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INTRODUCTION 

Slightly l e s s  than 50% of Guatemala's population of more than 7,000,000 

people i s  c lass i f ied  a s  Mayan Indian. The majority of these Indian people 

l i v e  in  the Western and Central Highlands; among them a re  d iswrsed  some 20 

d i f ferent  Mayan languages (see map). According to  the 1964 census, 96.8% of 

t h e  population of the Department of ~otonicap6n was indigenous. This was 

followed by ~01016, with 93.8% ~uiche', with 84.1%; Chimaltenango, with 77.6%; 

and Hcehuetenango, with 70% ( ~ a r r o ~ u f n  1972:293). One of the underlying 

fea tures  of being an Indian i n  Guatemala is chronic poverty. Guatemala a s  a 

country has t h e  most inequitable dis tr ibut ion of land in Central America: a s  of 

1979, 88% of the farms i n  the country ware classed a s  wsub-familiar,n 8 

class i f ica t ion  which defines them a s  being too emall t o  sa t i s fy  the needs of a 

s ingle  family (~ough -- e t  al. 1982:7). I n  the highlands the ecarcity of arable 

land is especially acute; and a s  the population expands, the  amount of 

agr icul tura l  land available t o  individual fami l i ss  continues t o  decrease and 

poverty becomes more widespread. 

I n  February of 1976, Guatemala was h i t  by an earthquake t h a t  devaatated 

some of the most heavily populated areas of the country, s t r ik ing  with 

part iaular ly massive force in the  Central Highlanda. More than 25,000 people 

died, aa many as 70,000 more were injumd, and over 1,000,000 l o s t  t h e i r  homes. 

Ae relief and development agenciee flooded i n  t o  a s s i s t  rebuilding, there was a 

f l u r r y  of organizational movement, 

Then, beginning in the mid- to l a t e  1970e, Guatemala was v i s i t ed  by a 

seczo~d--and f a r  more destruative and inhuman-tragedy. In reeponse t o  

gue r r i l l a  insurgency welling up in the  northern regione of Huehuetenango and 

Quiche, t h e  Guatemalan mi l i ta ry  larmched a counterattack of unreatrainlad 
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brutality. Beginning l n  earnest with the presidency of General Romeo Lucas 

~ a r c f a  (1978-82), a wave of poli t ical  violence washed over Guatemala, taking 

its heaviest t o l l  among the inhabitants of the Central and Western Highlands. 

The Indian populations of these areas inevitably took sides, either actively or  

out of necessity. When the battleground was defined they were caught, 

defenseless, between opposing military forces, and coneequently received the 

most lethal  barrages of the crossfire, 

The Violence--as it is commonly termed in Guatemala today-steadily 

increased through t h e  early 19808, peaked in 1982, and then continued with a 

discernible decline through 1985. During t h i s  period, it has been estimated by 

a diverse collection of sources, off ic ia l  and opposition, tha t :  

-- according to mi9it.ary sources, more than 400 rural villages were 
destroyed during counterinsurgency campaigns between 1981 end 1985; 

-- according t o  a study by the Juvenile Division of the Supreme Court, 
"in the Guatemalan highlands, some 200,000 children had lo s t  one 
parent since 1980, while a t  leaat  twenty-five percent had l a s t  
both."(Americas Watch 1986~6); more coneervative estimates place the 
number of children losing one parent a t  e l ight ly  more than 100,000; 

-- between 50,000 and 75,000 people were e i ther  kj.lled or  disappared 
between 1978 and 1985; (Krueger & Zhge 1985:v America8 Watch 198616); 

-- as  many as 1,000,000 million people were displaced from t h e i r  
communities, and perhaps 200,000 kearne refugee8 abroad. 

On January 14, 1986, Vinicio Cerezo was inaugurated a s  president of 

Guatemala. In the wake of open eleotione, he and his Christian Democraticr 

Party were swept into office by more thnn 1,000,000 vobs. Cemzo wau the 

first oivilian preeident of Guatemala since 1970; his arr ival  a f te r  t h e  rocont 

years of crushing military domination and unbridled violenoa was greeted with 

r e l i e f  end the hope tha t  perhaps the future would bring peace, s tabil i ty,  and 

what i u  popularly called "a return to normaloymm People throughout t h e  country 

were crutiouely optimistic, While the military had allowed a eivi l ian to take 

over the presidenay, it was not altogether clear how much power it had actually 



relinquished. Both Guatemalans and international observers remained f i l l e d  

with doubt, a s  was Cerezo himself, who said during his inauguration: "I remind 

you t h a t  I have received the government but not  the powerw (Inforpress 1987:l). 

Al*hough ~ i l i t a r y  forces have stepped in to  the background--and the tempo 

of violence has subsided substantially-popular wisdom maintains t h a t  m i l i t a r y  

con.t;rol remains in tac t  and that the armed forces can and w i l l  s tep  forward with 

l i t t l e  hesi tat ion i f  they see the need. Tho seeds of democracy may have been 

sown Whether o r  not they w i l l  be allowed t o  grow and bear f r u i t  remains an 

open question. 

A s  if these po l i t i ca l  d i f f i c u l t i e s  were not enough, the new government 

m u s t  a l so  confront a severely depreaaed national economy. For t h e  l a s t  f i v e  

years, Guatemala has been slipping in to  f inancial  crisis while inf la t ion  r i ses ,  

the  value of the Quetzal f a l l s ,  commerce declines, and opportunities f o r  

employment decreases (unemployment o f f i c i a l ly  runs a t  47%). Agricultural 

production has been declining s teadi ly over the l a s t  few years. Cavernment 

services have deteriorated i n  the  face of l imited operating budgets and 

generalized po l i t i ca l  paralysis. Although the Guatemalan government has 

recently managed t o  s top t h e  downward ap i ra l  with its short-term Sooial and 

Economic Reordering Plan, it wplaoed the burden of the s tabi l iza t ion  program on 

low-income, salar ied workers and unemployed people who saw their already 

l imited income shrink fu r the rn  ( ~ n f o r p m s s  1987124). Cr i t i c s  of the 

government's economio program claim t h a t  the poor majority hae yet  t o  benefit  

much from ourrent policies. 

HETHODOLOGY OF THE REPORT 

Uuch has been reported about human r ights  abuses in Guatemala during the 

1978-85 period (see, f o r  example, Americas Watch 1986; Krueger & Engcr 1985; 

Davis & Hodson 1982; Fried e t  al. 1983). Numerou6 organizations oontinue t o  



observe t he  human r i g h t s  s i t ua t i on  a s  it unfolds under Cerezo and the  Chris t ian 

Democrats ( ~ m e r i c a s  Watch & Br i t i sh  Parliamentary Human Rights Group 1987; 

Inforpress 1987; The Internat ional  Human Rights Law Group & WOLA 1988; Man2 

The present repor t  tries to build upon information gathered by o ther  

groups while focusing exclusively on t he  problems of t he  indigenous populations 

of t he  highlands. We attempt t o  assess  the  present s i t ua t i on  with  an eye 

toward understanding w h a t  might be done, now and in the  near  fu ture ,  to b e t t e r  

t h e  l o t  of t he  Indian populations whose l i v e s  have been s o  disrupted. We a r e  

pr imari ly  concerned with t he  matter  of s o c i a l  end economic development and t h e  

ways in which they a f f e c t  Indian people: 

-- How has ndevelopmentw been defined and put I n t o  prac t ice  in recent  
decades, by both c i v i l i a n  groups and the  mil i tary? 

-- How a r e  development and soc i a l  services  being handled In the  
present  t r ans i t i ona l  phase of mi l i t a ry  to c i v i l i a n  ru le?  

-- What are the  present needs of indigenous peoples and how are they 
being o r  n o t  being met? 

-- What are the  proepecta f o r  ass is tance among the  na t ive  communitiee 
of t he  highlands over t he  near  future?  

Information f o r  t h l a  repor t  was gathered by a four-person team consis t ing 

of Theodore Macdonald, Jr. and Norman M. Chapin of Cultural  Survival; Pa t r i o l a  

Weise-Fagen of t he  Refugee Polioy Group; and S. James Anara of tho National 

Indian Youth Council. Research wae conducted during three t r i p s  to Guatemala; 

through interviewing knowledgeable peceone, inoluding Guatemalans, l i v ing  i n  

the  Irnitetd Statee; and by reviewing re levant  dooumentation. Two barn memberr 

made t h e  first t r i p ,  which wee ten days long, in September of 1986. Its 

primary purpoee wae to contact  key informants and map out  an i t i n e r a r y  f o r  

eubeequent t r a v e l  in the  highlands. The team a l s o  made a ehort  f i e l d  t r i p  to 

Alta Verapaz t o  v i s i t  t he  Development Pole .se t t lement  of Chieeo. A l l  four  team 

members v in i t ed  Guatemala from November 2 through November 21. Working la rge ly  



i n  pairs,  we spent time in Guatemala City before embarking on a journey through 

the highland departments of Huehuetenango, Quicheii ~olol&, ~otonicapdn, and 

Chimaltenango. We v i s i t ed  a t o t a l  of 31 ru ra l  communities, primnrily i n  the 

company of community-level promoters and technicians from nongovernmental 

assistance organizations (NGOS) carrying out a c t i v i t i e s  i n  the s i t e s  vis i ted;  

local  po l i t i ca l  o r  church representatives took us  on other community v is i t s .  

I n  these communities, we talked with members of individual households and 

participated i n  general vi l lage meetings, speakirrg ta a s  wide a variety of 

people a s  possible i n  s i tua t ions  t h a t  were often diff icul t .  Two team members 

took a th i rd  short  t r i p  in June of 1987; focusing on rura l  communities in the 

departments of ~ u i c h 4  and Huehuetenango. 

In  Guatemala City, team members met with NGO representatives from programs 

i n  the highlands; recently elected Indian congressional deputiea from 

Huehuetenango, San Marcos, Q U I C ~ Q ,  ~otonica&, and Chimbaltenango; the Director 

and other o f f i c i a l s  from the Committee f o r  National Reconstruction (CFUJ), the  

Minister of Defense, and the President'e Secretary f o r  Special Affairs; 

representatives of the Guatemalan Congressional Commission on Indian Affaire; 

UNHCR repatr iat ion of f icers  from Guatemala and Mexico; the Direotor and other 

s t a f f  membere of the  Special Commiesion f o r  Aasietance to the Repatriated 

(CEAR); independent academics and journalists; and USAID offioials.  I n  the  

highlands, we spoke with regional and local  representatives of t h s  Catholic 

Church, NGO f i e l d  workere, loca l  government of f ie ia le ,  and mil i tary officimls. 

To aid discussion of present conditions in the Indian areas of Guatemala, 

we have somewhat a r b i t r a r i l y  d.ivided the highlands in to  three broad regions. 

We define these areas by the intensi ty of violence, t h e  reaotion of the loaa l  

populatione, present conditione, and our asaesement of poss ib i l i t i e s  f o r  



development assistance now and in the near future. The three highland regions 

-- The Southern Highlands (including Chimaltenango, solold, southern 
Huehuetenango, and southern Quiche), where there was considerable 
violence during the ear ly  t o  mid-1980s. 

-- ~ o t o d c a & ,  whii~h was re la t ive ly  untouched by the violence which 
h i t  its neighbors. (l'otonicaphls western neighbor, Quetzaltenango, 
shares this re la t ive  peace, but is not included i n  the report because 
the  team did not v i s i t  the  area.) 

-- The ~ o r t h e r n '  Region (including northern Huehuetenango and northern 
QUIC~Q), where the  insurgency once held large t r a c t s  of te r r i tory ;  
despite heavy m i l i t a r y  presence, sporadic f ight ing continues hew. 

Fieldwork in the  countryside was circumscribed by a number of limiting 

factors. During the ear ly  1980s it was extremely d i f f i c u l t  t o  gain access t o  

the Guatemalan highland areas, much l e s s  t o  conduct serious community-based 

research. With open warfare raging throughout areas of the highlande, few 

re l i ab le  reports  of the ac t iv i ty  there made the i r  way t o  the outside world. 

Now t h a t  the violence has diminished, outsiders can reach the areas where it 

took place; however, the legacy of fear, uncertainty, and doubt-coupled with 

t h e  l ingering threa t  of d i r ec t  violence--is a major obetaole t o  eyatematic 

information gathering. Villagers i n  most of the areas we vis i ted  had been 

terrorized: t h e i r  houses and crop8 had been burned, r e l a t ives  had been k i l led ,  

and they had often been forced to flee. A pervasive mil i tary presenoe still 

exis t s ,  and, i n  a few regione, there is sporadic f ight ing between the army and 

the  guerr i l las .  

~ e o p l e  i n  the w h l a n d s  have been l iving under mi l i ta ry  rule, with random 

and systematic violence in t h e i r  de.ily l ives,  s i n w  the l a t e  19708. Uany are 

unwilling to  and some genuinely incapable of naounting events of the reoent 

past. During aur v i s i t s  to highland communities, we wen often exposed to t h e  

psychological pain a t i l l  residing inside viatime of t h e  violenoe. For example, 

on several occasions widowe oried openly when they told us of t h e i r  personal 

7 



tragedies; and NGO representatives sa id  that  a s  people gradually opened up and 

spoke of t h e i r  sufferings, theLr grief  poured out. Beyond this, most of the 

people we spoke with clear ly felt t h a t  it was safer  to discuss events of the 

past in a semi-abstract, npassive voicen manner. Instead of saying, f o r  

example, t h a t  the guerr i l la  o r  the army or  local v i l lagers  k i l l ed  people, they 

would make reference t o  "The Violencen o r  "The Situationn a s  the agent of 

death. Family members had died in  "the V i ~ l e n c e , ~  a s  if the Violence marched 

under its own steam, with no one in part icular  behind it. 

Being aware of these l imit ing circumstances before venturing in to  the 

f ie ld ,  we made v i r tua l ly  a l l  of our v i s i t s  t o  rura l  communities in t h e  company 

of people who knew and had the confidence of community members. We did not 

administer questionnaires, nor did we attempt to follow any r igid,  systematic 

interview schedule. I n  t h e  vil lages,  we used open-ended questioning along 

previously agreed upon lines,  and we carefully avoided sensi t ive areas of 

enquiry when circumstances indicated caution. Above a l l ,  we were anxious t h a t  

we not put any of our respondent8 i n  danger. 

COHMUNITY ORGANIZATION AND "DEVELOPLIENTn IN GUA'I'EMLA 

During the late 19408, and continuing through the  f i r a t  years of the 

19508, the Guatemalan government act ively promoted the  formation of 

cooperatives. A t  t h l a  time, t h e  Indian communities of the Highlands began 

picking up e k i l l s  t h a t  enabled them t o  part ic ipate  on more favorable terms in 

the  nation's economy. Thle trend was reveraed with .the overthrow of the Arbenz 

government i n  1954. A t  this time, the  new government cut  back the number of 

sooial programs f o r  the poor and concurrently ins t i tu ted  an eecalation of 

repreesive measures a s  it sought t o  reestablish its oontrol over the country. 

B u t t h e  proceas of organizational development oontinued along several separate 

t racks  outside of the government. The Catholic Church was act ive with Catholio 



Action in moving in to  the realm of social  and economic work; AID began pouring 

money in to  assistance f o r  ru ra l  peoples, with a strong emphasis on cooperative 

formation and leadership training; the Peace Corps sent  volunteers i n t o  the 

m a 1  areas of Guatemala t o  work in community development; and internat ional  

and national NGOs  began community action programs in the highland regions. By 

the mid-19708, according to an A I D  study, there were 510 cooperatives i n  

Guatemala, with a t o t a l  membership of more than 130,000 people ( ~ a v i s  & Hodson 

1982~14). Similar organizational developments were taking place in urban 

centers, with the formation and growth of workers1 unions. 

During t h i s  period, the  insular  indigenous communities of the highlands 

came under many new influences which challenged t radi t ional  structures. 

Cetholic Action, in particular,  combined economic and social  development 

programs involving cooperatives, education, leadership training, and commerce 

with attempts t o  implant orthodox Catholicism. This kind of mixture frequently 

ran counter t o  eatablished pattern8 of authority and, while it often broughk 

economic benefits, it also generated divisions within communities. Although 

t h i e  can be seen i n  hindsight a8 one of the natural  consequences of rapi2 

cul tura l  change, at  the time the internal  f r i c t i o n s  and vola t i le  toneion l a i d  

the  groundwork f o r  much of the bloodehed and violence o f t h e  l a t e  1970s and 

ear ly  1980a. 

Population growth m d  the expansion of ag ibueiness  through the 1970s 

served to exacerbate the already inequitable dis tr ibut ion of land and 

resourcee. A s  t h e  s i tua t ion  of the poor aontinued to deteriorate,  sporadic 

land dieputes began to break out in the countryside. Then, in 1976, Guatemala 

waa h i t  by a massive earthquake. Foreign aasietance f o r  reconstruction h g a n  

flowing in to  the  aountry, and numerous r e l i e f  and davelopment organizations 

appeared on the ecene. By the end of 1976 there wem an estimated T.30 NCOu in 

operation, a large percentage of them working d i rec t ly  out  of the  higbl.md8. 



I n  an attempt t o  c ~ o r d i n a ~  the a c t i v i t i e s  of both private and public 

organizations working in the r e l i e f  e f for t ,  the government created the 

Committee f o r  National Reconstruction, which was headed by a general and under 

mi l i ta ry  control, assuring that ,  a t  very leas t ,  a l l  government agencies would 

be aligned w i t h  m i l i t a r y  plans. 

The confusion brought on by the earthquake, coupled with the  sudden 

abundance of well-financed N O  assistance programs, served t o  strengthen 

independent i n i t i a t i v e s  among the poor. A t  the same time, popular labor and 

peasant organizations began recrui t ing more heavily and making increasingly 

s t r i d e n t  demands f o r  reform, and the guerr i l la  movement grew steadi ly i n  the 

highlands and the northern lowland t i e r  of Huehuetenango and ~u ichd ,  where it 

was extremely successful i n  gaining aupport a t  the  community level. 

Deterioration of subsistence levels  and demands f o r  reform, increasing 

organizational strength among ru ra l  groups, the resurgence of guerr i l la  

a c t i v i t y  (which had been quiescent eince its defeat in the l a t e  1%0a), and the  

growth of development and r e l i e f  asaistance after the earthquake-all these 

currents  converged to bring a new dynamic to  the areas where the Indian 

population was moat densely concentrated. 

Before long, the mi l i ta ry  aought t o  t ighten i t 8  control. I n  l a t e  1976, it 

moved in to  the I x i l  area of northern Quiche and launched a violent 

counter.lnaurgency program. By 1978, the b a t t l e  between the guerr i l la  and the 

mi l i ta ry  waa well under way and Guatemala had entered what was t o  become a 

seven-year period of intenee bloodshed and brutali ty.  

Aa the Violence escalated and life in the  highland8 (with the  p a r t i a l  

exwi t ion  of ~otonicap& and ~uetzaltenango) became inoreaeingly c h o t i o  and 

dangerbous, NGOs  were foroed t o  l i m i t  t h e i r  a c t i v i t i e s  end, eventually, t o  pu l l  

ou t  altogether. In  the areas o.?mo~lt  intenae conflict--the Northern Region and 



the Southern Highlands--community leaders were primary targeta,  and NGO 

representatives and looal promoters working with them were h i t  part icular ly 

hard. Operating out of baaes i n  the north, guerr i l la  groups f i l t e r e d  through 

highland communities and gained f a i r l y  widespread support from local  

populations. Axnong other things, they promised the Indians armed support i n  

the  event of a counterattack. 

Under the presidency of General Efrain ~ i o s  Montt, who took power a f t e r  a 

coup in March of 1982, the military embarked on a program it called f u s i l e s  y 

f r i j o l e s  ("guns and beansw). The military's primary objective was fo pacifq 

and consolidate the conf l ic t  areas; to  t h i a  end it used a two-phase s trategy 

t h a t  combined force and development assistance. Following the alogan "Security 

and Development," the military f i r e t  used "gunan to secure areas where the  

insurgency had been active, leaving in its wake bloodahed and devastated and 

abandoned villages. The mil i tary then attempted t o  lu re  back the  inhabitants, 

who were by t h i s  time broken and eubmissive, with of fers  of relief and 

development assistance, symbolized by Certain areas of part icular  

s t r a t eg ic  importance--such aa the 1x11 area of northern Quichd, one of the  

"zones of conflictn--were einqled out f o r  special treatment, and by 1983 were 

being transformed in to  what came t o  be cal led "Development Polesw (see ~ j d r c i t o  

de Guatemala 1984). The Committee f o r  National Reconstruation was given 

primary responsibi l i ty  f o r  supplying these areas with m e o u z a ~ ~ s  f o r  

reconstruction i n t o  what the army advertized a s  showcase ~ o r n m ~ i t i e s  (Krueger & 

Enge 1985t58). 

I n  l a t e  1984, t h e  mil i tary produced a bureaucratic mechanism cal led the 

National Inter-Inst i tut ional  Coordination Syetem f o r  Reconetruction and 

Development (IICS). The IICS was ofganized t o  work a t  t h e  national, 

departmental, muniaipal, and looal leve ls  with reoonstruction and development 

programs. Aside from the  c lear  function of incorporating 011 government 



agencies under mil i tary control-the Jefe del  Eatado Hayor de l a  Defensa 

Naclonal was i n  charge--the IICS was designed t o  streomline the flow of 

resources by means of military discipline. During t h i s  time, the c i v i l  a f f a i r s  

branch of the m i l i t a r y ,  the S-5, began training promoters to work i n  local  

communitiee, again f o r  the areas of heaviest violence. These promoters were 

deployed in ru ra l  areas t o  help improve the image of the army through 

"educationn (handing out pamphlets that  proclaim, f o r  example, "The Army Is 

Your F'riendn), and t o  a s s i s t  with such community improvement projects  ae 

construction of schools and bridges. The promoters continue t o  work In t he  

c i v i l i a n  government of the Christian Democrats, bu t they  wear army uniforms, 

carry guns, and report  d i rec t ly  t o  t h e i r  mil i tary supervisors. 

Thus, by the  mid-1980s. development a c t i v i t i e s  in highland Guatemala were 

largely r ~ s t r i c t e d  t o  military-controlled government programs which were 

concentrated In "areas of o o n f l i ~ t . ~  The NGO community had been forced out of 

Indian communities i n  the face of increaeed violence, and a l l  local  i n i t i a t i v e s  

were brought t o  a halt. Government programs in areas such a s  the Southern 

Highlands and Totonicapan were cut  back, while the Development Pole program had 

become the armyte centerpiece. Having aesumed t o t a l  control over the  nation's 

operatione, the  mi l i ta ry  wee defining and carrying out  ndevelopmenttt on its own 

terme. 

PRESENT CONDITIONS I N  THE HIGHLANDS 

The s i tua t ion  of Indian communities variee considerably from region t o  

region; t o  f a c i l i t a t e  disouseion of this variat ion we have divided the  

highlands (as well as the far northern lowlands of Huehuetenango and ~ u i c h 6 )  

in to  three broad regions: 

-- The Southern Hfghlande (including Chimaltenango, solold, eouthern 
Huehuetenango, and southern ~ u i c h 6 )  



-- ~ o t o n i c a ~ 6 n  

-- The Northwest Region (northern Huehuetenango and northern Quichg) 

A t  the beginning of 1985 the Violence had diminished to the point where 

eovernment agencies anr! a few NGOs w e r e  returning t o  the Southern Highlands t o  

assees the  poss ib i l i t i e s  f o r  renewing t h e i r  work. In  ~otonicapch, the Violence 

had never become pervasive o r  systematic. The general chaos end confusion had 

affected soc ia l  and economic networks with neighboring departments, and 

development agencies had suspended most of t h e i r  act ivi t ies .  Most of the 

Northern Rsgion, including the northern par ts  of Huehuetenango and QUIC~Q, was, 

i n  1985, still o f f i c i a l l y  c lass i f ied  by the milLtary a s  a llcon%iictive zone" 

and was consequently under t i g h t  army control. If the Violence had t o  some 

extent diminished, the  level  of tension remained high and the region was not, 

in any sense, nopen." The Development Pole program of the  1x11 area in Qsichd 

and cer ta in  por ts  of Huehuetenango and Alta Verapaz i l l u s t r a t e s  the inheren* 

contradictions of the militaryla ndevelopmentn strategy and the  d i f f i c u l t i e s  

facing t h e  c iv i l i an  government in breaking f r ee  from the recent p-st. 

!RIO Southern Rfghlande, including Chhaltenango, ~o lo la / ,  Southern 
Huehuetenango and Southern Quiob' 

Much of this region ie  characterized by mountainous terrain,  with l imited 

areas of open, arable plains. Through the centuriee, the Indian populakion has 

been pushed onto t h e  more rugged, inacoeseible terrain;  non-Indian landholders 

f a r m  the few large expanses of good agricul tural  land. The Indian area is 

densely populated, farme are  generally emall and dedicated t o  eubsistence 

orops, and them is coneiderable economic and eoaial  interchanga along the  

exbneive  network of ronde. For decades, the  people of tksee departmentti have 

divided t h e i r  time among farmhg, trading and commerce with urban oenters, snd 

aeasonal labor on the coastal  plantations to  the oouth. 



These a r e  a reas  in which the  Violence was ex?remely heavy from 1978 

through 1983. It occurred pr imari ly  in t h e  form of assaul ta  by Guatemalan 

mi l i t a ry  forces  involved in counter-imurgency campaigns, espec ia l ly  during t he  

barbaric "guns and beansvt campaign during t he  presidency of General ~ f r a f n  ~ f o s  

Montt from e a r l y  1982 through 1983. Accurate f i gu re s  on t he  number of houses 

destroyed, v i l l a g e r s  k i l l e d  o r  disappeared, o r  refugees stili a t  la rge  are no t  

evai lsble ;  but  by a l l  accounts t he  area was severely  devastated., c r e s t i ng  a 

scene of widespread socia l ,  economic, and p o l i t i c a l  disruption.  In con t r a s t  t o  

t h e  northern sec t ions  of Huehuetenango and Quiche: where refugees f l e d  to 

Mexico, most v i l l a g e r s  from the  southern p a r t  beriame in t e rna l  refugees, f l e e ing  

e i t h e r  In to  nearby mountains, the  coast-a1 plantations,  o r  Guatemala City. 

The Violence has s ince  subsided, al lowing a la rge  percentage of t he  

surviving population to r e tu rn  t o  its communities and pick up t h e  pieces of t h e  

former way of life. The mood of t he  area, however, remains very tense. 

Although the  mi l i t a ry  has la rge ly  returned t o  its barracks, its presence is 

f e l t  everywhere, in the  form of armed v i l l a g e r s  in Civ i l  Patrols. Furthermore, 

numerous cases  of bloodshed occurred within communities a s  v i l l age r s  s e t t l e d  

o ld  scores, purchased Zavors, o r  elmply took advantage of t h e  general anarchy 

of  t!m si tuation.  These f a c t o r s  combine t o  c r ea t e  an environment of d i s t r u s t ,  

uncer ta in t j ,  and res idua l  resentment. 

The needs f o r  ass is tance i n  t he  Southern Highlands were obvious to t h e  

government and pr iva te  ass is tance agencies "hat resumed work there. Economic 

pa t t e rns  of agr icu l tu re  end oommerce had been smashed, open communioation 

between urban ceritere and v i l l agee  had t r i ck l ed  t o  a minimum, and rhythms of 

eeasonal migration t o  the  ooaetal  p lantat ions  had been disrupted. F ie lds  had 

been abandoned end burned, houses demoliehed, end poseeasione stolen; many 

people had j u s t  returned t o  t h e i r  communitibs and were beginning t o  s o r t  

through the  litter, with  no reeources to rebui ld  t h e i r  livee. I n  many areg3, 



such socia l  services a s  education a-~d health care had been discontinued f o r  a s  

long as three or  four years, and the buildinas in which they were carried out  

had been levelled. Ecogle everywhere, were i n  a s t a t e  of extreme shock. They 

were afraid,  haunt& by nightmares, plagued by headaches and other strange body 

pains, and f i l l e d  with anxiety aoout th9 future. 

The dilemma of the  widows and norphansn (vhich. in the terminology of 

Guatemala, usually r e fe r s  to children who here 'lost t h e i r  fathers)  serves a s  a 

s t a r k  indicator  of the havoc generated during the years of bloodshed Although 

re l i ab le  f igures are unavailable, it is estimated t h a t  during the Violence 

between 15,000 and 25,000 women were widowed; between 100,000 and 200,000 

children l o s t  at  l e a s t  one parent; and a sizeable percentegtb of the widows l o s t  

children, who were e i the r  k i l led  outright or  diecl from disease o r  etarvation 

brought on by the  Violence (as were many of thellr husbands). The incomes of 

many of these women disappeared ent i re ly  upon the death of t h e i r  husbands. 

They have been forced -ko work In e c t i v i t i e s  in which they are  inexperienced, 

such a s  egricul ture and marketing, and t o  concentrate more heavily on se l l ing  

hand-made c r a f t s  which they had formerly kept largely f o r  t h e i r  own we. The 

amount of money thsy bring in i e  minimal, requiring a l l  available working-age 

children t o  Join the quest f o r  subeietence income. Heavier agricul tural  labor 

is contracted out to local  men es aoney ellows. However, i n  southern Quiche we 

sew numerous f i e l d s  t h a t  were fellow beaause t h e i r  widow owners leaked 

suf f ic ient  cash resources t o  pay f o r  labor. 

Another problem suffered by widow8 i n  many aommunities where teneione 

still run high is t h a t  they are shunned 5y other villagere. In many aaeea 

t h e i r  husbands were k i l l ed  beaauee they were alleged wsubversivea,w (I labe l  

t h a t  consequently t a i n t s  t h e i r  families. To be on the safe side, fellow 

vi l lagere  avoid t:mm. 



In t h e i r  own eyes, few people have emerged morally unscathed from t h e  

Violence. The rapid cul tural  changes tha t  took place in the decades before the 

Violence divided communities, a s  emerging leadero, competing with t radi t ional  

authorit ies,  stirred up tensions and r ivalr ies .  When the mi l i ta ry  and the 

guerr i l la  squared off in a ba t t l e  f o r  the loyalty of villagers,  the community 

divisiona frequently took on a l e tha l  character. To protect themselves, people 

often became e i the r  active o r  passive collaborators with both sides. Personal 

animosities and p o l i t i c a l  differences often f la red  up and became part  of the 

general violence. The po l i t i ca l  and persone.1 Cactors of the violence have l e f t  

behind a strong residue of resentment, d is t rus t ,  and even hatred tha t  continues 

t o  fes ter .  

These d i f f i c u l t i e s  a re  compounded by the  lack of p o s i t i v e  community 

organization, the absence of leaders, and Ghe fear associated with being 

ident i f ied  a s  a leader. Daring the Violence, t rad i t ional  leadere (pr inc ipa lee)  

concerned primarily with r i t u a l  and rel igion were often viewed a s  harmlese, and 

were epared; but leaders working with cooperatives, labor movements, and other 

community action groups were invariably k i l l ed  o r  forced to flee. Those who 

havs returned are  not anxious to openly resume leadership position8 i n  the 

community. 

A negat ive  community leaderehip structure,  however, has been ins t i tu ted  

throughout the  highlands over the l a s t  few years in the  form of the P a t r u l l r u  

de Autodofenma Civ i l ,  o r  Civil  Patrole. While the  system of alsaldem and the 

a o r i t d  ofv ioo  are still i n  evidence and continue t o  carry out l imited 

funotione, the  r e a l  power in t h e  commtaitiee l i e e  with author i t ies  of more 

recent or igin t h a t  are direc t ly  responeible t o  the  military. Theee authori t iee 

are the cornisionado milttar, who is appointed 3y regional mi l i ta ry  o f f i o i a l s  

and is reuponsible f o r  giving t h e m  weekly reports, as well r e  f o r  finding 

r e c r u i t s  f o r  the  army; and the  J e f e  de p a t r u l l a ,  who is usually selected within 



t h e  community but is respons~ble  t o  the regional mil i tary authori t ies ,  and has 

charge of the local  Civi l  Patrols. 

The Civil  Patrols were first ins t i tu ted  i n  the ear ly  1980s. During the 

~ f o s  Montt period they expanded exponentially throughout the Guatemalan 

Highlands. The ~ t r o l s  continued building in s ize  and influence under Mejfa 

~ f c t o r e s ,  and by the end of 1984 the army claimed a t o t a l  of 900,000 

p a t r u l l e r o s  part ic ipat ing i n  the system ( ~ r u e g e r  & Ense 1985:24). 

Men to t ing  rifles and shotguns on patrol duty are vis ib le  throughout the  

highlands and have become an integral--and onerous--part of community l i fe  in 

m a 1  areas. A l l  ab?e-bodied adul t  males must spend from s i x  t o  24 hours a -. 

week, depending upon th eize of the community, patrol l ing the village. During 

the height of the Violence, from 1982 through 1984, pa t ro l le rs  were. expected t o  

at tend marching  practice^ end carry out  work assignments and were occasionally 

enl i s ted  f o r  search miasions in the countryside with soldiers. By l a t e  1986, 

t h e  eystem had been relaxed considerably in  the areas in which armed conf l ic t  

had ended years before. Yet v i l lagers  are still performing t h e i r  vigilance 

dut ies  rigorously, and those who f a i l  t o  comply are often punished saverely. 

Their primary reeponeibl l i t iee consist  of keeping an eye on the community and 

reporting what they uee t o  t h e i r  superior, t h e  jefe do patrulla,  who i n  turn  

reports  on a weakly basis  t o  the local  mil i tary commander. I n  t h i s  way, t h i s  

system of close observation and reporting puts severe l i m i t s  on the movementa 

of both v i l lagers  end outsfdrpre throughout the  ru ra l  areaa i n  which the  Civi l  

Patrole  a re  active. 

According t o  tha military, the  patrols  e x i s t  t o  provide the  oommunities 

with "their own self-defense...(they) have doubled the  efficienoy of the  

secur i ty  forces i n  oreating the conditions ol peace basic t o  the integrated 

development of theae u~rnmunities....~(~jdrcito de Guatemala 198Q:vii) -- the  



noti011 being t h a t  subversives would attack and k i l l  v i l lagers  i f  the vigi lantes  

were not on constant wmed watch. H~wever, the  view from the villagers1 s ide  

is eomewhat different. People in most areas of t h e  Southern Highlands perceive 

l i t t le  o r  no threa t  from nsubversiveen; in the northern regions of 

FTuehuetenango and ~u ichd ,  the  guerr i l las  are preeent but are not considered to  

be a th rea t  t o  the  well-being of v i l lagers  unless the v i l lagers  are closely 

allie?. to  t h e  military. Pae ic ipa t ion  in the pa t ro ls  demandc t h a t  v i l lagers  

spend coneiderable time In sterile, non-productive act ivi t iee.  They ~ u s t  make 

a l l  of t h e i r  plans around achedulee f o r  guard duty, and pay others to take 

t h e i r  place when traveling o r  otherwise occupied. The patrol  system forces 

v i l lagers  t o  spy on each other; they are  expected t o  report  anything out  of t h e  

ordinary, and are  punished if they a re  caught hiding information. In  a l l ,  the 

Civil  Patrol  system produce8 coneiderable resentment and serves to  promote 

(rather than lessen) insecurity and d i s t r u s t  among villagere. T h i s  

environment, hardly favorable f o r  community development work, confronts a l l  

NGOa presently working i n  the highlenda. 

~ o t o n i c 6 ~ a n  was unique in reject ing the Civi l  Patrol  system by popular 

accord in 1982, Jus t  a few months a f t e r  the mil i tary attempted to i n e t i t u t e  the 

program. The pa t ro ls  took root  and prol i ferated throughout the other highland 

regions, and continue i n  f u l l  plumage i n  most areae. On numerous occasion8 

during h ie  campaign f o r  the  pmeidenoy, Cerezo promised to make participation 

in Civil  Patrols  voluntary ra ther  than obligatory; and in 1986 t h i e  provision 

was worked Into the  Comtitution. By the end of 1986, however, few of the 

patrol6 had been dieeolved; reports  f r o m  ear ly  1988 indiaated tha t  8 emall 

number of Civi l  Patrole has been eliminated by popular community vote i n  oome 

vi l lages  in the  Southern Highlands. Without a guer r i l l a  preeenoe i n  the area, 

the  mi l i ta ry  has found it much more d i f f i o u l t  t o  juet i fy existence of t h e  

patrols. In  general, however, the  patrols  remain i n  place end v i l lagers  



continue t o  serve time i n  them. Although vi l lagers  generally consider them an 

unnecessary drain on t h e i r  t i n e ,  there is a very strong sense that they must 

continue serving the m i l i t a r y ' s  wishes. We were to ld  on several occasions--and 

have seen t h e  same quoted I n  statements by the military-that the Civil Patrols  

double the intel l igence gathering and security capacity of the military. This 

figure may be debated, but it remains the general perception throughout the 

military,  a perception t h a t  has been communicated t o  villagers. Thus, although 

the Civil Patrols  may be voluntary in the Constitution, they remain obligatory 

i n  r e a l  l i f e .  

-- ~oton icaprh  

~ o t o n i c a p h  is geographically s e t  i n  the Southern Highlands-surrounded on 

three s ides  by Huehuetenango, ~ u i c h 4 ,  and solold--yet it stands apart. During 

the years of violence, it was v i r tua l ly  avoided by both mil i tary end guerr i l la ,  

and a s  such lies l i k e  a quiet  oas is  in the  middle of a war-torn desert. 

Communities were not destroyed, and v i l lagers  were not forced to f l e o  t o  other 

regions. The most conepicuoue evidence of violence reported in ~ o t o n i c a ~ k n  

came i n  the form of mutilated bodies found dumped on a high graeslend plateau 

above the  departmental capital. These bodiee had been brought in from solold, 

an ident i f ica t ion  made by their ethnio clothing. 

~ o t o n f c a p h  is  high (2,250 meters above sea level), and is dominated by 

heavily deforested, undulating hi l ls  on which a variety of mrbsistence and cash 

crops are ~ul t iva ted .  Although agrloul tural  land is acaroe, its dis tr ibut ion 

is the most equitable of any department in Guatemala (~ough a t  a1. 1982t73). 

The people of ~ o t o n i c a ~ d n  a m  known ae  artianna (prinoipally weavers, potters, 

and furni ture makers) and merchants, and the department in general gives t h s  

appearance of r e l a t ive  proeperity, Ironically,  although it is home t o  the  

higheet percentage of Indians in Guatemala, its people ere much l e e s  



t rad i t ional  i n  t h e i r  culture and po l i t i ca l  organization than the majcrity of 

t h e  Indian communities from surrounding highland departments. 

The absence of v i s l t l e  Inst i tut ional ized control mechanisms of the army is 

a s t r i k i w  chmacter is t i r :  of ~otanica~6.n. The Civi l  Patrol system never 

functioned here, and guerr i l lao have not operated in Totonlcapan on any 

aystemstic oz sustained basis. Although the economy of t h e  region was ereverely 

disrupted due t o  tne violence and chaos t h a t  s e t t l e d  into other highland 

provinces, the soc ia l  and po l i t i ca l  organization of ~otonica~a'n e w i v e d  more 

o r  less i n t a c t  Consequently, present government and NGO assietance in t h e  

area e n t a i l s  l e s s  reconstruction and r e l i e f ,  and more of the usual l i n e  of 

development work one finds throughout the  calmer regions of Latin America. As 

t he  rest of Guatemala heals, the people of ~ o t o n i c a ~ t h  w i l l  benefit. 

-- The Northwestern Region (northern Huehuetenango and northern Quicld) 

During the mid- and l a t e  19708, guerr i l las  established a power base 

throughout the northern zones of Huehuetenango and ~uichd. T h i s  ieolated 

region i e  d i f f i c u l t  t o  mach by land, and shares a border with Mexico. The 

Guatemalan military's counterinsurgency program of the ear ly 1980s was 

especial ly harsh here. I n  the highland I x i l  area of ~ u i c h d  the army began its 

pures  early, some two weeks a f t e r  the earthquake in 1976; northern 

Huehuetenango wae bludgeoned heavily from 1982 through 1984, and the lowland 

1xc& area in part ioular  was emptied of people. Being re la t ive ly  alose to  the  

Mexican border, many people f l ed  the country. The intenei ty of the  violence 

has slackened considerably, but the  guer r i l l a  is still operating a t  a low level  

and the Guatemalan mi l i ta ry  presenoe is obvious. Strong forms of soc ia l  

aontrol are i n  place, although these are l e s s  s t r ingent  than they were jus t  a 

couple of yeare ago. 



A s ignif icant  percentage of the native population was forced t o  f l e e  t o  

avoid mil i tary sweeps during the  years of violence, and remains outside the  

region today. They are in Mexico, l iving a s  in terna l  refugees in other pa r t s  

of Guatemala, or  herded together in  concentrated "model villagesn a s  pa r t  of 

t h e  military's Development Pole program. 

DEVELOPMENT POLES 

The team vis i ted  the Development Pole areas of Chisec (including the  

v i l lage  of ~ h i t u j )  in A l t a  Verapaz; t h e  I x i l  area around Nebaj (the v i l lages  of 

R ~ O  Azul, Xonca j, and Pulay) in Quiche/; and Chacaj In Huehuetenango. We 

discuss several of these i n  de ta i l  here because they were the focal point of 

the  military's e f f o r t s  t o  mix counterinsurgence with development, and a s  such 

provide c lear  examples of the p i t f a l l s  of this approach. Furthermore, the 

Development Pole sett lements still ex i s t  and must be dea l t  with by the present 

government. 

Construction of theae poles, of t sn  cal led "Model Villages," was i n i t i a t e d  

in l a t e  1983 by t h e  mil i tary amid considerable fanfare. They were portrayed a s  

careful ly planned, consolidated communities i n  confl ict ive zones in which 

aecurity and development were combined t o  simultaneously fend off subversion 

and allow vi l lagers  t o  reconstruct t h e i r  lives. They were, aocording t o  a 

mi l i ta ry  publication, designed f o r  

those who, during months and even yeare, wandered starving, pursued, 
harraased by fear,  hunger, and i l lnees,  have found today, in  t h e i r  own 
territories--where they have voluntarily decided t o  return--a secure 
and comfortable plaoe t h a t  i s  t h e i r  own, ao t h a t  in t ranqui l i ty  they 
can dedicate themselves to  rebuilding t h e i r  future ( ~ ~ d r o i t o  do 
Guatemala 1984: v i i ) .  

Vir tual ly a l l  of the refugees from these areas had lived in dispersed 

settlements before the Violence erupted, They were now being invited to rcrturri 

and a e t t l e  i n  brand-new nucleatad vi l lages and partake of a wide program of 

support from a variety of government ministries,  a l l  under the ooordination of 



t he  m i l i t a r y .  The set t lements  were nucleated, it was argued, so  t h a t  t h e  

v i l l a g e r s  could more e f f i c i e n t l y  protect  themselves from subversives. It was 

a l so  evident that a concentrated population permitted c lo se r  supervieion and 

served as a check on i n f i l t r a t i o n  of what were termed "undeeirable ideologies." 

In its depict ion of Development Pole philosophy, t he  mi l i t a ry  summoned a f a i r l y  

good sample of current ly  fashionable grassroots  development vocabulary: 

"administrat ive d e c e n 3 r a l i z ~ t i o n , ~  wintegrated development," "bottom-up 

planning," and so  forth. The concept, a s  embodied in writ ings  and speeches of 

mi l i t a ry  o f f i c i a l s ,  sounds f a i r l y  a t t rac t ive .  According t o  one off icer :  

Thus, under t he  coordination of the  Army, t he  a c t i v i t i e s  of t he  State 
are based on the  c rea t ion  of conditions of physical and material 
s ecu r i t y  for those displaced, t o  those a t t r a c t e d  giving them wide 
p o l i t i c a l  comforts, such a s  permanent amnesty, and a l s o  t he  comforts 
o f  a new roof, i n  p l a ~ e d  communitiee of fe r ing  t he  in f ras t ruc ture  of 
streets, community services,  medical aesietance,  employment, and the  
opportunity t o  progress according to  t h e i r  individual a b i l i t i e s  and 
wishes (E j d r c i t o  de Guatemala 1984:vii). 

The flmodeltl o f  t he  Development Pole, as it was i n i t i a l l y  conceived by the  

mil i tary ,  never r e a l l y  functioned anywhere i n  practice. What reeulfed was a 

co l lec t ion  of communities tha t ,  qu i t e  frankly,  defy generalization. Some of 

t he  Development Poles were oonceived of a s  t he  nehowcaeew va r i e ty  (Aoul, 

Chacaj). With t h e i r  ca re fu l ly  b u i l t  and yell-financed infraetructure ,  they 

i n i t i a l l y  were seen as places to whlch refugees would be a t t r a c t e d  and v i s i t i n g  

diplomats could be taken. A number of Development Villages, especial ly  those 

i n  th I x i l  region, were a e t  in motion amid much publ ic i ty  and then abandoned 

i n  a p a r t i a l l y  b u i l t  stage. Whether by design o r  not, several  of the  pole 

v i l l ages  (suoh a6 Acamal in  A l t a  Verapaz) have become ure-educationn camps i n  

which refugees who surrender t o  the  mi l i t a ry  a r e  given ideological  t r a in ing  

over a period of  months p r i o r  to being relocated. The municipality of Chisec, 

by contras t ,  ha8 t he  r e l a t i ve ly  relaxed atmosphere of a f r o n t i e r  town t h a t  



accepts random refugees a s  well a s  land-hungry colonists  from other, more 

heavily populated regions of the country. 

Chaca3 (~uehuetenango): The reconstructed community of Chaca j is b u i l t  

upon the ruins of "Oldn Chacaj on a dry, rocky plain i n  northwest 

Huehuetenango, a short  distance from the Mexican border, Before t h e  Violence, 

the  inhabitants of the area were native Canjobal and Chuj speakers. I n  t h e  

ear ly  19808, t h e  People's Army of the Poor (EGP) made incursions i n t o  the  

region and reportedly gained local  support. The mil i tary subsequently swept 

through on a counterinsurgency mission destroying communities and forcing the 

peopls t o  f l e e  t o  Mexico. The mil i tary %hen establishod 8 large base fo r  

operations. I n  l a t e  1984, the base was converted in to  an ambitious ~evelopment 

Pole with 1,068 house lo ts ,  a school, potable water, e l ec t r i c  l ights ,  and a 

clinic.  An area of i r r iga ted  agricul tural  land was l a i d  out, and technical 

assistance was supplied by the government of Taiwan. USAID contributed 

$120,000, rmd several other international agencies offered t h e i r  support. 

Located within eight of the Hexican border, it was expected t h a t  it would serve 

a s  a magnet f o r  returning refugees t o  Guatemalan territory. 

The advertised potent ial  o f  Chacaj has never been realized. I n i t i a l l y ,  

few refugees were a t t rac ted  f o r  permanent settlement. They arrived In emall 

numbers and then l e f t ,  a pat tern which kept the aommunity in conetant flux. 

Uore reaently, becauee t h e  National I n s t i t u t e  f o r  Agrarian Tranoformation 

(INTA) ha8 born lur ing nonpoliticaZ coloniste f r o m  other areas of Huehuetenango 

with of fers  of assistance, the population has more o r  less stabilized. By mid- 

1987, 169 familiea were r e s i d l n ~  of f ic ia l ly  in the oamp (the la rges t  population 

since it was inaugurated), and even thie small group exaeede the  agriaul tural  

capacity of t h e  communityls available land. Produation of suboiatence crops 

has been low since the communi+y was founded, and v i r tua l ly  no caeh arope are 



being grown. The people make ends meot thrccgh occasional wage labor on 

neighboring farms--a pattitrn present in t h e  area before the Violence. 

The 1x11 a r e a  ( ~ u i c h d ) :  Ths  I x i l  area was one of the  places where, in the 

words of several commentators, "it al l  began." Relatively isolated from the 

rest of the country, the guer r i l l a  made it an early base of o.peratione. 

Violence s ta r ted  t o  erupt in 1975-76 with kidnappings and murders, then the  

1x11 region became a special t a rge t  of the militaryls counterinsurgency 

campaign of the ear ly 1980s. Many of the outlying eettlements, which were made 

up of dispersed households, were destroyed; those fami l ies  which managed to 

escape f l e d  t o  the surrounding mountains, north toward Mexico, or  in to  urban 

centers. Eventually, some of the refugees returned and took up residence in 

t h e  c i t y  of Nebaj f o r  a time, before being transferred t o  the model villages. 

The Development Pole program was pushed strongly in the I x i l  area, with 17 

Model Villages on the books. Virtually a l l  of the inhabitants of the 

Development Pole commkities l ived fo r  some time (ee long a s  two years) i n  

Nebaj, where they had no agr icul tura l  land and extremely meager and tenuous 

incomes, before being brought t o  t h e i r  new homes. When the military f i r e t  came 

i n t o  the  region, it began building roads so t h a t  it could mobilize i t 8  forces 

and secure the countryside. It s e t  up the model communities along these roads, 

and brought i n  building materials. Through the Inter-Inst i tut ional  

Coordinating Syetem, the  government enl is ted assietanae f o r  housing, 

e l ec t r i c i ty ,  potable water, and a variety of other conetruation projecte. 

The Development Pole program began t o  sput te r  ehortly a f t e r  it began. 

Lack of in t e res t  by foreign donors and a downturn in the Cuntemalan economy 

oombinedto leave v i r tua l ly  a l l  of the Model Villages only par t ia l ly  bui l t ;  

some of the l a t e r  pole communities, euch a8 Xoncaj, have the appearanoe of 

having been improvised out  of scrape and lef tovers  combined with loaal  

materials. The community of Rfo Azul, located 20 minutes from Nebaj along a 



wide, recently graded and gravelled road, is i l l u s t r a t i v e  of t h e  d i f f i c u l t i e s  

of the Development Pole program. 

R ~ O  Azul: R ~ O  Azul was b u i l t  i n  1982 on the ruins of t h e  settlement of 

Capul. According t o  t h e  mayor, it contains 53 hc'uses l a i d  out  along a standard 

grid pattern. Ths population has varied over the  years, since Rfo Azul has 

served as a temporary holding tank f o r  groups of people being transferred t o  

other model communities a s  they are  being built. A t  the time of our v i s i t  in 

l a t e  1986, a tenuous s t a b i l i t y  had s e t  in because the Development Pole program 

had stagnated. Official ly ,  t h e  camp had 115 families,  b u t t h e r e  could have 

been more. We were to ld  t h a t  t h e  present resident population had was made up 

of people from s i x  settlements t h a t  had formerly existed in the ewa. 

A t  the  time of our v i s i t  t h e  community had received no support f o r  over a 

year, and exist ing f a c i l i t i e s ,  not completely finished i n  the first place, were 

deteriorating. We found t h a t  bulbs of three of the  10 large s t r ee t l igh t s  along 

the road through the center of town were broken, and a fourth e t r ee t l igh t  was 

on the blink. The community, which has no money, is unlikely t o  replace them. 

The plank boards and the posts of the houses are m t t i n g  i n . t h e  damp climate. 

And the cent ra l  plaza, containing a cement block nmarketplaoe,n i s  unused and 

f a l l i n g  t o  pieces. The community has the appearance of a rural slum. Services 

from the  government a re  minimal and inadequate. Not a l l  residents  have 

farmland near the sett lement and coneequently farming is made d i f f i c u l t  by t h e  

distances--often aeveral hours walk-they must t ravel  t o  t h e i r  plots, located 

near their former eettlements. The only r ea l  source of oash is from the 

Ministry of Publio Works1 road maintenance program. With t ranqui l i ty  restored 

to the  region, and a v is ib le  relaxation of mil i tary control, tha  people of Rfo 

Azul (as well a s  other  Model Villages) long f o r  a return t o  t h e i r  former 

pattern8 of dispersed landholdings. However, few plan to do so in the ehort 



t e r m .  Regional mi l i t a ry  o f f i c i a l s  have made it c l ea r  t o  them t h a t  present 

arrangements w i l l  be maintained f o r  secur i ty  reasons. 

We draw eeveral  conclusions from the  mil i tary 's  Ilevelopment Pole program. 

F i r s t ,  communities such a s  Rio Azul have not  real ized the  army's i n f l a t ed  

program of development, i n  which those a f fec ted  by the  Violence are able  t o  

"rebuild t h e i r  future." The commimities have not  become economically self- 

sufficient-on t h e  contrary, they have become less se l f -euf f ic ien t  than they 

had been before a l l  of  this business s ta r ted ,  f o r  they have been concentrated 

i n  places some dis tance from t h e i r  farms. 

Second, t h e  mi l i t a ry  brought i n  mater ia l s  and worked on in f ras t ruc ture  

projects. It knew nothing about eoc ia l  and economic development, and was 

unable t o  e n l i s t  support from other, more experienced agencies. Civ i l i an  

government workers avoided the  poles, e e  did  NGOs and in te rna t iona l  funders 

such a s  A I D  and the  IDB. After the  construction had been completed, t he  

program contained no ftdevelopment't component. Needless t o  say, self- 

suff ic iency is saldom fos te red  under conditions i n  which people a r e  beaten i n to  

submission, herdsd together l i k e  sheep, and t o l d  t o  follow ordere under penalty 

of death.  

Third, from the  beginning, t he  mi l i t a ry  has been pr imari ly  concerned with 

s ecu r i t y  through cont ro l  of t he  l oca l  populetiorus. Although it maintains a 

v i s i b l e  presence--in t he  form of so ld i e r  s e n t r i e s  on hills overlooking some of 

t h e  villages--tension hae diminished s ign i f i can t ly  and the  a rea  is much more 

open and relaxed than before. With t he  a r r i v a l  of the  c i v i l i a n  government, the  

mi l i t a ry  renounced ite reepons ib i l i ty  f o r  wdevelopmentn and aoc ia l  eervices. 

Y e t  t he  c i v i l i a n  government haa e i t h e r  been unable o r  unwill ing t o  s t e p  in and 

f i l l  the gap with any meaningful eervices; and the  NGO oomnunity and funders 

imve been keeping t h e i r  dietanoe. The deteriorcrting Development Poles need 



services, but t h e y  have become so  po l i t i ca l ly  contaminated t h a t  no one wants t o  

touch them, and t h e y  are l e f t  t o  sta.qate. 

Fom8th, it appears t h a t  i f  t ranqui l i ty  is maintained i n  the  I x i l  a s  well 

a s  i n  other Development Pole areas, and the mil i tary continues to relax its 

grip on c iv i l i an  population, the people w i l l  soon begin to  return t o  t h e i r  

former sett lements and reaume t h e i r  l i ves  a s  they had been before the Violence. 

Indeed, many of the  houses in the  I x i l  area w i l l  be unlivable within a few 

yeare. Without outside assistance and without a source of income, there w i l l  

be no other a l te rna t ive  fo r  Wlabitgnts but t o  abandon the  communities and 

return t o  t h e i r  land. On the other hand, most recent reports (February of 1988) 

note a resurgence of violence i n  the I x i l  area, and consequent tightening of 

mi l i ta ry  eocurity. 

!ME REFUGEE DILEMHB 

A s  we have noted, by the  mid-1980s a large percentage of the population 

displaced by the Violence i n  Southern ~uichrif had returned t o  t h e i r  villages. 

This i e  not the  case f o r  the 150,000 t o  250,000 who lef t  Guatemala and aought 

refuge in  Mexico and, t o  a smaller extent, in the United States. A s  of the end 

of 1987, fewer than 3,000 refugees had returned o f f i c i a l ly ;  there i s  good 

reason t o  believe t h a t  the majority w i l l  remain outaide of t h e  country f o r  the  

foreseeable future. The wfugee population includes people from a l l  over 

Guatemala, but the la rges t  number by f a r  were those who were able t o  walk 

ccrr?oe the border from t h e  northern reaches of Huehuetenango and Q U ~ C ~ Q ,  and 

the The refugees from Huehuetenango and Quiold are largely Indian; most 

of those f r o m  the  ~ e d n  are ladino. 

Only at  the end of 1986 did the  Guatemalan government reach agreements 

with Hexico and the United Nations High Commieaionar f o r  Refugees (UNHCR) and 

oreate a special commiesion to handle refugee matters. The Special Commission 
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t o  Aid Refugeeo (~ornisich Especial para l a  ~ t e n c i d n  de Repatriados--CEAR), 

o f f i c i a l l y  constituted in September 1986, uni tes  the  Ministries of Development 

and Defense and the CRN. Representatives of the Catholic Church, the Red 

Cross, and the  UNHCR part ic ipate  a s  quasi-official  observers, although i t  mwt 

be sa id  t h a t  the Church coniinues t o  keep its dietence from this government-run 

program. CEAR is directed by Carmen Rosa de ~ e d n  Escribano, a high-ranking 

o f f i c i a l  in the Ministry of Foreign Relations who also happens t o  be the 

daughter of ~ e n 6  de ~ e d n  Schlotter, founder of the Christian Democratic Party 

In Guatemala and present Minister of Development. CEAR and the Mexican 

Commission t o  Help Refugees, COMAR, have signed agreements assuring t h a t  

refugee repatr iat ions w i l l  bs made voluntarily and t h a t  returnees w i l l  recover 

a l l  of t h e i r  r i g h t s  as c i t izens  and w i l l  not suffer reprisals .  

CEAR was original ly given a policy and coordinatien ro le  within the 

ins t i tu t iona l  s t ructure of t h e  government, but sk!c:e ear ly  1987 has broadened 

its functions t o  include a c t i v i t i e s  in the f i e l d  with returning refugees a s  

well a s  recently ,arrived famil ies  t h a t  had been on the run within the confine0 

of Guatemala ( in  recognition of t h i s  new beneficiary group, CEAR has added 

'I)esplazadosn t o  its name, becoming CEARD). Functioning with subetantial  

funding from the European Economic Community and cooperation from the UNHCR, 

CEAR ha6 i n i t i a t e d  e se r i e s  of diagnostic and follow-up studies  of communities 

of or igin and has e e t  up a basic assistance package of food and reconstruation 

auppliee f o r  returning refugees. It has gained oertain autonomy with its own 

vehicles, warehouses, and operational infraetructuret; yet i t 8  small shff (lesa 

than 20 people aa of the  end of 1987) would prevent it from inareaaind its work 

load i f  floods of refugees were t o  return. 

Such an event is unlikely to occur a t  the present t ine ,  f o r  neither 

refugees nsr ine t i tu t ione  within Guatemala have shown olear enthueiaem f o r  

maaeive repatriation. Both government and private ine t i tu t ione  are f u l l y  aware 



t h a t  any attempt t o  reintegrate  hundreds of thousands of returnees i n  a 

po l i t i ca l ly  fragi le ,  economically stagnant environment, one with v i r tua l ly  no 

log i s t i ca l  mechanisms f o r  managing the repatr iat ion process, would r e s u l t  i n  

extreme confueion and probably bloodshed. I n  late 1986, the Catholic Church 

was expressing extreme reluctance t o  support the repatr iat ion e f f o r t  in the 

absence of security guarantees f o r  returning refugees. The Church appears t o  

have softened t h i s  poeition somewhat, working more act ively with refugees who 

have retur.~ed spontaneous1 y ( ~ e . ,  not through o f f i c i a l  repatr iat ion centers) 

and with displaced families. However, the Church continues t o  prefer to  

operate independently of the government. 

The mil i tary seems pleased to have its repatr iat ion responsibi l i t ies  taken 

over by CEAR, since it no longer has to shoulder the onerous tasks nf 

processing papers, dis t r ibut ing food, and overseeing log i s t i ca l  arrangements 

f o r  r e se t t l ing  the refugees, but i e  still able t o  keep an eye on things a t  

c lose  range. Yet, because mi l i ta ry  o f f i c i a l s  a re  ambivalent regarding the 

e n t i r e  process, they continue t o  send conflicting signals. On the one hand, 

they acknowledge the r igh t  of the refugees, a s  Guatemalan ci t izens,  to return 

t o  t h e i r  communities. On the other hand, they are f irmly convicted t h a t  the 

Mexican camps are f i l l e d  with nsubvereive elementsvv who threaten Guatemala's 

security. Hoderatea within the mil i tary neintain t h a t  the refugees who return 

must be watched carefully. 

r'or the  most part ,  returning refugees are  allowed to come back t o  t h e i r  

native communities. It was our impression from several areas of the Southern 

Highlands t h a t  few of the returnees encounter d i f f i c u l t i e s  in  repossessing 

previously held parcels of land, which have been cared f o r  by re la t ives  and 

neighbors o r  left  untended. Land abandoned during the height of the Violence 

was generally not usurped by others  i n  th i e  region. However, in eome areas in 



which g u e r r i l l a  a c t i v i t y  was pervasive in the  ea r ly  1980s and continues 

sporadical ly  today, refugees a r e  not necessar i ly  allowed t o  re turn  t o  t h e i r  

o r ig ina l  v i l l ages ;  i n  d i f f e r e n t  areas,  o ther  community members o r  even 

ou ts iders  have begun farming abandoned land. Since t he  bulk of t he  refugees 

now in Mexico come from these  con f l i c t i ve  and confused regions, t he re  is no 

easy so lu t ion  t o  the  r epa t r i a t i on  issue.  

The IX& lowlands of northern Huehuetenango and ~uiche '  cons t i t u t e  a 

spec ia l  problem i n  this regard. T h i s  r i c h  ag r i cu l tu r a l  region was colonized 

over t h e  last few decades by people from the  overpopulated highlands, and the  

Catholic Church was iieavily involved in purchasing the  colonists '  land and 

insur ing t h a t  they receive t i t l e  through the  government land office.  During 

the  Violence of t he  ea r ly  1980s, t he  1 x c h  was h i t  par t i cu la r ly  hard by the  

mi l i t a ry  governmentfs counterinsurgency program, prompting most of t he  

population near t h e  border t o  flee t o  Mexico. In several  well-known cases t h e  

mi l i t a ry  encouraged outs iders  t o  settle and f a r m  the  abandoned land, giving 

them armed protection. I n  general throughout t h e  region, records of land 

awnerahip were l o s t  during t he  forced exodus; and many of those f ami l i e s  that  

still ha-re t h e i r  t i t les are afraid a u t h o r i t i e s  w i l l  no t  honor them should they 

t r y  t o  reclaim t h e i r  land. Despite efforts by the  Catholic Church, t he  

government has apparently been l e a s  than cooperative in a s s i s t i n g  e f f o r t s  t o  

resolve the land tenure issue. Under auoh continuing uncertainty and the  

threat of  violence, few refugees from the  1 x c h  have expressed anything 

approaching e burning des i re  t o  r e tu rn  t o  t h e i r  land. 

Along with uncertainty over t h e  land iseue, reported human r i g h t s  

v io la t ions  and o ther  forms of discr iminat ion againat  former refugees a l s o  

diecourage r e t u . .  Some of those who did  not  leave Guatemala fear that t h e  

preaence of repa t r ia ted  refugees w i l l  r e s u l t  i n  mi l i t a ry  ac t ions  againet  t he  



whole village. In  some cases, old p ~ l i t i c a l  hatreds have been awakened by the  

return of' former mil i tants  of the insurgent groups. 

CEARD has been responsible f o r  monitoring the a r r iva l  of refugees, 

channeling limited assistance t o  help them readjust  t o  l i f e  in very d i f f i c u l t  

circumstances. UNiSCR has expanded its operations t o  Huehuetenango f o r  t h e  same 

purposes. Nevertheless, it remains a f a c t  t h a t  few refugees-perhaps 3,000 

from a t o t a l  t h a t  may reach 250,000--have opted t o  return, a t  l e a s t  through 

o f f i c i a l  channels. In  short, refugees encounter numerous obstacles t o  

repatriation. A s  long a s  the  mil i tary ra ther  than the  c iv i l i an  government 

remains the  dominant force i n  Guatemala, and the present atmosphere of doubt 

and l a t en t  t e ~ . r o r  persis ts ,  no more than a t r i c k l e  of refugees w i l l  cross the 

border back t o  Guatemala. 

THE PRESENT GOVERNMENT'S DEVELOPMENT PROGRAM 

Up u n t i l  the elections,  the mil i tary had coordinated v i r tua l ly  a l l  

government assistance going in to  the ru ra l  areas and had maintained t i g h t  

control ovetr the areas of heaviest conflict. A variety of government agencies 

were u t i l i zed  by the  mi l i ta ry  f o r  its "guns and beanstt program, in which 

bullding materials were issued to  cooperative v i l l age r s  who wished t o  rebuild 

t h e i r  destroyed villages. The Development Poles were put together with the 

collaboration of v i r tua l ly  a l l  government service and development agenciee by 

means of the Inter-Inaltitutional Coordination System, with a large portion of 

the  materials being funnelled through t h e  Committee f o r  National 

Reconetruction. 

A f t e r  almoet a year i n  power, the  Christian Democrats' progress in the 

area of development and aocial  services has been disappointing. Theoretically, 

the  newl; created Ministry of Development is supposed t o  coordinate a l l  private 

and government development work. Thus far ,  however, the  ~ l n i s t r y  has offered 



no coherent action plans, and operating funds are  scarce. Its publicized 

program t o  t r a i n  1,770 socia l  promoters to work with community groups has 

s ta l led ,  with few promoters t rained t o  date. Many NGOs view the Ministry a s  a 

highly po l i t i ca l  and potent ial ly  dangerom entXty threatening t o  move in on 

t h e i r  t e r r i t o r y  by paying promoters higher sa lar ies ,  and have consequently kept 

t h e i r  distance. According to numerow sources, r e a l  government support f o r  the 

Ministry of Development i a  tepid because of inf ight ing within the Christian 

Democratic Party. International funders, also, hav3 been unimpressed by the  

Ministry's lack of a coherent program. 

The government has managed t o  hog-tie itself with bureaucratic rope, and 

debi l i ta t ing  infighting continues to block any attempts a t  coordination. The 

Committee of National Reconstruction (CRN), which was supposed t o  disappear 

once the Cerezo government was i n  f u l l  swing, has instead received a new 

in jec t ion  of power and is now d i rec t ly  under the control of the president, f o r  

reasons t h a t  a re  not altogether clear. Thus far, the CRN has operated with 

w h a t  might be viewed as a pa ra l l e l  development program; according t o  o f f i c i a l s  

within the CRN, v i r tua l ly  none of them have communicated with anyone at the 

Ministry of Dsvelopment. The CRN's attempts t o  reach out t o  the NGOs have been 

largely f u t i l e ,  according t o  NGO and CRN sources, although government funding 

has been offered t o  the NGOs. On t h e i r  side, NGOe view the  CRN with suspicion 

because of its legscy from the  years of mil i tary ru le  and its highly po l i t i ca l  

r o l e  within the preeent government. 

The Nutionel Council f o r  Urban and Rural Development forme still another 

layer  i n  the development bureaucracy. It has in  essence taken over the 

f u n c t i ~ n  of the IICS--while a l so  carrying the baeic IICS struoture, and 

therefore inheri t ing a heavy load of its negative image-and i e  suppoeed t o  

operate a8 a coordinating budy at  the national, departmental, municipal, and 

loaa l  levels. It is nominally under the authority of the  Minietry of 



Development, but its functions are a s  y e t  undefined and l i t t le  h e  come of it 

t h u s  f a r .  

Not a l l  of the blame fo r  this inac t iv i ty  and confusion r e s t s  with the 

c iv i l ian  government, however, Although the  militury has o f f i c i a l l y  

relinquished power, it in fac t  continues t o  control matters which it considers 

important and v i t a l  f o r  national eecurity, The general a t t i t ude  w i t h i n  the 

mil i tary is t h a t  c iv i l ians  ere incompetent and indecisive, lacking in 

discipline and w i l l  power. And the general a t t i t ude  within the country is t h a t  

the mil i tary is giving the c iv i l i ans  a chance t o  show what they can do. If 

things do not  progress-or if any s o r t  of disorder results-the mil i tary w i l l  

rapidly move i n  t o  t ighten its control and increase its vis ib i l i ty .  With t h i s  

i n  mind, c iv i l i ans  are behaving in r e a l i e t i c  fashion: with extreme caution. 

But while caution might be the most reasonable response given the  

circumstances, it has led t o  inaction. 

ICO WORK I N  THE HIGHLANDS 

A t  the time of our v i s i t  in l a t e  1986, a variety of NGOe were carrying out 

development assistance programs with communities in the Southern Highlands. 

Outside of l imited r e l i e f  e f f o r t s  by Catholic and Evangelical Protestant 

groups, the  Northern Region i e  devoid of NGOe, par t icular ly among the 

Development Polee, which are still under s t r i c t  mil i tary control. Vir tual ly 

a l l  of the NCOe in the  Southern Highland8 had been there before and had 

retreated in the  midat of t h e  Violenoe. Having returned under very d i f ferent  

circumetances, they have been testing the  waters before embarking on serious 

work, Whereae before the  Violence many of these groups had openly promoted 

organizational development, leaderehip training, wconeciouansss raising,w and 

oooperativism, a l l  of t h e e  a o t i v i t i e s  a re  now off limite. Many community 

member8 who had participated in programs of t h l e  nature i n  years paet have 
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since been k i l led  o r  disappeared, o r  have fled. Beyond th i s ,  some of the NGOs 

have dropped terms such a s  npromotern in favor of the more neutral nguide" or  

ntechnician.n Overtly po l i t i ca l  themes, o r  ones t h a t  might be construed a s  

pol i t ica l ,  are not discussed in the communities. 

The most effect ive NGOs working in the  highlands use village-level 

representatives and extension workers who were born and raised in ru ra l  

communities, ye t  have received education through the  primary and, in some 

cases, the secondary level. These representatives speak the languages of the 

people in the communities where they work and have a firsthand understanding of 

local  customs and moral codes. They have often received special training and 

possess e k i l l s  in areas such a s  community-level organization, health, 

accounting, and agriculture. We were able t o  observe the programs of several 

NGOs in  action, and determined t h a t  they s a t i s f y  r e a l  needs and are  generally 

very effective in t h e i r  present l imited scope. Both the extensionists and 

t h e i r  organizations are strongly dedicated t o  t h e i r  work, c lear ly discernible 

from t h e i r  continued work in the communities despite conditions t h a t  a re  

dangerous a s  well a8 d i f f icu l t .  We were impressed by both t h e i r  sens i t iv i ty  

and t h e i r  commitment. 

Their programs are coneciously of a technical, economic nature, devoid of 

po l i t i ca l  overtones. Many NGOe concentrate t h e i r  e f f o r t s  on small-scale 

v i l lage  infrastructure,  euch a s  construction of houees, echools, potable water 

systeme, and bridges. When they resumed t h e i r  programs during the l a s t  two 

years, much of the work of development-oriented NGOs began, out of neceesity, 

with a f a i r l y  heavy component of what muet be termed re l i e f ,  consisting of food 

and materiala f o r  house conetruction. People were starving and homelees and 

t h e i r  food and ehel ter  need6 natural ly superseded more aophietioated 

developmental matters. Gradually, the NGOa have moved-into technioal 



ass i s tance  in agr icu l tu re  (primarily in a l t e rna t ive  crop s t r a t eg i e s  such a s  

vegetable gardening), small  animal ra is ing,  and c r a f t s  marketing. Pro j e c t s  

wi th  widows, who make up a p a r t  of v i r t u a l l y  every NGOVs program, 

cha rac t e r i s t i c a l l y  cover these  areas,  as well  a s  l i t e r a c y  t ra in ing ,  enabling 

them t o  keep t rack  of family finances. 

Many of the  NGO representat ives  speak of t he  need t o  work on the  "healing 

p r o c e ~ s , ~  an e f f o r t  t o  r e h a b i l i t a t e  t he  s p i r i t  of t h e  people a s  a first s t e p  

toward reconstruction. It is e ign i f ican t  t h a t  during v i l l age  meetings v i s i b l e  

problems-such a s  t he  need f o r  a school building-are of ten  discussed at  length 

because they a r e  sa fe  topics ,  while t h e  more t roubl ing psychic turmoil  is kept 

ou t  of sight. Representatives from several  NGOs t o l d  ua t h a t  they were 

beginning t o  coax some of these  painful  emotions ou t  i n t o  t he  open s o  t h a t  they 

can discuss  and deal  wi th  them. 

With v i l l ages  atomized by the  Violence, and kept i n  fragments by t he  r e a l  

o r  imagined t h r e a t s  of f u r t h e r  violence, there  ie a tremendous need t o  brin(j 

communities back together. For example, r a t h e r  than s p l i t t i n g  whuows o f f  a e  a 

community eubgroup and working with them alono, promoters with eome NGOs have 

sought t o  include them i n  community-wide programs of assistance. Pronoters  

a l s o  etress spo r t s  and c u l t u r a l  funct ions  as ways t o  i n t eg ra t e  communities and 

b u i l d  confidence. 

Unfortunately, t he  uncer ta in  p o l i t i c a l  climate of contemporary Guatemala 

doee no t  allow the  NGOe to  u t i l i z e  more than a f r a c t i o n  of t h e i r  expertlee. 

Hoet of t h e i r  energy 18 apent at tempting t o  rea tore  aelf-confidence and 

emotional equilibrium, which are neceesary precondit ions fo r ,  r a the r  than the  

s t u f f  of, community development work. I n  order t o  avoid oontroverey--either 

perceived o r  real-botht the NCOs and the  oommunities eteer clear of programe 

t h a t  emphaeize t r u e  development e k i l l a ,  such a s  group dynamice and 

cooperstiviem. Furthermore, the tension generated by the  general uncertainty 



and lack of c l ea r  defini t ion in t h e  government and, consequently, on the 

internat ional  plane, has had the e f fec t  of creating f r i c t i o n  w i t h i n  the NGO 

community i t se l f .  Factions have formed over issues of acceptable funding 

sources, the nature of o f f i c i a l  contact with government organisms, and 

guarantees of safety f o r  extension agents as they work in the communities. 

U a t i l  the ground ru les  become clear and current anxiet ies  and fea r s  are 

dispelled, the NGO community w i l l  have considorable d i f f i cu l ty  carrying out i ts 

work effectively. 

INDIAN INITIATIVES 

The goal of development programs in the Indian highlands should be to 

fos te r  organizational s k i l l s  and self-determination. Unfortunately, there is 

presently l i t t l e  room f o r  Indian leadership of oommunity groups o r  cooperatives 

a t  the  local,  regional, or  national level. While the Indians of countries 

throughout Latin America have begun t o  form in te r t r iba l ,  o r  Interethnic, 

federations and are  breaking in to  the national po l i t i ca l  arena, the indigenous 

people of Guatemala are  not. Attempts t o  create wpeasantn (Indian and ~ a d i n o )  

leagues i n  the  l a t e  1960s and 19706 were cut  short  by the Violence, and a l l  

ru ra l  organization--except fo r  that supervised by the military-has been 

forcefully discouraged. Community leaders were e i t h e r  k i l l ed  or forced i n t o  

e x i l e  during this period, and too much f e a r  and uncertainty still e x i s t s  t o  

prompt renewed e f f o r t s  to organize, even st the community level. 

Again, there is some regional variation, but in the f i n a l  analysis the 

prospect6 f o r  Indians t o  actual ly take charge of t h e i r  own a f f a i r s  In  the 

economia, pol i t ica l ,  and soa ia l  realms are dim. I n  the Northern Region, 

Including northern Huehuetenango and ~uiche', a low level  of conf l i c t  between 

scat tered guer r i l l a  forces and the  mi l i ta ry  continues and the  c i v i l i a n  

population i e  given v i r tua l ly  no freedom of  movement, much less of thought. 



The Development Poles of t he  I x i l  area  a r e  stagnant y e t  still f i rmly  under army 

control ,  and tinare is, qu i t e  simply, no room f o r  independent l oca l  

organization. I n  f ac t ,  ne i ther  c i v i l i a n  government agencies nor members of the  

NGO community a r e  in te res ted  i n  working there  because of t he  mi l i t a ry  presence 

and the  continuing l eve l  of t e n s i o n  

Although the Southern Highland a reas  of Q U ~ C ~ Q ,  solold ,  CP~maltenango, and 

Huehuetenango have a lower mi l i t a ry  presence end t h e  leve l  of systematic 

violence has dropped off  considerably, res idua l  fea r ,  suspicion, and resentment 

e f f ec t i ve ly  i n h i b i t  a t tempts  by Indians t o  take charge of t h e i r  o m  a f f a i r s  

with cooperatives and community associations. Even i n  ~otonicapdn, where ue 

ta lked with members of inc ip ien t  a r t i s a n  cooperatives, oeution Is the  guiding 

principle.  

It was made clear t o  us on numeroue occasions t h a t  those Indians i n  

po ten t ia l  pos i t ions  of leadership exercised caution when they spoke to us about 

t h e i r  own ac t i v i t i e s .  It was our impression, In discussions with Indian 

leaders  a s  w e l l  as with several  Indians involved i n  cooperative marketing 

ventures, t h a t  they w i l l  maintain t h e i r  circumspection u n t i l  they a r e  afforded 

a greater measure of personal safety. They bel ieve t h a t  t he  mi l i t a ry  w i l l  view 

them a s  subversives i f  they a t tempt  any s o r t  of organizational work, even 

although it might revolve around s t r i c t l y  economic-as oppoaed t o  pol i t ical - -  

a c t i v i t i e s .  

CONCLUSIONS 

(1) A t  present, t he  c i v i l i a n  government ie suf fe r ing  from para lys i s  end has 

been unable t o  move forward i n  t he  area  of development. Government programs 

s u f f e r  from poor planning and implementation, and l i t t l e  haa been done to  

c r ea t e  a healthy working environment for NGOs. Beyond th i s ,  it was our 



impression t h a t  the present government has  been competing with NGOs f o r  

p o l i t i c a l  control of the countryside to a great  extent. 

(2) The legacy left from the  years of t h e  Violence is an abundance of 

resentment, hatred, fear,  uncertainty, and confusion among the ru ra l  

population. People i n  the highlands are still in a state of shock. These 

troubled emotions are perpetuated in the countryside by t h e  continued presence 

of the military,  and through maintenance of mil i tary programs 8uch as the Civi l  

Pa t ro ls  and the Development Pole communities. 

(3) NGO development e f f o r t s  with Indian communities in the Southern Highlands 

a r e  uniformly low key and nonpolitical, with l i t t l e  emphasis on 

worganizationaln or  wconsciousness raisingn aspects of development work. This 

approach, which aims a t  sa t i s fy ing  euch basic needs a s  housing and food with 

small-scale infrastructure projects  and technical assistance, represents a 

conscious recognition of t h e  l imitat ions s e t  by the tense context i n  which the 

NGOs work, A number of these NGOs a re  close t o  the  communities in  which they 

work, have the  confidenoe of the people (as far a s  this is possible i n  

contemporary Guatemala), and are successfully cal ibrat ing t h e i r  behavior t o  

keep a l l  side6 out of trouble. However rudimentary t h e i r  e f for ta  may seem on 

the surface, these groups are doing the beet they can i n  a very d i f f i o u l t  

p o l i t i c a l  environment i n  which there are  severe res t r ic t lone  on t h e i r  

aot ivi t ies .  Given the present atmosphere of uncertainty and peychological 

confusion, a bolder approach would simply not be appropriate from anyone's 

perspective. 

(4) During the ear ly  1980s. t h e  mil i tary attempted t o  implement its own brand 

of development. It operated with the conviction t h a t  it could ge t  the job done 

more e f f i c i en t ly  slnd effect ively than civi l ians,  and i n  t h i s  s p i r i t  launched 



t he  ambitious Development Pole s t rategy i n  areas it had designated a s  tlzones of 

c o n f l i c t w  Th i s  strategy was accompanied by an ornate philosophy, a detailed 

work plan f o r  "model communi t i e~ ,~~  and considerable fanfare. 

The Development Pole program f e l l  far short  of the  mil i taryls  lo f ty  

expectations, and its prospects at  the present time are  bleak. Pole 

communities aa a whole do not f i t  i n t o  the surrounding socia l  and economic 

landscape and a re  not self-sufficient. Much of t h e  infrastructure introduced 

by the  mi l i ta ry  is deteriorating because of poor initial construction and/or 

lack of maintenance. The m i l i t a r y  continues t o  control pole communities, yet 

no longer takes responsibili ty f o r  assistance t o  them; moreover, neither the 

c i v i l i a n  government nor NGOe has stepped forward t o  f i l l  the void. Ae a 

resul t ,  the Development Poles a re  stegnant and neglected, and residents, who 

a r e  unable t o  move out of them, are caught i n  a t rap  t h a t  w i l l  no doubt remain 

i n  place for  some time. 

With t h i e  program t o  its credi t ,  the Guatemalan m i l i t a r y  hae effect ively 

demonstrated t h a t  while a tlguna and beaneH strategy may be effect ive in the 

shor t  run a s  a counterinsurgency weapon, it has aerioue flaws a s  a long-range 

development strategy. 

(5) With the p a r t i a l  exception of thoee in ~otonicapdn and Quetzaltenango, 

Indians i n  Guatemala a re  not organized a t  the regional o r  departmental level  

and do not exhibi t  the  potent ial  a t  the present time f o r  t h e  formation of 

Indian-run cooperative enterprises,  aseooiatione, o r  groupe t h a t  w i l l  attempt 

t o  reach beyond the community level. The only organizational etructure 

presently allowed in  highland communitiee i a  the Civi l  Patrol, whioh i a  ' 

oontrolled by the  mil i tary and serve8 to  prolong d i s t rus t  and fea r  among 

vi l lagers .  



(6) A s  many as 200,OOG refugees are still  i n  Mexico and an undetermined number 

a t  la rge  within Guatemala They have been hes i t an t  t o  re turn  t o  t h e i r  hames 

because of condit ior: .~ of insecurity. Beyond t h i s ,  t he  mi l i t a ry  has loudly and 

repeatedly expressed t h e  opinion t h a t  : large percentage of those i n  e x i l e  are 

s~abversives--a posi t ion which tends t o  discourage refugees from thoughts of 

repatr ia t ion.  

The longer t he  refugees remain away, t he  grea te r  t he  chance t h a t  t h e i r  

land w i l l  be taken by others. This process has already begun in  some regions 

such as the  1 x c h  of northern Huehustenango and ~ u i c h d ,  where t h e  mi l i t a ry  has 

apparently brought in outsiders,  given them land, and offered them protection 

aga ins t  t he  r e tu rn  of t he  former res iden ts  of t he  region. The e x t e ~ t  t o  which 

this  is occurring i n  t he  most heavily depopulated areas  is not  known; s tud ies  

i n t o  t he  matter  would be d i f f i c u l t  t o  conduct. 

A s  long a s  t he  present government continues without a plan f o r  

reintegrating these  refugees i n t o  the  nation and remains unable t o  provide them 

pratect ion aga ins t  m i l i t a ry  repr i su l ,  nothing can be resolved. 

(7) Tn t he  f i n a l  analysis ,  it is d i f f i c u l t  t o  be op t imis t ic  about t he  present 

s i t u a t i o n  of Guatemala. It i e  t r uo  t h a t  the  Violence has diminished 

appreciably over t h e  l a s t  th ree  years and t h a t  there  i s  now more space f o r  

development work i n  highland Indian communities. The legacy of t he  recent  

past ,  however, aoupled with  continuing military control  and an all-pervasive 

atmosphere of fear and insecurity,  caata  a deep ehadow over t h e  countryside. 

Ae long a e  t h i e  d e b i l i t a t i n g  atmosphere remaine, it seems l i k e l y  that  l i t t l e  of 

eignificance can be accomplished by anyone-even those attached t o  the  

government o r  to  pr iva te  ins t i tu t ione.  Any attempt t o  auggeet spec i f i c  courses 

of ac t ion  f o r  development aseiatance musk be s e t  aeide u n t i l  a good measure of 

t r a n q u i l i t y  and eecur i ty  is res tored t o  t he  nat ional  scene. 
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