	(San	Miguel)



Examples of diagnostic points (SSE)

– Rituals	(D1).	Not	all	the	young	men	or	women	are	receiving	the	‘Yurupari’.	As	all	children	are	
living	in	the	school	they	abandoned	the	traditional	‘one	year	diet’.

– Lack	of	Support	to	authorities	(D2):	Captains	do	not	have	the	official	support	from	other	
sectors,	to	coordinate	the	activities	developed	in	the	community	(i.e.	rituals.	Dances,	‘chagras’	
cleaning).	The	relationships	between	Malokero,	Kubu	and	Captain	are	unclear,	and	Captains	
have	no	power	to	deal	with	political	aspects	of	ACAIPI.

– Lack	of	Governance	(D3).	The	Assembly	of	Captains	do	not	include	the	~Kubus,	so	there	isn’t	a	
balance	between	traditional	and	intercultural	issues.	

– Lack	of	food	and	resources	for	community	rituals	(D7).	There	isn’t	enough	food	and	‘mambe’	to	
share	with	the	community	in	the	rituals;	People	don’t	attend	meetings	or	send	representatives	
to	the	meetings.



VSM diagnosis (examples… community)

– Regarding	Food	security:	The	
evolving	social	structures	is	leaving	
a	serious	gap	regarding	people’s	
capability	for	self-sufficiency	in	
food	production:

– The	Chagras	have	traditionally	been	
managed	by	women,

– Losing	the	‘minga	’leaves	the	
community	 food	security	system	
extremely	fragile



VSM Diagnosis (examples SES level)

– There	are	no	proper	mechanisms	
for	resource	negotiation	(the	
Captain	decides	on	behalf	of	the	
community	once	the	resources	are	
given	to	him)

– Other	roles	like	the	Rain	Maker,	the	
Dream	Maker,	the	Seed	Mother,	
etc.	not	preserved	in	some	
communities.	



Summary of self governance 
dilemmas- community
– Traditional	food	production	schemes	should	be	strengthened	(e.g.	mingas),	because	in	some	communities	there	is	lack	of	labour force	

to	produce	at	the	levels	required	by	the	community.

– Providing	education	on	 traditional	food	production	 in	schools,	could	help	minimize	emerging	food	security	problems	and	improve	the	
diet.

– Need	to	re-establish	respect	for	the	Kubus,	their	traditions	and	rituals	among	the	youth.

– Need	to	review	the	education	budget	and	to	ensure	that	activities	such	as	cleaning	are	taken	more	back	by	the	Community.	

– Need	to	limit	the	use	of	the	digital	kiosk	and	Internet	to	moments	of	leisure	and	to	ban	them	when	there	are	other community	
activities	need	to	be	undertaken

– Need	for	more	transparency	in	the	management	of	community	resources	(e.g.	education	budget)	by	the	captains.

– In	order	to	restore	the	social	order,	 it’s	necessary	to	create	collective	spaces	for	Community	decision-making,	where	captains	and	
traditional	authorities	are	equally	represented	and	empowered.

– Community	members	should	be	educated	in	their	Life	Plan	and	cultural	identity	and	invited	to	participate	in	a	periodic	review

– New	and	clear	mechanisms	for	social	coexistence	need	to	be	designed:	i.e.	punitive	or	social	control	mechanisms	for	theft,	blackmail,	
violation,	lack	of	values.



Examples of VSM analyses of 
self governance dilemmas

– The	resources	allocated	by	the	Colombian	government	 – which	come	with	associated	supportive	 roles	for	the	
community	– bring	about	new	power	structures	that	are	not	aligned	with	the	traditional	ones	

– Increased	variety	of	the	external	environment:	 the	communities	 require,	(for	Requisite	Variety	or	RV)	an	
equivalent	increase	in	the	variety	of	the	systems	they	use,	to	be	viable	in	this	new	context	

– New	generations	are	more	interested	in	learning	about	the	white	world	and	culture	than	in	preserving	 the	
indigenous	 culture	

– The	regional	governance	structures	lack	requisite	variety	to	make	shared	decisions	on	some	of	the	primary	
community	activities	(chagras,	hunting	and	gathering,	 traditional	health	and	education)	

– The	organisational systems,	rituals	and	values	which	have	existed	for	millennia,	and	which	have	resulted	in	a	
stable,	sustainable	society	living	in	balance	with	its	natural	environment	are	still	in	place	but	are	significantly	
weaker	 ….etc



Discussion

– On	innovative	applications	of	COR

– an	example	of	how	the	systemic	intervention	supported	actors	in	addressing	
their	problem	situation,	which	empower	them	for	fostering	changes	to	improve	
their	governance	structures

– creatively	use	methods	to	enhance	the	communities’	social	processes	on	
learning	about	their	own	governance	structures.	

– alternative	way	to	dialogue	with	the	indigenous,	having	full	involvement	from	
them:	and	it	resulted	in	people’s	involvement	with	the	VSM	workshops,	which	
inspired	decisions	about	improvements	in	their	governance	structures



Discussion (cont’d)

– combine	rich	pictures	and	social	cartography	in	the	workshops,	to	make	sure	
participants	will	be	allowed	to	express	their	emotions	and	thoughts	on	their	
governance	structures

– Further	critical	analyses	of	margins,	ethics,	profanity,	ritual,	and	conflict,	as	
described	by	Midgley (2000,	p.	144) would	be	of	great	value,	

– widening	the	agenda	of	the	operational	research	community	by	suggesting	a	
structured	way	to	supporting	the	analysis	of	multi-governance	issues	in	an	
extremely	diverse	(and	divergent)	multi-cultural	context	using	an	improved	
systemic	methodology
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