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A group of Indigenous women from Natumingka, Borbor Subdistrict, Toba Regency,
North Sumatra, working collectively in a communal cornfield managed by the
Natumingka Indigenous community. The cornfield was reclaimed from land previously
planted with eucalyptus by PT. TPL. Credit Khairul Abdi for FPP
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Enabling Impact

The value of channelling much more funding
directly to grassroots Indigenous Peoples
and forest peoples is gaining recognition

in climate and nature funding circles, and
rightly so. Direct and unrestricted funding

is crucial to rebalancing power dynamics
and finding lasting solutions, but it is rarely
enough on its own.

Achieving real change depends on more than how much
funding is allocated in this way. It also depends on

how those funds are aligned with the self-determined
priorities of communities, and the kinds of additional,
enabling support needed alongside the funding to
maximise impact.

This briefing presents six stories from longstanding
partners of Forest Peoples Programme (FPP) in Asia,
Africa, and Latin America. Each case highlights how
transformation is made possible when financial resources
are coupled with context-specific, responsive and long-
term non-financial support underpinned by deep-rooted,
trusting and transparent relationships.

[ Ry
< hS

Flexible, trust-based support is
not only feasible, it is essential to
achieve enduring change.

The contributors to this collection of cases highlight

a desire to shift away from compliance-driven,
restricted funding models toward approaches rooted
in relationships, trust, and mutual accountability. An
approach that prioritizes simplicity, flexibility, and
supportive long-term accompaniment rather than
rigid oversight allows recipients to adapt to crises,
seize opportunities, and implement strategies that
align with communities’ own pace and priorities. Their
stories underscore that transformation is relational, not
transactional.

An Indigenous woman of Natumingka, Borbor Subdistrict, Toba Regency, North Sumatra, Indonesia, washing freshly harvested coffee
beans. Coffee is one of the key commodities cultivated by the Natumingka Indigenous community. Credit Khairul Abdi for FPP



A special role for allies accompanying
direct funding.

All of the cases in this briefing have been supported through
one or more of FPP’s four grant mechanisms and strategic
initiatives, all of which combine grants with context-specific
additional support. Each mechanism focuses on particular
themes that support the grantee’s overall vision, mission
and core principles.

«  Forest Visions channels unrestricted, flexible and
context-driven support, enabling communities to
articulate and implement their own visions for caring
for their forest territories, and each other. Mirroring the
Ford Foundation’s BUILD programme, Forest Visions
is designed to provide funding alongside long-term
legal, technical and solidary-based support from
FPP, including an offer of supplemental resources for
building organisational and community resilience.

o The Strategic Legal Response Centre (SLRC) includes
direct re-granting within its broader long-term
accompaniment model. This model supports strategic
litigation, legal and policy reform, emergency support
to human rights defenders, and supports a more locally
available community of legal practice including via
sponsoring the training and qualification of
indigenous lawyers.

o The Gender Programme highlights structural
exclusions facing women-led organisations, many of
which have remained locked out of funding despite
being well-positioned to deliver impact. The ‘small grant’
mechanism within the Gender Programme grapples with
the structural exclusion of women-led groups, many
of which lack the formal recognition or infrastructure
necessary to access traditional funding streams.

e Cultural-Ecological Resilience (CER) grants focus
on supporting locally grounded innovation towards
preserving traditional knowledge and practices
according to self-determined priorities.

An accompanying ally plays a very different role to that

of a financial intermediary. Allies provide technical, legal
and strategic support to their partners, help to create
networks, and support movement-building. Critically,
adopting a relational approach to funding that emphasises
flexibility and solidarity, can shift risks and burdens away
from communities to the accompanying ally. By mitigating
funding constraints imposed by sometimes risk-averse and
rigid funding sources in this way, a good ally can help to
ensure that funding is genuinely accessible, contextually
responsive, and sustained over time. Crucially, good allies
are best able to provide this kind of enabling support when
their own work is in turn supported by flexible, unrestricted
funding from donors who appreciate the complexities of
working in a way that truly centres the self-determined
priorities of communities and community organisations.

The case studies presented here affirm the relevance of good
allies as an important adjunct to direct funding, who can
bridge gaps between donors and grassroots groups,

absorb risks, and co-create long-term

pathways for self-reliance.
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Reviving Food Sovereignty and Women’s

Empowerment in Tebat Pulau: The Story
of Ade Harapan and Akar Foundation

MR T

“The women of Ade
Harapan can now stand
on their own,”

said Pramasty Ayu Koesdinar, Director of

Akar Foundation.

“They no longer need
direct support from us.”

After three years of sustained support, the
women of Ade Harapan in Tebat Pulau,
Bengkulu Province, Indonesia, are now
independently leading their organisation.
Their transformation—once grounded in
quiet resilience—is now defined by confident
leadership, food sovereignty, and gender-
inclusive governance. Backed by the local
Akar Foundation (now Akar Global Initiative)
and Forest Peoples Programme, their journey
reclaims more than land: it reclaims dignity,
identity, and the right to adequate food.

In Indonesia, land tenure process largely excludes
women—land titles are typically awarded to male
household heads. Despite their central role in nutrition
and agriculture, women are sidelined from forest
governance and decision-making.

Akar’s long-standing presence in the community laid the
groundwork for change. By cultivating trust and building
alliances with men in the village, Akar created space

for women to organize and lead. Over time, women’s
participation in village meetings became normalized.
More than speaking up, they succeeded in shaping the
village policy—securing 20% of the village budget to fund
women-led initiatives.

Business units soon followed. One such enterprise,
GO-KIL (Go-Kaba Indah Lestari), built community
resilience funds and reduced the community’s
dependence on volatile markets.

Within three years, the local government took notice.
The regency government integrated the Ade Harapan
model into its food security program. It also formalized a
regulation supporting women'’s food sovereignty. Today,
other villages are studying the model for replication—
without Akar’s direct involvement.

What began as a project to address hunger became
something deeper. The women of Ade Harapan’s
empowerment was not just political; it was personal.

“Building the confidence of the women to take up space
and be heard was an unexpected outcome,” Dinar
reflected. “Our initial objective was simply to reduce
hunger in their households.”



Community Stories: Where Flexible Support Meets Lasting Change

It Started with Hunger: Reclaiming
the Right to Food

Though the Indigenous Peoples of Tebat Pulau had
regained legal access to their ancestral land, food
remained scarce. Children were malnourished. Mothers
scraped together meals from store-bought goods. The
land was full of coffee — for export, not for the table.

A participatory feminist research process supported by
Akar exposed the community’s nutrition gap. While Akar
had long supported male coffee farmers, its years of work
helped build trust within the community. That trust made
it possible to quickly gain men’s support for their wives
and the women of Ade Harapan to take on the issue of
food security.

Building on research insights, Akar partnered with

local universities and feminist organisations to revive
agroecological knowledge and traditional food systems.
Demonstration plots were established across two
hectares, benefiting 32 families. Since the joint support
from FPP and Akar began in 2021, Ade Harapan has
expanded to five farmer groups managing 500 hectares,
practicing Low External Input Sustainable Agriculture

(LEISA). The forest’s rich soil made fertilizers unnecessary.

Challenges to Sustainability

While Akar believes the women of Ade Harapan can sustain
the work they’ve started, Dinar acknowledges the broader
limitations local and grassroots organisations face.

Organisations like Akar—and even more so community
collectives like the women of Ade Harapan—often struggle
to access long-term funding to support their activities. They
often cannot meet requirements of international donors,
from administrative structure, financial audits to legal
registrations. Allies such as Forest Peoples Programme,
and, in this case, Akar as the national/local organisation
ally for Ade Harapan, help bridge this gap. However, direct
donor partnerships with grassroots groups or even a
national/local organisation remain rare.

Meanwhile, the political climate in Indonesia is becoming
increasingly conservative. The return of military-aligned
leadership could further threaten civic space and gender
rights.

In response, Akar is pursuing a dual strategy. One via
economic self-reliance through women-led enterprises
and another via political solidarity through alliances with
feminist and rights-based networks in Indonesia.

They call on donors and international partners to:

« Simplify reporting processes and recognize
administrative limitations of grassroots groups

« Investin financial and compliance capacity-building

«  Continue advocacy efforts amid rising
authoritarianism, anti-gender rhetoric and curtailing
of civic space.

As Akar transitions to a more advisory role, the story of
Ade Harapan offers a powerful model of community-led,
gender-just, and ecologically grounded development. It is
also a reminder:

genuine change requires

trust, shared ownership, and
long-term commitment—not
t just funding.

Akar Foundation supprts Ade Harapan, a Rejang women’s group in the Tebat Pulau Village, Bengkulu Province, Indonesia, in building a
food security system that revitalizes culturally rooted, diverse cropping patterns and traditional foods around the Community Forest Area.
Credit: Akar Foundation




People’s Legal School - Reimagining Legal

Education in Peru and Building a Network of
Indigenous Peoples Human Rights Defenders

MR T

“We’re not training just for law,” says
César Bazan Seminario, Director of the
People’s Legal School. “We’re training for
life—for the survival of cultures, lands, and
communities.”

In a country where legal education discriminates
against Indigenous Peoples, the People’s Legal School
in Peru offers a radical alternative. It is cultivating a new
generation of Indigenous rights defenders—grounded
in legal knowledge, community solidarity, and a deep
emotional commitment to justice.

At the heart of the School’s approach is “sentipensar
(sentiry pensar)”—a way of interweaving feeling

and thinking, inspired by Latin America’s decolonial
thinkers. This concept underpins the School’s pedagogy,
centering Indigenous perspectives, lived experiences, and
emotional truths. Future lawyers and young Indigenous
leaders are not just learning to interpret the law—they are
learning to defend their communities with heart, integrity,
and purpose.

The School is the outcome of a long-standing partnership
between Instituto de Defensa Legal (IDL) and FPP. César
led the School’s development working with IDL and with
close facilitation of FPP’s Strategic Legal Response Centre.
What began as a centralized course in Tarapoto, a small
city in Peruvian Amazon, for 15 young lawyers has since
grown into a decentralized network of legal training hubs
across Peru’s Amazonian regions.

In 2023, thanks to expanded funding, the School
managed to support three regional programs, each
supporting 18 Indigenous participants—some law
students, others community leaders—who share a desire
to understand and apply the law from a decolonial lens.
Through this model, law students and Indigenous leaders
gain concrete skills to access national and international
human rights mechanisms.
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César envisions the People’s Legal School as more than

a training space—it’s a growing model for decolonizing
legal education in Latin America. In Peru, where most law
schools still reinforce colonial mindsets and patriarchal
values, the Legal School provides an education rooted

in ethics, relevance, and the lived realities of Indigenous
Peoples.

“The School is just one part of our students’ journeys,”
César reflects. “What we offer is a network—something to
stand with them when it matters.”

As Indigenous communities across the Amazon face
increasing threats from extractive industries, organized
crime groups, and weakening State protections, the
School’s model of long-term, relational support is both
urgent and necessary. With stronger backing, it could be
adapted and scaled across Latin America, reshaping not
only who the law protects—but who gets to shape it.

In just three years since its founding in 2021, the School
has supported dozens of Indigenous rights defenders—
nearly half of them women. Theirimpact is already being
felt far beyond the classroom.

One alumnus, a lawyer from Cusco, supported the family
of an activist who was killed during Peru’s recent political
unrest. Drawing on his training and the School’s network,
he pursued legal action and secured pre-trial detention
for the officer implicated in the violence. He is now
pursuing a Master’s degree with the support of Bread for
the World—an opportunity made possible through FPP’s
endorsement and partnerships within the School’s wider
community.



Furthermore, two graduates from the Indigenous Shipibo
peoples now work with IDL in the city of Pucallpa, Ucayali
Region in the heart of Peruvian Amazon. They have been
helping bridge Indigenous and State systems by offering
legal advice in their native language. One of them, a
woman from the 2022 cohort, now works with a feminist
NGO addressing gender-based violence in Indigenous
communities.

These are not isolated successes. They are part of a
growing alumni network—collaborating on human
rights cases, co-facilitating legal trainings, and standing
in solidarity with one another. When César faced
criminalization, alumni quickly mobilized and issued a
collective statement in his defense.

frameworks.

What makes the People’s Legal School powerful—
its slow, grounded, trust-based approach—is also
what makes it difficult to fund through traditional

It does not produce quick outputs. Instead, it nurtures
people: principled, courageous defenders working at the
most fragile and critical frontlines of justice.

Community Stories: Where Flexible Support Meets Lasting Change

While FPP remains a committed ally, Peru’s political
restrictions on NGO funding and donor inflexibility pose
serious challenges to the School’s future. César plans to
explore hybrid models—such as cost-sharing, university
accreditation, and scholarships—but at this stage,
sustained donor commitment remains essential.

For donors invested in Indigenous rights, justice, and
systemic change, this is a high-impact, low-visibility
initiative worth backing. With strategic investment and
long-term partnerships, this model can flourish—enabling
Indigenous Peoples to lead their own legal and political
strategies from the ground up.

The School is a living proof that when Indigenous
Peoples and their knowledge is centered, relationships
are honored, and communities are accompanied—not
led—transformative change is not just possible. It is
already happening.




Building Legal Power from the Ground Up:

Women-Led Community Assemblies in

East Africa

Members of Indigenous Peoples from Kenya,
Tanzania, Uganda and the Democratic
Republic of Congo are quietly shaping a new
model of movement-building. These are

not formal conferences or dialogues held in
hotels. They are grassroots-led community
assemblies held in the very landscapes where
their struggles unfold. Since it started in 2022,
the assembly has been designed, hosted, and
held by Indigenous women from different
Indigenous groups and communities—where
solidarity is forged, legal strategies are
shaped, and courage is renewed.

On the sixth community assembly conducted in
October 2024, it brought together delegations from 13
Indigenous communities of the four countries ensuring
it was attended by three women and two men from
each community. From their inception, these gatherings
have intentionally centered women’s leadership and
knowledge. As Teresa Chemosop of the Ogiek of Mt.
Elgon in Kenya, one of the lead facilitators, explains,
“In struggles, women participate, but they are rarely
recognized. These assemblies created a space where
women not only speak—they lead.”

What began as a women’s exchange program has grown
into a wider movement. Assemblies are now held on a
rotational basis in different community sites. Participants
travel long distances—often on foot—to spend days
together in the host community, sleeping in homes or
schools, cooking meals together, and learning from one
another. These gatherings are intentionally immersive,
placing participants inside the lived realities of others—
walking ancestral lands under threat, hearing stories of
survival and strategy, and exchanging hard-won lessons.

The assemblies have always drawn strength from the

community. In January 2024, the Batwa community of
south-western Uganda hosted the fifth gathering, despite
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having no formal community land. The group metin a
primary school, focusing on legal strategies, media skills,
and the growing threats posed by carbon credit schemes.
Sessions were guided by seasoned legal experts,
including FPP’s Director Tom Lomax, who shared insights
from cases before regional and international courts. But
the deeper lessons came from each other: how to file a
petition, how to document a land grab, how to use song
as resistance.

The Sengwer in Kenya shared how a successful court
case helped reduce criminalization by the Kenya Forest
Service. The Ogiek of Mau, despite a landmark victory in
the African Court, reflected on their continued struggle
with enforcement and recent evictions. The Mosopisyek
of Benet in Uganda spoke of how litigation helped reduce
violence from wildlife authorities. The Batwa of DRC
anticipated a positive court ruling, but also planned for
what might come if the government failed to implement
it. These shared experiences sparked dialogue, mutual
strategy-building, and a growing sense of collective
power.

For Teresa, organizing these assemblies has been
transformative—both as a person and as an Indigenous
woman who is part of a community and a network. “|
used to be quiet. Now | speak with confidence and | feel
happy that men listen,” she says. “Women who return
from the assemblies are joining community decision-
making spaces for the first time. Some have gained the
courage to take part in local governing councils that used

to be all male”

For Justin Kenrick, one of FPP’s focal points in organizing
the assemblies, the process is built on trust and long-
standing relationships—not organisational hierarchy. He
has known Tereza and her community for more than a
decade. “This is a movement, not a project,” he says. “It
started small, with just a few communities. Now we have
60 participants from four countries, and it’s growing.”



Community Stories: Where Flexible Support Meets Lasting Change

Looking ahead: strengthening trust
and sustaining commitment

Despite barriers like language differences, logistical
challenges, security risks, and limited resources, the
assemblies have built a powerful web of solidarity. Songs
are shared, maps are drawn, and strategies formed.
Women have led demonstrations, organized local
campaigns, and supported one another through trauma
and resistance. In Uganda, women who we may see

as illiterate have composed protest songs that echoed
through government halls until authorities were forced to
respond.

Financing the assemblies has been a constant challenge.
Initial funding was modest, and organizers often worked
with ad hoc resources pulled from various program lines
within FPP and its partners. Still, the commitment from
participants remains unwavering. Currently, the model
is sustainable in commitment —but not yet in resourcing
and structure.

There is growing interest in formalizing aspects of the
network, including through a women'’s council and
partnerships with similar efforts in Latin America. But
FPP and the women organizing the community assembly
are cognizant that that ambition will require consistent,
participatory, and aligned support. For now, the
assemblies remain grounded in community, moving at a
pace defined by trust and care.

{ support from FPP give 1

“When women stand up,”
Teresa reflects, “we don’t
just defend our rights.

We protect our families,
our lands, and our

future generations. The
assemblies and consistent

' us courage—and that !
- courage expands.” |

The Mau Women-led Community Assembly, Kenya. October 2024. Credit: Justin Kenrick, FPP




Strengthening Community Rights Through

Grounded Partnerships

Yayasan Masyarakat Kehutanan Lestari’s The grant supported two key frontline partners in North

(YMKL) strength lies in its network-based Sumatra: AMAN Tano Batak and SERBUNDO. Together,

model. “Our strength is not in working alone,” they focused on three strategic priorities:

said Emil Kleden, Director of YMKL. “It’s in

partnerships and sharing roles across trusted 1. Identifying core legal challenges faced by Indigenous

allies—international, national, and local.” forest communities, mapping legal opportunities
through litigation and non-litigation process, and

While based in Jakarta, YMKL's work is deeply embedded identifying social-economic challenges faced by

in North Sumatra. Since its founding in 2017 by seasoned forest communities;

Indigenous rights advocates, YMKL has sought to 2. Building capacity through paralegal training and

complement national-level legal and policy advocacy economic empowerment—with particular attention

with direct, community-rooted support. Emil himself to Indigenous women;

spent over a decade withFPP, and YMKL Program
coordinator, Rudiansyah also share long histories of
collaboration with FPP and national organisations such
as AMAN and WALHI. These relationships, built over
years of solidarity, laid the foundation for their current
engagement with FPP in North Sumatra.

3. Facilitating direct advocacy with national institutions
such as Komnas HAM,Kementerian Ketenagakerjaan
(Ministry of Manpower), Kementerian Lingkungan
Hidup dan Kehutanan (Ministry of Environment and
Forestry), especially around the implementation of
ILO Convention 111 on the protection of traditional
occupations, as well as as well as utilising market
mechanisms such as the Forest Stewardship Council
certification body to resolve land rights disputes
between communities and the pulp and paper

Unlike rigid donor models that require pre-defined company, PT. Toba Pulp Lestari.

technical concepts, YMKL appreciates the flexibility that

FPP has provided in this recent partnership. While Emil One notable result was
emphasizes that his team would have pursued the same .

work regardless of how funds were structured—restricted the dlalogue between

or unrestricted—the flexible nature of the grant made a ‘ SERBUNDO and Komnas

difference on the ground.

HAM, which helped push
“When you apply for restricted funding, you sometimes ° °
have to explain abstract concepts like ‘restorative t!’e ’.ssue Of!nd'gen.ous
economy’ to donors unfamiliar with the term,” Emil livelihoods into national
shared. “That takes energy away from addressing the . «
real issues communities are facing.” With support from ! con Versat'ons' These
FPP, YMKL was able to begin where it mattered most: the dialogues are notjust
community’s lived experience, not the jargon. ! 9
events—they’re spaces
where bridges are built
! between rights-holders !

and institutions,” said rudi.
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Community Stories: Where Flexible Support Meets Lasting Change

Another success story emerged from international
advocacy through the ILO, which led to recommendations
directed at the Government of Indonesia and helped
expand the space for public discourse. This created
momentum for the community of Ompu Ronggur,

who, with renewed confidence, mobilized neighboring
communities to collectively defend their lands against

the expansion of PT Toba Pulp Lestari. The collaboration
between the Ompu Ronggur community, SERBUNDO, and
AMAN-Tano Batak, with support from YMKL, significantly
strengthened their bargaining power in negotiations.

This growing confidence—demonstrated by communities
asserting their rights and engaging with corporate actors—
highlights the impact of layered, networked support.

These pockets of progress are hope-inducing moments
in what is often a long and difficult struggle for land and
human rights protection and respect.

Making Advocacy Sustainable by
Sharing Roles

Even strong networks face constraints—especially under
heavy administrative burdens. “Sometimes we’re so
focused on reporting templates that we lose time for
actual advocacy,” Rudi and Djayu admitted. Community
partners, already stretched thin, feel this pressure most
acutely.

This is where YMKL sees the value of its partnership with
FPP most clearly. FPP’s administrative and finance team
supports where needed, allowing each actor to focus

on its strengths: AMAN Tano Batak and SERBUNDO on
grassroots organizing, YMKL on national advocacy and

resource mobilization, and FPP on international advocacy

and systems support.

The relationship with FPP and other international allies
has also helped YMKL engage with global mechanisms
like the EU Deforestation Regulation. But Emil is quick to
point out that such mechanisms must be localized to be
effective: “You can’t just drop a policy brief in English and
expect it to work. The real value is in translating technical
tools into practical guidance—and helping communities
understand their options.”

Again, the strength of their network shines—each partner

contributes in their own domain, making the whole stronger.

Beyond Grants: Toward a Shared
Vision

Looking ahead, YMKL hopes for continued partnerships
that go beyond funding. What they seek are relationships
grounded in co-learning and co-strategy. Most importantly,
YMKL insists on being accountable not just to donors, but
to the communities they serve. “Transparency with our
community partners is just as important,” Emil emphasized.

“We’re not intermediaries—
we’re connectors, walking
side-by-side.”

In a world where hard-won legal victories are often
stalled in implementation and funding cycles can be rigid
or short-sighted, YMKL offers a grounded, trust-based
model of change. With partners like FPP that understand
the value of walking with—not ahead of—communities,
they continue to prove that transformation to a more
empowering and grounded support is underway.

Farmers drying corn in the morning sun. The harvest comes from reclaimed land in the customary territory
of Natumingka, Borbor Subdistrict, Toba Regency, North Sumatra, Indonesia. Credit: Khairul Abdi for FPP
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A Partnership Beyond Funding:

Transformation of the Indigenous Ogiek
of Chepkitale in Mt. Elgon, Kenya

MR T

The Chepkitale Indigenous Peoples
Development Project (CIPDP) first
encountered FPP in 2011, at a moment

of urgent crisis: the Indigenous Ogiek of
Chepkitale in Mt. Elgon was facing another
round of forced evictions from their
ancestral territory. FPP’s early support
included solidarity, legal assistance, capacity
strengthening, and technical advice on
advocacy and litigation strategies.

The Indigenous Ogiek peoples have lived for generations in
Mt. Elgon as forest dwellers—pastoralists, hunter-gatherers,
beekeepers—sustained by the land and stewards of its
richness. For decades, their ancestral relationship with
their natural resources has come under repeated threat
through State-led evictions and conservation policies that
disregard their rights and history.

Among the pillars of the resistance is CIPDP, a community-
rooted organisation formally registered in 2003. Driven
entirely by the Ogiek’s lived experience and struggles to
demand respect and protection of their rights, CIPDP’s
work centers on regaining secure land tenure and
sustaining their way of life. Their journey with FPP has been
pivotal—not only in funding, but in the trust, solidarity, and
deep partnership built across more than 14 years.

“The most powerful part

of our partnership with
FPP,” Peter Kitale, CIPDP’s
executive director reflected,
“is not the funding, but the
people behind it. FPP didn’t
just offer money—they came
with genuine concern for our
plight. I know who to reach
out to depending on what
the community needs.”

With FPP’s constant and determined support through
the years, CIPDP has successfully challenged state action
in the High Court, with a landmark ruling in 2022 that
ended the community’s 22-year struggle to reclaim part
of their ancestral lands. A second case, marked by the
same grassroots resolve, is still ongoing. It challenges the
government’s failure to restitute Ogiek ancestral lands
that were forcibly gazetted by the colonial administration
in 1932 but later recognized for restitution under Kenya’s
2010 Constitution. The case was initially filed at the
Bungoma High Court, where the community lost, but has
since been appealed to the Court of Appeal in Kisumu.

The Ogiek community of Mount Elgon practicing a new song and performance with Kibet seated in the
centre playing the Lyre. Credit: Tom Rowley, FPP
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The partnership with FPP
helped CIPDP think beyond
reactive struggle toward
longer-term sustainability.
“We used to just fight
fires,” Peter said. “Now,

we’re thinking about our
community’s vision.”

With support from donors introduced through FPP and
inspired by the Forest Visions’ Partnership’s model of
self-determined planning, CIPDP is facilitating community
dialogues on representation, leadership, and how to
ensure consent and unity when participating in national
and international spaces. These can sometimes turn

into difficult but essential conversations amongst the
members of the community—and ones that reflect a
deeper kind of organisational maturity.

“FPP didn’t just help us build cases,” Peter shared. “They
helped us build an organisation—and the thinking behind
it.” From learning how to organize as a legal entity, to co-
developing policy strategies, CIPDP has grown not only in
capacity, but in confidence.

With the current flexible structure of Forest Visions, CIPDP
was able to respond to the unpredictable realities of their
struggle: sudden court hearings, unpredictable weather
disrupting mapping work, or the opportunity to setup a
community radio station for advocacy and outreach.

“With flexible funding,
we could do what was
needed—when it was

needed,” Peter added.

Reporting, while still required, was done collaboratively
with colleagues from FPP—with mutual understanding of
logistical delays and shared problem-solving.

Community Stories: Where Flexible Support Meets Lasting Change

CIPDP’s leadership believes that their organisation would
not be where it is today had they encountered a different
kind of partner. Unlike many international NGOs, FPP
didn’t arrive with a fixed agenda or extractive processes.

“FPP works as human beings, not just as an institution,”
Peter reflected. “We felt how they stand in true solidarity
with our community.”

For CIPDP, the lessons from this journey are clear. If
donors or other intermediary organisations want to
support Indigenous organisations and movements
meaningfully, they must be willing to:

«  Prioritize shared responsibility over rigid role
separation;

«  Build values-based partnerships, not just output-
based contracts;

«  Trust communities with flexibility—they know best
how to meet their own realities.

The Ogiek of Mt. Elgon still face threats: from eviction, from
misrepresentation, from policies that ignore their voice. But
their struggle today is no longer just reactive—it is strategic,
rooted, and informed by a shared community vision.

With CIPDP guiding from within, and partners like FPP

walking alongside them—not ahead—a different future
is unfolding.
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Mowakhi Community Learning Center:

Preserving Indigenous Karen Wisdom Through
Community-Led Education in Northern Thailand

MR T

“In the past, we had no school and no
government support. So we taught each
other,” shares the Director of the Mawakhi
Learning Center, who has dedicated over
two decades strengthening this grassroots
institution nestled deep in a reservationin
northern Thailand.

Founded in 1992 by community elders and leaders,

the Mowakhi Community Learning Center began as a
response to urgent needs - children in this remote village
had no access to formal education, and no access to
public health facilities because providers are not able to
communicate with the Indigenous Karen due to language
barriers. It was established with the support of Inter
Mountain Peoples Education and Culture in Thailand
Association (IMPECT), a local Indigenous organisation
based in Chiang Mai, under the leadership of (Mr.) Prasert
Trakarnsupakorn. He received the support of (Mr.) Jonie
Odochao, a prominent leader of the community network
of the Upper Wang River, one of the four major river
systems feeding into the Chao Phraya River in Thailand.
Both organisations remain to play a key role in advocating
and sustaining the Center.

Initially, the Center used the official curriculum of

the Ministry of Education. But within just three years,

the community realized what was missing: their own
language, culture, and way of life. This realization marked
a turning point. The community revised the curriculum to
reflect the values of Karen identity, including its language
and traditional knowledge. Since then, the Mowakhi
Learning Center has become a quiet but powerful

model of Indigenous-led education— one that nurtures
academic readiness, cultural pride and safeguards
intangible heritage.
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The Center caters for students from kindergarten to Grade
6, and has produced 28 graduating classes with more
than 224 graduates to date. Five of the alumni went on

to complete university degrees. Today, 90% of students
continue on to secondary education and travel up to 40
kilometers to reach the higher education institutions-
carrying with them a strong foundation gained in
Mowakhi.

Learning here goes beyond reading and writing. On

some days, students learn Indigenous Karen script from
an Indigenous elder; on other days, they could be in the
forest with women elders, gathering herbs and learning
about medicinal plants and their healing properties. The
school integrates language preservation, weaving, natural
dyeing, oral storytelling, and ritual knowledge with
modern tools—anchoring young people in their identity
while preparing them for the world beyond.

Elders play a central role in this learning process.

Many serve as teachers, passing on intergenerational
knowledge and skills. Over the years, they developed
handbooks to support younger educators in transmitting
this wisdom. While most of the elders volunteer, a few
now receive small stipends from the partnerships with
IMPECT and Pgakenyaw Association for Sustainable
Development (PASD), both long-time allies of the Center.

Due to the lack of government support, the Mowakhi
Center relies heavily on the resilience of its community
and external partners, including FPP. These partnerships
have helped enhance the curriculum and develop new
learning materials to preserve and pass on the Karen
language and culture.

In addition, the Center also receives support from other
organisations covering school lunches and teacher
stipends. It collaborates with educational allies to
advocate for recognition of indigenous-led learning
centers by the Ministry of Education.



Community Stories: Where Flexible Support Meets Lasting Change

Currently, there are 98 learning centers in Thailand—
about half of them led by Indigenous communities. These
centers convene regularly to exchange experiences and
advocacy strategies, and provide encouragement to

each other- strengthening solidarity among networks to
influence policy-level change.

Sustainability: A Daily Struggle

Despite its success, Mowakhi still faces significant
challenges. The Center does not hold land tenure as it is
located within a forest reservation. The community must
renew land use permissions every five years. Although
they managed to get a 10-year permission recently.

Meanwhile, elders continue to teach with limited or
no compensation, and the Center lacks the capacity to
fundraise or write grant proposals independently.

“We still don’t have the income to sustainably support the
elders,” the director says while translating it to the smiling
elder seated beside him. “We tried opening a small
community shop to reduce the need to leave the village,
butin the end, we still depend on outside help.”

This dependency limits what the school can offer and
threatens its long-term sustainability. Yet the community
persists—renovating classrooms, mentoring new
teachers, and improving infrastructures so that even
when elders are absent, students can continue to learn.
Elders now dedicate one day per week to teaching. Each
shares knowledge in their area of expertise. When not
teaching, they forage, farm, raise animals, or rest.

A Quiet Transformation and a Call
to Action

The impact of Mowakhi Community Learning Center is
visible not only in the number of students advancing to
higher education, but in the way they carry their heritage
with them. Many graduates return to the village, assist
with teaching, or help sustain local knowledge systems.
Their presence reaffirms the value of early education that
is not just locally rooted, but community-shaped and
future-oriented.
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Coffee festival, Northern Thailand, 2024. Credit: IMPECT

The Center’s storyis a
powerful reminder: when
Indigenous communities
are given space to define
education on their own
terms, the results are
deeply rooted and ripple
outward. But continuing
this journey requires
sustained, respectful, and
flexible partnership.

For funders seeking

to support indigenous
leadership and cultural
preservation, Mowakhi

is a transformative
investment—one that values
| people, relationships, and |
' intergenerational wisdom '
- over short-term, tangible ‘
outcomes.

The Mowakhi Community Learning Center has proven
that when communities come together to build a

school from the ground up with genuine respect and
participation, especially from elders—education becomes
more than a system. It becomes a way of living, growing,
and grounding in one’s roots while confidently stepping
into the world.




“If you have come to help me, you can go home
again, but if you see my struggle as part of
your own survival, then perhaps we can work
together”, as expressed by aboriginal activists in the 1970s in
Queensland, Australia.
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