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Inter-American Court of Human Rights 
Twelve Saramaka Clans v. Suriname 

 
Affidavit of Head Captain Eddie Fonkie1 

 
 
I.  GENERAL 
 
 
A. Head Captain Fonki, please state your personal details (i.e., your 

age, name of village, the Saramaka clan to which you belong, etc.) 
 
1. I was born on 29 June 1924 in the Saramaka village of Lombe, which at that 
time was located in Saramaka territory on the Suriname River.  After my village was 
flooded by the Afobaka dam I was forced to move to where I live now, which is called 
Nieuw Lombe.   
 
2. I am a Head Captain and the representative of the Abaisa lö2 [clan] of the 
Saramaka people. I am also one of the three Saramaka fiscali and as such a member 
of the Gaama’s Council.   
 
3. As the Head Captain in the Brokopondo district, I am responsible for all the 
‘transmigrated’ or displaced Saramaka communities in that district as well as a few 
N’djuka villages that were displaced because of the dam. 
 
 
B. Have you been involved in the land rights case submitted by the 

Saramaka people, which is now at the Inter-American Court of 
Human Rights? 

 
4. Yes, but not from the very beginning. Because we live in Brokopondo District 
we were not part of the first meetings where the logging concessions were talked 
about.  A delegation of Captains from the Upper Suriname River did come to talk 
with us a couple of times and they explained to us what was happening. We all agreed 
that we must support each other because we have the same problem and because the 
Saramaka people need the land and the forest to survive.  I also attended some 
meetings of the Association of Saramaka Authorities and talked with the Gaama on a 
number of occasions.  At these meetings we talked very long and very hard about 
what we had to do to secure our rights. I am old and I will die soon, but future 
generations of Saramaka must have a place to live and to be safe.  Without our 
territory, there will be no Saramaka people anymore.    
 
5. The Saramaka people living in Brokopondo lost our land because of the 
Afobaka dam. We were forced to move, and to go to a place that we did not know, and 
since then life has never been the same for us.  It has been very hard for us and we 
have lost much.  This is why we all agreed that we had to make sure that the 
Saramaka would not lose more land, because if we did we might all disappear.  That 
is why we decided to support each other. 
 
 

                                                 
1  Based on digital transcript recorded on 5 April 2007. 
2  Lö is both the singular and plural for ‘clan’. 
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II.  SARAMAKA CUSTOMARY LAW AT IT PERTAINS TO LAND 
AND RESOURCE OWNERSHIP 

 
A. Does the Saramaka people have laws about who owns the land and 

resources within Saramaka territory? 
 
6. Yes, we do, and we have had these laws since our ancestors first went to the 
forest.  We even had them before we had a Gaama [paramount tribal chief]. 
 
B. Who owns the land and resources within Saramaka territory? 
 
7. The Saramaka lö own the land and resources, this is our law.  But I should say 
first that Saramaka territory belongs to all Saramaka collectively.  For example, a lö 
cannot sell its land to a non-Saramaka person. This is not possible and there is not 
enough money in the whole world to buy our land.  If a lö tried to sell its land, the 
other lö would have the right to object and to stop this because it would affect the 
rights and life of all Saramaka people.  The lö are very autonomous and we do not 
interfere in each other’s affairs unless it affects the interests of all Saramaka people. 
 
8. Each part of Saramaka territory is owned by one of the Saramaka lö, so you 
can say that Saramaka territory is what you get if you add together all of the lands 
owned by the lö. The resources on the land belong to the lö that own the land in 
question.   
 
C.  Does the Gaama own land? 
 
9. No, except as a member of his own lö.  The current Gaama is from the Matjau 
lö and only owns land because he is part of the Matjau lö. 
 
D.  The State of Suriname has told the Inter-American Court that there is 

some discussion about whether the Gaama is a lö by himself and 
therefore that he could own land in this way. Is this correct? 

 
10. No, this is something that the N’djuka people do.  Granman Gazon is a lö by 
himself in N’djuka law. But the Saramaka are not the same as the N’djuka: we are 
different, we have a different history and we even have a different language.  Just 
because N’djuka do it, it does not mean that the Saramaka do it as well.  There is also 
no discussion about this that I have heard, and I would have heard about it because I 
am a Head Captain and a fiscali, and because all Saramaka would be talking about 
this. 
 
E. If someone who is not a member of your lö wants to do something on 

the land owned by your lö, do they have to ask permission? 
 
11. Yes, they must get the permission of the Captain of the lö that owns the area.  
This is true for anyone who is not from my lö.  The same applies to me as well. If I 
want to do something on the land of another lö, I must ask the Captain of that lö.  If 
people do not respect the Captain’s authority, the Captain can ask the Head Captain 
or even the Gaama to assist with resolving the problem, but this hardly ever happens. 
 
12.  The Captain or Head Captain has to talk with the people before he can give 
permission.  He must find out whether any members of the lö are doing things in the 
area that the person wants to work on and consult with these people before he gives 
permission. Members of the lö always have priority and the Head Captain and the 
Captains are not like kings; we must talk with and listen to our people.  If the people 
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object, the Head Captain or Captain cannot give permission.  This is how we live; we 
must get along with each other and this means that decisions are as much as possible 
taken by consensus. 
 
F. If the Gaama gives permission for an outsider to work on the land of 

his lö, the Matjau lö, does the Captain for that area have to allow the 
outsider to come on to the land? 

 
13. No, the Captain does not have to accept that person. The Gaama is not the 
King and the Captain has the right to allow or refuse entry by the person. We had our 
laws before we had a Gaama, and Saramaka law says that the lö are the owners of the 
land and the Captains represent the lö.  We always tell the Gaama that he is not the 
boss and that decisions should be taken by consensus.  The government in the city 
thinks that the Gaama is the King, but we do not see it that way. 
 
G. If the Gaama has given permission for an outsider to work on Matjau 

land and the Captain who has authority over the area in question 
refuses to allow the person to work there, can the Gaama overrule 
the Captain and force him to allow the person to work there? 

 
14. No, the Captain can still refuse and he will be within his rights because the lö 
own the land, not the Gaama.  This would be very strange though because normally 
the Gaama and the Captain would be able to talk about the problem and resolve the 
problem and it would not come to this.  
 
H.  In the last two questions, I asked you about the Gaama’s lö, the 

Matjau lö.  Can the Gaama give permission for an outsider to work 
on the land of a lö other than the Matjau lö?   

 
15. No, and it would be a big problem if this happened.  If the Gaama gives 
permission for someone to work on Matjau land, that is one thing, and the Captain 
for the affected area must still agree, but the Gaama cannot give permission for 
people to work on the land of another lö.  He cannot do this. If someone asks his 
permission, he must talk with and get the permission of the Captains first. If he does 
not do this, there will be a big problem.  This happened before when Gaama Songo 
asked for a concession on the land of the Dombi, Nasi and Awana lö.  The Captains 
were very angry about it because this is against Saramaka law. 
 
J. You said that the lö own the resources on the land. Does this include 

the trees and do the lö also own the resources under the land 
according to Saramaka law?  

 
16. Yes, the lö own everything on and under their land.  Of course, who else could 
own it?  There is nobody but the lö who could be the owners. 
 
 
III.   SARAMAKA TREATY RIGHTS 
 
A.  Did the Saramaka people make a treaty with the Dutch? 
 
17. Yes, all Saramaka know that in 1762 the Dutch made a treaty with us.  I have 
also heard that this treaty was made again in 1835, but for us the main treaty is 
always the one from 1762. 
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B.  Is this treaty important to the Saramaka people? 
 
18. Yes, it is very important.  With the treaty, we became free from slavery and we 
were free to live safely on our land and in our own way.  The treaty ended the fighting 
with the Dutch and, until they built the Afobaka dam, the Saramaka lived in peace 
and freedom in our territory.  The treaty was made with the blood oath of our 
ancestors and it cannot be broken. 
 
C.  Did the treaty secure the rights of the Saramaka people to own and 

peacefully enjoy its lands, territory and resources? 
 
19. You can say yes, because with the treaty the Dutch acknowledged our rights 
and agreed to respect them. You can also say that according to Saramaka law we 
already had these rights before the treaty and so the treaty did not give us any land 
and resource rights we did not already have.  I know that the 1835 treaty talks about 
the border between Saramaka lands and the plantations where the Dutch people 
lived. But this border was there before the treaty and the treaty just acknowledged 
and confirmed it.  
 
D. Where is or was the border that you say was confirmed in the 1835 

treaty? 
 
20. The treaty says that the border is two days paddle in a canoe upriver from 
Post Victoria.  I know this place as Posusula, which is almost the same place where 
the Afobaka dam stands today. 
 
 
IV.  CONTEMPORARY OCCUPATION OF SARAMAKA LANDS 

AND RESOURCES 
 
A. You said that you are the Head Captain responsible for the displaced 

Maroon villages in Brokopondo District. How many of these 
displaced villages are there? How many of them have running or 
piped water, schools and health clinics? 

 
21. There are 13 Saramaka villages and four N’djuka villages.  
 
22. There are five primary schools for all of the villages and three health clinics. 
There is also one medium-sized health centre that serves the whole of Brokopondo 
district. These health clinics are operated by Medische Zending, which is an NGO that 
provides some health services in the interior of Suriname.  Most villages have some 
form of water system, either wells or piped water, but the majority of piped systems 
do not function or are contaminated with laterite dust.  
 
B. Can you please explain why these villages were displaced and how 

this happened. 
 
23. I was 24 years old when it happened and I remember it very clearly.  We were 
told that we had to move because the government was going to block the Suriname 
River with a dam and all of our land would be under the water.  None of us wanted to 
move. Some of the older people especially did not believe that such a thing was 
possible and they said that they would not go. They only believed it when the water 
started coming into their houses.  The government had a few meetings with the 
people. They promised many things and told us how we would have a better life after 
we moved, but still we did not want to loose our land, which is our place, where our 
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ancestors were buried and where the spirits knew us. This dam makes electricity for a 
foreign mining company, but until a few years ago, we had no electricity. 
 
24. The government built camps and sent buses or trucks to collect us to take us 
to the camps.  Some Saramaka decided to go south to join our kin upriver because 
they did not want to go to the camps or to have to live to close to the city people.  In 
the camps we were all mixed up, people from different villages and different lö were 
all mixed up.  They gave us a food package twice a month and this continued for one 
year.  People had to sign for compensation.  I and each person in my family received 
four (4) Suriname guilders (approximately US$4). This was about enough money to 
buy one metal cooking pot then. Some people got three (3) guilders and some people 
got nothing at all.  We then made our way to our new village locations and we have 
been here ever since. 
 
25. I can never forget what happened to us. Our lives have not been the same and 
have not been good since we were forced from our lands.  I cannot live in a good way 
now and we all cannot practice the same rituals and cultural ceremonies. These 
rituals can only be done in certain places and these are all now at the bottom of the 
reservoir.  The loss of our lands has irreparably harmed us and we can never get back 
what we lost.  It is very difficult to explain in words how bad I feel about the 
displacement. It affects all of us still today and I would say that it has really destroyed 
us as communities, at least the Saramaka who live in Brokopondo.  We really see how 
much we have lost when we spend time with Saramaka who live on the Upper 
Suriname River. Our communal life has been greatly damaged and we have become 
much more individualistic.  It is like we are dying but we are still alive at the same 
time.  I will never move for a second time, I have seen what happens. 
 
26. We are very worried today that the spirits are angry with us and are punishing 
us for what happened with the dam. Every year we have a special ceremony to 
appease the spirits as well as the regular offering we make.  People get afflictions 
because of the spirits are angry.  It is also possible that are farms will not be fertile 
and that village life will be damaged. We have to be very careful with the spirits 
because of what has happened with the dam and future generations will also have to 
be careful.  
 
C. Are the displaced villages in Brokopondo District inside traditional 

Saramaka territory? 
 
27. No, they are not, except for part of Bronsweg village. When we were forced to 
move because of the dam, Mr. Pengel [then the Premier of Suriname] said that the 
government had decided that the northern border of Saramaka territory would be 
moved from near where the dam was built to a place called Kraka, which is the border 
of Brokopondo District today. But this is not traditional Saramaka territory.  Pengel 
said this in a meeting, but we never heard about it again. Now we are told by the 
government that we live on state land and the state owns all the land where we live.  
When mining companies come to our area they tell us we have no right to complain 
about what they do because we live on land that the state owns and they have 
permission from the government. 
 
D. Are there any indigenous communities near the Saramaka villages 

in Brokopondo? 
 
28. There are indigenous people living in Para District: Powaka, Redi Doti, 
Pierrekondre and Cassipora are over there. But this is a long way from us and we 
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hardly ever see them. We do not even see them when we go hunting 3 or 4 days from 
the village. 
 
E. Do any of the displaced Saramaka villages that are now in 

Brokopondo District have any form of title to the lands they 
presently occupy and use? 

 
29.  No, none of the villages have title to the land: not collective title and nor do 
people in the villages have individual titles like people in the city have.   
 
30. Some of the Captains of the displaced villages were given HKVs 
[Houtkapvergunning or Wood Cutting Licences in English3] and were told that these 
HKVs were the areas that they could cut trees or do other things.  Not all of the 
Captains have these HKVs though. I myself used to have one, but then one day I 
received a letter from the government saying that my HKV was revoked or 
withdrawn.  I do not understand why this happened and the government did not 
respond when I asked them to explain this to me. Even though I am the Head 
Captain, I now have to ask permission to do activities in the HKVs of other Captains.   
 
31. These HKVs are a problem because the government tells the Captains that 
they belong to the Captain and a few Captains have not been very careful with these 
areas.  What I mean is that some of the Captains came to believe that the HKV is only 
for their own use and they forget sometimes that it has to also be used by all their 
people. 
 
32. These HKVs are also a problem because they are not how Saramaka 
understand our relations with the land.  Ownership and other rights to the land come 
from belonging to a lö, it is part of being related to other people as well as knowing 
the spirits and history of the place.  Because of the HKVs, which are given to 
individual captains, and also because the lö are all mixed up in most of the displaced 
villages, we cannot own the land in the traditional way. This means that getting along 
with each other has become much less important and there a lot of problems in the 
displaced communities because of this.  Many of the young people have left because 
they do not feel part of us anymore. This is all because of the dam, this does not 
happen on the Upper Suriname River. 
 
F. Do any of the Captains in your area or any of the people in the 

villages that you are responsible for want individual title to land? 
 
33. No, we do not want individual titles. The government sometimes says that we 
do, but I know that it is only a few Maroons who live in Paramaribo who say they 
want individual titles. They want them so that they can borrow money at the bank.  I 
heard this when I went to a meeting in Paramaribo.  None of the Saramaka leaders 
that I have talked with have ever said that they want individual title and I have never 
heard this in any village meetings that I have attended. This would be against our 
culture and our way of life. 
 

                                                 
3  See, Timber Resolution (Houtbesluit), GB 1947, 94 establishing that indigenous and 

Maroon village leaders could be issued woodcutting permits (houtkapvergunning) for the 
benefit of his family and “persons who could be considered as members of his tribe,” at 
Article 9(3).  Woodcutting permits are issued free of charge and for an initial 5 year 
period, after which they are automatically renewed, unless the Governor (now, the 
responsible government Minister) decides that this would be against the general interest, 
at Article 10. 
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G. The State of Suriname has told the Inter-American Court that the 
Saramaka people do not go hunting or fishing and do not farm 
anymore, but that you are mostly working in Paramaribo or for 
logging or mining companies. What is your view about this? 

 
34. This is not true. I will show them where my farm is and the farms of others 
who live in Brokopondo. We have many farms. We could not live without them.  We 
also go hunting and fishing. This is something we a do a lot even though it is getting 
very hard to find animals because of all the mining near our area. 
 
H.  Do you know if there are any mining concessions that affect the 

displaced villages in Brokopondo? 
 
35. Yes, there are a lot.  Many Brazilians have come came to our area since 1997 
when President Wijdenbosch said he would register them for US$200.4  There are so 
many of them now I sometimes think that we live in Brazil.5  We have heard that 
there is a lot of mercury in the water because of these miners, but nobody has come to 
talk with us about it.  Every day I have people coming to me to complain about what 
the miners do.  Some of our young people work with them sometimes and there is 
always problems. 
 
36. There are also multinationals like Golden Star and Cambior, although I think 
that they call themselves IAMGOLD now.  They first came in 1992 after the end of the 
interior war.  All the villages in my area are in a concession given to this company. 
The concession is called Headley’s Reef and there is another one called Thunder 
Mountain.  The same company also started a big mine near the village of Nieuw 
Koffiekamp, which has been a big problem.6  A few years ago the company and the 
government told them that they would have to move because they were on the gold.  
Some of the people there had to move when the dam was built.  The Gaama asked me 
to talk with them about moving, but because I still have pain in my heart from when 
we all had to move before, I did not want to do this. 
 

                                                 
4   Although it deals primarily with eastern Suriname rather than the Saramaka area, gold 

mining by Brazilians is discussed in, W. Hoogbergen & D. Kruijt, ‘Gold, Garimpeiros and 
Maroons. Brazilian Migrants and Ethnic Relationships in Post-War Suriname’, 32(2) 
Caribbean Studies 3-44 (2004). Available at: 
http://redalyc.uaemex.mx/redalyc/pdf/392/39232201.pdf  

5  Id.  See, also, M. Viega, Artisanal Gold Mining Activities in Suriname. United Nations 
Industrial Development Organization, December 1997. Available at: 
http://web.uvic.ca/~gmp/countries/suriname/UNIDO%20Veiga%20Suriname1997-
nomap.pdf  

6  This situation is extensively discussed in Natural Resources, Foreign Concessions and 
Land Rights: A Report on the Village of Nieuw Koffiekamp. Unit for Promotion of 
Democracy, General Secretariat, Organization of American States, 1997.  See, also, Peace 
and Democracy in Suriname. Final Report of the Special Mission to Suriname (1992-
2000). Unit for Promotion of Democracy, Organization of American States 2001 
(OEA/SerD/XXSG/UPD/3.2), p. 93-8. Available at: 
http://www.upd.oas.org/lab/Documents/publications/peace_in_suriname/suriname_19
92_2000_eng.pdf (observing that the Afobaka dam had been forcibly seized by a group of 
armed men calling themselves the Suriname Liberation Front in 1994 and issuing, among 
others, the following demand: “The project proposal of Golden Star Resources (a 
Canadian gold mining corporation with a huge concession in Maroon territory) should be 
reconsidered. It should not become another Koffiekamp, where people did not profit from 
the proceeds of the mining project, but had to vacate the concession area), at p. 90.  



 

 8

I.  You are the Head Captain for the Brokopondo area. Did anyone from 
the government or the companies consult with you about the mining 
concessions. Do you know if the Gaama was consulted? 

 
37. Nobody has consulted with me, even until today.  The Gaama told me that he 
did not know anything about it either, although I know that the government talked 
with him after the concessions had been given, starting in 1995 or 1996 when they 
asked if he could help with the problems there.   
 
38. I did not know anything about the concessions until we started to see people 
putting small flags in the ground in my village. They were from Canada.  Later I saw a 
map and it showed that all of my villages are in a concession.  We had to talk a lot 
with the Nieuw Koffiekamp people when they blocked the road to the mining camp 
between 1995 and 1997 and again later when the there was another dispute with the 
company.  The army and the police were always going there and it could have been a 
big problem. 
 
J. How do you feel about all these mining concessions? 
 
39. I do not feel good about them. Maybe one day someone will tell us that they 
have to move again because we are on top of a gold mine, like what happened with 
the N’djuka people at Nieuw Koffiekamp.  We worry about this all the time and 
especially when we see those little flags that the Canadians put in the ground.  Mining 
has brought very few benefits and many problems. What we need is security. If they 
mine here the people in the city and in Canada will benefit and the Saramaka will lose 
again just like what happened with the dam.  How is it possible that we can live like 
this?  It is very hard. 
 
 
 

___________________________ 
 

Head Captain Eddie Fonkie 


