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Executive Summary 
 
The Suriname Support for the Development of the Interior Project (SSDI) is a Technical 
Cooperation (TC) activity funded by the IADB to gather data for the development of the 
project loan proposal. The TC is executed by the Ministry of Regional Development of 
the Republic of Suriname. 
 
The TC has three components: Development Planning (SSDI 101), Collective Rights (SSDI 
102) and Institutional Strengthening (SSDI 103).    
 
SSDI 103, in turn, has three parts: strengthening of the Ministry of Regional 
Development, the NOGs and CBOs working in the interior, and the customary 
authorities. This report refers to the third objective: strengthening of the customary 
authorities.  
 
The second section of the report outlines the research methodology that was used.  
 
The third section of the report provides a brief research context. It describes the eco-
region of Suriname and the tribal community as well as the areas where they live. A 
brief overview of the origins of chieftaincy is presented. 
 
Section four describes the locality, social structure and political organization of the 
Maroon and Indigenous groups. The difference between the Maroon and Indigenous 
groups is pointed out. Among the Maroons chieftaincy is still intricately linked to the 
clan and lineage, whereas among the Indigenous groups the criteria and procedure of 
appointing a village chief does not necessarily require membership of a given clan or 
lineage.  
 
A key issue is raised here: in the process of legal formalization of the role and status of 
the customary chiefs, should the clan and linage system provide the framework for 
formalization, or should the village be recognized as the basic administrative unit? 
Among the Indigenous population the primacy of the village as administrative unit 
seems to be the preferred alternative, but this needs to be confirmed through 
consultations with the Indigenous communities and leaders. These policy decisions are 
logically prior to any effort to strengthen the customary authorities. Their new role 
needs to be defined so that a culturally appropriate training package can be prepared.  
 
Section five reviews the process of acculturation and the impact of external influences 
on the culture, governance, economy and social development of the tribal societies in 
Suriname. This review spans a period of over 300 years and describes the process of 
increasing acculturation as the coastal infrastructure is extended into the interior. The 
1950s are a critical decade, because the introduction of the outboard motor reduces 
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travel time to Paramaribo from the interior village from one or two weeks to a few days. 
The introduction or airfield reduced travel time even further, to one to two hours.  
 
This section concludes with a discussion of the position of Maroon and Indigenous 
person today, in terms of educational attainment in both the customary and western 
tradition. The greatest threat is the loss of customary culture, while insufficient western 
skills are acquired to sustain oneself in the western society and economy. This amounts 
to assimilation into poverty. It is suggested, instead, that both customary and western 
knowledge systems should be equally valued and that for the people of the interior 
combining the best of both worlds is the desired outcome.  
 
Section six provides an in-depth review of the role of chieftaincy today, from both the 
customary and from an acculturative perspective. The roles are assessed from six 
perspectives: governance, economy, social development, infrastructure, environment 
and natural resource and external relations. Along these six dimensions both the 
customary and introduced tasks are outlined. We arrived at a total of 92 tasks, which 
amounts to a staggering responsible for a single chief.  
 
A SWOT analysis was made of the roles of chiefs, revealing the strength, weaknesses, 
opportunities and threats. The lack of legal status is considered the main threat to the 
institutions of chieftaincy. Due to the lack of statutory authority the chiefs run into a 
wide range of problems, especially when dealing with the introduced institutions such 
as gold mining, timber extraction and other non-customary economic activities. It is 
suggested, moreover, that a balance needs to be struck between the preservation of 
customary culture and learning the skills to cope with the introduced institutions.           
 
In section seven it is concluded that the formation and development of the Indigenous 
and Maroon societies and the subsequent process of acculturation has left the 
customary village leader with two kinds of tasks: the more customary roles associated 
with traditional Indigenous and Maroon culture (protocol, funerals, conflict resolution, 
rituals etc.); and the roles associated with national government, the money economy 
and the more western oriented development institutions (western health, western 
education, economic development projects, environmental issues associated with 
resource extraction etc.).   
 
It is impossible for a small group of men and women to handle this varied and wide 
range of issues effectively and efficiently. From the assessment above it is evident that 
the chiefs are better equipped to deal with the more customary roles associated with 
traditional Indigenous and Maroon culture (protocol, funerals, conflict resolution, rituals 
etc.). They are less well equipped to deal with the introduced institutions of western 
culture. Therefore, the creation of a Village Sustainable Development Platform was 
suggested to assist the chiefs in the varied and technical development tasks.  
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The platform could consist of teachers, nurses, members of CBOs and other private 
sector persons with skills and expertise that can contribute to the management and 
development of the village. This platform will be at the service of the chiefs, and one or 
more village chiefs should have a seat in the platform and perhaps even chair it.  
 
The platform also prepares an annual village development plan. Via the chiefs in the 
village council this plan is then presented to the Local Council of the Resort in which the 
village is located (Ressortraad, RR). The Local Council, in turn presents these plans to the 
District Council (Districtsraad, DR), which in turn, merges the various resort plans into a 
single annual district development plan. This district plan is then presented to the 
executive branch of the local government (districtsbestuur). From here the district plan 
goes to the Ministry of Regional Development which, with these documents, formulates 
its contribution to the Multi-year National Development Plan (MOP) of the Republic of 
Suriname.   
 
With regard to sustainable development planning, through this trajectory each village in 
the interior is thus linked to the national administration. Moreover, this model 
harmonized the functions and relations between the institutions of customary and 
national local government.  
 
The recommendations also suggest that the process of capacity building and training 
need not be put on hold until the policy decisions have been made about the future 
role, status and linkages of the various institutions of local government. There are a 
number of generic training needs that have been identified and can be executed in the 
short term. These include training on: 
 

1. Tasks, decision making, local ordinances and administration 

1.1 Functions of the executive and legislative chiefs  
1.2 Function of the Village Judicial Council    
1.3 Village administration (Village Administrative Office) 
 

2. Community development planning (Village Sustainable Development Platform) 
 

3. Project planning, formulation and management 

3.1 Project planning, preparing budgets and fundraising (VSDP) 
3.2 Project execution (Executive Chiefs and VSDP) 
3.3 Monitoring and follow-up for projects (Village Assembly) 
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1.  The Assignment  
 
The SSDI project has three components: 
 

101 Development Planning (related to the interior) 
102 Collective rights (land rights, tenure and use, mapping and traditional 

authorities) 
103 Institutional strengthening (Ministry of RO, Traditional authorities and Local 

Organizations and NGOs) 
 
Within component 103 there is a task that calls for the assessment of the training needs and 
interests of the traditional authorities. When this assessment is completed the results are to be 
used to develop a training plan, which is to be implemented.  
 
In order to make an assessment of the training needs of the traditional authorities of the tribal 
communities in the interior of Suriname one has to first have  
 

 A good appreciation of the socio-cultural context in which the institutions of chieftaincy 
are imbedded;  

 an appreciation of the historical origin of these institutions  

 an in-depth understanding of the customary role and status of the traditional 
authorities;  

 the subsequent developments this institution has gone through during the past decades 
and even centuries;   

 a good appreciation of the challenges faced today by members of the institutions of 
chieftaincy, including the non-customary roles that have to be played by chiefs; and 

 together with the key stakeholders and traditional authorities the Ministry of Regional 
development needs to develop a vision and mission statement outlining the future role 
for the traditional authorities of the tribal societies in the interior of Suriname.  

 
Once this basic information has been outlined, and a vision and mission statement has been 
formulated we can turn to  
 

 the assessment of the training needs of the traditional authorities, 

 the development of appropriate training materials and tools, and 

 the execution of the relevant training programs 

2.  Method   
 

Baseline studies in ten interior villages provided the basic input for the Development Planning 
Component and the chieftaincy part of the Institutional Development Component. Both 
qualitative interviews and quantitative survey were carried out in the ten Maroon and 
Indigenous villages. Extensive interviews were conducted with chiefs in the villages. The 
quantitative survey also contained questions on the role and functioning of the traditional 
authorities in the villages, and their responsibility for development. The results of the 
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Development Planning Component provided important input for the report on the 
strengthening of the traditional authorities.   
 
The methodology included literature studies, in-depth individual interviews, focus group 
sessions and quantitative surveys. The qualitative techniques were used with the quantitative 
techniques in an interrelated manner. The results of the interviews were used for refine the 
questionnaire.   

 
Qualitative research provided depth of understanding regarding the manner in which 
community members go about their livelihoods, structure and govern their societies, and 
specifically regarding resource use during livelihood activities as well as the preservation of the 
natural resources in their living environments. The insights that were acquired during qualitative 
research were critical to the design of the questionnaire to be used for quantitative research.  

 
Quantitative surveys suffer in quality when certain basic questions are not included in the 
questionnaire. It is hard to design a good quantitative survey form without input from 
qualitative data. The table below explains the functional relationship between the two 
approaches:  
 
 Research methods 

QUALITATIVE QUANTITATIVE 

Provided depth of understanding Measures level of occurrence 

Asks “Why”? Asks “How many” or “How often”? 

Studies motivation Studies actions 

Is subjective Is objective 

Enables discovery Provided proof 

Is explanatory Is definitive 

Allows insights into behavior, tends, and so on Measures level of actions, trends, and so on 

Interprets Describes 

 
 
After the results of the qualitative research were compiled and analyzed, the quantitative 
surveys were designed. The survey forms were tested and modified after it appeared that 
respondents had trouble understanding some of the questions. In the design of the survey form, 
the following steps were observed.  
 
  Sequence of the research steps 

# Activity Comments 

  Qualitative 

1. Literature research  
 

2. Design topic guide(s) or interview 
questionnaires 

The topic guides contained separate sections 
dedicated to the different stakeholders 

3. Test each topic guide with one or more 
focus group sessions 

 

4. Revise the topic guides Make sure that relations between the various 
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target groups are clear and understood 
 

5. Conduct focus group interviews and in-
depth interviews with the different target 
groups 

Interviews were conducted in all the wards of 
the villages, providing a good spread 

6. Prepare reports of the different focus 
group interviews and in-depth interviews 

The reports of the sessions were used to write 
the report on the villages that were surveyed  

Quantitative 

1. Desk research: analyze questionnaires 
from similar surveys 

Adapt forms using insights from the 
qualitative research   

2. Design  new questionnaires using the 
insights from the qualitative research 

Use reports of focus groups interviews with 
target populations 

3.  The designer tests the questionnaires 
with three or more respondents 

Make sure that the respondents understand 
each question 

4. The questionnaires are edited and 
improved 

 

5. Training with all surveyors during which 
the purpose of the census is explained 
and the entire questionnaires are 
reviewed 

Local persons were recruited (teachers, 
literate persons) to carry out the survey. It is 
important to go over all the questions to 
make sure everybody understands the 
information gathering process 

6.  Conduct surveys Use quality control supervisors in the course 
of the census. Team members reviewed forms 
and instructed surveyors on how to proceed.  
Incomplete forms were rejected.  

7.  Data entry for surveys Use an appropriate data entry program so 
that correlations and other statistical tests can 
be performed. SPSS was used.   

8.  Data analysis and reporting  The results were presented in a separate data 
analysis report, and then used to prepare the 
final report. 
 

 
 

Both authors of the report have extensive research experience and have written several 
books and papers on Maroon societies. Mr. Richene Libretto is an expert on the 
traditional authorities and has worked 34 years as a civil servant of which 18 years as 
district commissioner. During this entire period Mr. Libretto has been actively involved 
with the traditional authorities. Mr. Healy’s research has focused on the African origin 
and development of Maroon societies.    
 
The results of the qualitative and quantitative research were used to identify the 
training needs. Literacy and educational levels are the most obvious challenges in 
strengthening the traditional authorities. During the analysis of the functions of chiefs 
that was made during the course of this research revealed that a village chief has a very 
large number of customary as well as non-traditional functions.  
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Overall the chiefs have fewer problems with the customary functions, though the new 
chiefs, including the Paramount Chiefs, are not trained and prepared ahead of time for 
their customary functions. The situation is complicated by the fact that the identity of 
new chiefs is not revealed until the spirit of the deceased chief confirms the identity of 
his successor. The new chief has to survive on the basis of his own experience and 
previous expertise, and on the guidance of his advisors.           
 
However, the management of contemporary functions represents a greater challenge to 
chiefs, and these include the formulation of community development plans, a demand 
that is now being put on customary chiefs. The development and execution of 
community based projects can also be daunting, as administrative, technical and 
organizational skills are required, many of which are not part of the customary culture.      

 
In the report that follows the source material for these conclusions is presented, 
analyzed, and used to identify the key training that need to be addressed in the short 
term.   

3.  The research context 
 

3.1 General introduction 
 
Suriname is an ethnically diverse country. The surface area is 163.000 km2 with a 
population of about 500.000 citizens dispersed throughout ten districts and 62 resorts. 
About 50% of the population lives in Paramaribo, the coastal capital city, some 38% lives 
in the fertile coastal area and 12 % lives in the hinterland or interior, mainly in tribal 
villages.  
Suriname was colonized in 1651 by the British. The Dutch took over in 1667 and only 
with a brief interlude controlled the colony until independence in 1975. The British first 
tried to enslave the Indigenous population, but this contributed to the outbreak of the 
Amerindian War (1678-1686). They did not succeed. Instead, Africans were imported to 
work on the plantations as slaves. Many slaves escaped from the plantations and settled 
in the remote locations in the dense rainforest. The colonial government outfitted 
expeditions to the remote interior locations, but the colonial troops has a lot of trouble 
subduing the escaped slaves, they did not manage to defeat the Maroon fighters. During 
the 1760s and the 19th century peace accords were concluded with the six Maroon 
nations.  
 
After abolition of slavery in 1863 Indian (Hindustani) and Javanese indentured laborers 
were brought to Suriname and after their ten-year term most of the indentured laborers 
settled in the coastal area to work as independent farmers. Chinese were also imported 
as indentured laborers and they went mainly into the trading sector. Today Suriname 
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has five major ethnic groups: the Indigenous, coastal and interior African groups, 
Hindostani, Javanese and Chinese. There are six escaped-slave or maroon tribes, four 
major indigenous tribes and several smaller indigenous groups living in over 150 villages 
in the interior.   
 
From north to south four broad ecological zones can be used to describe the ecological 
and forest diversity in Suriname: 
 

 The young coastal plain (Demerara Formation with the plantation zone and 
small- and large-scale agricultural development. The capital city of Paramaribo 
on the west bank of the Suriname River developed in the young coastal plain 
after colonization during the 1650s. Oil is found in the young coastal plain.) 

 The old coastal plain (Coropina Formation, location of the older plantations, but 
today this zone consists mainly of farmland and animal husbandry enterprises. 
Bauxite mining still takes place in this zone) 

 The savanna (The Coesewijne Formation, inhabited mainly by Indigenous 
communities and now very popular with the tourists who are attracted to the 
black water creeks and white sand. Forestry activities still take place in this 
zone.) 

 The interior (Crystalline basement rock, settled by Maroon and highland 
Indigenous communities. Gold mining is widespread in the eastern part of the 
country, the known coastal bauxite deposits are now almost depleted. New 
bauxite will have to be developed deeper into the interior of the country. 
Forestry activities are also moving further south into the interior as the timber 
resources in the coastal area are also becoming depleted).  

  
In Suriname the term “interior” is defined in two different senses. With respect to the 
natural environment the term is used to refer to the broad ecological zone south of 5º 
latitude where the basement rock of the Precambrian Guiana Shield emerges above the 
sediment and sand deposits of the coastal plain and savanna belt. This area 
encompasses about 80% of the country and for the most part it is hilly or mountainous 
and covered with dense tropical rainforest. This is the fourth category in the list above. 
The term “interior” also refers to the administrative area in which tribal communities 
live, which is mainly the ecological interior but also includes parts of the old and young 
coastal plain where Maroon and Indigenous communities have settled.   
 
The 150 Indigenous and Maroon villages of the interior are tribal, which means that 
these groups display some form of cultural unity and the members themselves explicitly 
recognize some affinity towards one another through descent and kinship ties. There 
are six Maroon tribes and four major indigenous tribes and several smaller indigenous 
communities: 
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TRIBE LANGUAGE LOCATION 

Saramaka Afro-Portuguese Suriname River basin, from 
Marshall Kreek along the Afobaka 
road to Ston Uku on the Gran Rio, a 
tributary of the Suriname River 

Matawai Afro-Portuguese Saramacca River 

Aucaner Afro-English Tapanahony, Marowijne, Cottica 
and Lawa Rivers 

Paramacca Afro-English Middle Marowijne River 

Aluku Afro-English Lawa River 

Kwinti Afro-English Coppename River 

Carib Kaliña  Mainly in the savanna belt; a few   
villages are located in the coastal 
area  

Arowak Lokono  Mainly in the savanna belt; a few 
villages are located in the coastal 
area  

Trio Trio Sipaliwini River; Upper-Tapanahony 
River; Middle- and Upper-Corantijn 
River 

Wayana Wayana Tapanahony River; Lawa River  

Smaller 
Indigenous 
groups 

Sakëta, Okomojana, 
Katuena, Pïrëuyana,  
Okomojana, Wai Wai, 
Aramajana, 
Mawayana, Sikïiyana, 
Akurio 

Most of these groups live in 
Kwamalasamutu on the Sipaliwini 
River  

 

3.2 The origins of chieftaincy 
 
The origin of chieftaincy in the Indigenous and Maroon communities is related but not 
identical. In both the Indigenous and Maroon society’s chieftaincy is tied to descent 
groups, but there are also some differences. Different cultural processes have resulted 
in the institutions of chieftaincy Indigenous and Maroon communities, although the 
terms for village chiefs and assistant village chief are the same (kapitein and basja). The 
institutions of the Paramount Chief developed first among the Maroon societies. As we 
saw, recently the national administration upgraded the Head-Kapitein of 
Kwamalasamutu to Granman. We will first say something about the origin of chieftaincy 
among the Maroons and then something about the origin and development of the 
chieftaincy among the Maroons.     
 
There are two ways of looking at the origin of the Maroon social institutions. One 
approach attributes the origin of the clans and the embedded institutions of chieftaincy 
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to the shared experiences on the plantations and the family and social ties that 
developed. The other approach considers the influence of African institutions equally or 
even more important. For example, all Maroon tribal societies in Suriname are 
matrilineal and this is peculiar. In his thesis Richene Libretto notes that this is a fact that 
requires a much better explanation than a shared experience on the plantations.  
 
In the interior the elders say that the basja is the oldest of the chieftaincy function in the 
Maroon leadership tradition that dates back to the plantation erea. After escaping from 
the plantations the basja functioned as head of the matrilineal clan. The Dutch colonial 
forces continuously outfitted expeditions against the runaway slaves and destroyed the 
settlements and gardens they encountered. But as noted above, they were not able to 
subdue the escaped slaves. After the peace treaties in the 1760s the first Maroon 
groups were able to lead a more secure life without the threat of attack and 
destruction. They built larger and more permanent villages and the function of village 
kapitein and the Paramount Chief emerged. The chiefs have a considerable number of 
traditional functions (see chapter 5).  Throughout the ages the functions of the chiefs 
have expanded to include new roles, particularly those associated with external 
relations and community development.  
 
The historical origins of the Indigenous and Maroon institutions of chieftaincy have not 
researched in-depth. There is a study of the VIDS and the OAS on succession of chiefs in 
our indigenous communities, and this document does contain some historical 
information on the development of Indigenous chieftaincy. It is important that this gap 
is filled in the future.   
 
Although a deeper understanding the historical origins of the institutions of chieftaincy 
among the Indigenous and Maroon communities would most certainly contribute to the 
process of legal formalization of these institutions, in the context of this assignment we 
do not have the time and resources to explore these histories in-depth. We will have to 
fall back on the current situation without an in-depth understanding of the historical 
origins of these institutions. In the next section, however, we will look at a series of 
processes in the history of the tribal nations that have affected their communities, their 
way of life and the institution of chieftaincy.   
 

4.  Locality, social structure and political organization 
 

4.1  Maroons  
 
Maroons live in villages, scatted through the tribal areas. For example, in the case of the 
Aucaners, there are villages in at least four locations: the Tapanahony River, the Lawa, 
the Marowijne and the Cottica River. Residents of each of these villages each have a 
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village identity. When two persons meet one will say “I am from such and such a 
village.” Each village is made up of wards (pisi) in which the various lineage and family 
members live together.  
 
But each Maroon is also a member of a matrilineal descent group or clan (lo in Aucaans), 
made up of descendants of an ancestress who lived during the time of slavery. Even 
though paternal relatives are also important, descent is traced back in time through the 
mother’s line. A Maroon only has one grandparent and not four as we do in the west. 
The descent groups or clans, in turn, are divided into smaller descent groups or lineages 
(bee). The bee is made up of extended families (wosu dendu in Saramakan; mama oso 
pikin in Aucaans). 
 
Each village was established by members of a given clan, and the descendants of the 
founders are called “children of the soil” (goonpikin in Aucaans, or goonmii in 
Saramakan). In each village there is a clan shrine dedicated to the ancestors of the clan 
who established the village. The village also has a mortuary and a graveyard. 
Settlements without an ancestor shrine dedicated to the village founders, a mortuary 
and a graveyard are not considered a village (konde) but a camp (kampu). Under normal 
circumstances a person who passes away in a kampu is brought back to their respective 
clan village for the funeral.  
 
There is a Ghanaian proverb which says that “an alligator does not die in the water, 
because the monkeys would have to dance at his funeral.” In other words, if he did die 
in the river he would float downstream away from his relatives. When the alligator feels 
that his last hour has arrived he climbs on shore to die.   
 
The hierarchical political organization of the Maroons is embedded in the systems of 
descent and residence. Each village chief (kapiteins) appoints his successor. This 
appointment, in turn, is sanctioned by elders and chiefs belonging to the lineage from 
which this leader inherited the matrilineal right to succession through membership of 
his or her descent group. During the 1960s the tradition emerged of having the 
Paramount Chief also sanction the appointment of a new village chief (kapitein) before 
his or her candidacy is sanctioned by the national government. This procedure also 
applies to assistant village chiefs (basjas).  
 
Succession of Paramount Chiefs is more elaborate. Normally the Paramount Chief 
appoints his successor and this appointment is sanctioned by a council of elders and 
chiefs of the lineage which brings forth the Paramount Chief. Then the new Paramount 
Chief is traditionally installed. The candidate is then Paramount Chief of the Maroon 
nation in question. The central administration is then informed of this traditional 
installation and the new Paramount Chief is subsequently invited to come to 
Paramaribo to be sworn in by the President, the head of State of the Republic of 
Suriname. A ministerial decree is then issued by the Minister of Regional Development 
who is now responsible for tribal affairs.      
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The Paramount Chief has the special authority to recognize certain chiefs for their 
outstanding leadership and accomplishments and appoint these persons as Head-
Kapitein. A few Head-Kapiteins, however, are also appointed by a lineage council, but 
this is now the exception rather than the rule.  
 
The tribe territory is usually divided into several regions and these regions are governed 
by a Head-Kapitein. In each region there are several villages and each village has one or 
more village Kapiteins. As noted earlier, the villages are divided into wards, but each 
ward does not necessarily have a resident kapitein or an assistant village chief (basja). 
Chiefs are appointed by the main lineages that make up the village, but a lineage may 
live in several wards, each of which may or may not have a chief.  
 
These political functionaries are primarily linked to the descent groups and not locality, 
hence several chiefs may live in one village ward while none live in another. The descent 
groups (lineages and clans) cross-cut the localized groups in the regions, villages and 
wards. An Aucaner Maroon living in a village on the Cottica River may belong to a clan 
that originates in another village on the Tapanahony River. Villagers on the Cottica know 
what village on the Tapanahony their ancestors came from, even though they have 
never been there. The Cottica River was populated by the Aucaners just after the onset 
of the 19th century, thus these clan links have survived over two hundred years of 
geographical separation.  
 
This raises an important question for the process of formalization and regal recognition 
of chieftaincy and Maroon villages. What aspect of organization should be given priority: 
the clan and lineage structures of the descent system, on the one hand, or the principles 
of locality expressed through the physical organization and clustering of villages, on the 
other? We will return to this discussion below. 
 

4.2  Indigenous 
 
Among the Indigenous societies in Suriname the institution of Paramount Chief did not 
develop as it did among the Maroons. The institutions of leadership among the coastal 
Caribs and Arowaks are much less hierarchical than that of the Maroons. Each village 
has its own Kapitein, but they do not function under the leadership of a Head-Kapitein 
or Granman. The village chiefs are usually tied to an extended family, but here too there 
are some differences. In many Indigenous villages’ chiefs were chosen in general 
elections in which each adult member of the community could vote. This is different 
than the Maroon communities in which a chief is selected by a lineage council consisting 
of chiefs and elders, but not by all adult community members in the course of general 
village elections.     
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After the Peace Accord was signed in 1992 the coastal Indigenous groups formed the 
Association of Village Chiefs in Suriname (VIDS) on the 27th of August 1992. This 
organization became active in 1993.  
 
Each village chief is member of a council of chiefs and a chairman is elected among the 
village chiefs to serve for a period of two years. The VIDS council is administratively 
supported by the VIDS bureau, which has legal status under Suriname law as a 
foundation. The VIDS Bureau has a board which oversees the functioning of this support 
institution. The VIDS expressed its doubt about the value of holding general elections in 
the villages and now refers to the process of succession of village chiefs with the term 
“aanwijzen”, which roughly translated as “pointing out” or “selecting” a new chief.   
 
The developments among the highland Indigenous groups were somewhat different. 
The senior chief of the major highland Indigenous villages were Head-Kapitein’s by 
decree, but they were commonly referred to as “Granman.” During the Wijdenbosch 
Presidency, however, Head-Kapitein Asongo Alalaparu of Kwamalasamutu was formally 
promoted to Paramount Chief. He was now recognized both informally and formally as 
Paramount Chief and he received the same allowance as the Maroon Paramount Chiefs. 
This appointment met with some resistance of the Wayana communities on the 
Tapanahony and the Lawa, because they did not necessarily consider themselves 
subjects of the Granman of Kwamalsamutu. The chiefs of the highland Indigenous 
communities recognize the VIDS and respect the important role they play, but it is not 
clear if the Granman of Kwamalasamutu has a regular seat in the council of chiefs of the 
VIDS which is made up of village Kapiteins.       
    

4.3  Conclusion 
 
These principles of Indigenous and Maroon locality, social structure and political 
organization pose some interesting challenges for the legal recognition of customary 
chieftaincy and the tribal communities in Suriname and the roles to be assigned by law 
to these authorities. These roles, in turn, will have to be considered in order to assess 
and decide to decide what type of capacity building and training is required for the 
chiefs.  
 
In the legal recognition of the social and settlement structures among the Maroons, 
what aspect of organization should be given priority: the clan and lineage structures of 
the descent system, on the one hand, or the principles or locality expressed through the 
physical organization and clustering of villages, on the other? These choices will have far 
reaching consequences for the type of administrative structures to be formalized by law 
and the knowledge and leadership skills that will be needed to manage these 
organizational entities. These training needs, in turn, will define the training material 
that has to be developed and the training programs that must be carried out.      
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5.  Acculturation of the tribal communities 
 
Today the conduct of customary social processes and rituals works very well. For 
example, Maroon elders and chiefs know how to organize a funeral, they need no 
assistance with these types of activities.  
 
During the history of Suriname, however, political, economic and social processes have 
had a significant impact on the development of the Indigenous and Maroon 
communities in the interior. With these processes of acculturation, new challenges have 
emerged for the village and tribal leadership. For example, village leaders must now 
learn to understand what a community development project is, what a legal person is, 
what the different types of legal persons are, what organizational option is best for a 
particular project, and on the basis of which considerations these different choices must 
be made.  
 
Before turning to the specific tasks of the chiefs, however, and the training that is 
required, we will present an overview of the acculturative processes that have added a 
long list of additional functions to the role description of customary chiefs. We have 
listed these acculturative processes in the table below. Here follows a brief description 
of the processes, the period during which they occurred, including a brief description of 
the impacts these social processes had on the tribal communities.      
 
Colonization. During the pre-colonization period five major Indigenous groups lived in 
the coastal area: the Caribs, the Arowaks, the Warraus, Sapoyers and Paracotten 
(Dragtenstein 2002; 24).  The last three groups no longer live in Suriname today, they 
were probably decimated by disease and absorbed by the other groups. The Warraus 
still live in Guyana. Soon after the British colonizers arrived the cordial trading relations 
degenerated into conflict. Some traders abducted Indigenous women, captured men to 
be used as slaves and treated the local population poorly. In addition to these stresses 
and strains, the introduction of European material culture must have had a significant 
impact on the original Indigenous population.  
 
In Amerindian wars. Prior to the arrival of the Europeans relations between the Caribs 
and Arowaks were not always cordial. When relation between the Indigenous 
population and the Dutch colonizer deteriorated further and the Amerindian war 
started in 1678, the Dutch took advantage of the rift between the two major indigenous 
groups. They relied on support from the Arowaks to fight the Caribs. An important issue 
that emerged during these wars is related to leadership and the role fulfilled by 
Indigenous leaders.    
 
In discussion on leadership in Indigenous communities it is often noted that Indigenous 
persons do not like domineering person as leaders. Some scholars even suggested that 
there were no strong leaders among the Indigenous groups. During the interior wars, 
however, the names of several dominant leaders emerged, including Kaykoeisi and 
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Priary. This conflict may have forced the Indigenous groups to adopt a more hierarchical 
leadership system, but after the war the groups may have once again split up into 
smaller bands. In any event, the Indigenous population withdrew to more remote 
locations away from the plantation zone. At the end of the 18th and the beginning of the 
19th century reports of the Indigenous population began to emerge again. It is clear that 
during the Amerindian Indian Wars the Indigenous communities had strong leaders with 
centralized power.            
 
Slavery. The impact of slavery on the original African cultures was significant, but most 
of the escaped slaves had only lived on the plantations for a few years. Thus, when they 
settled in the interior knowledge of their customary leadership institutions was still 
remembered. The term basja (assistant village chief), however, dates back to the 
plantation days and refers to the foreman on the plantation who was responsible for 
the supervision of the slaves under the plantation owner. On the plantation the basja 
was not a popular figure, but the name was retained because instead of assisting the 
plantation owner the basja now assisted the village chief. In the Maroon communities 
basja is a key person with an important status.    
 
Maroonage. Already during the Amerindian War the Maroon assisted the Indigenous 
groups in their fight with the Dutch colonists. When an indigenous group attacked 
plantations many Africans slaves fled into the rainforest.  The Indigenous groups helped 
the Maroons to become familiar with the tropical rainforest. An important aspect of the 
Maroon wars was the formation of fighting bands with a hierarchical structure and 
strong and dominant leaders. Functions such as Gran Fiscali, Majoro, Blaka Jakti, Redi 
Jackti, and Opposii all date back to the Maroon war period. After the peace treaties the 
military leaders became the peace time leaders who were responsible for maintaining 
peace and order in the communities.   
 
The leading clans also received a peace staff (fee paw, fee man tiki) and today kapiteins 
and basjas from these clans are considered more important than the other leaders 
without a peace staff. Because they no longer could attack plantations to obtain 
weapons, gun power, metal implements and other items, the Maroon leaders also 
received a tribute from the colonial government at regular intervals. They became 
responsible for the distribution of these goods among tribal members and thus a kind of 
social obligation developed as one of the tasks of the peace time leaders. In addition, 
the leaders were now also responsible for maintaining external relations, through the 
post holders, with the colonial government in Paramaribo.        
 
Religious acculturation. Immediately after the signing of the peace treaties of the 1760s 
Moravian missionaries travelled to the Upper-Suriname River to convert the Saramaka 
to Christianity. But even before the peace treaties the Moravian church had sent 
missionaries to Arowak Indigenous communities along the Saramacca and Corantijn 
River. In 1754 the Ephraim post was established on the Corantijn and in 1756 the post at 
Saron was established.  
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Among the Indigenous groups the community leader was often also the shaman. With 
the conversion to Christianity some leaders converted while others left the community 
because their customary role was undermined by the new church. In 1771 among the 
Saramaka Maroons the Paramount Chief Arabini was baptized. This created tensions in 
the community because many of the leadership functions were embedded in the 
customary religion. An outcome of this process was the emergence of Christian and 
non-Christian villages on the Suriname River.  The Saramaka now make a distinction 
between konde sembe (persons not baptized) and kerki sembe (baptized persons) who 
live in a kerki konde (Christian village). The Christian villages have had an advantage 
over the customary villages in terms of education and this also had an influence on the 
capacity of leaders to manage external relations with the coastal area and NGOs. Today 
this situation is changing; the government has now introduced schools in non-Christian 
villages.       
 
Timber extraction. After the peace treaties the Maroons increasingly moved downriver 
and settled closer to the banks of the main rivers. The Maroons harvested timber for 
their own use but they also started cutting timber for sale in the coastal area. They 
transported the timber to town with rafts and boats. In 1846 Posthouder Dhondt on the 
Cottica River reported that 265 rafts and 520 boats with timber passed his post on the 
way to the coastal area. Almost 2000 Maroons had received passes in connection with 
this work. Since slavery had not been abolished yet the free Maroons needed passes to 
travel to the coastal area and Paramaribo. In 1849 he reported 350 rafts and 305 boats 
and 1551 passes had been issued. After that the number declined for that area, but 
timber harvesting took place on other rivers.    
 
The impact of timber extraction is mainly economical. Persons who cut logs and 
transported them with rafts to town during the 19th century would acquire money in 
Paramaribo and purchase their own goods to be taken back to the village. This gave 
entrepreneurs more independence and a greater sense of independence.   
 
Mineral extraction. As early as the 1830s Maroon men began to travel to French Guiana 
to work in the gold mining area as boatmen. During the 1870s gold mining got underway 
in Suriname and the Maroon men of East-Suriname became active in river transport. 
They brought thousands of Suriname and foreign miners and their equipment and 
supplies over the treacherous rapids to the gold fields as far as the Lawa River.    
 
During the gold boom of the early 1900s the Maroon boatmen in East-Suriname became 
relatively wealthy and became more powerful in their respective communities. Thoden 
van Velzen and Wilhelmina van Wetering (1988) argue that the river transport system 
decreased the dependency of the small group of boatmen on their clan and lineage for 
labor support and other forms of exchange. This gave the entrepreneurs a greater sense 
of independence. After gold production peaked in 1912 at about 1200 tons a steady 
decline set in. In 1922 the Maroon boatmen who serviced the gold mining even went on 
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strike in an effort to secure higher fees for their services. Gold production continued to 
decline. When the gold standard was let go during the 1970s the price of gold began to 
climb and it once again became attractive to venture into remote rainforest locations to 
prospect for gold.  
 
Rubber extraction. The Bolletrie tree grows in locations throughout the rainforest of the 
interior and produces latex. The tree is protected and may not be cut down. At the end 
of the 19th century the demand for rubber sent hundreds of balata bleeders into the 
Suriname rainforest. This sector peaked out in 1914 because World War I isolated the 
export market for this product. After the war production was restarted but at a much 
lower volume. Maroons from the interior worked in the balata industry and made a 
decent living and had more cash income further integrating them into the money 
economy. 
 
Education.  With the missionaries came the introduction of western education in the 
interior. During the 18th century, however, the first schools were built. During the 
second half of the 20th century education really got underway in the interior. However, 
after a visit by the Paramount Chiefs to Africa in 1970, the tribal leaders saw that 
education and tradition need not be mutually exclusive. This was an eye opener for 
them and once home they urged the government and the mission to build more schools 
in the interior.  
 
Health care. With the missionaries also came the introduction of western medicine in 
the interior, however, with the construction of the hospital at Kabel Station on the 
Upper-Suriname River in 1947 a complete revolution took place. This was the first full 
equipped hospital which could admit patients and treat serious and contagious illnesses. 
The hospital at Stoelmanseiland followed in the 1950s, and during the 1960s the 
hospital at Djumu replaced the Kabel Station hospital which was submerged by the 
hydro-electric lake. During the 1970s clinics were built in each region of the interior and 
managed by trained health workers who were in radio contact with doctors at the 
Paramaribo base.  The air ambulance service was also developed during the 1960s to 
evacuate serious cases. The Interior Medical Mission established airstrips to access the 
clinics and service them.  The impact was significant, life expectancy among the 
Indigenous and Maroon population increased significantly.  
 
Logistics. The 180 kilometers track of the gold train was the first major incursion into a 
tribal area. Both persons and goods were transported between Paramaribo and the Sara 
Kreek Region, via Kwakugron on the Saramacca River.  People living near the train 
stations gratefully used this service but on the whole the Maroons continued to rely on 
water transport to Paramaribo. The introduction of the outboard motor during the 
1950s did have a significant impact on the movement of tribal peoples throughout the 
interior, because two and three week trips were reduced to a few days. The 
introduction of roads further reduced travel time and costs, while the impact of air 
transport was even more radical, it reduced travel to the interior to an hour or more. 



20 Suriname International Partners: Draft report on Strengthening Traditional Authorities 
Support for Sustainable Development of the Interior Project: Institutional Strengthening (IDB project 
ANT/JF -10343 – SU) 
 

 

The introduction of roads also caused people to leave villages along the river to settle 
along the access routes to Paramaribo. Improved access to the coastal area has had a 
significant impact on the functions of chieftaincy and resulted in new leadership and 
community development roles.     
 
Reductions. During the 1910s Father Moll of the Catholic Mission promoted the idea of 
forming conglomerate Indigenous settlements in the savanna belt. This would facilitate 
the spread of the gospel, but also heath care and education. These plans seem not to 
have progressed beyond the discussion stage, but today the formerly scatted families of 
villages such as Matta or Bigi Poika live together in a single settlement. During the 
1960s, however, a massive movement got underway to merge the scatted Trio and 
Wayana settlements into four conglomerate settlements: Alalaparu (later 
Kwamalasamutu), Tepu, Apetina and Kawemhakan. During the transmigration of the 
early 1960s the large conglomerate village of Brownsweg was created, consisting of 
eight communities which lived in separate villages along the Suriname River. Bringing 
together scatted bands into a single large community had a significant impact on the 
leadership roles.        
 
Relocation. When the hydro-electric dam at Afobaka was built during the early 1960s 
some 6,000 persons living in 25 villages were forced to relocate to transmigration 
villages (Brownsweg, Klaaskreek, Mareshall Kreek, Compagnie Kreek, Nieuw Koffiekmap, 
Tapuripa, Boslanti, Njun Lombe). Other groups migrated further upriver and established 
new villages on the Upper-Suriname River (Jaw Jaw, Kayapaati, Guunsi, Gaan Tatai, 
Pambooko). A few villagers moved to the coastal area and Paramaribo. Most villages 
split up, some villagers settled above the lake while others went to live in the 
transmigration settlements below the lake. During the early transmigration years the 
group members felt a strong sense of solidarity and the chiefs could still exert their 
authority. After a few years due to more frequent contacts with the coastal area cultural 
conflicts emerged, especially among the younger generations. Many young villagers now 
began to consider their culture primitive and undeveloped.           
  
Urbanization. During the 1950s and 1960s the process of urbanization got underway. 
Persons from the interior were hired by government services (Operation Grashopper, 
GMD, BWKW, Meteo, AMC, CBL) to work in the interior, but now they had an income 
and could rent a house in Paramaribo. They would then bring the wife and kids to town, 
and the kids had more educational opportunities in town). In 1964 the West-Suriname 
bauxite project got underway and many interior persons were hired to work in the west 
of the country. During the 1970s this process accelerated, as the West-Suriname project 
got underway. During the interior war (1986-1992) some 15,000 displaced persons fled 
to Paramaribo and the coastal area. After the war many displaced villagers remained in 
an urban and peri-urban setting.    
 
Political incorporation. During the elections of 1963 voters in the interior were 
massively registered and the process of political incorporation began. The first Maroon 
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candidate was chosen as member of parliament (Wilfred Liefde from Ganze for the 
NPS). From that time onwards a Maroon was always member of parliament. The first 
Maroon political party was established (Progressieve Bosneger Partij PBP, later BEP). 
During the elections of 1969 for the first time a Maroon representative belonging to a 
Maroon political party was elected to Parliament (Fransman, PBP). During the elections 
of 2005 a coalition of three Maroon parties (A-Combinatie) won five of the 51 seats in 
Parliament and became part of the government. The A-Combinatie fielded three 
Ministers).   
 
Another important landmark was the introduction of local- and district councils in the 
Constitution of 1987. In 1989 the law was adopted to effectuate this provision. In that 
same year the Ministry of Regional Development was formally established. This Ministry 
was responsible for tribal chieftaincy and interior development. With the establishment 
of the local councils an extension of the coastal political system was now immediately 
present in the interior communities. Still the tribal chiefs continue to function as the de 
facto leaders of the interior communities, even though their functions are not 
recognized by Suriname law, while the role and status of local and district council 
members are.  
 
Administrative incorporation. During the 1960s the central government began to 
establish administrative centers in the interior. With these offices the presence of the 
central administration was further strengthened. Moreover, in 1983 the division of 
districts was modified and the Sipaliwini District was created which now covered almost 
the entire interior portion of the country.     
 
Conflict. The interior war (1986-1992) had a significant impact of tribal government. This 
was a disaster for the institutions of tribal government. Conflicts were now resolved 
with guns and the traditional authorities had little to say about the day to day affairs in 
village life. After the war the role and status of the chiefs was somewhat restored, but 
not to the level that existed prior to the interior war. 
 
Extraction industries. After the peace accord of 1992 was signed gold mining in the 
interior spun out of control. Foreign investors descended on the interior to lap up large 
tracts of prospective land, leading to numerous conflicts. Over 10,000 Artisanal and 
small-scale mining flocked to the interior and the sub-sector expanded rapidly. The 
environmental impacts of uncontrolled mining have resulted in a massive health and 
environment disaster. The lack of formal recognition and statutory authority left the 
chiefs in a helpless position and they could do very little to control the situation. Some 
chiefs seem to have concluded that if they could not beat the gold miners, they would 
join them.         
 
The table below summarizes these historical events.  
 
 



22 Suriname International Partners: Draft report on Strengthening Traditional Authorities 
Support for Sustainable Development of the Interior Project: Institutional Strengthening (IDB project 
ANT/JF -10343 – SU) 
 

 

PROCESS PERIOD IMPACT 

Colonization (First period 
under the English) 

1651-1667 Contact with trading agents 
Changes in material culture and socio-political 
impacts 
Recruitment of indigenous slaves 
Conflicts with traders and planters 

Conflict (Indian wars) 1678-1886 Strong military leaders emerge 
Withdrawal after the peace treaties 

Slavery (African based slavery)  1651-1863  
 

Marronage  1640-1760s 
1760s-1863 

Formative era first three groups 
Formative era second group 

Religions acculturation 
 

1760s-1863  

Timber extraction 1830 
 
1800s (?) 

Aucaner Maroons settle along the Cottica, begin to 
transport timber to Paramaribo 
Saramaccaners begin to transport timber to 
Paramaribo 

Mineral extraction  1830s 
 
1870s 
1920s 

Saramakers go to French Guiana to work as 
boatmen in the gold mining sector 
Gold mining gets underway in Suriname 
Bauxite extraction in Moengo 

Rubber 1890-1960s Important source of income for a select group of 
town Creoles and Maroons.  

Education 1848  
1850 
1920s 
 
1930s 
1940s 
1970s  

Ganze, Saramaka, Suriname River  
 Koffiekamp, Aucaners, Suriname River 
Indigenous, Kalebas Kreek, Powakka, Matta, Galibi, 
Casipora, Bigi Poika 
Aucaners , Tamarin, Cottica 
Aucaners, Tapanahony River 
Government schools, many locations in the interior 

Health care 1940s 
1960s 

Hospital at Kabel Station 
Medical Mission of the Interior (Medische Zending) 

Logistics 1902-1912 
1950s 
1950s 
1960s 

Gold train 
Outboard motor 
Air transport  
Road construction 

Reductions 
 

Early 1900s 
1960s 

Carib and Arowak villages merge 
Clustering of Trio and Wayana villages  
 

Relocation 1960s Transmigration in connection with the Afobakka 
dam 

Urbanization 1960s West-Suriname, road construction 
 

Political Incorporation 1960s 
 

Election of 1963 voters in the interior were 
registered 

Administrative incorporation 1963 After the elections of 1963 the Central Government 
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1983 

created an administrative system for the interior 
with a presence in selected interior locations 
(Debike, Stoelmanseiland, Brokopndo Centrum 
Kwakoegron, Apoera, Langatabiki)  
Creation of Sipaliwini District 

Conflict  1986-1992 Interior war 

Extraction industries 1990s 
onward 

Gold and timber 

 
 

Human capital includes access to good health and education or skills training. The 
introduction of Christianity in the interior went hand in hand with the introduction of 
western health care and education. The introduction of these facilities has had 
significant health care benefits for the interior populations. Life expectancy increased 
significantly and so did the population.  
 
In the area of education the results have been less impressive. Elementary schools have 
been established throughout the interior, but generally speaking the level is much lower 
than in Paramaribo. Despite the risks involved parents are eager to send their kids to 
school in town. They feel that this is the only way to ensure that they get a good 
education. 
 
The communities have also paid a price for these western benefits. Practices of 
customary healing and the transfer of traditional skills and knowledge persist to some 
extent in the lineage and family structures. Nevertheless, today in most interior 
communities significant ‘culture loss’ occurs in the domain of indigenous knowledge.  
 
The process of culture loss usually involved substitution, young persons would attend 
western schools and the customary modes of knowledge transmission via relatives and 
elders lost ground. A person attends school, learns a trade and gets a job.  
Western education also translated into language loss. Because words and concepts are 
bearers of indigenous knowledge loss of languages means a loss of critical indigenous 
knowledge. Part of the knowledge of the rainforest on which the sustainable livelihoods 
were based is gradually lost with each generation.  
 
There seems to be an inverse relation between the level of indigenous knowledge and 
western knowledge, as the level of one knowledge system increases the other seem to 
decrease proportionately.  
 
For many interior communities this is a serious problem, because the quality of 
education in the interior is much lower than in the coastal area. While valuable 
indigenous knowledge is being lost through acculturative processes, which could be 
used to foster sustainable livelihoods, the return in terms of western knowledge and 
skills is not commensurate. This outcome of this unequal exchange emerges clearly from 
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a statement made by Matapi, a resident of the Miriti-Parana-Amazons reservation in 
Columbia: 
 

….. 50 years ago, the priest arrived. Boarding schools were built. We labored to 
build them. The priest forced us to bring out sons to them to be taught. The boys 
were forced to remain there most of the year. They were not with their families, 
they did not learn, they did not learn from their fathers, they did not work with 
their mothers. Dancing was forbidden. At the boarding schools the children were 
beaten; they humiliated our sons if they did not behave as they were taught. 
 
After 50 years, where is the teaching? What has it accomplished? What Indian 
has been trained as a doctor, a mechanic, a magistrate? Why don’t the young 
people want to obey their elders? Why are the young people not interested in 
our tradition and our culture? Why have the people scattered in all directions 
and no longer live together? 
 
Today we must teach and explain. We must make an effort to relearn our 
culture. That would be our main concern if we wish to continue to live well and 
in peace. 

 
It would be ideal if a balance could be struck which would encourage both an increase in 
the level of western knowledge systems through better education and the retention and 
dissemination of indigenous knowledge.  
 
This would require a significant shift in national education policy for the interior and a 
new curriculum that would incorporate customary teaching and learning systems into 
the national curriculum that is used in village schools. The long list of customary 
responsibilities of chiefs outlined in the next section makes it clear that such training 
would today be a welcome addition to the knowledge transmission currently in use.  
Training institutions could be established in the various settlement regions where both 
older and younger persons could attend classes in the afternoon, on weekends, or 
during the holidays. 
 
Finding a way to combine the best of the indigenous and the western worlds could 
significantly improve the sustainability of the livelihood strategies of interior 
communities and improve their well-fare and well-being. It is important, however, to 
focus on the entire range of community assets, and the creation of indigenous and 
Maroon knowledge centers (IKC, MKC) provides an interesting methodological option to 
help achieve this objective. 

 
The greatest threat is the loss of customary culture, while insufficient western skills are 
acquired to sustain oneself in the western society and economy. This amounts to 
assimilation into poverty. It is suggested, instead, that both customary and western 
knowledge systems should be equally values and that for the people of the interior 
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combining the best of both worlds is the desired outcome. “Culture is not an obstacle to 
development (as was the prevailing view of many years), but rather the start-up capital 
for sustainable social and economic development, because it builds on peoples values, 
aspirations and potential rather than imposing a development model from the top down 
and from the outside in” (Deruyttere 1997; 11). 

 

6.  The role of chieftaincy today 
 

6.1  Introduction 
 
We used six major categories to assess the institutions in a community or tribe, 
including the institutions of chieftaincy. The following six categories were used: 
 

 Government (executive, legislative and judicial) 

 Economy (customary and money economy) 

 Social Development (health care, education, social affairs, sport and recreation) 

 Infrastructure (for each sector) 

 Natural environment and conservation (natural resources and sustainable 
development) 

 External relations (between communities in the tribe but also external relations 
to the tribe). 

 
While discussing the level of local government as one of these six categories we also 
realized that it would be necessary to separate out the tasks of the tribal chiefs into 
three major categories, especially since the list is so extensive:   
 

 executive,  

 legislative and  

 judicial.  
 

This separation is helpful because the list of tasks is so long that confusion would result 
from analyzing all these tasks in a single category. By splitting up the tasks of the chiefs 
into three categories it will be easier to assess the training needs, but also to develop 
the required training materials and programs for the broad range of functions they 
perform.  
 
In addition, in the discussion on acculturation we saw that a distinction needs to be 
made between the customary and more modern tasks, thus, doing this in three sub-
categories makes the analysis much easier to manage.  We must assess the different 
executive, legislative and judicial roles of the Indigenous and Maroon customary chiefs 
in terms of the:  
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 customary roles of the Chiefs, and  

 the more contemporary roles of the Chiefs. 
 
In addition, while going through these six major categories we have to take into account 
the similarities and differences between the Indigenous and Maroon institutions of 
chieftaincy. In the sections below we outline the various tasks in the suggested 
categories. Placing a particular function in a specific category can be confusing at times.  
 
For example, certain executive functions also entail legislative action, such as the 
establishment of governing structures. These tasks can be separated, however, into two 
sub-types: the executive aspect of establishing governing structures (organizational), 
and the legislative aspects of establishing governing structures (making the rules and 
procedures).    
 

6.2 Government and chieftaincy 
 
As suggested above we will look at the role of chiefs in three categories. We begin with 
the executive functions, followed by the legislative functions, and finally we list the 
judicial functions. We start with the tasks that go way back to the formative era, and 
then discuss the more contemporary tasks.  
 
Executive (customary) 

 During the period prior to the peace treaties (before 1760) the Maroon groups 
and bands maintained contracts and relations with each other regarding sharing 
of information and resources, as well as the exchange of group members and 
women (clan exogamy), and to work on the formation and organization of the 
tribal structures. Of course, the responsibilities of the chiefs regarding the 
formation and maintenance of the tribal structures continued after the accords 
of the 1760s.    

 After that peace treaties were signed the role of the chiefs included maintaining 
contacts among the villages in a given tribe and with other Maroon and 
Indigenous Nations in the interior of Suriname. 

 After the Peace Treaties the chiefs were also responsible for maintaining 
contacts and relations first with the colonial government (through the Post-
Holder)  and then later with the national administration of the Republic of 
Suriname  

 The chiefs were also responsible for holding meetings to take decisions on the 
admission of persons and organizations into the tribe or a community 
(missionaries, teachers and other persons). This decision making process caused 
stresses and strains in some communities.  

 Since earlier times the chiefs are also responsible for supervising all funeral tasks 
and activities. 
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 The customary leaders are responsible for observing the rules and procedures 
regarding the succession of chiefs and the leadership selection processes, as well 
as the execution and management of these processes.  

 In general, the chiefs meet with the relevant actors and stakeholders to take 
decision on all matters affecting village life, but also life in the village clusters, 
tribal sub-regions as well as the entire tribe. 

 
Executive (contemporary) 

 Through the intermediaries of the Central Government, the District 
Commissioner and his staff (DS, BO), the tribal chiefs function as local executive 
counterparts to the Central Government.  

 As soon as there are plans for an activity in the tribal areas, the chiefs are 
supposed to be consulted on this matter. It could be a government project, a 
private sector project, a social development project (education, health care), an 
infrastructural or environmental project, or even relations with a foreign 
organization or institution that wants to help with some activity. The chiefs then 
decide what their role will be in the planned activity.    

 The functional relation between the traditional chiefs to the resort- and district 
councils (RR, DR) has not yet been defined. This is an issue that urgently needs to 
be addressed. RO is training RR members for development work, but the actual 
project activities are initiated and coordinated though the chiefs.    

 Chiefs are responsible for the management of the community forests (and HKVs) 
and conclude agreements with outsiders to harvest timber and pay a 
contribution to the village fund. The management of the funds paid to the village 
is a very sensitive subject, nonetheless, formal regulations are urgently needed 
to structure this process. 

 Chiefs are responsible for relations with mining enterprises working in their 
tribal areas and have to look after the interests of their community.  

 Chiefs are responsible for relations with tourism enterprises working in their 
customary settlement areas. 

 Chiefs are responsible for dealing with the governmental and non-governmental 
institutions of social development (health, education, culture, sport & 
recreation).    

 Chiefs are responsible for dealing with the governmental and  non-governmental 
environmental institutions and agencies 

 Chiefs are responsible for dealing with the governmental and non-governmental 
institutions and agencies responsible for infrastructure (airports, roads, river 
transport, air transport).  

 Chiefs are responsible for dealing with non-governmental institutions and 
agencies abroad, who want to help the community.  

 IT skills, office management and modern communication skills. 

 Essentially, chiefs have become development workers even though their 
customary training has not prepared them for this task.  
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Legislative (customary) 

 Unwritten codes for establishing the governing structures are agreed upon and 
adopted, an oral internal constitution is agreed upon as well as the procedures 
for the leadership selection processes. 

 Established the various chieftaincy offices, as well as the associated ritual 
functionaries and functions. 

 Establish oral regulations and procedures for holding meetings, types of 
meetings (open meetings, executive sessions, closed sessions), setting agendas, 
quorum, debate, decision making and voting. 

 Use these procedural guidelines to establish the general laws and regulations on 
the basis of which the tribe is governed. 

 The unwritten codes and regulations governing property rights and inheritance 
are agreed upon. 

 Procedures for the conduct of customary civil and criminal court proceedings 
and tribunals in the case of conflicts, crimes or other violations of customary law. 

 
Legislative (contemporary) 

 Codify the laws and conventions used to establish the governing structures, 
formulate an internal constitution, and set rules for elections and the leadership 
selection processes 

 Establish written regulations and procedures for holding meetings, types of 
meetings (open, executive sessions, closed sessions), setting agendas, quorum, 
debate, decision making and voting. 

 Establish written regulations for the proposal of ordinances and resolutions, the 
minimal required contents of these documents, introduction of ordinances and 
regulations in meetings, readings, discussions, changes, adoption and effective 
date. The process of amending ordinances and resolutions should also be 
formulated on paper. 

 Recoding minutes and the encoding, safe long-term storage and retrieval of 
minutes. 

 Establishing committees to undertake legislative work. 

 Elections and duties of tribal officers in the legislative bodies. 

 Procedures on litigation. 

 Procedures to keep the order during meetings. 

 Rules on the keeping of records (chronological, by subject and the index).  

 Regulations on compensation of chiefs and other dignitaries. 

 Rules on regular reports on duties performed. 

 Rules on preparing and processing expense accounts. 

 Rules on the establishment of different legal persons (foundation, corporation, 
association and cooperative) in the tribal setting. 

 Rules on the consultation of Indigenous and Maroon communities in keeping 
with international standards.  
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Judicial (customary) 

 The implementation of the various types of customary court procedures (krutus) 
for civil cases. 

 The implementation of the various types of customary court procedures (krutus) 
for criminal cases. 

 The application of sanctions including payment of fines, labor penalties, physical 
punishment, supernatural sanctions involving disease and even expulsion from 
the tribe 

 Asylum in house of the chief of an elderly 

 Mediation in disputes and conflicts 
 

Judicial (contemporary) 

 The implementation of the various types of customary court procedures (krutus) 
for civil cases based on written procedures. 

 The implementation of the various types of customary court procedures (krutus) 
for criminal cases based on written procedures.  

 Procedures for legal appeal based on written procedures and a possible link to 
the national legal system when all internal or local options for appeal are 
exhausted   

 The application of sanctions including payment of fines, labor penalties, physical 
punishment based on written instructions and guidelines. 

  Asylum in house of the chief of an elderly also based on written instructions.  

 The problem of Jurisdiction, especially the case of criminal proceedings. 

 The issues associated with sanctions taking into account international 
conventions. 

 

6. 3 Governing the Economy (customary) 
 
The economy can be divided into two parts, the customary subsistence economy and 
the modern money economy. However, there is increasingly overlap between these two 
categories, as financial compensation is being expected for some customary tasks.  
 

 Procedures and traditions regarding labor sharing, food and other resources 

 The regulation and administration of land and resources, including natural 
resource management  

 Regulations regarding agriculture, agricultural land and its use 

 Regulations regarding hunting (using weapons, places for hunting, conservation 
measures), and fishing (regulation of nekoe use, use of nets) 

 Regulations regarding transport (ocasie) 

 Regulations regarding statute labor and services 
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Governing the Economy (modern) 

 Procedures for the administration and management of projects (agriculture, 
animal husbandry) initiated by the government.  

 Procedures for the considering, debating and approving projects (agriculture, 
animal husbandry, tourism, gold mining etc.) initiated by private sector parties  

 Procedures for the considering, debating and approving livelihood projects 
(agriculture, animal husbandry, tourism, gold mining etc.) initiated by private 
sector parties such as NGOs and other non-profit organizations providing 
assistance. 

 Procedures for developing modern business management and administration 
skills, including training in general management, personnel management, 
technical management, project development and implementation, bookkeeping 
and the keeping of stocks and inventories. 

 Capacity building with regard to IT and other modern communication skills.  

 

6.4 Customary Social Development 
 
Social development focuses on the institutions of society that keep community 
members healthy, empower them through education and training, and promote 
physical and mental health through sport and recreation. Demography, migration (in 
and out) and membership of the various kin groups and lineages, as well as membership 
of community based organization and external organization are all social development 
issues. 
 

 Adopted regulations regarding membership of the various lineages and clans and 
the rights and duties associated with this membership 

 Protocol and forms of politeness 

 Social development and relations (including child raising) 

 Rules regulating betrothal and marriage (wedding night, virginity), including rules 
of divorce 

 Traditions regarding the birth of children and naming 

 Rules regulating the nurturing and raising of children and the roles and 
responsibilities of adults charged with these child raising responsibilities 

 Rules regarding the transmission customary knowledge from generation to 
generations 

 Orientation towards the maintenance of culture and language 

 Regulations and taboos regarding religion, health and well-being 

 Regulations regarding death and funerals, including mourning 

 Regulations regarding the care of the elderly, handicapped and needy 

 Regulations and rules regarding funerals and the sharing of expenses 

 Conventions regarding housing and sharing of living spaces 
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Modern Social Development 

 Modern social development involves the establishment of foundations and 
associations. 

 Developing project ideas and formulating project proposals 

 Making cost projections and preparing budgets for project 

 Fundraising is essential to secure the necessary funds 

 Project execution and monitoring 

 Project accounting and preparing statements of expenditure 

 Maintaining contacts with donor and intermediate organizations 

 

6.5 Managing and developing Infrastructure 
 
In the customary setting developing and maintain infrastructure was not a major 
concern. Each family and lineage was able to provide the basic infrastructure that was 
needed. Once western health care and education were introduced the need for a clinic 
and school building as well as staff housing became a new aspect of village life. With the 
introduction of airports the airstrip and the arrival and departure hall was added to the 
list of village infrastructure. Water and electrical facilities soon followed. Docks and 
concrete landing place became commonplace. Large meeting halls built by the 
government were introduced. For some villages access roads to the main road became 
infrastructure that needed to be maintained.       
 
Maintaining this infrastructure has put an additional strain on the workload of the 
customary chiefs. Very often the supply of diesel fuel runs out and the chiefs have to 
find a way to keep the village generator going. The water systems that were introduced 
into the villages have not proved sustainable and the chiefs have to struggle to find a 
way to upgrade the systems and keep them operational under very difficult 
circumstances. These include the lack of an operational village fund and the absence of 
an annual development plan for the village with a budget. Collecting money in the 
village for the upkeep of services is very challenging because over the years the 
government has provided free electricity and water. 
 
A much less obvious need is an office with an administrative set-up for the chiefs. If an 
annual village plan has to be prepared with a budget, and a village fund needs to be 
maintained, the chiefs will need an office. The office needs to be maintained and office 
supplies need to be replenished as they become depleted.  
 
The infrastructure can thus be assessed along the following categories: 
  

 Administrative infrastructure (office, office furniture & equipment, office 
supplies) 
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 Economic (rice mill, cassava mill, chainsaws for collective use, infrastructure to 
house these services and a system to manage these resources). 

 Social development (clinic and staff housing, school and teachers housing, sport 
fields and sport clubs, training facilities for adults) 

 Utilities and other infrastructure (water, electricity, bridges, roads, landings & 
docks, meeting halls and other public spaces) 

 

6.6 Managing the natural environment   
 
The management of the natural environment can be considered from several 
perspectives: 
 

 Environment and hygiene in the village 

 Environmental issues in the agricultural zone around the village 

 Environmental issues related to the river and river banks 

 Environmental issues related to the forest proper, where hunting, fishing, 
logging, gold mining and other economic activities take place. 

 
These tasks differ from each other and require a different set of skills and operating 
tools and facilities. Let us look at these four categories, review the current situation and 
make some suggestions. 
 
Environment and hygiene in the village. The Ministry of Regional Development already 
has hired villagers to clean and maintain public spaces in the villages, especially the path 
and walkways. As villages get larger (such as Guyaba) consideration might also be given 
to garbage collection and processing. Handling sewage water, especially in villages with 
water systems, is a major challenge. It can, however, be overcome with simple 
measures such as drainage pits that are dug into the ground that are filled with gravel 
and sand. The introduction of toilets is also a critical issue.   
  
Environmental issues in the agricultural zone around the village. As villages get larger 
and larger the management of agricultural land and the environment in this zone 
becomes critical. It is important to consider a shift towards more permanent agricultural 
systems, but this is a long term effort. 
 
Environmental issues related to the river and river banks. The pollution of waterways 
by ASM gold mining activities is a critical issue. Moreover, the dumping of garbage along 
the river banks and in the river is widespread. Much of the modern day garbage is 
plastic and does not biodegrade. The dumping of garbage along the river banks is also a 
problem for tourism.     
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Environmental issues related to the forest proper, where hunting, fishing, logging, 
gold mining and other economic activities take place. The management of pollution 
associated with livelihoods, especially ASM gold mining is the major issue that urgently 
needs to be addressed. Entire water catchment systems are being affected. Reduced 
impact logging is also becoming more important, as accessible timber resources are 
becoming scarcer and scarcer. The planting of trees should also be considered.   
 
The village leadership needs to consider what kind of organizational structure is needed 
to perform the environmental functions and provide environmental services. 

 

6.7 Managing External relations 
 
As the government, the private sector and NGOs increasingly move into the interior the 
management of external relations become increasingly important. In view of the 
educational and literacy levels of the tribal chiefs the creation of a administrative 
resource center should be considered to assist in the development and maintenance of 
the wide range of external relations each village has to deal with. At least three 
categories can be considered and would include administrative support for: 
 

 External administrative relations 

 External economic relations 

 External social development relations 

 Relations with environmental institutions and organizations, national and 
international  

 

6.8 Development needs and concerns:  SWOT analysis  
 
In the section below we used the results of the research to prepare a SWOT analysis of 
the situation in which chiefs and the village councils find themselves today and to 
identify the key training needs.   
 
Strengths 
 
Governance. A major strength of the traditional system of government includes the 
manner in which the ancestors of the Maroon tribes organized themselves into lineages 
and clans based on descent. This descent system is used to demarcate tribal territories 
and regulate access to natural resources. Therefore, first and foremost, the tribal chiefs 
have to be knowledgeable of the system of descent and the principles of social 
organization that are based on tribal ancestry. This knowledge is necessary to regulate 
the day to day affairs of the village and the tribe and today most chiefs still have a good 
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command of this knowledge and expertise. Most chiefs are able to function effectively 
within the village using this system of organizing the community.      

 
The main traditional task of the chiefs is to settle conflict between families in the village 
or in different villages, and here again we see that knowledge of the descent system is a 
key asset, because it is precisely this knowledge that is needed to do the job. The 
knowledge of the customs protocol and customary law of the tribe is thus a major 
strength. The role of the chiefs in protecting persons through asylum and other means is 
still in force.  
 
Economy. The chiefs in the villages still have good knowledge of the territory and 
environment and they use this knowledge to regulate the customary economy.  They 
can mediate disputes over access to agricultural plots, timber forests as well as access to 
hunting or fishing areas. 
 
Social development. There are many very knowledgeable leaders in the villages. Their 
knowledge is still passed on to younger persons, but also to outside experts on Maroon 
culture. Healers in the villages still have special knowledge of medicinal plants and 
procedures, and many patients are referred to the various villages with healers for 
specialized treatment. Some chiefs are also healers.  
 
Today there are schools for almost every cluster of interior villages, which means that 
most of the kids now have access to elementary education. The chiefs have encouraged 
and supported the development of schools in the villages.  
 
Many NGOs have done good work in the interior villages. They have supported the 
development of skills such as food processing, a wood processing, use of the sewing 
machine to prepare clothes and mosquito nets, eco sanitation and many other skills.   
 
Infrastructure. Most large villages have a large meeting hall that is at the disposal of the 
chiefs to hold gatherings and meetings. Several key villages have guest houses built by 
the government. The government has been active in building concrete landings for the 
villages to facilitate the loading and unloading of goods and cargo. Many villages have 
water and electricity. The Community Development Fund and the Fund for the 
Development of the Interior has been instrumental in realizing these facilities. Several 
new schools, clinics, nurses and teachers housing have been built recently by these 
projects. Several NGOs are also helping to build water facilities. Some villages have 
bridges which are critical for mobility during the rainy seasons.    
 
Natural resources and environment. The available natural resources still seem to be 
sufficient to sustain the livelihoods of even the larger villagers at an acceptable level.  
The chiefs still regulate access to natural resources and the system still works 
reasonable well. There are teams employed by the Ministry of Regional Development 
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which maintain the public spaces and connecting paths in and between the larger and 
more central villages.        
 
External relations. The villages of the interior have good relations with many external 
agencies, who are sponsoring a wide range of projects including water and even a 
biodiesel initiative. The Ministry of Regional Development is very active in the village 
and employs numerous persons in various roles.  

 
Weaknesses 
 
Governance. Chiefs are appointed for life and this has both advantages and 
disadvantages. If a chief is doing a great job the village benefits enormously. However, if 
a chief falters he cannot be removed and the village suffers the consequences of weak 
local leadership.  
 
The villages, the surrounding territories and the institutions of chieftaincy have not been 
recognized by law. The chiefs do not have statutory authority and this hampers their 
ability to govern effectively. The key here is to achieve effective leadership so that the 
villages can become more successful in the current socio-economic and resource 
context. Leaders with statutory authority are key to this process.   
 
In some villages the residents complain that the chiefs do not intervene, effectively 
when there are serious conflicts. The chiefs, in turn, say they do not have the necessary 
tools and resources to manage all types of situations. For example, when criminals flee 
Paramaribo to hide in the villages the chiefs are rarely able to constrain them. In such 
situations the support of the police has to be called in. Sometimes this creates conflicts, 
because the family of the offender may object to the presence of the policy, especially 
in cases involving sexual offenses.  
 
If and when the role and the status of the various types of chiefs is defined by law 
certain task will be executive, some tasks will relate to lawmaking, while other 
important tasks will be judicial. To date there is no separation of powers, which in some 
cases may lead to a conflict of interest, especially when dealing with funds that are 
made available to the village by outsiders.   
 
The issue of legally establishing chieftaincy, customary land and resource rights is quite 
complex and covers a wide range of issues. One of the key issues is the management of 
village administration and funds. There is also a need for robust administrative controls.  
 
In most villages there is no structured village fund, and this is a fact which undermines 
the confidence of villagers, who have express reluctance to contribute to say the water 
fund, or the electricity fund. Nobody likes to pay taxes, but if and when people do pay 
taxes they at least want some assurances that the money will be well spent. In some 
villages the chiefs receive payments for timber extraction from the community forest, 
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but the villager never sees any of this money. The villagers complain but there is nothing 
they can do against the village chief, who is appointed for life. These are facts which 
argue in favor of having a clear separation of powers.   
 
However, arguments for a cultural match are also compelling. If community members 
do not have some kind of affinity with their system of government it will not work! 
There is no “one size fits all” solution to this challenge. In “Seizing the future” the 
authors note that 
 

“the range of forms of successful governance in native America ranges from 
‘textbook’ parliamentary democracy (as at Membertou and Flathead) to 
‘textbook’ tri-cameral systems (as at Osoyoos and Oklahoma Cherokee) to 
traditional theocracy (as at Cochit Pueble in New Mexico) to mixtures of 
traditional and new structures (as among a number of the Iroquoian tribes and 
First Nations and at Navajo) “(Cornell et al 2005: 32).   

 
There is also a need for the alignment of the different local governance institutions. The 
local council members of certain villages are trained together with the local council 
members from other villages in the various resorts in the interior. This training is 
provided by the Decentralization of Local Government program (DLGP).  The first three 
training programs are held in a different village each time and are used to train the local 
council members in the skills that are needed to formulate a resort development plan.  
 
The fourth meeting of the year is used to make the annual resort development plan, 
which is submitted to the Ministry of Regional Development. This resort plan is then 
merged with the other resort plans to form the annual development plan for the 
interior district in question.   
 
At the same time, NGOs and other organization approach the villages through the 
institutions of chieftaincy to provide assistance with community development projects.  
 
The local council member we interviewed said that even though they were also 
responsible for the development of the region they were not always involved in these 
projects as local council members. There seems to be insufficient alignment between 
the system of customary chieftaincy and the more recently introduced system of local 
government.  
 
The traditional system of government has its strengths, but there are also challenges. 
Throughout the years the villages have emerged as a stronger administrative unit than 
the lineage or clan.  Most youngsters today do not even know what a clan (Lo) is and to 
which clan and lineage they belong, suggesting that this is a trend which will continue in 
the future. Therefore, opportunities for recognizing the village as the basic 
administrative unit should be seriously considered.  
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Of course, if the system of chieftaincy is to be maintained, the descent traditions must 
also be maintained and knowledge of this system should be revived and maintained if 
and when needed. 
 
Economy. The village economies have their strengths, but also their weaknesses. As the 
population increases, the carrying capacity of the rainforest to sustain several hundred 
or thousand people will be exceeded. Land, timber, game and fish will increasingly 
become scarce resources and alternative livelihoods would have to be developed.  
 
The money economy offers a way out: sectors such as tourism, transport, gold mining 
and the export of produce are becoming increasingly important sources of income. 
However, the chiefs and the local population need assistance to develop the skills that 
are necessary to optimally exploit opportunities in the money economy.  
 
Alternative forms of agriculture, such as semi-permanent farming, should now be 
developed so that more people can survive on the same area of land. Conservation 
measures are also needed to sustain game and fish levels. The chiefs have an important 
role to play in promoting these livelihood alternatives and conservation measures.   
 
Social development. The younger generations are losing customary knowledge, but 
most they are not learning enough western skills to thrive in the money economy. An 
effort to introduce post-elementary education and skills training in the villages is 
becoming critical. At the same time, training to preserve traditional knowledge and skills 
is also needed. Skilled person in the villages could be recruited and trained to function 
as cultural development workers.  
 
Infrastructure. Many villages have large meeting halls that are not being used. Why is 
this? Traditionally the meeting hall was built in the middle of the village. The meeting 
halls of Kajapati, Botopasi and Nieuw Aurora are built where the old meeting house was 
and there are being used. The cultural pre-conditions for site selection may be the key 
to this challenge, and should be considered. If the meeting hall is too big, the village 
cannot maintain it, and it is not likely that it will be used or maintained.   
 
Several villages would benefit from bridges over the nearby creek, especially the women 
who have to go to their gardens in the rainy season. 
 
Very few villages have an office for the chiefs, and when an office exists it is not 
outfitted with the necessary fittings to facilitate administrative work. As money 
becomes an increasingly important governance resource, the need for a well managed 
and administered village fund that is safely kept becomes evident.    
 
Natural Resources and environment. Many large villages now have problems with 
garbage disposal. Not all villagers are willing going to walk half a mile to the edge of the 
village to dispose of garbage. In almost all the villages garbage is dumped into the river, 
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and as there are now a large number of plastic bottles which do not decompose easily, 
the amount of garbage at the riversides is increasing every year. This is very bad for 
tourism, as it makes a bad impression.  
 
As the use of modern exploitation and extraction equipment (chainsaws, tractors, 
backhoes) is becoming more commonplace, the villages also need to develop additional 
conservation measures. As the populations increase the need for alternative livelihoods 
and conservation measures increases too, so that the carrying capacity of the rainforest 
is not exceeded. Chiefs need to be trained to revive or develop conservation measures. 
 
External relations. It was noted that many villages have good relations with external 
agencies, who are sponsoring projects. However, there are vestiges of many projects 
lying around the villages (abandoned rice mills, cassava mills), which attest to the lack of 
sustainability of the projects that introduced this equipment into the villages. What are 
the lessons learned? These projects were set up without building in sufficient 
sustainability criteria. The village leadership needs to insist on more guarantees for 
sustainability, especially in the relation between the village and the supporting NGOs. 
The chiefs need to be trained in sustainability management. 

 

Opportunities 
 
Governance. The process of legally recognizing land rights and resource rights, as well as 
the institutions of chieftaincy, is now underway and Project SSDI 102 is responsible for 
this activity. The outcome of this project is urgently needed to set the agenda for the 
formalization of village and tribal government in the interior of Suriname. 

 
The issue of alignment between customary government and the national institutions of 
local government can be addressed in cooperation with the DLGP Program, which is well 
funded, and has significant human resources at its disposal.    

 
Project SSDI 103 is also responsible for setting up a training program to strengthen the 
institutions of chieftaincy and this resource should also be used to strengthen village 
government, especially the village administration.  
 
A policy recommendation is needed to address the issue of separation of powers in the 
villages, and to suggest feasible approach with a high cultural match. A recommendation 
can be made in the context of SSDI 103.    

 
Economy. As noted in the section above the chiefs have an important role to play in 
steering the village and local economy. The chiefs are not equipped to function as 
development workers, but they should become development managers. They should be 
able to oversee the village development process, especially in the economic sphere. 
Training provided by SSDI 103 will assist in the first effort to help the chiefs develop 
these skills. The training will include the skills that are needed to understand what a 
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village development plan consists of and can be used as a development tool. However, 
under the current circumstances chiefs will need to appoint reliable and educated 
advisors who can help them with these tasks.  

 
Social development. Again, the chiefs are not equipped to function as social 
development workers, but they should become social development managers. They 
should be able to steer the social development processes of the interior villages, 
especially in the with respect to education, training and capacity building. Training 
provided by SSDI 103 will assist in the first effort to help the chiefs develop these skills. 
The training will include the skills that are needed to prepare a village development 
plan, which would include a social development component. Again, a core group of 
educated advisors (teachers, health workers, store keepers) could be appointed to 
support the chiefs.  

 
Infrastructure. The optimal use of existing infrastructure can avert many issues and 
problems. The existing infrastructure, such as school buildings, which are not used in the 
afternoon, can be used to train youngsters who have already left school in the skills they 
need to function in the local economy. Rooms in the meeting halls can be converted to 
offices for the chiefs at a minimal cost.  

 
Natural resources and environment. A separate trainings program needs to be 
developed by environmental and natural resource experts for chiefs and other village 
leaders. This training needs to focus on conservation measures which enhance the 
sustainability of natural resource exploitation in this very large village. Of course, the 
training for creating a village development plan would include an environmental 
component.  
 
Some external assistance can be used, the Maroons posses knowledge of the 
environment that can be used to develop such conservati0on instruments. The 
emphasis on western style forest exploitation, including commercial logging, may have 
weakened the customary sustainability approach. Encouraging knowledgeable Guyaba 
residents to use the indigenous knowledge to develop environmental management 
regimes could help bring this type of knowledge back into vogue.  

 
External relations. Relations with RO and urban NGOs should be exploited as much as 
possible, especially in the area of capacity building. The chiefs should insist that all new 
projects have a high sustainability dimension and that all the necessary capacity building 
should be provided.   

 
Threats 
 
Governance. The lack of legal status is the main threat to village and tribal management 
and development. The formal structuring of village and tribal government, whereby the 
role of the chiefs is clearly defined, is a conditio sine qua non for sustainable 
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development. Without statutory authority and new rationalized instruments of 
sanction, the chiefs will not be able to properly govern modern day villages and control 
development such as drug production and trade. Moreover, a separation of powers is 
needed to engender trust in the village administration and especially in the 
management of village funds. A low literary level of the chiefs is also a threat, that can 
be mitigated by developing support institutions or platforms for village government (see 
attachment 5).  

 
Economics. More sustainable livelihood strategies need to be developed to deal with 
the customary subsistence patterns. The situation is not critical yet; as the population 
grows the need for alternative forms of food production will increase incrementally. 
Skills training is needed or youngsters who have left or completed elementary education 
in the villages, or else they will engage in criminal activities to survive.   
 
Social development. A balance has to be struck between the need for transmission of 
customary and western skills from generation to generation. Youngsters obtain a very 
elementary western education which leaves them ill prepared to survive in the money 
economy. At the same time they are losing their customary skills in areas such as 
woodworking, house and boatbuilding, but also hunting and fishing.  
 
Criteria for sustainable development need to be disseminated not only among the 
chiefs, but among all villagers and CBOs. If projects do not become more sustainable, 
village development will falter, and the villagers will become discouraged. The necessary 
training needs to be provided to achieve this aim of more sustainable projects.    

 
Infrastructure. The optimal use of existing infrastructure can avert many issues and 
problems. The existing infrastructure, such as school buildings, which are not used in the 
afternoon, can be used to train youngsters who have already left school in the skills they 
need to function in the local economy. If this is not done, they will turn to drug 
production in greater numbers because they lack the skills sets to do other legal work.  

 
Natural resources and environment.  Alternative livelihood strategies and techniques 
need to be developed to make the customary subsistence patterns more sustainable. 
The situation is not critical yet; as the population grows the need for alternative form of 
food production will increase incrementally. Animal husbandry, such as the raising of 
chickens and other animals, will become more important as game levels decline.  
 
Garbage disposal needs to be dealt with in a more systematic way in order to avert 
outbreaks of diseases and other negative environmental impacts.  

 
External relations. If the village leadership and community members do not develop the 
skills sets to promote, manage and execute sustainable development schemes, external 
support will dwindle. Donors are increasingly demanding a more sustainable use of the 
resources that have been made available to the villages and interior communities.     
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The table below summarizes the results of the SWOT analysis. 
 

Strengths Threats 

 Knowledge of the descent system 
which is used to structure tribal 
society 

 The lack of legal status 
undermines the functional 
authority of chiefs 

 Knowledge of the customary laws 
and regulations and application as 
needed 

 The lack of land and resource 
rights hampers controlled 
development  

 Good knowledge of the territory 
and natural resources allotted to 
each clan  

 Low literacy and educational 
levels hamper good governance  

 Traditional knowledge is still passed 
on; western elementary schools 
present  

 More sustainable livelihoods are 
needed to feed growing 
populations 

 Knowledge of customary plants and 
medicine still strong and passed on  

 Social development should focus 
on skills that are useful in 
livelihoods 

 Recent improvements in 
infrastructure including meeting 
halls 

 Depopulation of tribal areas 
hampers development 

 Natural resources still sufficient to 
sustain communities with 
exceptions 

 Extensive ecological damage from 
gold mining and other 
exploitation 

 Support from many organizations in 
Paramaribo and  abroad 

 Cultural conflicts and lack of 
support for chieftaincy by 
youngsters 

 
Weaknesses 

 
Opportunities 

 Chiefs are appointed for life which 
is a weakness in case of poor 
performance 

 Project underway to legally 
recognize chieftaincy and land 
rights 

 Chieftaincy and the customary 
territories are not recognized by law 

 The decentralization program 
could be used to support local 
development 

 Erosion of authority  Chiefs can appoint a development 
platform or bureau to support 
them 

 There is no separation of powers  Chiefs can recruit local advisors to 
assist in social development 

 No structured village administration 
and properly administered fund 

 There is sufficient infrastructure 
that can be used as offices 

 No alignment of local government  Resources are available to train 
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agencies (customary and RR/DR) chiefs in natural resource 
management 

 Limited control over natural 
resource exploitation in customary 
areas 

 Numerous organizations exist that 
are eager to support the interior 

 Acculturation and limited skills to 
survive in the money economy 

 The SSDI recommendations  can 
be used to strengthen local 
government 

 Carrying capacity of natural 
resource base is overexploited in 
some areas 

 A separation of powers could 
greatly improve specialization  

 Poor control over projects 
sponsored by external agencies 

 A separation of powers could 
reduce the workload of chiefs  

 

7.  Conclusions and recommendations  
 

7.1 Summary 
 
The SSDI project has three components: 
 

101 Development Planning (related to the interior) 
102 Collective rights (land rights, tenure and use, mapping and traditional 

authorities) 
103 Institutional strengthening (Ministry of RO, Traditional authorities and 

Local Organizations and NGOs) 
 
This report is part of project 103 and focuses specifically on the challenges associated 
with chieftaincy. The specific objectives of this project are to undertake: 
 

 the assessment of the training needs of the traditional authorities; 

 the development of appropriate training materials and tools; and 

 the execution of the relevant training programs. 
 
The link between project 101 Development Planning and 103 Institutional Strengthening 
is critical. Project 101 started out with a detailed literature study including the sources 
available on chieftaincy. Next a baseline diagnosis was conducted. First a qualitative 
village survey was made with questions about local government and chieftaincy. Next a 
household survey was made in ten villages and 600 households were queried. Again 
questions about local government and chieftaincy were included in the survey. The 
results of these surveys fed into project 103.  
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In the context of projects 101 and 103 consultations were held with the Ministry of 
Regional Development, officials of the district administration, representatives of the 
traditional authorities and staff members of the decentralization project. These 
exchanges were intended to bring about cross-fertilization of information, ideas and 
recommendations. The head of the Decentralization Project of Local Government 
(DLGP) was very excited about the prospects of integrating the results of project 103 
into the decentralization effort. To date the DLGP has not focused on the institutions of 
chieftaincy and their incorporation into the local and national system of government. 
Projects 101 and 103 afford an exceptional opportunity to help initiate and develop the 
linkages desired by the government.     
 
In order to make an assessment of the training needs of the traditional authorities of 
the tribal communities in the interior of Suriname we provided a backdrop with the 
following information: 
 

 A good appreciation of the socio-cultural context in which the institutions of 
chieftaincy are imbedded;  

 an appreciation of the historical origin of these institutions;  

 an in-depth understanding of the customary role and status of the traditional 
authorities;  

 the subsequent developments this institution has gone through during the past 
decades and even centuries; and   

 a good appreciation of the challenges faced today by members of the institutions 
of chieftaincy. 

 

7.2 Conclusion 
 
The formation and development of the Indigenous and Maroon societies and the 
subsequent process of acculturation has left the customary village leader with two kinds 
of tasks:  
 

 the more customary roles associated with traditional Indigenous and Maroon 
culture (protocol, funerals, conflict resolution, rituals etc.); and 
 

 the roles associated with national government, the money economy and the 
more western oriented development institutions (western health, western 
education, economic development projects, environmental issues associated 
with resource extraction etc.).   

 
As a result, today the list of tasks that the village chiefs have to attend to is staggering.  
To be sure, in the tribal villages we are looking at a relative small administration 
compared to the administration national level. However, the list of responsibilities of 
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the chiefs is far greater than those of the administrators in Paramaribo. We have listed a 
total of 92 tasks and there are more. It is impossible for a small group of men and 
women in the villages to handle this varied and wide range of issues effectively and 
efficiently.  
 
In Paramaribo we need 17 ministries with thousands of staff members to address such a 
wide range of issues. In the administration in Paramaribo there is a separation of 
powers, the executive, legislative and judicial branch of government. Each of these 
branches has a cadre of specialists to address the broad range of issues and challenges 
that surface every day. In the interior the chiefs have to deal with all these issues by 
themselves, without the benefit of advisors and experts.    
 
In sum, due to acculturation many new tasks are added to the already long list of 
customary responsibilities of a chief. Today the chiefs have too many roles, the chiefs 
have so many responsibilities that they cannot manage them effectively under the 
current circumstances in village life..  

 

7.3 Recommended separation of powers and roles  
 
Chiefs should specialize. But how can the national and customary local government 
carry out this specialization? There are several options.  
 
The roles of the chiefs can be grouped into several categories – the executive, legislative 
and judicial tasks. There are four options for separating out the current functions and 
powers: 
 

1. The first option is to separate out and limit all three powers: the executive, 
legislative and judicial.  

 
 

Then there are several options which combine two functions and separate out 
one: 

 
2. A separate executive branch, legislative and judicial combined 
3. Executive and judicial combined, legislative separated out  
4. Executive and Legislative combined with a separate judicial branch 

 
The first option is to separate out and limit all three powers, the executive, legislative 
and judicial, does not appear feasible in most of the small villages. Too much 
specialization will be difficult to implement effectively in small communities. In the 
context of Maroon culture, chiefs do not make laws. New laws and regulations are 
agreed upon during village council meetings or tribal council meetings (Jari Krutu/Gran 
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Krutu). During these meeting suggestions for new laws and regulations are debated until 
consensus is reached. Moreover, it will also be difficult to assign separate roles to village 
chiefs, whereby a chief that came to live in the village would make laws regulating the 
conduct of a chief of the village core kin group.  
 
At first sight the second option in the list appears attractive. Some chiefs will retain their 
executive functions, while others could specialize in lawmaking and the application of 
the traditional laws and regulations in customary court. The executive chiefs could 
retain their customary mediation role in disputes in the event they are not personally 
involved. This is important because chiefs are expected to mediate in family conflicts 
together with the family elders. However, this separation of roles and powers will also 
be difficult to implement, because some chiefs will be executive while others will be 
lawmakers. Again, it will be more challenging to introduce a system would be accepted 
whereby one set of chiefs makes laws for other chiefs. It is advisesable to introduce such 
far reaching changes at a later time.         
 
The third option is not recommended either, because the executive would also be the 
agent of social control, and in many instances a chief would end up keeping an eye on 
him or herself. This is a conflict of interest.     
 
Under the fourth option the executive and legislative functions are combined, just as 
the system is today. Under this system the chiefs form the executive. The chiefs, elders 
and village adults are all involved in lawmaking, but also advise on executive matters. 
The customary court, however, would be formed by the elders of each family in the 
village. They would form the judicial council of the village (Rechtsprekende Raad van het 
Dorp).  
 
Too much change introduced too quickly will be difficult to implement. This option is 
recommended, as it would not involve far reaching changes and would take advantage 
of existing customs in the tribal communities of the interior of Suriname.  
 

7.4  Village council, Judicial Council  and administrative support   
 
It will not be easy to implement any change in a system that has existed for centuries. 
However, in view of the many problems associated with the management of village 
resources and the village fund, the introduction of autonomous independent controls 
will most certainly contribute to a better managed village.   
 
The chiefs would retain their customary executive and legislative roles, only the judicial 
roles would be separated out. The chiefs would still come into office under the 
customary procedures of selecting chiefs within the clans and lineages.  
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The members of the judicial council of chiefs would be selected from the elders of each 
family in the village, regardless of their status as members of a founding clan or lineage. 
In this way every family would be represented in the village judicial council, whether 
they have a chief or not. As a result there would be much better representation in the 
system of social control by all concerned.  
 
These two bodies would be jointly supported by a village administrative office. The staff 
of the administrative office could be recruited from skilled persons in the village. Some 
staff could even work part time in the village administrative office, because the pool of 
educated persons is not extensive and they usually already have jobs as teachers or 
health workers. In fact, this already occurs in the villages, this proposal would only 
formalize an institution that already exists. The village administrative office would also 
support the Village Council in the conduct of External relations. 
 
The tasks of the village administrative office could include: 

 

 The collection of funds and the administration of the village fund 

 The development of project proposal and budgets 

 Assist in the execution of projects and project monitoring 

 Manage an office which provides administrative assistance to the executive 
chiefs and judicial council 

 Assist in the negotiation of protocols, MOUs and agreements with outside 
agencies and organizations  

 

7.5  Village Sustainable Development Platform (VSDP) 
 
A platform could be created in the villages consisting of village chiefs, the administrative 
office and skilled representatives from every family in the village. The business sectors in 
the village (tourism, agriculture, transport, gold, timber, trade) should also take up an 
active role in the VSDP. This platform will be at the service of the chiefs, and at least one 
or more village chiefs should have a seat in the platform and perhaps even chair it.  
 
There tasks of the platform could include: 
 

 The preparation of the village development plan and budget 

 Monitor execution of the plan by the village council and administrative office 
 

This platform will function as a kind of think tank for the village and will provide 
technical support to the chiefs, especially with regard to activities of a more technical 
nature requiring skills and expertise of the western economy and technology. Technical 
efforts such as alternative forms of agriculture, such as semi-permanent farming, and 
the introduction of conservation measures are the kinds of tasks the platform should 
assist with. 
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The platform also prepares a draft annual village development plan that is first 
approved by the village, the Head Kapitein for the region and the Paramount Chief. Via 
the chiefs in the village council this plan is then presented to the Local Council of the 
Resort in which the village is located (Ressortraad, RR). The Local Council, in turn 
presents these plans to the District Council (Districtsraad, DR), which in turn, merges the 
various resort plans into a single annual district development plan. This district plan is 
then presented to the executive branch of the local government (districtsbestuur). From 
here the district plan goes to the Ministry of Regional Development, which, with these 
documents, formulates its contribution to the Multi-year National Development Plan 
(MOP) of the Republic of Suriname.   
 

 

 
 

With regard to sustainable development planning, through this trajectory each village in 
the interior is thus linked to the national administration. Moreover, this model 
harmonizes the functions and relations between the institutions of customary 
government (the chiefs) and the institutions national local government (Local Councils).  
 
With regard to the Indigenous communities, in the model the regional Head Kapitein is 
replaced by the regional organizations such as the Organization of Indigenous Villages in 
Para (OSIP). Instead of the Granman, in the case of the Indigenous communities, the 
review could be done by the Association of Village Chiefs in Suriname (VIDS).  
 

Village Council 

Judicial Council 

Administrative Office

Development Platform

Local Council of 
the Resort (RR) 

District Council 
(DR) 

Head Kapitein for 
the Region 

 
 

Paramount Chief 
Granman  
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Again, this model harmonizes the functions and relations between the institutions of 
customary government (the chiefs) and the institutions national local government (Local 
Councils). 

 

7.6 Recommendations for training  
 

As noted above, the process of capacity building and training need not be put on hold 
until the policy decisions have been made about the future role, status and linkages of 
the various institutions of local government. There are a number of generic training 
needs that have been identified and can be executed in the short term.  
 
In anticipation of the key policy decisions that have to be made, and the division of tasks 
that results from the subsequent allocation of responsibilities, it is possible to identify a 
number of generic training needs with a high priority.  
 
Regardless of the outcome of the discussion on the role and tasks of the customary 
authorities, the local- and district council members, there are a number of basic tasks 
that all villagers and their leaders should become familiar with. These include training 
on: 
 

1. Tasks, decision making, local ordinances and administration 

1.1 Functions of the executive and legislative chiefs  
1.2 Function of the Village Judicial Council    

Village Council 

Judicial Council 

Administrative Office

Development Platform

Local Council of 
the Resort (RR) 

District Council 
(DR) 

Regional 
Organizations 

 
 

VIDS 
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1.3 Village administration (Village Administrative Office) 
 

2. Community development planning (VSDP) 
 

3. Project planning, formulation and management 

3.1 Project planning, preparing budgets and fundraising (VSDP) 
3.2 Project execution (Executive Chiefs and VSDP) 
3.3 Monitoring and follow-up for projects (Village Assembly) 

 
Training coordination, monitoring and evaluation: Consultations should be held with the 
Ministry of Regional Development and traditional authorities to decide on a mechanism 
for training coordination in order ensure optimal use of the available resources and to 
avoid overlapping. Close cooperation with the DLGP program is strongly recommended.  
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Appendix 1 
 
 

PROJECT PROFIELEN 
PRIORITEITS-MODULES 

 
 

MINISTERIE VAN REGIONALE ONTWIKKELING 
PARAMARIBO, SURINAME 

 
 
 

I. Samenvatting 
 
Project naam:   Versterking Dorspbestuur en CBOs 
 
Project locatie:   Paramaribo en het binnenland (drie pilotdorpen) 
 
Uitvoerende instantie:  Ministerie van Regionale Ontwikkeling (RO) in samenwerking 
met …. 
 
Doelgroep:   Marron en inheemse dorpen in het binnenland 
 
Project Coördinatie:  PEU (Lijst van leden) 
 
Project team leden:  Lijst van namen 
 
Doel van het project: Het algemeen doel van het programma is om het dorpsbestuur en de 
CBOs te versterken door het verschaffen van management en administratieve trainingen. Het 
programma bestaat uit drie deelprojecten: 1. Taken, besluitvorming en regelingen; 2. 
Behoefteanalyse en planning; 3. Project planning en management.  
 
Tijdsduur: 9 maanden (drie maanden per deelproject; twee maanden voorbereiding en 
een maand uitvoering) 
 
Begroting:   ………………………… 
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I. Samenvatting Deelproject 1 
 
 
Project naam: Taken, besluitvorming en een dorpsreglement voor inheemse- en 
Marrondorpen 
 
Project locatie:   Paramaribo en het binnenland (drie pilotdorpen) 
 
Uitvoerende instantie:  Ministerie van Regionale Ontwikkeling (RO) in samenwerking 
met …. 
 
Doelgroep:   Marron en inheemse dorpen in het binnenland 
 
Project Coördinatie:  PEU (Lijst van leden) 
 
Project team leden:  Lijst van namen 
 
Doel van het project: Het doel van dit deelproject is om het dorpsbestuur en de CBOs te 
versterken door het verschaffen van management en administratieve trainingen. De trainingen 
zullen zich richten op de taken en taakverdeling tussen het traditioneel gezag, de RR leden en de 
CBOs in een dorp, en hieraan gekoppeld besluitvorming middels overleg en vergaderingen, als 
mede het vervaardigen van een dorpsreglement.  
 
Tijdsduur: 3 maanden (twee maanden voorbereiding en een maand uitvoering) 
 
Begroting:   ………………………………….. 
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I. Samenvatting Deelproject II 
 
Project naam:   Behoefteanalyse en planning (voor dorpsontwikkeling) 
 
Project locatie:   Paramaribo en het binnenland (drie pilotdorpen) 
 
Uitvoerende instantie:  Ministerie van Regionale Ontwikkeling (RO) in samenwerking 
met …. 
 
Doelgroep:   Marron en inheemse dorpen in het binnenland 
 
Project Coördinatie:  PEU (Lijst van leden) 
 
Project team leden:  Lijst van namen 
 
Doel van het project: Het doel van dit deelproject is om het dorpsbestuur en de CBOs te 
versterken door het verschaffen van management en administratieve trainingen in het maken 
van behoefteanalyses een dorpsontwikkelings-plan. De trainingen zullen zich richten op het 
analyseren van de behoeftes op het bestuurlijk en economische vlak als mede de instituten van 
sociale ontwikkeling (onderwijs, gezondheidszorg, sport, cultuur en recreatie). De resultaten van 
deze analyses zullen gebruikt worden om het project van planning te voeden en om de 
vaardigheden, die vereist zijn voor het maken van een dorpsontwikkelingsplan, te versterken. 
 
Tijdsduur: 3 maanden (twee maanden voorbereiding en een maand uitvoering) 
 
Begroting:   ………………………………………. 
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I. Samenvatting Deelproject III 

 
Project naam:   Project planning en management 
 
Project locatie:   Paramaribo en het binnenland (drie pilotdorpen) 
 
Uitvoerende instantie:  Ministerie van Regionale Ontwikkeling (RO) in samenwerking 
met …. 
 
Doelgroep:   Marron en inheemse dorpen in het binnenland 
 
Project Coördinatie:  PEU (Lijst van leden) 
 
Project team leden: Lijst van de namen van de personen of instanties die het project 
uitvoeren 
 
Doel van het project: Het doel van dit deelproject is om het dorpsbestuur en de CBOs te 
versterken door het verschaffen trainingen in het formuleren van projecten en de uitvoering 
daarvan. Het begroten van projecten en fondsvorming vormen een belangrijk onderdeel van 
deze module. Het monitoren en de nazorg voor projecten is ook een essentieel onderdeel van 
de trainingen voor het vervaardigen en uitvoeren van duurzame projecten.  
 
Tijdsduur: 3 maanden (twee maanden voorbereiding en een maand uitvoering) 
 
Begroting:   ………………………………………… 
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ZEVEN THEMA’S WAARUIT DE DRIE DEELPROJECTEN ZIJN OPGEBOUWD 
 
a. Taken van het traditioneel gezag en de RR leden (informatie beheer op 

dorpsniveau) 
b. Vergaderen, besluitvorming en vastleggen (algemeen) 
c. Vastleggen van traditionele regelingen en het maken van een dorpsreglement 

(inclusief raamwerk voor een dorpsadministratie) 
 
d. Behoefte analyse en het opstellen van een dorpsontwikkelingsplan en een 

begroting 
 
e. Project planning, begroten en fondsvorming 
f. Het uitvoeren van projecten 
g. Monitoren en nazorg voor projecten 
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APPENDIX 2 – Detaillering prioriteits-trainings modules  
 

 

TRAINING MODULES TRADITIONEEL GEZAG 
 

MODULE WAAR GAAT HET OVER VERANTWOORDING 

1. Wat is een dorp? 1.1  Definities van een 
dorp 

De traditionele definitie is rechttoe 
rechtaan. Maar als we gaan praten over 
de functie die een dorp vervuld wordt het 
iets wat ingewikkelder 
 

 1.2 Waaruit bestaat een 
dorp (de instituten) 

Dus moeten we kijken naar de delen 
(instituten waaruit een dorp bestaat) 

 1.3 Hoe werken de delen 
samen? (functionele 
relatie tussen de delen) 

We moeten dan ook iets zeggen over hoe 
deze delen met elkaar werken. Zijn alle 
instituten op hun plaats? Werken alle 
functionele relaties optimaal? Wat gaat 
goed? Wat niet? Waarom?  

   

2. Wat zijn de taken 
van de leiders? 

1.1  Traditioneel gezag Die kent men wel, maar de discussie over 
de scheiding der machten is waardevol. 
Vooral omdat er veel executieve taken 
erbij zijn gekomen door acculturatie. 
Besluitvorming en vastleggen. Dit is nu 
belangrijk! Hoe? Waarmee? 

 1.2 Lokale wetgeving Vergaderen over regels. Vastleggen van 
locale regels en wetgeving. Hoe gaat dat 
in zijn werk? Wie gaat de documenten 
bewaren? Waar? Hoe? Registers van 
stukken en besluiten, nummering etc. 

 1.3  Nationaal gelieerde 
politieke leiders 

Discussie over RR en DR leden en hun 
bijdrage aan het dorp. Wat staat in de 
wet? DLGP en het binnenland (Sipaliwini, 
ressort plannen). Info hierover zo dat 
men het begrijpt.  

 1.4  Private sector De functies van leiders van bedrijven. Dit 
is toch anders dan het besturen van een 
dorp. Hoe gaat dat in zijn werk? 
Aandeelhouders, raad van 
commissarissen, directie, staf etc. 

 1.5  NGOs and CBOs De functies van sociale leiders. Bestuur 
van een stichting. Hoe werk dat? Dit is 
vaak duidelijk, maar men maakt niet 
altijd het onderscheid tussen commercie 
(winstoogmerk) en sociaal werk (hulp aan 
hulpbehoevenden). 

 1.6 Informele leiders Belangrijk om hierover info te krijgen van 
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de participanten zelf tijdens de sessies 

   

3. Wat is een 
rechtspersoon? 

2.1  Een algemene 
definitie 

Dit is geen traditionele cultuur, men weet 
dus vaak wel dat je een rechtspersoon 
moet hebben om donor hulp te 
ontvangen, maar men weet niet altijd 
waarom en wat een rechtspersoon is. 

 2.2 Wat is een stichting? Veel gebruikt, maar men weet vaak niet 
wat een stichting nou precies is en welke 
eigenschappen het heeft. 

 2.3 Wat is een bedrijf? De algemene kennis hierover in het 
binnenland is bij velen beperkt. Uitleg en 
voorbeelden zijn vereist. 

 2.4  Wat is een vereniging? Ook hier is uitleg nuttig, men kan vooral 
uitleggen wat een politieke partij is (een 
vereniging 

   

4. Alles over geld 4.1  Wat is geld? Betaalmiddelen versus arbeidsruil 

 4.2 Wat is een begroting?  Waarvoor dient het? M.b.t. Lokaal 
bestuur. Overheid. Bedrijf. Stichting. 
Vereniging. 

 4.3  Wat is winst? Uitleggen hoe men aan winst komt in een 
bedrijf, maar verder gaan dan louter 
alleen verkoop prijs – kosten = winst. Ook 
iets zeggen over het terugbetalen van 
investeringen en afschrijvingen. Wat 
gebeurt met de winst. Aandeelhouders, 
eigenaren etc.  

 4.4 Belasting Wat is belasting? Men is vaak bang voor 
belasting, omdat men niet weet hoe men 
legaal minder belasting hoef te betalen, 
bijvoorbeeld door verlies, aftrekken van 
kosten etc. etc. 

 4.5  Reserves, sparen, 
“endowment fund”, lokale 
ontwikkelingsfonds etc. 

De Suriname Conservation Foundation 
bestaat nu met een “endowment fund.” 
Uitleggen van dit is. Wat is een 
“revolving” fund? Een donatie? 

   

5.  Een jaarplan of 
dorpontwikkelingsplan 
maken 

5.1  Waaruit bestaat een 
dorpsplan, de delen van 
een ontwikkelingsplan 

Wat is het doel van een dorpplan of 
jaarplan? 

 5.2 Waarmee begin je? Wat is een behoefte analyse? Wat is een 
baseline studie? 

 5.3  Wie doet het? 
 

Hoe? 

 5.4 Wat doe je ermee? Planning voor de toekomst, hoe gaat dat 
in zijn werk. Prioriteiten stellen. 
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 5.5 Wie kan helpen? Hoe maak je contact met deze mensen of 
organisaties? 

 5.6 De rol van RO Hoe gaat dat in zijn werk? Welke 
afdelingen kunnen helpen? 

   

6.  Wat is een project? 6.1 Wat zijn de delen van 
een project? 

 

 6.2  Wat is een behoefte 
analyse voor een project? 

Hoe verschilt dit met de analyse van de 
behoeftes in het dorp? 

 6.3 Wat is een doelstelling, 
visie, missie? 

Hoe maak je deze dingen? 

 6.4 Wat is methode? Hoe kies je een methode? Waarom? Wat 
is duurzaamheid? Is dit belangrijk? 
 

 6.5 Wat is een werkplan? Waarom heb je het nodig? Planning in 
tijd en vereiste man(vrouw)kracht  

 6.6 Wat is een begroting? Hoe maak je een? Waar haal je de info 
vandaan? 

 6.7 Uitvoering en controle Wat is controle? Waarom heb je het 
nodig? 

 6.8 Nazorg van projecten Duurzaamheid, hoe lang gaat het project 
blijven bestaan? 
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APPENDIX 3 
 

A TRAINING TOOLKIT FOR  
VILLAGE GOVERNANCE AND 
DEVELOPMENT PLANNING 

 
 
 
What is a village? 
How does a village function? 
What is development? 
Why do some villages develop 
while others lag behind? 
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INTRODUCTION 

The essay proposes a model to address the four questions on the title page:   
 

 What is a village? 

 How does a village function? 

 What is development? 

 Why do some villages develop 

 while others lag behind? 
 
Even though it appears simple, the first question can be tricky because boundary 
questions are always hard to answer. When does a group of people living together start 
to be a village and when does a village stop being one because it grew too large?  
 
The second question is a little harder to answer. Describing how human communities 
function is rarely straightforward. There are many grey areas and fuzzy social processes 
that are hard to describe. So we prepared a simple model to illustrate some basic ideas 
about how we think a village should work.  
 
Perhaps the third question is the hardest to answer. Citizens of our world entertain very 
conflicting views about what is good for mankind and as a result rarely agree on what 
constitutes sustainable human development. Yet we prepared a working definition of 
development based on the model we developed to describe how we think a village 
works.  
 
After that we cite some examples of development issues in the interior of Suriname and 
explore why certain villages develop and others lag behind. We will use material from 
two important studies on the economic development of Indigenous communities in the 
United States as a starting point.   
 
Nothing we say here is new. In fact, most of our revelations will come across as products 
of common sense. And yet, we think it is helpful to develop and use this apparently 
simple model to illustrate some very complicated social processes. We believe that the 
image and the relations it illustrates can help clarify some of the basic challenges 
villagers face in the struggle to improve their livelihoods and their wellbeing.      
 
Most people in the interior of Suriname live in villages. Thus, if we are to say something 
sensible about the sustainable development of the interior of Suriname we would, first 
of all, have to say something about the development of villages.  
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1.0  WHAT IS A VILLAGE? 

A village is a conglomerate of households that have frequent face to face contact and 
rely on a relatively large territory to sustain their subsistence livelihoods. From time to 
time villagers can travel long distances to obtain resources for their territorially based 
livelihoods. Usually the social organization of villages tends to be less stratified than that 
of societies living in cities, but it is not correct to suggest that all villages are relatively 
un-stratified. Some villages can get quite large and can house thousands of persons. 
Such villages can have an elaborate hierarchy of chiefs, priests and other dignitaries. 
When a village gets much larger we speak of a small town or town.  
 
Small communities such as villages are very important. In Cosmopolitanism: Ethics in a 
World of Strangers (page 9), Anthony Kwame Appiah notes that  
 
‘for most part of human history we lived in small communities and on a normal day we 
only saw people we knew our entire lives. Everything that our ancestors ate and wore, 
every tool that they used, every shrine where they prayed, was made within the group. 
Their knowledge came from their ancestors or from their own experience. This is the 
world that made us, the world within which our temperament and character was 
formed’  
 
So as Appiah suggest, even though we might live in a town or large city, this does not 
mean that we have shook off our history of human development. We take out past with 
us, wherever we go. Even if we live in a large city, we still organize our lives around a 
relatively small group of folk kin, friends, business associates and members of some kind 
of association.     

 

2.0  HOW DOES A VILLAGE FUNCTION? 

We said at the outset that describing how human communities function is rarely 
straightforward. There are many grey areas and fuzzy social processes that are hard to 
describe. So we elaborated a simple model to illustrate some basic processes in the daily 
functioning of a village.  
 
Now, even before our ancestors went on to live in villages, they lived in even smaller 
settlements, consisting of several traditional shelters, enough to accommodate 15 to 30 
persons. Such a group is called a band. We based the initial version of the model on a 
very small human settlement, the type associated with a band of hunters and gatherers, 
who were also shifting cultivators.  
 
But though the settlement of a band was small, there already were elaborate forms of 
kinship and social organization in these small communities. There was also a division of 
tasks. One of the members of the group was the leader. Now, how was life structured in 
the small settlement of the band?  
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Level 1 – Governance. As we said, first of all, there was a leader. In the Trio (or Tareno) 
language he is called pata entu. The word pata means “settlement” or “village”, and 
entu means “owner.” Though impossible to translate literally, this term suggests that 
the chief was some kind of “owner” of the settlement, or at least that he was in clearly 
in charge of the settlement and its residents. In many cases the leaders also played a 
significant role as spiritual leader and healer. 
 
Level 2 – Livelihoods. These small band settlements still existed in Suriname until fairly 
recently. Prior to the nineteen sixties the indigenous population of southern Suriname 
lived in small bands of fifteen to thirty persons.  
 
The group built a small settlement of thatched houses near a water source and cleared 
gardens within walking distance of their houses. The men hunted and fished and helped 
the women clear the gardens and gather non-timber forest products. The men built the 
houses, made weapons, bows and arrows and other utensils that were needed in the 
household. The women tended to the kids, prepared food, but were also skilled artisans. 
They made pottery, hammocks, beautiful apron-like skirts, necklaces and belts from 
beads and feathers.     
 
This way of life has been romanticized because it was perhaps the most sustainable way 
of life mankind has ever developed. When the resources in and around the settlement 
area became scarce the group simply moved to a new location at a considerable 
distance from the abandoned settlement. Within a few decades the rainforest 
recovered from the impact of shifting cultivation and fish and game levels were restored 
to pre-settlement levels. Because the biodegradable infrastructure, such as thatched 
houses, could be reproduced relatively quickly relocation was not problematic. All the 
natural resources were available at the new location to build a new settlement and to 
fashion the required tools and utensils.  
 
The secret to this sustainability was the very efficient infrastructure. The group was not 
tied down by a massive infrastructure which included a large church building, a school, a 
clinic, an airport, roads, bridges and other expensive structures that would make 
relocation very costly and time consuming.     
 

The relationships between governance and livelihoods. There was always an 
understanding that the leader or chief would have to spend some amount of time 
governing the small community. He was also active in healing and conducting of 
funerals, name ceremonies, rites of passage, birthdays and other significant ritual 
events, but he also passed on esoteric knowledge of the forest and its resources to the 
youngsters of the band. So when the young men returned from the hunt with game they 
offered a choice piece of the take to the chief. In fact, the entire economic system of the 
band settlement was based on the sharing of food. 
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In this context it would not be appropriate to call this compensation, because 
reciprocity was deeply ingrained in the livelihood system. But there was already a sense 
that political and spiritual leadership is a job, and that somebody had to do this job. The 
person taking on this responsibility would have less time to hunt and fish, but they 
would also have a higher social status as leader, and thus were deserving of tribute in 
kind by the other active members of the band.  
Millennia of human development would see this relationship evolve into taxation, but 
the functional relationship remained the same. We continue to carry our “Appiah 
village” with us, at least in our minds.  
 
The livelihood system which became our money economy would produce the essentials 
of the group’s livelihood or “make money,” and the leadership role or the institutions of 
governance, would require resources or “cost money.” Today we have a specialized 
government, and we pay taxes so that this apparatus can function. So having adequate 
resources is a necessary condition for good governance, but not a sufficient one. An 
insolent leader could waste the resources placed at this disposal or procure them for 
personal gain.    
 
The leader, in turn, would have to govern the group and its livelihood system. He would 
have to develop and pass on to the next generation new rules of conduct for the group, 
the tribal law. He would have to mediate in disputes and pass judgment on 
transgressions.  
He would have to conduct the necessary rituals to ensure the hunters would bag game 
and would avoid injury and snake bites during the hunt.  
 
In due time these rituals would not produce the desired results because the hunting 
zones would become overexploited and the soils would be depleted.  The leader would 
have the last say in the strategic decision by the group to relocate. Disease and other 
misfortunes could also inform or expedite this decision.  
 
The leader would then have to guide his group to a new and secure location with fertile 
soils and bountiful game and fish and other forest resources, thus once again improving 
the livelihood of the group for years to come.  
 
Failure to deal with livelihood issues effectively could greatly undermine the status of 
the chief. He might lose some of this band in the process. A group could split off, choose 
a new leader and move to a new location.  
 
Here we see the first hint of democracy in human groups. A group is unhappy with the 
conduct of its leader and tries to forge different livelihood options. They migrate to a 
new location. In some cases conflict may cause the splitting up of the band. In some 
cases members of the band go at each other, and warfare might be the result.  
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Level 3 – Social development. Now, there is a third critical level, the level of social 
development. After human beings are born their parents spend a lot of time teaching 
them the language(s) they will speak and the skills they need to sustain themselves in 
the social and natural environment of the group. These skills are quite varied and 
include everything from the group’s ethics, religion, governance, social relations, codes 
of behavior, knowledge of the natural environment and the required livelihood skills. 
Knowledge of medicinal plants and their healing properties is also essential, for good 
health is a prerequisite for development. Recreation and entertainment are also critical 
to the mental well being of humans. All this knowledge has to be passed on, it has to be 
reproduced and modified (for adaptation purposes) from generation to generation.    

The relationship between social development, governance and livelihoods. The social 
and intellectual reproduction of the group is essential, as it ensures a new generation of 
skilled members to take on the numerous livelihood challenges. Selected youngsters 
would grow up to be wise, courageous and respected leaders in the community. The 
budding members of the group also have to be taught the many livelihood skills. 
 
At the same time, the newborn has to remain in good health so that they, he or she, 
contribute to the subsistence and political development of the group. Health care is an 
essential part of social development. An unhealthy child will be stymied in its social and 
intellectual development.  

The kids will also learn to play and enjoy themselves, they will learn about games, sport, 
music, dance, folklore, crafts and visual arts of the group. A spirited and healthy body 
houses a creative and healthy mind. They will learn how to organize different kinds of 
social gatherings in order to strengthen the bonding between the members of the 
group. 
 

Level 4 – Infrastructure. We already hinted at the fourth level: this is the level of 
infrastructure. As we saw in the band, the minimal and disposable nature of the 
infrastructure is a sustainability asset. The relative small group with its minimal material 
fittings could get up and move when the time came, allowing the environment to 
recover from the impact of human habitation and livelihoods. But the group also paid a 
price for this mobility and environmental sustainability.   

 
Life expectancy of the Indigenous group in Southern-Suriname before the 1960s was 
less than 40 years. When the missionaries brought the Indigenous groups together in 
conglomerate villages, much the same way as the Jesuits did along the borders of 
Paraguay, Brazil and Argentina in the 1600s, life expectancy increased dramatically to 
over 60. A church was built, a clinic, a school, an airstrip and may other amenities of 
modern life.  
 
The downside of these developments was that  the village could no longer get up and 
move like it did before without incurring a huge cost. The surrounding environment was 



66 Suriname International Partners: Draft report on Strengthening Traditional Authorities 
Support for Sustainable Development of the Interior Project: Institutional Strengthening (IDB project 
ANT/JF -10343 – SU) 
 

 

taxed heavily by an ever increasing population and the demand they made on the 
natural resources. As the available natural resources became scarcer the various 
livelihood activities became more challenging.           
 
The relationship between infrastructure and the other three levels. We have seen the 
essential difference between a band living in a small village or settlement and a large 
city in an industrialized society. The band is extremely mobile because it developed only 
a minimal infrastructure which could be left behind when the group moves. Moreover, 
all buildings were multi-purpose. The community house could be used for a feast but 
also for a healing ritual, a funeral gathering or a political meeting.     
In the conduct of governance, the leaders and elders could meet anywhere, even under 
a shady tree. There are many beautiful pictures from the previous century of chiefs 
sitting in a large circle under shady trees in a village in the interior of Suriname. With the 
introduction of western style meeting halls with a podium all this changed. The 
dignitaries from town and the senior chiefs would now sit on the podium looking down 
at the local community members who were sitting in a theatre format. The large circle, 
which seemed so democratic and accessible, was now gone.    
 
Once writing was invented and became an essential part of social life, things changed 
drastically. Documents were also used in the conduct of governance and sitting outside 
was no longer an option. If it started to rain the document would get wet, not to think 
of the electronic equipment such as the computer we use today. In a modern state or 
city there are buildings for the executive branch, for the legislative branch and for the 
judicial branch of government. Moreover, there are many more buildings for the 
ministries and other government institutions and agencies.  
 
In 1989 the government extended its reach to the interior through the installation of 
local councils and district councils. These bodies prepare district development plans and 
are creating offices and administrative facilities in rural areas and in a few places in the 
interior. 
 
Today all villages in the interior of Suriname have been engaged in some kind of 
development project or other. These activities require documents with information on 
the project consultations that were held, on the legal status of the local organizations 
engaged in the project, the project plans, reports on the execution of the activities and, 
of course, information on the budget. However much we may lament the loss of the old 
way of holding palavers under the shade trees in the village square, villages now need 
buildings for the conduct of good governance. 
 
Villages increasingly need infrastructure for livelihood activities. The small granaries are 
now be being replaced by large storage facilities as villages get bigger and bigger. 
Collective farming activities also require large storage areas. The use of modern 
equipment such as chainsaws saw mills, cassava mills, rice mills and other modern 
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means of production all require good shelter to protect this equipment from rain and 
the very high tropical humidity which causes rust and oxidation.  
 
Needless to say, schools need good buildings to shelter the kids from the elements but 
also to safeguard and preserve the teaching materials and the books in the library. The 
clinics must keep medical records and ensure an acceptable level of hygiene and 
cleanliness to ward off bacteria’s and viruses. The clinics have to be in good shape and 
they often are.   
 
Level 5 – The natural environment.Throughout the discussion we have seen intricate 
relationship between the type of settlement or society and the natural environment. A 
band makes very efficient use of the natural environment, ensuring a very high degree 
of sustainability as a result of intermitted use and long fallow periods. Conglomerate 
communities with permanent settlements do not have the option to relocate. As we 
noted, resources around the settlement become depleted and community members 
have to venture out further and further to secure fertile soil for new gardens, to fish, to 
hunt and to harvest forest products. As the community grows larger the environment 
never fully recovers from the intensive use and dead forests start to emerge. Alternative 
forms of livelihood are required such as more permanent agriculture with natural 
fertilizers as well as the raising of animals to supply the ever increasing demand for 
protein. 
 
All villages in the interior of Suriname are now integrated into the money economy, 
though to different degrees. The increasing role played by the money economy in the 
interior villages has also put a strain on the environment. Gold mining is perhaps the 
most attractive cash earner but the environmental impact of the mining methods in use 
is extensive.  

Hundreds of locals have purchased hundreds of the portable Lucas Mills and it is 
becoming difficult for the government to control logging and to ensure compliance with 
the forestry law and quotas. The game trade and wildlife trade also have a significant 
impact on animal populations in the rainforest. The high demand for song birds such as 
the Twa Twa has virtually eliminated this species in certain areas.      

The relationship between the environment and the other four levels. The leaders of a 
permanent community in the rainforest have a critical role to play in the management 
of the natural resources. Conservation options were introduced by the leaders of some 
communities, such as the rotation of hunting grounds and the creation of indigenous 
protected areas. This allowed game populations to recover from overexploitation.  

Leaders must now also play a pivotal role in stimulating and encouraging alternative 
forms of agriculture such as agro-forestry as well as fish farming and other more 
sustainable form of food production.  
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Due to the introduction of non-degradable packaging the amount of garbage 
accumulating in the interior is increasing alarmingly. There is now a demand for the 
introduction of garbage processing facilities and other waste disposal infrastructure. So 
here we see a new functional relationship emerging between the natural environment 
and the village livelihoods, which requires a new kind of village infrastructure.         
 
Entrepreneurs in the interior must also begin to develop a much higher level of 
environmental awareness regarding resource use. While supplying much needed cash 
gold mining has become a significant threat to the environment. Entrepreneurs must 
also contribute to the development of more sustainable mining methods. Better timber 
harvesting methods are also needed in the forestry sector. The hunting of game and for 
the trapping of wildlife can also use better controls. Members of the interior 
communities themselves have a critical role to play in this process. After all, they live 
there and are much better able to monitor and control the environment in their 
customary settlement areas. 
 
The environment is a finite resource and as we saw the sustainable livelihoods of the 
semi-nomadic bands are now a relic of the past. Environmental education and 
awareness building in schools must be beefed up to teach the new generations the 
value of the environment. Indigenous knowledge must also be preserved and used to 
advance the cause of environmental protection. This knowledge must also be taught in 
schools.      
 
Level 6 – External relations and acculturation. In section 4 of the report above we 
presented an overview of the acculturative processes that have added a long list of new 
functions to the customary definition of the role of the customary chiefs.  
 
Throughout the colonial and post-colonial history of Suriname political, economic and 
social processes have had a significant impact on the development of the Indigenous 
and Maroon communities and institutions in the interior. With these processes of 
acculturation, new challenges have emerged for the village and tribal leadership. For 
example, village leaders must now learn to understand what a community development 
project is, what a legal person is, what the different types of legal persons are, what 
organizational option is best for a particular project, and on the basis of which 
considerations these different choices must be made.  
 
On the first three levels in the model that we are outlining we made a distinction 
between the institutions of customary governance and the institutions of the national 
governance.  
 
Among the Indigenous population the customary institutions of governance date back 
hundreds and perhaps thousands of years, even though some adaptations have taken 
place as a result of the institutional interaction with the government. Moreover, the 



69 Suriname International Partners: Draft report on Strengthening Traditional Authorities 
Support for Sustainable Development of the Interior Project: Institutional Strengthening (IDB project 
ANT/JF -10343 – SU) 
 

 

Indigenous leaders themselves have taken the initiative to establish the Association of 
Village Chiefs in Suriname (VIDS).  
 
Among the Maroon the institutions of governance have been forged in the 17th 
centuries but also underwent some changes during the subsequent centuries. These 
changes notwithstanding, it is important to stress that to date the customary 
institutions of governance exercise the de facto leadership in the interior communities.       
 
In 1989 the government has established the institution of local councils and districts 
councils for all interior communities. These bodies function independently and 
alongside the institutions of chieftaincy. The division of labor between these bodies, 
customary chieftaincy and national institutions of local governance, have not been 
outlined yet.  
 
In the meantime, the government has forged ahead with a decentralization program for 
six pilot districts which include the Para district, the home of 12 Indigenous villages. 
These villages are somehow involved in the consultations for the development of district 
plans in the context of the decentralization project, but to date little attention has been 
paid to the specific role and status of chieftaincy in the development of decentralized 
government in the Indigenous settlement areas.         
At the level of livelihoods we must also observe the distinction between the local 
subsistence economy and the elements of the imported money economy. The local 
economy will thrive as it always has, but as we noted above, larger and larger villages 
are taxing the carrying capacity of the rainforest. Special efforts in such area as agro-
forestry would be more than welcome and organizations such as CELOS have taken the 
lead in conducting research on the customary subsistence patterns and indigenous 
farming knowledge in order to identify options for more sustainable farming strategies.  
 
The current status of the money economy in the interior also requires detailed specialist 
attention. The new relationships between interior communities and the private sector in 
Paramaribo and in the coastal area are multi-various and complex. For example, villages 
themselves have established partnerships with timber enterprises in the capital city of 
Paramaribo and in the coastal area. These enterprises harvest timber in the communal 
forests of the villages on the basis of payments per cubic meter of extracted timber. The 
enterprises do not always assign priority to the sustainable exploitation of the local 
forests.  
 
The situation in the mining sector is considerably more complicated. There are a 
number of relationships which have emerged between interior communities and:  
 

 large-scale foreign investors 

 national mining enterprises 

 foreign Brazilian miners 

 local miners 
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 gold buyers in town 

 suppliers of services and goods   
 
These relationships are quite complex and require a study in itself. Until recently most 
of the gold mining sector operated extra-legally and illegally due to the failure of the 
previous governments to diligently apply the provisions of the mining code. The 
government is now trying to bring more structure into the sector and it is sending 
missions to the interior to restore law and order in several key various mining areas. 
There are about 15 to 20 mining regions in the interior of Suriname and over 70 to 80 
mining zones. Monitoring these areas is quite challenging and the government would do 
well to consider involving the local leaders and communities in this effort. A detailed 
study by specialist is needed to further structure this sector. 
 
Plans for a bauxite mine in West-Suriname have brought about an intense interaction 
between the local communities at Apoera, the VIDS and the multi-national interest in 
investing in the areas. The project has been shelved but if the bauxite industry in 
Suriname is to continue these large deposits will be exploited sooner or later. The VIDS 
has done pioneering work in developing protocols and procedures to help local 
communities negotiate with international investors.   
 
Relationships with trading partners and suppliers in Paramaribo are quite varied and are 
articulated at the village level by specific entrepreneurs. There are stores in the interior 
villages and the number is usually related to the size of the village. There is a sizeable 
transport sector which provides services to wholesalers and local store owners. 
 
There is also a wide range of agreements between local communities and tourism 
enterprises. There are several arrangements, varying from tourism enterprises wholly 
owned and operated by persons from the interior to cooperation agreements between 
tourism enterprises in Paramaribo and in the interior, but also with villages. This sector 
also requires a separate detailed study by specialists.   
 
Social development. There are hundreds and perhaps thousands of ties between the 
interior communities and NGOs operating in the interior. These relations vary from 
health care to education, religions, human rights, tribal and Indigenous rights, capacity 
building, women’s issues, child care, human development, youth development, water 
and electrification, tourism development and community development in general. 
Again, this is a sector that requires an extensive review in order to bring the various 
players in view and to register the various projects and their results.   
 
Most critical, however, is the situation regarding the preservation of indigenous 
knowledge. There are not enough active projects aimed at bringing about the 
preservation and even restoration of the vast Indigenous knowledge of the tribal 
communities in the interior of Suriname.  
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The Shaman’s apprentice program in Kwamalasamutu is a rare exception, as well as the 
work done by the VIDS in recording the strengthening indigenous knowledge. The 
establishment of indigenous knowledge centers in the villages to document, preserve 
and disseminate tribal knowledge systems could become a significant development tool 
for the communities of the interior. We will explain this further in the next section. So 
here too we see that a distinction between the reproduction of western knowledge 
systems and the reproduction and preservation of indigenous knowledge systems in the 
interior is critical.      
 
 

3.0  WHAT IS DEVELOPMENT?  

Describing the institutions and available resources at these six levels is a good starting 
point, but we have tried to go beyond simple description. In analyzing village and tribal 
development it is important to understand how the institutions and the resources at 
these six levels function in relationship to each other. The whole socio-economic and 
cultural system is greater than the sum of its institutional parts. 
 
In short, what matters most are the functional relationships between the actors, agents 
and resources they have at their disposal at these six institutional levels.  
 
In the previous section we described the model and how the institutions interact in a 
village. We saw that this model consists of six levels: 

 governance (traditional and western) 

 livelihoods (traditional and the money economy) 

 social development (indigenous and western) 

 infrastructure 

 the natural environment 

 external relations 
 
We also included double dimension of the levels of governance, economy and social 
development, to account for the impacts of acculturation and the new institutions that 
emerged in the interior communities.   
 
In analyzing development in the various interior communities it is helpful to have a 
consistent model to work with. We used the model described above to frame a 
definition of development for the interior villages of Suriname.  
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With this model in mind, development at the village level can thus be defined as: 
 

 the positive and productive interaction between the institutions of governance, 
livelihoods and social development in a village in order to improve the 
livelihoods and well-being of its residents; 

 

 the presence and optimal use of necessary infrastructural resources in order to 
achieve efficient and effective governance, livelihoods and social development;   

 

 the sustainable use of the natural resources at the disposal of a village; and 
 

 the development of external relations based on understanding and mutual 
respect for each other’s political, economic, social and cultural imperatives.  

External relations can be of great help but should never become a substitute nation 
building through self-rule. Local capacity must be strengthened to foster ownership and 
to initiate and guide the economic and social development of a village.  
 
In the discussion we saw that there are at least six important relationships between the 
first three levels in the model, the level of governance, the level of livelihoods and the 
level of social development: 
 

1. the leaders govern the livelihoods process 
2. the leaders govern the process of social development 
3. those engaged in livelihoods also contribute to social development through on-

the-job training and other means of transferring knowledge and expertise 
4. the institutions of social development prepare youngsters for participation in the 

livelihoods process 
5. the institutions of social development prepare youngsters for leadership 

positions 
6. those engaged in livelihoods support the leadership institutions 

 
Of course, as we noted earlier there is a further distinction between customary and 
western style institutions at these six levels.  
 
On the subject of infrastructure we must now note that in villages the interior are no 
longer semi-nomadic. They are permanent settlements which need the necessary 
infrastructure to function. This infrastructure should not be confined to the traditional 
school, clinic, church, houses and airstrip, but must now be extended to include modern 
tools of administration, economic and social development as well as environmental 
preservation. 
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We have placed the vertical infrastructure column behind these three levels because 
each of them requires some type of infrastructure. Even chiefs need some form of 
infrastructural resources to govern the village, however simple these resources may be.  
 
With the advent of writing in modern times these infrastructural needs of governance 
have increased significantly. The subsistence economy used simple tools, but now 
chainsaws and cassava or rice mills are commonplace. The institutions of social 
development also need infrastructural resources, especially to encode, store and 
retrieve written documents.  
 
So we have three more relationships, the relationship between the available 
infrastructure and the institutions of: 
 

1. governance (traditional and western) 
2. livelihoods (traditional and the money economy) 
3. social development (indigenous and western) 

 
Activities related to all these nine spheres of interaction can have an impact on the 
environment. Of course some activities have a much more obvious and direct impact 
than others. We cite an example.  
 
As we have noted activities in the gold mining sector have a significant direct impact on 
the environment. However, activities such as preparing youngsters for participation in 
the livelihoods process through education might seem more benign. In the relationship 
between social development activities such as education, on the one hand, and gold 
mining, on the other, there might not seem to be much interface.  
 
In the future, however, some of the young men will move into the various economic 
sectors and then it is much harder to influence them, especially about sustainability 
issues. Therefore, by improving the environmental awareness of youngsters before the 
move into the various sectors, and by training them once they are in the sector of their 
choice, a significant reduction in environmental impact of mining, forestry, game 
trapping and other activities can be achieved. So we think it is important not to overlook 
the potential for having a positive impact in the long haul.     
 
It would be difficult to map the entire network of external relations of a village. For 
obvious reasons informants rarely talk about their entire network of external relations. 
There are, however, tools with which we can gauge the relative significance of the 
various external relations. It is important that we at least get a good idea of the external 
relations which are considered essential by the villagers themselves. It would also be 
good to find out what they think about these relationships and how they think they 
could benefit more from their interaction with persons and organization outside their 
community. 
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4.0  WHY DO SOME VILLAGES DEVELOP WHILE OTHERS LAG BEHIND? 

We will now use the different levels in the model to address this question. We will start 
with the level of governance, go on the livelihoods and the money economy, and then 
say something about social development. We will end the discussion on each of these 
three levels with some brief comments about the necessary infrastructure. Before doing 
so, however, we present a brief overview of the origin and development of the 
institutions of governance in the interior and the main issues they face. 
 
Background of the main issues in interior governance. The Indigenous and Maroon 
villages of the interior are located at extreme large distances from the coastal capital 
city of Paramaribo ranging from 50 to 400 kilometers. The villages are also scattered 
over a wide area of the interior. Most of the villages are located in the Sipaliwini District, 
which covers about 80% of the interior surface area of Suriname. The second largest 
group of villages is situated in the savanna belt and only a few villages are located in the 
coastal area. 

Another main issue is the relative isolation under which these communities developed 
during the 300 year period between the 1650s to the 1950s. After Suriname was 
colonized in 1651 the Indigenous population was recruited to work on plantations as 
slaves. The indigenous groups began to revolt against enslavement and mistreatment 
and between 1678 and 1686 the Indigenous War took place (“Indianen Oorlog”). In 
1686 a peace treaty was signed between the colonial government and the indigenous 
groups. After the peace treaties were signed the Indigenous population seems to have 
withdrawn into the rainforest and was not eager to have close ties with the colonists 
(see Healy 2001 for a discussion on this development).  
 
On the account of the treaties signed in the 1760s and the early 19th century the slaves 
who escaped from the plantation and formed the six Maroon tribes in the hinterland 
had limited restricted access to Paramaribo and the coastal area. These tribes 
developed in relative isolation until the mid 1900s, when roads, outboard motors and 
airstrips reduced travel times to the remote interior settlements from weeks to days 
and even hours.  
 
In both the Indigenous and Maroon communities the customary political and 
administrative system developed in isolation from the coastal political and 
administrative system. The colonial laws and regulation that were promulgated were 
intended for the most part to regulate relations between the remote and isolated 
Indigenous and Maroon communities and the coastal colonial State, and not to organize 
and structure governance in these groups. These groups developed their own customary 
systems of governance almost completely independently of the colonial administration.  
 
With the exception of low ranking officials such as the administrative superintendents 
(Bestuur’s Opzichters of BO’s) there is an almost no presence of the central 
administration in the interior. Recently the central government has begun to station 
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military troops and police in mining areas and there are plans to establish administrative 
facilities in tribal areas. The District of Sipaliwini, which covers 80% of the Suriname 
landmass and houses most of the tribal population, is the only district without a capital 
city. This absence of administrative presence and infrastructure in the interior has 
stymied efficient communication and exchange of critical development information 
between the local tribal communities and the administration in the capital city.   
 
There are no Constitutional provisions or laws that define the role and status of the 
traditional authorities, or regulate the ownership status of land and resources in the 
customary settlement areas. Under the provisions of the treaties signed by Suriname 
the country has the international legal obligation to (Kambel 2006; 25): 
 

 Legally recognize indigenous and tribal peoples’ right to own, control, use and 
develop the lands, territories and natural resource they have traditionally 
occupied and used. This includes the obligation to delimit, demarcate and title 
these areas. 

 Legally recognize indigenous and maroon forms of governance and customary 
law 

 Establish effective mechanisms to allow indigenous peoples and maroons to 
participate in the decision making process that affect them. 

 All of this must be undertaken in full participation with and the consent of 
indigenous peoples and Maroons. 

 
With the adoption of the new Constitution in 1987 a process of administrative 
decentralization was set in motion. Suriname is made up of ten administrative divisions 
or districts, and each district has several resorts. There are a total of 62 resorts. In 1989 
the Law on Regional Organs (SB 1989, no.44) was promulgated establishing Resort 
Councils (districtsraden) and District Councils (districtsraden). The District Council of 
each district is headed by the District Commissioner and consists of representatives 
from each Resort Council. The purpose of establishing these bodies was to bring about a 
certain measure of administrative, planning, development and fiscal decentralization.  
 
No mention is made of the customary institutions of government in this Law on Regional 
Organs even though indigenous and maroon villages exist in almost every district except 
Paramaribo and possibly Coronie (see Kambel 2006; 5). The existence of two systems of 
local governance side by side without any statutes defining and delimiting the division of 
labor between these two bodies has caused conflicts in the interior. During an IADB 
consultation meeting with indigenous peoples and maroons held on 6-7 December 2005 
the customary leaders expressed the need for clarity concerning their status (Kambel 
2006; 6).  
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Today most interior tribal leaders are well versed in indigenous knowledge and their 
customary institutions of governance, but have a much more limited understanding of 
the laws and regulations that are used to regulate the conduct of the national 
administration and access to land and natural resources. The situation is further 
complicated by the relative low educational levels and literacy rates among tribal 
leaders also making it challenging for them to manage external relations especially with 
regard to the administrative, legal, economic, social and environmental aspects of the 
market economy.  
 
These circumstances have contributed to increasing marginalization and have often 
resulted in their exclusion or limited participation in decision making processes that 
affect their lives and livelihoods. Recent increases in mining, logging, large-scale 
agriculture, ecotourism and conservation activities in the interior place additional 
burdens on village leaders and councils. The communities and their leaders need 
assistance and coaching to achieve free, prior and informed consent for major 
investment projects in their customary settlement areas, and to achieve reasonable 
compensation or a fair share of community benefits for the use of their land and 
resources. 
 
Level 1 – Governance and development. The Harvard Project on Indigenous Economic 
Development together with The Native Nations Institute for Leadership, Management 
and Policy at the University of Arizona spent a decade and a half studying Indigenous 
economic development and governance. This research was prompted by the fact that 
some American Indian Nations appear to be much better at economic development 
than others. The research asked why. 
 
In one of the reports on the results of this study Cornell et al (2005; see also Cornell and 
Kalt, no date) note that sustainable economic development depends on a set of 
distinctly political factors, and not just economic factors, education, natural resources 
or location. The following key political factors are of particular importance: 
 
Self rule or sovereignty at the local level. Native nations have to have genuine decision 
making power over their own affairs, from the organization of their governments to the 
management of their resources, from mechanisms of dispute resolution such as courts 
to the administration of community programs. This doesn’t mean they have to control 
everything themselves. Some decisions may be made jointly with outsiders, from native 
nations to non-indigenous governments. But where Native nations are excluded from 
decision-making, they cannot be held accountable for the outcomes of those decisions. 
Where they are included, responsibility for the outcomes becomes theirs, and 
performance typically improves accordingly. 
 

 Capable institutions of self-governance. But decision making power is not 
enough. They have to back up this power with capable governing institutions 
that keep politics in its place, deliver on promises, administers programs and 
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manage resources efficiently, and send a message to investors – from 
community citizens considering taking a job with a tribal or First National 
government to those thinking of starting a small business on indigenous lands 
– that they will be treated fairly and that their investments of time, energy, 
ideas, or money will not be hostage to politics.  

 

 Strategic orientation. Native nations appear to do better when they are able 
to move away from a firefighting, band-aids, and factional conflict approach to 
governance, focusing their energies less on crisis management and more on 
developing sustainable solutions to problems. For such nations, the key 
questions become: what kind of society are we trying to build for the long 
term, and what decisions should we be making now in support of that 
objective?  

 

 Cultural match. But not just any institutions will do the job. The formal 
institutions of governance have to have the support of the people. The 
community has to have a sense of ownership about the institutions 
themselves. This means that those institutions cannot simply be imposed from 
outside according to someone else’s model. They have to fit the indigenous 
conceptions of how authority should be organized and exercised. 

 
These authors conclude that these four factors, “taken together, form the heart of an 
approach to development that we call nation building: laying the political foundations 
for sustainable economic and community development.”       
In the interior of Suriname the issue of cultural match of particular importance. The fact 
that customary and western institutions of governance, economics and social 
development function side by side without a clear conception of how these institutions 
should relate to each other or co-function in a given community poses a number of 
administrative trans-cultural challenges which have to be resolved. This is one of the 
many critical questions in the process of nation building that must be addressed first 
before the project of sustainable economic and community development can get 
underway in the interior villages of Suriname.  
 
Level 1 – Governance, the executive. In Suriname the institutions of chieftaincy are not 
recognized by law. Years ago a Paramount Chief confiscated fishing nets in his tribal area 
belonging to an outsider. The nets were placed across the entire width of the river and 
the locals complained that this person was seriously reducing the fish population in that 
section of the river. They were having trouble catching enough fish to sustain 
themselves. The Paramount Chief acted on their behalf and confiscated the nets. The 
case went to court. The judge looked into the law books and said that he did not 
encounter a single reference to a Paramount Chiefs. The owner of the fishing nets had a 
license. The judge ruled in favor of the owner of the confiscated fishing nets. The 
Paramount Chief was ordered to return the nets and he was fined. 
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The consequences of this legal void are enormous and wide ranging. Here we see a 
relationship, or an absence of one, if you will, between level 1 (governance – executive, 
legislative and judicial) and level 2 (the money economy). The chiefs have no statutory 
authority to intervene in their customary settlement areas with respect to the activities 
of outsiders with licenses and permits, even if they wanted to.  
 
Because the chiefs do not have statutory authority with regard to the money economy 
they are for the most part administratively dysfunctional. The chiefs do not have the 
authority to govern and regulate the money economy and in particular the conduct of 
miners, loggers and other outside entrepreneurs in their customary settlement areas. 
They do, however, manage to administer the customary economy for the most part as 
this activity does not involve outsiders and this exercise of authority is based on the rule 
of customary law. 
 
In the case of artisanal gold mining the chiefs sat back and did little to stop the massive 
environmental onslaught because they know that they did not have the authority to 
intervene. In fact, some chiefs themselves became active in gold mining, including the 
paramount chief who was fined for confiscating fishing nets. The government says that 
it wants to define the status of chieftaincy by law. When this happens, hopefully the 
chiefs will be able and willing to intervene to help deter environmental misconduct in 
remote tribal areas. Of course, intensive and on-going technical assistance, year after 
year, will be required to realize such an objective. 
 
As noted above, decision making power is not enough. “Leaders have to back up this 
power with capable governing institutions that keep politics in its place, deliver on 
promises, administer programs and manage resources efficiently, and send a message 
to investors …. that they will be treated fairly and that their investments of time, energy, 
ideas, or money will not be hostage to politics.” Leaders must be trained not only to 
make fair and reliable deals with outside investors, but also to win the trust of their 
fellow tribesman, so that they are willing to invest time, energy and money in the 
community. Relations between villages in a tribal area, but also between tribes, must 
have a strong legal foundation which assures all stakeholders.  
 
Leaders must also have the necessary tools to function properly. We will say more about 
this under the infrastructure section below. Hans Lim A Po notes that “the actual 
capability of traditional institutions charged with self-government in land and related 
cultural matters, needs to be assessed and implementation of a program for 
strengthening these capabilities will most likely be required”2008; 11).  
 
Level 1 – Governance, the legislature. To date very little customary law has been 
codified. One could question whether this should be done. It may be useful. Under the 
traditional system young persons are singled out at an early age for leadership training 
by their matrilineal elders. The family observes the characteristics of such a person and 
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when somebody is identified who is considered to have leadership talent they are 
coached and trained in the knowledge and skills that leaders need to govern a village.      
 
However, today many young persons take over leadership roles in villages without 
having been singled out at an early age for training or coaching by the elders to take on 
the role of village chief. This happens because all too often the person who was 
expected to become chief emigrates from the village to work and live in Paramaribo. An 
alternative candidate must then be selected to take on the role of village leader, and 
this person may require some training. In such cases it would be helpful to have some 
written documents on the customary leadership roles and procedures, and to have a 
written record of customary rules and procedures. It is worth discussing with the chiefs 
whether such a project would be welcome and how it should be initiated. 
 
Another critical issue is the separation of powers. This is necessary to prevent the use of 
government for personal gain, but also to help build legal mechanisms not only to 
protect the legitimate interest of outsiders, but also to project the rights of the 
members of tribal communities and villages. In other countries some tribes have 
prepared a written code, kind of constitution, outlining the necessary checks and 
balances, including an independent judiciary, to prevent politicians from turning 
authority into personal power of gain (see Cornell and Kalt, n.d.; 22 for this discussion).  
 
The report of Cornell and Kalt (n.d., 22 ff.) also indicates that indigenous tribes in the 
United States have developed many different methods of dealing with this issue, 
ranging from strong independent judiciaries to tribal ethics boards, external third party 
arbitration or use a mixture of the rule of law and the rule of custom to restrict self 
serving behavior. They point out that there is no single correct manner to address this 
issue but that it is essential that some checks and balances are needed to prevent social 
and political breakdown.        
 
Level 1 – Governance, the judiciary. We are not familiar with any villages which have 
established a judiciary which is clearly separate from the executive village council. If 
somebody has a conflict with a chief in a village in the interior of Suriname, they will 
have to seek redress at the village council, which also handles mediation and 
adjudicates conflicts. Is there a disinterested third-party enforcer that referees and 
enforces the rules of the game or will a self-interested party adjudicate the dispute over 
the use of the societies’ resources?    
 
Last year two villages got into a conflict over the boundary of their settlement areas. 
This conflict was prompted in part by the fact that a popular tourism destination was 
located within about 100 meters of the boundary of the communal forest of one of the 
villages. This village took the position that the resort was located within its communal 
forest and that it therefore belonged to them. The other village took the position that 
the resort was just one kilometer behind their settlement and it was located in their 
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customary settlement area. Moreover, the name of the creek and the name of the small 
cascade was in Arowak, the native language of the latter village.  
 
The VIDS have mediated in this conflict but the problem has not been resolved 
completely. It would have been very helpful if some prior agreed upon system or 
institution of arbitration was in place to grapple with this challenge. Recently there were 
meetings between the Paramaka and Aucaner Maroons to reach an agreement on the 
boundary between their respective customary settlement areas. The Aucaner and 
Saramaka Maroons just concluded an agreement on the boundary between their 
respective customary settlement areas (De Ware Tijd 8 April 2009). It is clear that a lot 
of work still needs to be done in the area of local legislative codification and the 
development of judiciary institutions or a council of arbitration.    
 
 Level II – Governance and livelihoods.  The role of chieftaincy in the customary 
economy should also be studied. There are no extensive reports on studies exploring 
the role of chieftaincy in the administration of the customary economy. There is a very 
good study by Merina Eduards (1966) on the economic activities in households in two 
villages: Futunakaba and Pikin Slee. Eduards sees a role for NGOs, CBOs and 
cooperatives in guiding and training those active in the production for consumption 
sector to improve their chances of increasing productivity and marketing the surplus. No 
indication is given, however, about the role the chiefs could and should play in creating 
enabling conditions for agricultural and other types of economic development in the 
interior communities.   
 
From time to time the villages are struck by floods which inundate gardens leading to 
heavy losses for the farmers. Insect plagues, especially by leaf cutter ants, are common. 
Exhaustion of soil is another problem, which requires continuous expansion of the 
agricultural zone into primary forest. The distances between the villages and the 
gardens become larger and larger, and some gardens are up to 15 to 20 kilometers from 
the village. The leaders of the communities most certainly play a role with regard to 
these issues, but it would be very helpful if more detailed studies become available. 
Also, training in community development planning is urgently needed to help the chiefs 
strengthen their skills in dealing with the economic challenges associated with living in 
much large communities than was previously the case.   
 
The role of chieftaincy in the administration of the money economy is much more 
problematic. Money was not part of the customary economy and the customary 
institutions of governance. As noted above, many chiefs are not literate and sign 
agreements which provisions and conditions they do not fully understand. The 
youngsters in the villages are demanding a say in the affairs of the villages in order to 
avoid administrative problems associated with cash income of the villages and the 
management of the village fund.  
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Level III – Governance and social development. The role of chieftaincy in the 
development, execution and evaluation of community development projects also 
requires further study. Extensive interaction with the leadership of Kwamalsamutu took 
place over the past five years in connection with a sustainable tourism development 
project (see N.V. METS 2008). The chiefs decided that they wanted a community owned 
and controlled project in which the village leadership would have a say in the 
management of the project. 
 
In the course of this project the challenges became apparent of executing a community 
based activity which also required extensive skills acquisition outside of the customary 
realm of indigenous knowledge and expertise, including general enterprise 
management, financial administration, product development and marketing. Indigenous 
Knowledge could also become a major component in product development but would 
require extensive language training so that local guides could share their knowledge 
with visitors. Here again we see the cultural, language and knowledge barriers which 
play a role in community development.  
 
Again, these are subjects which require serious attention, especially if the government 
really wants to strengthen the role of the customary authorities. Extensive training 
needs to be made available.  
 
NOGs, CBOs and other organizations can play an important role in developing specific 
training modules for villages, which would cover the following topics: 
 

 Development of the legal framework defining the administrative system and the 
roles of chiefs in the administration of the village economy and social 
development 

 And role responsibilities of office bearers 

 Procedures for the succession of village chiefs 

 Village planning and development, including the development of village 
regulations and environmental guidelines 

 Community decision-making and planning 

 Financial planning and management 

 Project planning and implementation 

 Monitoring and evaluation strategies 
 
Local entrepreneurs and CBOs should also be included in this type of training. It is 
important to train at all levels, for strengthening only one level will create disharmony in 
the village because different groups will have different expectations of governance and 
sustainable development. 
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Level IV – Governance and infrastructure. A chief once thanked us for being patient 
while we were teaching the villagers about tourism. He said that his parents taught him 
how to hunt, fish, build boats and houses, but they could not teach him about tourism 
because when they were alive there was no such thing as tourism in their village. While 
acknowledging the significance of cultural match, acculturation has resulted in the 
introduction of institutions that are important today for sustainable development, such 
as tourism, that are foreign to indigenous culture.  
 
The importance of having the right kind of infrastructure to support the governance of 
village affairs and the conduct of economic and social development activities is not 
sufficiently appreciated.  
 
I once made the comment to a representative of an organization that they did a great 
job in building a modern office building for the Paramount Chief, but that they forgot to 
add a file cabinet and other fittings to the office. They did not teach the Paramount 
Chief how to use the office fittings to administer the affairs of the village. The 
representative replied: “we did not add these things because the chief did not ask for it. 
We only do something when the community asks for it.”  
 
I told him after the meeting that if a Martian would walk into a bar it is not likely that he 
would order a rum and coke. Who is to say that they would have rum and coke on 
Mars? The Martian would probably try to order a moon rock cocktail or something 
unfamiliar to us which we would not know how to prepare!  
 
How does this failure to recognize the infrastructural needs of interior chiefs and local 
customary government arise? This may have something to do with tribal branding; the 
presentation of Indigenous and Maroon communities as living a lifestyle of the past 
when the subsistence economy was dominant and the money economy have made 
almost no entry into these communities. During this period there was little need for a 
village administration, an office and western administrative tools.   
 
This approach is used to motivate donors and subscribers to allocate project funding 
and make donations. One friend even told me that he instructed a healer to keep his 
camp outside a large village very traditional. He would then take the donors to this spot 
to see the real traditional tribal way of living.  
 
Tourism brochures and posters depict Indigenous and Maroon persons in loin cloths, 
feathers and body paint and other traditional garb that is now only worn during feast 
and rituals. This may result in some very angry tourists who were expecting indigenous 
persons in traditional garb, only to find that almost everybody is wearing shirts, trousers 
and dresses. The more troublesome impact of tribal branding, however, is the resulting 
cultural blindness that prevents us from seeing what basic tools the people of the 
interior really need to develop their communities: cell telephones, computers, internet 
and e-mail, libraries and properly outfitted offices with archives as well as other modern 
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means of production and transportation. This blindness can also prevent us from seeing 
what type of training capacity building villagers need to advance their way of life. 
Sometimes it will be training the people ask for, sometimes it will be training they need 
but do not know how to ask for. 
 
It is important to note that in an acculturation context, and all tribal villages in Suriname 
have experienced some degree of acculturation, not all knowledge regarding the 
necessary expertise and tools for sustainable development can emerge from within a 
given village or its indigenous culture. But as noted above, when tools and institutions 
are imported they must be adapted to fit local conceptions of how authority should be 
organized and exercised. When available indigenous knowledge and expertise should 
always be given priority and imported alternatives should only be used when no 
customary institutions or systems are available to deal with the management and 
training issue at hand. 
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APPENDIX 4 
 
 
   
 
NOTE WITH RECOMMENDED POLICY DELIBERATIONS 

 
 
 
Introduction  
Before very specific training and capacity building initiates can be undertaken a number 
of key policy options would have to be considered by the Ministry of Regional 
Development about the status of the tribal communities in the interior and the role of 
the customary chiefs. The outcome of these policy deliberations will inform and guide 
the process of legal recognition of the tribal communities and the process of formal 
recognitions and institutionalization of the various offices of chieftaincy. The outcome of 
this exercise, in turn, will eventually provide a clearly defined set of roles and tasks to be 
assigned to, or formalized for, the various institutions of local leadership institutions.  
 
In the meantime, however, the process of capacity building need not be put on hold. 
There are a number of generic training needs that have been identified and can be 
executed. The proposals are listed below.   
 
Herewith an indication of some of the key policy issues that may be considered and for 
which policy deliberations could get underway. 
 
Issue 1 – the legal status of tribal societies 
At least three options for legal recognition of the tribal communities are possible: 
 

 Should the Indigenous and Maroon communities be legally enshrined as 
autonomous enclaves with their own system of local government, local 
legislation, administration of justice, local economy and control of the 
institutions of social development (health, education, culture, sport and 
recreation)? 

 Should the Indigenous and Maroon communities be treated like any other local 
community in Suriname without a special autonomous status, thus without their 
own systems of local government, local economy and local social development? 
The communities would be integrated into the national administrative system 
through the hierarchical system of decentralization (districts, resorts, 
communities)? 

 Should a hybrid model be chosen much like the model in Ghana whereby both 
the customary chieftaincy and the local and district councils have been  
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integrated into a single system with a division of responsibilities at the local level?  
 
Issue 2 – the legal status of the tribal communities  
The next key issues concerns the legal recognition of the communities and the 
customary settlement territories of the Indigenous and Maroon peoples.  
 

 Should each village be given a separate legal and administrative status? 

 How should we deal with the clans and lineages in the process of legal 
recognition? 

 Would it be better to legally recognize territories such as the existing sub-
divisions of the various tribal territories? 

 Should the tribe become a single unified legal entity? 

 Or should be considered a combination of the options mentioned above? 

 What combination is preferred and why? 
 
Issue 3 – Which principles should be used to allocate land to tribal communities and to 
demarcate the tribal territories? 
Here again consultations should be held, first and foremost, about the key principles 
which are to be adopted for prior to the demarcation of tribal lands. Once the key 
principles of demarcation are agreed upon, the actual demarcation of a territory 
becomes a more technical survey activity.   
 

 Demarcation based on catchment areas (the customary system)? 

 Demarcation based on the number of hectares one tribal person needs to 
survive in the ecosystems they live in as well as the carrying capacity of the 
ecosystems so that they can be sustainably exploited. Criteria such as historical 
occupation and ritual places can be included in this model (the Brazilian 
approach)? 

 Another approach (Please indicate)? 

 A combination of approaches? 
 
Issue 4 – Ownership of property 

 The right to land and natural resources should be collective? 

 Individual of land and resources including the right of divestment is preferred? 

 Other options? 

 A combination of various options? 
 
Issue 5 – Separation of powers 

 Is this necessary in the context of tribal leadership? 

 Things can stay as they are? 
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APPENDIX 4    (Dutch translation) 
 
 
OPTIES VOOR HET BESPREKEN VAN BELANGRIJKE BELEIDSVRAAGSTUKKEN 
 

Aan het einde van de vragenlijst ziet U een tabel die de mate van betrokkenheid 
weergeeft van een doelgroep bij een ontwikkelingsactiviteit. De boodschap is duidelijk: 
Naarmate de betrokkenheid van de doelgroep toeneemt, zal zij ook steeds meer 
verantwoordelijkheid op zich nemen voor haar ontwikkeling. Wij proberen dus met de 
volgende vragen Uw betrokkenheid bij het ontwikkelingsproces in het binnenland op te 
voeren. Helpt U ons a.u.b. door het beantwoorden van deze vragen Uw betrokkenheid 
bij het proces op te voeren!  
 
Hierna laten wij een tweede tabel zien waarin een aantal criteria uitgezet zijn, dat met 
ontwikkeling te maken heeft. Wij laten hierbij zien dat alle componenten van deze tabel 
nodig zijn om goede resultaten te bereiken. We leggen dit ook uit waarom!  
 

Vragen:  
 

Thema 1 – de legale status van de tribale gemeenschappen in Suriname (kies één 
antwoord!) 
 

o Vraag 1.1: Ziet U graag dat de tribale gemeenschappen zich als relatief 
autonome gemeenschappen ontwikkelen met een eigen intern bestuur, eigen 
lokale wetgeving, een eigen lokale rechtspraak, een eigen lokale economie met 
zeggenschap over eigen sociale ontwikkeling (onderwijs, gezondheidszorg etc.). 
Bij deze benadering zullen de tribale instituten versterkt worden evenals de rol 
en status van het aangewezen of gekozen traditioneel gezag. Bescherming van 
de soevereiniteit, defensie, internationale relaties, immigratie en naturalisatie, 
beheer van de luchtvaart, de munteenheid, rechtspraak voor ernstige delicten, 
het gevangeniswezen en dit soort zaken blijven in handen van de nationale 
overheid. Wij hebben dan een tweeledig of meerledig bestuur- en juridisch 
stelsel (het model van Canada, Brazilië, Verenigde Staten).  

 

o Vraag 1.2:  Ziet U graag dat de gemeenschapen in het binnenland zich 
ontwikkelen als elk andere gemeenschap in de kustvlakte (zoals Groningen, 
Totness, Nieuw Nickerie) en dus geen bijzondere autonome status krijgen maar 
geïntegreerd worden in het nationaal en regionaal administratief stelsel (district, 
ressort, gemeenschap). Hierbij zal het traditioneel gezag ook in stand gehouden 
worden maar het krijgt een culturele functie. Tevens zal de rol en status van de 
tijdens de nationale verkiezingen gekozen ressortraden belast worden met het 
lokaal bestuur (het model van Frans Guyana). 
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o Vraag 1.3:  een hybride of combinatie model waarbij en het traditioneel gezag en 
de gekozen ressortraden even belangrijk blijven en allebei versterkt worden (het 
model van Ghana). 

  
Thema 2 – welke woon- en leefeenheden krijgen een juridische status (meerdere 
antwoorden mag)  
 

o Vraag 2.1: Elk dorp apart 

o Vraag 2.2: De Lo en de Bere 

o Vraag 2.3: Elk deel van de stam (bilo - opo) 

o Vraag 2.4: De stam 

o Vraag 2.5: Andere (leg uit) __________________________________ 
 

Thema 3 – Welke principes zou men het beste kunnen hanteren om de tribale 
woongebieden af te bakenen? 
 

o Vraag 4.1:  Traditionele afbakening op basis van stroomgebieden 

o Vraag 4.2: Het aantal hectare dat een tribaal persoon nodig heeft om te leven en 
overleven, alsmede het aantal hectare dat gereserveerd moet worden voor 
herstel van de natuurlijke omgeving en eventuele uitbreiding. Criteria zoals 
historische bewoning en rituele plaatsen worden meegenomen (het Braziliaans 
model) 

o Een andere aanpak (leg uit _______________________________________ 
 
Thema 4 – Bezit van eigendommen 
 

o Vraag 5.1:  Rechten op grond in de tribale gebieden moet collectief zijn 

o Vraag 5.2:  Individueel bezit is beter 

o Vraag 5.3:  Een combinatie van de twee opties, een hybride model 
 
Thema 5 – Scheiding der machten (uitvoerende, wetgevende- en rechterlijke macht) 
 

o Vraag 3.1: Acht U het nodig om in de toekomst de scheiding der machten door te 
voeren bij het lokaal bestuur in de dorpen en in de woon- en leefgebieden?  

o Vraag 3.2: De huidige situatie kan in stand gehouden worden, waarbij er geen 
expliciete scheiding der machten nodig is. 
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APPENDIX 5 

 

 
Recommendations for Tribal Territory Consultation and Support Platforms 
 
1. Background 
 

The history of Indigenous and Maroon acculturation reveals that changes brought on by 
colonization had a significant impact on the customary institutions or governance, 
economics and social development. In some instances the impacts were positive 
(introduction of health care), but in other cases the impacts were extremely negative 
(the interior war).  
 
The introduction of elementary education was positive, but due to the almost complete 
absence of secondary and technical education the overall positive impact for the interior 
has been very limited. In fact, youngsters wishing to receive secondary education or 
higher must move to Paramaribo or other locations in the coastal districts. Persons from 
the interior with higher degrees cannot find appropriate jobs in the interior and rarely 
move back to their communities. As a result, each village has a deficit of skilled and 
trained persons. Therefore, the available human capital base should be optimally 
exploited. The services of all educated persons in the village, such a teachers, health 
workers, store owners and other skilled persons, should be marshaled and put to use in 
order to achieve the development objectives of the community. It is also essential that 
all available indigenous knowledge is recruited and used for the development of the 
IKCs as well as all community development projects.  
 
The aftermath of colonization and the meeting of unequal worlds left the members of 
the interior communities without the information and educational backgrounds that are 
required to conduct constructive external relations resulting in a fair exchange of 
resources and capitals. The situation is further complicated by the fact that the political 
upheavals of the post-independence period and the accompanying economic downturn 
have also weakened the administrative capacity of the national government to operate 
at remote and relatively locations of the interior of Suriname.  
 
It is reasonable to assume that all Surinamers aspire to a cultural interface that ensures 
a fair and equitable sharing of knowledge and empowerment which results in 
sustainable economic benefits for all concerned. In recognizing this challenge we will 
have to go beyond the process of friendship projects and handouts. The communities in 
the interior need extensive administrative empowerment and support in the form of 
training, office, information and communication resources.  
 
There is not much by way of an organized administrative infrastructure on the basis of 
which a process of ongoing information exchange and capacity building for sustainable 
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development can take place.  We need to help the Indigenous and Maroon communities 
create a new development infrastructure to achieve the much needed capacity building. 
Through this process we can transform the historical legacy that left the interior 
communities in a very vulnerable state of affairs into strong and viable development 
centers. 
 
How are these objectives to be achieved? The requisite characteristics of programmes 
to be developed by the Ministry of Regional Development include local participation in 
program development to address actual information needs for improved policy and 
management of the community resources and capitals. The strategy calls for a long term 
commitment, as well as infrastructure, including a firm logistical base for research and 
training. This base should serve as an institutional framework to develop collaborative 
approaches with national and international donors and partners. This approach must go 
beyond participation and the development of a firm logistical base. In this process the 
local communities should take the lead, they should have the final say in all decisions 
regarding the development and use of the much needed infrastructure for the purpose 
of information storage, encoding, retrieval and exchange.  
 
Finally, we have seen in the previous chapter that the tasks of the chiefs are extremely 
varied and extensive. It is impossible for the current core of chiefs to take on all these 
responsibilities. They need help from all able-bodied members of the community. 
External assistance is also needed to help set up the necessary administrative 
infrastructure and train chiefs to use it. 
 
2. Suggestions  
 
This section lays down the rudiments of a framework for the participatory development 
of an information and knowledge infrastructure in a given community or cluster of 
communities, to be referred to as an Indigenous Knowledge Center (IKC or a Maroon 
Knowledge Center; MKC).  
 

It is suggested here that at least one IKC or MKC be established in a community or in a 
cluster of smaller villages.  The IKC would be administered by the Village or a Council of 
Village Clusters.  Consideration could be given to having an advisory board of the CIK 
staffed by local and external experts. In an Indigenous cluster of villages the IKC Council 
would fall under the authority of the Association of Village Chiefs in Suriname (VIDS). 
Among the Maroon the IKC would fall under the village council or the chiefs of a cluster 
of villages who could form a regional council.   
 

In sum, the IKC will be supervised by the village council or by a regional council of a 
given cluster of villages or landscape. The IKC, in turn, would provide critical support and 
expert advice to the village or regional council upon request, but also provide training 
when and where needed.  
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NGOs involved in projects; Medizebs – Medical Mission for the Interior of Suriname;  MKC – Maroon Knowledge Center; IK – Indigenous/Maroon  Knowledge;  
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